


  

Doughnuts 
cinnamon-sugar cake doughnuts get their lift from baking pow-

der; a spiced sugar coating adds delicate crunch. With a custard 

illing and a smear of chocolate icing, boston cream doughnuts 

are a nod to the cake of the same name. crullers are made by 

piping egg-enriched dough into an elongated twist; the ring-shaped 

variety are called french crullers. A generous portion of sweet 

berry jelly ills the center of raised jelly doughnuts. doughnut 

holes are the bite-size treats made from the dough taken from the 

center of ringed doughnuts. chocolate glazed doughnuts feature 

cocoa- and/or chocolate-enriched cake dunked in a confectioners’ 

sugar glaze. The featherlight dough used to make honey glazed 

doughnuts yields a soft, delicate result. beignets were established 

by the French in New Orleans and are often enjoyed with café au 

lait. A thin track of cinnamon swirls through glazed coffee rolls.

 2 Quick Tips
  Quick and easy ways to perform everyday tasks, 

from frying bacon to freezing bread. 

  BY ANNIE PETITO

 4  Rao’s Lemon Chicken, 
Our Way

  Getting a reservation at this New York institution 

is nearly impossible, so we decided to re-create 

its beloved lemony chicken dish at home.

  BY ANNIE PETITO

 6 Great Grill-Roasted 
Beef Tenderloin

  To deliver great grill flavor to beef  tenderloin,  

we had to upend the most commonly held notion 

about the source of  that flavor. BY LAN LAM

 8 Spanish Fried Potatoes
  Crispy potatoes served with a smoky, spicy 

sauce—patatas bravas—are hugely popular  

in tapas bars. To make them at home, we had  

to rethink deep frying. BY ANNIE PETITO

 10 The Best  
Pan-Seared Salmon

  For a crisp crust and a juicy interior,  

the key is doing less, not more. 

  BY ANDREW JANJIGIAN 

 11 Easy Italian Soufflé
  A custardy sformato has the plush elegance  

of  a soufflé with a fraction of  the fuss. 

  BY SARAH MULLINS

 12 Korean Rice Bowl
  This comforting combination of  rice, vegetables, 

eggs, spicy sauce, and a crisp crust is a restaurant 

favorite. We wanted an efficient way  

to make it at home. BY ANDREA GEARY

 14 Dressing Up 
Strawberry Shortcake

  Loads of  fresh berries were a given.  

But for a refined version of  this classic dessert,  

the key was engineering a cake that could take 

the juice—and hold on to the berries. 

  BY LAN LAM

 16 Our Asian Pantry
  While the universe of  Asian ingredients is vast, 

we turn to these staple ingredients to bring 

authentic flavor to Asian recipes. And in some 

cases, the right product can be critical. 

  BY ELIZABETH BOMZE

18 Introducing Farro Risotto
  This Italian grain’s flavorful bran layer makes it  

a challenge to coax into creamy farrotto. 

  BY STEVE DUNN

19 Sautéed Sugar Snap Peas
  What’s the secret to tender pods that retain  

their namesake snap? Steam. BY SANDRA WU

20 Perfect Sticky Buns
  Sticky buns look inviting, but most are dry and 

overly sweet, with a topping that threatens  

your dental work. We wanted a version that  

fulfilled its promise. BY ANDREA GEARY

  PLUS: TESTING DRY STORAGE CONTAINERS

23 The Best Gas Grill  
Under $500

  It doesn’t matter how powerful a grill is.   

If  it can’t distribute and hold the heat where you 

want it, your food will suffer. BY LISA McMANUS

26 Getting to Know  
Sherry Vinegar

  The woodsy yet vibrant taste of  sherry  vinegar 

makes it such a standout that it just might 

become your favorite everyday vinegar. 

  BY KATE SHANNON

28 Ingredient Notes
  BY STEVE DUNN, ANDREA GEARY, ANDREW 

JANJIGIAN, ANNIE PETITO & DAN SOUZA 

30 Kitchen Notes
  BY STEVE DUNN, ANDREA GEARY, ANDREW 

JANJIGIAN & LAN LAM 

32 Equipment Corner
  BY MIYE BROMBERG
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America’s Test Kitchen is a real 

2,500-square-foot kitchen located just out-

side Boston. It is the home of  more than 60 

test cooks, editors, and cookware specialists. 

Our mission is to test recipes until we under-

stand exactly how and why they work and 

eventually arrive at the very best version. 

We also test kitchen equipment and super-

market ingredients in search of  products that 

ofer the best value and performance. You 

can watch us work by tuning in to America’s 

Test Kitchen (AmericasTestKitchen.com) and 

Cooks Country from America’s Test Kitchen 

(CooksCountry.com) on public televi-

sion, and listen to us on our weekly radio 

program on PRX. You can also follow us on 

Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and Instagram.
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C
onfession time: We don’t really run this 

magazine. You do.

Okay, maybe that’s a bit of hyperbole. 

But not very much. Because before we do 

anything, we ask you if we should do it. Then we 

solicit your input along the way. And then, when 

we’re finished, we ask you how we did.

Here’s how it works. When we’re considering 

what recipes to develop, we survey a random panel 

of you readers, asking, for each dish, whether it’s 

something you really want. If 80 percent of you say 

yes, we start testing incessantly to come up with the 

best possible version. When we think we’ve got it, 

we ask those of you who have volunteered to do so 

to actually make the recipe in your own kitchens and 

give us feedback. If fewer than 80 percent of you say 

you’re so happy with our recipe that you’ll add it to 

your regular repertoire, we go back to the drawing 

board (or, more accurately, the kitchen counter) to 

address your concerns. Then we send it out to you 

again. No matter how much work we’ve done, if we 

can’t get at least 80 percent of you to love a recipe, 

we ditch it. (Ask our test cooks about the famous 

chocolate fudge recipe that, despite two months of 

testing, sits in the dustbin of our culinary history.) 

Finally, a postpublication survey lets us know how 

much you liked not only the recipes but also the 

stories and even the art in the issue. 

It’s all about giving you not what we think you 

should have, but what you really want. 

One interesting thing about this is that what you 

want changes over time. In this issue, for example, 

you’ll find plenty of what you might call “American 

classics,” from Refined Strawberry Shortcake to easy 

Skillet-Roasted Chicken in Lemon Sauce, smoky 

Grill-Roasted Beef Tenderloin, and a new (and bet-

ter) version of Sticky Buns. These types of recipes will 

always be a major part of our magazine.

But there are also recipes here that would never 

have appeared in our pages 10 years ago. There’s 

Patatas Bravas, a classic Spanish potato tapa; Korean 

Rice Bowl, which features the newly popular Asian 

condiment gochujang; and Parmesan Farrotto, based 

on a grain that has only recently come to the atten-

tion of American cooks. Oh, and when you read 

about the sticky buns, you’ll find that the secret to 

their amazing texture is a cutting-edge Japanese 

technique known as tangzhong.

It seems that our world—or, really, your world—

is getting larger. We hope you like what we’re adding 

to it. We’ll soon find out.

The Editors of Cook’s Illustrated

YOU’RE THE BOSS
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Splatter-Free Deglazing 
Pouring liquid into a hot skillet to deglaze it can cause messy splatters. To keep 

his stovetop cleaner, Skip Redman of San Diego, Calif., covers the pan with a 

splatter screen and pours the liquid directly through the mesh into the pan. Once 

the splatter and sizzle subside, he removes the screen to stir and incorporate the 

browned bits of  fond. 

SEND US YOUR TIPS We will provide a complimentary one-year subscription for each tip we print. Send your tip, name, address, and 
 daytime telephone number to Quick Tips, Cook’s Illustrated, P.O. Box 470589, Brookline, MA 02447, or to QuickTips@AmericasTestKitchen.com.

No More Sticky Jar Lids
After struggling to open sticky honey, syrup, and jam jars, Katherine James of 

Atlanta, Ga., now sprays the rim of the jar with nonstick spray before twist-

ing the lid back on. A couple of tricks: Hold the jar at an angle with the open-

ing facing away from you so you don’t spray directly into the food, and pulse 

gently on the nozzle to avoid spraying too much.

QUICK  

TIPS
j  C O M P I L E D  B Y  A N N I E  P E T I T O  k

A Steadier Pour 
from Syrup 
Because it’s easy to pour out too 

much maple syrup over pancakes 

or waffles, Mara Morgan of Boise, 

Idaho, controls the pour and cre-

ates a steady stream by affixing a 

spare liquid pourer (the kind she 

uses for cruets of oil and vinegar) 

to the top of the syrup bottle. 

The pourer does get sticky, so she 

removes and washes it  

between uses. 

Faster Food Wrapping 
To avoid repeatedly cutting plastic 

wrap to individually seal up mul-

tiple portions of foods like muffins 

or raw burger patties, Jennifer 

Siegel of Westfield, N.J., uses this 

more efficient method.

1. Tear off a very long piece of 

plastic wrap. Place individual por-

tions evenly along the bottom half 

of the wrap.

2. Fold the top half of the plastic 

wrap down over the portions, and 

press down between them and on 

the ends to seal. 

3. Cut between the portions 

to create individual packets, 

 folding the edges under to close. 

(Wrapped foods can be placed 

in a zipper-lock bag or stored 

 individually.)

More (and Better) Bacon 
in the Pan
To ensure that bacon cooks 

evenly in the pan, Rob Hughes 

of Soquel, Calif., cuts the slices 

in half  crosswise before cooking. 

The shorter strips (which happen 

to be the perfect size for sand-

wiches) lay completely flat against 

the surface; plus, he’s able to fit 

two extra half-slices in the pan 

without  overcrowding. 
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Frugal Fruit Infusion
Rather than throwing strawberry 

tops in the trash, Alexis Patrissi of 

Ardsley, N.Y., saves them for flavor-

ing water. Steeping the tops from 

1 pound of strawberries in 4 cups 

of water for 1 hour yields a lightly 

sweet, fruity beverage, and because 

the strawberries have already been 

washed, there is no extra prep. 

(Spent citrus halves also work well.)

Butter Wrapper Doubles 
as Dough Presser
When pressed into a 

baking pan for bar cook-

ies, dough often sticks to 

the utensil. To avoid this, 

instead of using a spoon or 

spatula, Bridget Sciales of 

New York, N.Y., uses  

the wrapper from the 

stick of butter called for 

in the recipe, which is slick 

enough to press against 

the dough without any 

worry of sticking. 

Easy-to-Recognize 
 Hard-Cooked Eggs 
When Megan Homan of Rockwood, 

Mich., makes a few hard-cooked 

eggs for the coming week, she marks 

their spaces on the cardboard carton 

with the letter H so she doesn’t con-

fuse them with the uncooked eggs.

Containing  
Marinating Meat
Miriam Miltenberger of St. David, 

Ariz., found that an empty plastic 

salad greens container (one with no 

holes in the bottom) works well for 

marinating smaller cuts or chunks of  

meat. The plastic top snaps tightly 

to keep the meat contained; the 

container is flat, so it stacks easily in 

the fridge; and the container can be 

rinsed and recycled after use.

A Grate Way 
to Transfer Food
To quickly transport cheese or 

vegetables that he’s shredded on his 

box grater, Tim Granger of Dayton, 

Ohio, wedges a bench scraper that 

is wide enough to cover the opening 

underneath the grater as he works. 

Then, he holds the two tools tightly 

together to contain the food as he 

transfers it to the mixing bowl.

Bookmarking Recipes
When Nora Thompson of Bandon, Ore., finds a recipe she wants to try in a 

cooking magazine, she bookmarks the page with a sticky note on which she 

writes the ingredients she’ll need to buy. When she’s ready to shop, all she 

has to do is grab the note as her shopping list.

Freezing Sliced Bread in Portions
To easily remove and thaw slices of bread for sandwiches from loaves stored 

in the freezer, Isabel Aybar of Houston, Texas, divides the whole loaf into 

groups of two or four slices. She then wraps each portion in parchment or 

plastic wrap before putting them all back in the original bag to freeze.
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ven if you’ve never landed a 

table at Rao’s, New York City’s 

legendary Italian restaurant, you 

may have heard of its famous 

roast lemon chicken. The dish is a take 

on pollo al limone in which two small 

chickens are cut in half and cooked under 

the restaurant’s powerful broiler (called 

a salamander). The deeply bronzed birds 

are then cut into pieces and bathed in 

a simple, pungent sauce of lemon juice 

(a full cup per bird), olive oil, red wine 

vinegar, garlic, and dried oregano before 

being briefly broiled again and served 

with crusty bread for dipping.

With its simple, bold preparation, the 

dish is undeniably appealing, and the res-

taurant’s recipe (published in its cookbook 

and on the Internet) is hugely popular. But 

it’s not perfect. When I tried to replicate it, 

I hit a number of snags. First: The small, 

quick-cooking birds used at Rao’s are 

not available in most supermarkets, and 

home broilers are not nearly as powerful 

or even-heating as restaurant broilers. As a 

result, the skin on the larger supermarket 

birds (which has more fat than the skin on 

the younger birds used at Rao’s) browned 

unevenly and was flabby since it didn’t fully 

render. Then there was the sauce. Pouring it over 

the chicken made the skin soggy, and marrying the 

two components at the last minute made the flavor 

transfer between them superficial. Plus, the sauce was 

thin—fine as a bread dipper but not viscous enough 

to cling to the meat—and downright puckery. 

The good news was that all of these flaws seemed 

fixable, so I set my sights on making a more accessi-

ble version of the Rao’s classic and refining its flavors. 

Problematic Elements
My first task: picking the right chicken. As an easy 

alternative to the small birds, I decided to use bone-

in chicken parts; 3 pounds of mixed white and dark 

meat would roughly approximate the yield of two 

small chickens and would serve four. The Rao’s recipe 

doesn’t call for brining or salting the chicken, but 

we’ve found that both methods season the meat and 

help keep it moist. To make this a weeknight-friendly 

dish, I chose brining, which can be done in 30 min-

utes (salting bone-in chicken pieces takes at least 6 

hours to have an impact). I dried the brined meat’s 

exterior well so as not to inhibit browning.

As for the cooking method, a comparison of 

conventional home broilers to salamanders explained 

why the former was yielding such uneven results. 

Most salamanders comprise multiple closely aligned 

parallel elements that disperse heat evenly over the 

surface of the food. With home broilers, the design 

of the heating element can vary considerably: Some 

models have a single bar running down the middle 

of the oven, others a serpentine coil—and neither 

projects widespread, even heat. Plus, the heat output 

and the distance you can put between the element 

and the food vary; I needed to lower the oven rack 10 

inches from the element in our test kitchen ovens to 

ensure that the chicken pieces cooked through before 

burning, but not every home oven offers that option. 

The more foolproof approach would be 

to sear the chicken on the stovetop and then 

finish cooking it in the oven in the sauce. 

Doing so meant I could incorporate the 

flavorful fond left in the pan after searing the 

chicken pieces into the sauce, and I could 

also maximize the flavor transfer between 

the chicken pieces and the sauce. 

After patting the chicken parts dry, I 

browned them in a 12-inch oversafe skil-

let, transferred them to a plate, and briefly 

sautéed minced garlic and shallot in the 

rendered chicken fat. To balance the acidity, 

I reduced the amount of lemon juice to ¼ 

cup and skipped the vinegar (we couldn’t 

taste it with all the citrus). To this mixture I 

added 1 cup of chicken broth—which was 

just enough liquid to submerge the bottom 

halves of the chicken pieces while leaving the 

skin exposed. In essence, I’d be braising the 

meat—but uncovered so that the exposed 

skin could crisp in the oven’s heat. 

In less than 15 minutes, the skin was crisp 

and the white meat was cooked through; 

the downside was that I had to remove the 

breasts from the pan before the legs and 

thighs, which took longer to cook, were 

done. As for the sauce, cooking the lemon 

juice had weakened the fruit’s flavor, and the 

consistency was still too thin.

To keep the skin crisp, we pour the lemon gravy around—rather than 
over—the chicken before serving. 

Rao’s Lemon Chicken, Our Way
Getting a reservation at this New York institution is nearly impossible,  
so we decided to re-create its beloved lemony chicken dish at home.

j  B Y  A N N I E  P E T I T O  k

New York’s Toughest Table

Unless you’re a New York City A-lister, you 

probably haven’t dined at Rao’s. The tiny East 

Harlem institution, famous for its Italian Ameri-

can classics and quirky policies, is like a club for 

longtime regulars and celebrities, including Al 

Pacino, Woody Allen, and Robert DeNiro.

Watch It Come Together

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16
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Through Thick and Thin
The easiest way to synchronize the doneness of the 

white and dark meats in the oven was to extend 

the cooking time of the dark meat on the stovetop, 

browning it on both sides rather than just the skin 

side so that it went into the oven at a higher tem-

perature than the white meat. Problem solved. 

Since I was cooking the lemon juice, I knew 

that adding more of it to the sauce would only 

increase the acidity, not the flavor. Added at the 

end of cooking, it made the sauce sour. But the 

aromatic compounds in lemon zest are more stable 

and retain more fruity lemony flavor when heated. 

After trying various amounts of zest, I settled on 

introducing 1 tablespoon right before I added the 

chicken for the bright, citrusy boost I was after. (For 

more information, see “The Chemistry of Cooked 

Lemon Flavor.”)

As for thickening the sauce, I first tried the most 

conventional tactic—removing the cooked chicken 

from the liquid and tenting it with foil to keep it 

warm, whisking some cornstarch into the sauce, and 

briefly simmering it. It worked, but at the expense of 

the chicken’s skin, which steamed under the foil and 

lost its crispiness. But what if I thickened the sauce at 

the beginning instead by adding flour, which is more 

heat-stable than cornstarch, to the aromatics? The 

tricky part was that as the chicken cooked, it shed 

juices that thinned the sauce, so it took a few tests 

before I determined that 4 teaspoons of flour made 

for full-bodied, lemony gravy. I also swapped in butter 

for the chicken fat because I found that the rendered 

fat varied from batch to batch. Two tablespoons of 

butter gave me a perfectly rich sauce. After transferring 

the chicken to a serving platter, I gave the mixture a 

whisk to smooth it out and scrape the flavorful fond 

from the sides of the pan back into the sauce. 

A combination of chopped oregano, parsley, 

and more lemon zest—stirred into the sauce and 

sprinkled over top—added fruity brightness that 

complemented the crisp skin; moist, flavorful meat; 

and silky, lemony sauce. This wasn’t exactly Rao’s 

chicken, but in the spirit of New York, I could say 

I did it my way. 

SKILLET-ROASTED CHICKEN  

IN LEMON SAUCE

SERVES 4

We serve our version of Rao’s chicken with crusty 

bread, but it can also be served with rice, potatoes, 

or egg noodles. To ensure crisp skin, dry the chicken 

well after brining and pour the sauce around, not on, 

the chicken right before serving.

 

 ½ cup salt

 3  pounds bone-in chicken pieces (2 split  

breasts cut in half crosswise, 2 drumsticks, 

and 2 thighs), trimmed

 1  teaspoon vegetable oil

 2  tablespoons unsalted butter

 1  large shallot, minced

 1  garlic clove, minced

 4  teaspoons all-purpose flour

 1  cup chicken broth

 4  teaspoons grated lemon zest plus ¼ cup juice 

(2 lemons)

 1  tablespoon fresh parsley leaves

 1  teaspoon fresh oregano leaves

 

1. Dissolve salt in 2 quarts cold water in large 

container. Submerge chicken in brine, cover, and 

refrigerate for 30 minutes to 1 hour. Remove chicken 

from brine and pat dry with paper towels.

2. Adjust oven rack to lower-middle position 

and heat oven to 475 degrees. Heat oil in ovensafe 

12-inch skillet over medium-high heat until just 

smoking. Place chicken skin side down in skillet 

and cook until skin is well browned and crisp, 8 to 

10 minutes. Transfer breasts to large plate. Flip 

thighs and legs and continue to cook until browned 

on second side, 3 to 5 minutes longer. Transfer 

thighs and legs to plate with breasts.

3. Pour off and discard fat in skillet. Return skillet 

to medium heat; add butter, shallot, and garlic and 

cook until fragrant, 30 seconds. Sprinkle flour evenly 

over shallot-garlic mixture and cook, stirring con-

stantly, until flour is lightly browned, about 1 minute. 

Slowly stir in broth and lemon juice, scraping up any  

browned bits, and bring to simmer. Cook until sauce 

is slightly reduced and thickened, 2 to 3 minutes. Stir 

in 1 tablespoon zest and remove skillet from heat. 

Return chicken, skin side up (skin should be above 

surface of liquid), and any accumulated juices to skillet 

and transfer to oven. Cook, uncovered, until breasts 

register 160 degrees and thighs and legs register 

175 degrees, 10 to 12 minutes.

4. While chicken cooks, chop parsley, oregano, 

and remaining 1 teaspoon zest together until finely 

minced and well combined. Remove skillet from 

oven and let chicken stand for 5 minutes.

5. Transfer chicken to serving platter. Whisk 

sauce, incorporating any browned bits from sides 

of pan, until smooth and homogeneous, about 

30 seconds. Whisk half of herb-zest mixture into 

sauce and sprinkle remaining half over chicken. Pour 

some sauce around chicken. Serve, passing remaining 

sauce separately. 

S C I E N C E  The Chemistry of Cooked Lemon Flavor
Virtually all of  the lemon lavor we perceive is due to volatile aroma compounds that enter our noses as we 

chew and swallow food—a phenomenon called retronasal smell. In fact, the only lavors we actually per-

ceive from our tastebuds are sour and bitter compounds. Both lemon juice and zest contain volatile aroma 

compounds (limonene in juice; neral, geranial, and linalool in zest), but because the compounds in each 

behave very diferently when exposed to heat, we use a combination of  juice and zest in our lemon sauce to 

achieve a balance of  fruitiness and acidity.

 

JUICE KEEPS ITS ACIDITY

The aroma compounds in lemon 

juice, which are suspended in wa-

ter, are highly volatile and readily 

evaporate when heated. But its 

acidic compounds are unafected 

by heat, so juice added during 

cooking will contribute bright 

tanginess but little fruity lavor.

ZEST KEEPS ITS FRUITINESS

The aroma compounds in zest 

are less volatile than those in juice 

when exposed to heat because 

they are trapped in oil glands within 

the peel’s cell walls. Zest added 

during cooking will thus lend no-

ticeable lemony taste to food; we 

add more at the end of  cooking 

for a inal hit of  fruity lavor.
COOKED 

JUICE

most fruity  

aroma compounds 

evaporate

acidity is 

unaffected  

COOKED  
ZEST

few fruity  

aroma compounds 

evaporate

fruity flavor stays 

largely intact

Better Results with a Backward Method

Most recipes for roasted chicken with a sauce call for cooking the chicken and then making the sauce. But here we 

quickly brown the chicken and then braise the meat in the sauce, which not only melds the lavors of the meat and 

sauce but also eliminates the need to tent the chicken and compromise its crackly skin while making the sauce. 

 

BROWN THE CHICKEN  

TO BUILD FLAVOR

After searing the chicken to develop 

the lavorful brown bits called 

fond (and crisp the skin), we sauté 

minced shallot and garlic in butter.

ADD THE AROMATICS, 

FLOUR, AND LIQUID

We use a generous amount of lour 

to thicken the braising liquid (lemon 

juice and chicken broth)—no need 

to reduce it once the meat is done.

 

WHISK IN THE HERBS  

AND REMAINING FOND

Just before serving, we whisk the 

sauce to incorporate the herb mix-

ture and any fond that has built up 

around the skillet during braising. 
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rilled to a perfect medium-

rare, a rosy-pink, ultratender 

beef tenderloin is a great cen-

terpiece for summer enter-

taining. The only trouble is, this cut’s 

flavor is fairly mild. To amp things up, 

many recipes call for smoking the tender-

loin over wood chips, wrapping it with 

cured meats like pancetta or bacon, or 

rubbing it with an abundance of spices. 

The result? The meat’s delicate flavor is 

overwhelmed. I wanted a grilled beef ten-

derloin that tasted beefy—not smoky or 

porky or spicy—with just enough flavor 

from the grill to complement and amplify 

the roast’s natural flavor. And of course, I 

wanted the roast to be perfectly cooked.

 

Inner Perfection
I settled on a ready-to-go center-cut ten-

derloin (also known as Châteaubriand) 

rather than a larger whole tenderloin. 

The center-cut option comes cleaned 

of fat and silverskin by the butcher and 

makes enough to serve a small group. All 

I had to do was tie the roast at 1½-inch 

intervals to keep it uniform in shape, 

ensuring even cooking and an attractive 

presentation. 

After seasoning my roast with salt and pepper 

and giving it a thin coating of oil to encourage 

browning, I fired up the grill. I decided I’d start my 

testing on a gas grill since it would be more chal-

lenging to produce grill flavor; once I’d perfected 

the cooking method, I would translate the recipe 

for a charcoal grill. 

Many recipes call for grilling tenderloin over 

medium heat, but this necessitates constantly turn-

ing the roast to ensure even cooking, and inevitably 

some of the meat just beneath the surface overcooks. 

I knew I’d rely on indirect, low-and-slow heat to 

cook my roast through since it would be the most 

gentle and even. The higher the heat the meat is 

exposed to, the more its proteins contract, and thus 

squeeze out juices, so by keeping the roast away from 

intense direct heat, I would also be minimizing the 

juices lost. After the grill was preheated, I turned off 

all but the primary burner and placed the roast on 

the cooler side of the grill. With a little experimenta-

tion, I found that keeping the grill at 300 degrees 

and placing the tenderloin about 7 inches from the 

primary burner yielded a roast with an interior that 

was rosy and juicy from edge to edge. 

Dripping with Flavor
With the inside of the roast looking good, I turned 

my focus to improving its flavor and exterior 

appearance—it needed some browning, and it 

didn’t taste grilled. The two attributes are related. 

Part of grill flavor is attributed to browning—both 

the deep color the roast develops where it comes 

in contact with the bars of the grill’s cooking grate 

and the overall browning the exterior develops 

through indirect heat. That much is pretty well 

known. Less widely known is the fact that grill 

flavor also comes from the meat’s drippings hit-

ting the heat diffusers on a gas grill (also known as 

 flavorizer bars) or the hot coals on a char-

coal grill. These drippings break down 

into new flavorful compounds and then 

vaporize, waft up, and condense when 

they hit the food, sticking to it and adding 

that grill flavor. 

The drippings are generally a combina-

tion of fat and juices, but a conversation 

with our science editor informed me that 

the fats have a much bigger role in creat-

ing grilled flavor. Problem: Châteaubriand 

is a very lean cut, so I didn’t have much to 

work with. But I had an outside-the-box 

thought: What if I put something else on 

the grill alongside the tenderloin that could 

provide the fat that translates into great grill 

flavor? Whatever I chose, though, would 

have to be cheap and readily available. I 

came up with a short list of options: bacon 

and salt pork. I made two tenderloins, 

using a different potential grill “flavorizer” 

for each. In both cases, I put the flavorizer 

directly over the lit burner to maximize the 

rendered fat it exuded. 

Bacon won out. It was easier to work 

with, and it boosted the grilled flavor of 

my roast without producing a hard-to-

control fire as the salt pork did. That is, 

as long as I didn’t lay the strips out flat 

on the grill. The key was shaping a few strips of 

bacon into a compact block by stacking three slices 

and then threading them accordion-style onto a 

metal skewer. Positioned over the heat diffusers, 

the bacon heated through slowly, rendering its fat 

at a measured pace. 

Over the hour-long (give or take) cooking time, 

the bacon definitely boosted the grill flavor of the 

tenderloin, but my tasters agreed that it still wasn’t 

as good as they thought it could be. My roast looked 

burnished, but it wasn’t really browned. I needed 

Great Grill-Roasted Beef Tenderloin
To deliver great grill flavor to beef tenderloin, we had to upend  
the most commonly held notion about the source of that flavor. 

j  B Y  L A N  L A M  k

No, that bacon isn’t an accompaniment to the meat. It’s there to drip fat 
onto the coals—in this case not a problem but a solution. 

See the Proper Setup

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16

Oil Meat for Looks and Flavor

Rubbing the meat with oil before grilling helps prevent 

sticking, of  course, and also helps develop lavor and 

color. When heated, the oil’s unsaturated fatty acids 

quickly break down and join with meat proteins to form 

compounds that accelerate browning and add lavor. 

(These compounds form as part of the Maillard reac-

tion as well as a separate reaction.) So for the prettiest, 

most lavorful meat that doesn’t stick, oil it. 
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the savory flavors that occur when meat browns via 

a process called the Maillard reaction for the best, 

most rounded grill flavor. 

Browning Basics
I headed back outside to try again. This time, I 

cooked the tenderloin quickly over high heat until 

it was lightly browned, keeping in mind that too 

much time spent over direct heat would lead to 

overcooking. I then moved it to the cooler part 

of the grill to cook through. The results were 

promising—the roast tasted grilled—but I wanted 

even more flavor. 

More time on the heat wasn’t an option; I needed 

a way to speed up the browning. I knew from test 

kitchen experience that the Maillard reaction occurs 

more readily as pH increases. And the easiest way to 

raise the pH in this situation would be to apply some 

baking soda. I made a paste by combining baking 

soda with the salt, pepper, and oil I was already 

rubbing on the tenderloin’s exterior and carefully 

applied this mixture. This time, the tenderloin 

browned more readily, and the difference in flavor 

between this roast and my previous attempts was 

obvious. Each bite of juicy, pink meat offered up all 

the flavor that grilled meat should have. 

Translating this recipe for a charcoal grill was fairly 

simple. I used just 4 quarts of charcoal (enough to 

fill a large chimney starter two-thirds full) and spread 

the coals evenly over half the grill. Instead of center-

ing the bacon skewer over the coals, where the fire is 

hottest, I kept it near the center of the grill where the 

heat is gentler so that it wouldn’t render too quickly. 

While the roast cooked, I put together a couple 

of no-cook sauces to serve with the tenderloin. Both 

chimichurri and a chermoula worked well, lending 

fresh, bright flavor with plenty of herbs. They were 

the ideal summery match for my savory, meaty 

grilled tenderloin. 

GRILL-ROASTED BEEF TENDERLOIN

SERVES 4 TO 6

Center-cut beef tenderloin roasts are sometimes sold 

as Châteaubriand. You will need one metal skewer for 

this recipe. The bacon will render slowly during cook-

ing, creating a steady stream of smoke that flavors the 

beef. Serve the roast as is or with our Chermoula Sauce 

(recipe follows). For our Argentinian Chimichurri 

Sauce recipe, go to CooksIllustrated.com/june16. 

 2¼ teaspoons Kosher salt

 1 teaspoon pepper

 2  teaspoons vegetable oil

 1  teaspoon baking soda

 1  (3-pound) center-cut beef tenderloin roast, 

trimmed and tied at 1½-inch intervals

 3  slices bacon

1. Combine salt, pepper, oil, and baking soda in 

small bowl. Rub mixture evenly over roast and let 

stand while preparing grill. 

2. Stack bacon slices. Keeping slices stacked, 

thread metal skewer through bacon 6 or 7 times 

to create accordion shape. Push stack together to 

compact into about 2-inch length. 

3A. FOR A CHARCOAL GRILL: Open bottom 

vent halfway. Light large chimney starter two-thirds 

filled with charcoal briquettes (4 quarts). When top 

coals are partially covered with ash, pour evenly over 

half of grill. Set cooking grate in place, cover, and open 

lid vent halfway. Heat grill until hot, about 5 minutes.

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

high, cover, and heat grill until hot, about 15 min-

utes. Turn primary burner to medium and turn off 

other burner(s). (Adjust primary burner as necessary 

to maintain grill temperature of 300 degrees.)

4. Clean and oil cooking grate. Place roast on 

hotter side of grill and cook until lightly browned 

on all sides, about 12 minutes. Slide roast to cooler 

side of grill, arranging so roast is about 7 inches from 

heat source. Place skewered bacon on hotter side of 

grill. (For charcoal, place near center of grill, above 

edge of coals. For gas, place above heat diffuser 

of primary burner. Bacon should be 4 to 6 inches 

from roast and drippings should fall on coals or heat 

diffuser and produce steady stream of smoke and 

minimal flare-ups. If flare-ups are large or frequent, 

slide bacon skewer 1 inch toward roast.) 

5. Cover and cook until beef registers 125 degrees, 

50 minutes to 1¼ hours. Transfer roast to carving 

board, tent with aluminum foil, and let rest for 20 min-

utes. Discard twine and slice roast ½ inch thick. Serve.

CHERMOULA SAUCE

MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP

To keep the sauce from becoming bitter, whisk in 

the olive oil by hand.

 ¾  cup fresh cilantro leaves

 4  garlic cloves, minced 

 1  teaspoon ground cumin

 1  teaspoon paprika

 ¼  teaspoon cayenne pepper

 ¼  teaspoon salt

 3  tablespoons lemon juice 

 ½  cup extra-virgin olive oil

Pulse cilantro, garlic, cumin, paprika, cayenne, 

and salt in food processor until coarsely chopped, 

about 10 pulses. Add lemon juice and pulse briefly 

to combine. Transfer mixture to medium bowl and 

slowly whisk in oil until incorporated and mixture 

is emulsified. Cover with plastic wrap and let stand 

at room temperature for at least 1 hour. (Sauce can 

be refrigerated for up to 2 days; bring to room tem-

perature and rewhisk before serving.)

When Fat Sizzles, Grill Flavor Builds
A common assumption about grill la-

vor is that it comes from burning coals. 

While the compounds rising up from 

burning charcoal may deliver some 

lavor, far more signiicant is the lavor 

imparted when fatty drippings hit the 

coals (or the heat difusers of a gas 

grill). As these drippings sizzle and pop, 

new complex compounds are created 

that waft up and get deposited back 

on the food. These compounds (along 

with the browning and char the food 

develops on its exterior) are respon-

sible for characteristic grill lavor.

So what does this mean for beef  

tenderloin? Since this lean cut doesn’t 

have much to ofer in the way of fatty 

drippings, we needed to ind a difer-

ent source. The answer: bacon.

1

2

 4

3

The skewered bacon is placed 

at the edge of the coals, where 

some (but not all) of  its drip-

pings will hit the coals, minimiz-

ing the chance of lare-ups.

The fat in the drippings breaks 

down into new  complex  

compounds.

These lavor  compounds 

 vaporize and waft up.

The compounds condense on 

the tenderloin (which cooks 

over indirect heat on the 

cooler side of the grill), adding 

characteristic grill lavor.

1

2

3

 4
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atatas bravas are a quintessential 

tapas offering, the perfect bite 

to nibble between sips of sherry. 

These chunks of crispy fried 

potatoes are served with a smoky, spicy 

tomato sauce (bravas means “fierce”) 

and sometimes a thick, garlicky mayon-

naise, or alioli, to balance the heat. In 

Spain, patatas bravas are served at virtu-

ally every tapas bar but rarely, if ever, 

made at home. 

That being the case—and because I’ve 

always wanted to be able to serve these 

at home with drinks or even alongside a 

simple roast—I was glad to find that recipes 

for the dish abound. But when I tried a 

handful in the test kitchen, the results were 

disappointing. The potatoes didn’t have the 

supercrispy, well-browned exteriors and 

fluffy interiors of those I’ve enjoyed in tapas 

bars, and the bravas sauces lacked complex-

ity. Finally, most of the recipes were very 

involved, but I wanted the workload to be 

reasonable. 

The Road to Supercrispy
Though some recipes called for waxy 

potatoes, I went straight to floury rus-

sets, whose tightly packed, starch-filled 

cells swell up and separate from one another dur-

ing cooking, resulting in just the dry, fluffy interi-

ors I was after. I began by trying the twice-frying 

method called for by many recipes. It involves 

parcooking the potatoes in relatively cool oil 

(about 250 degrees) and then giving them a sec-

ond, brief fry in hotter oil to crisp and brown. 

During the initial fry, some of the starch mol-

ecules (mostly amylose) on the exterior of the 

potato loosen and are hydrated by moisture in 

the potato. This starchy gel settles on the outside 

of the potato, creating a thin shell that crisps up 

during the second fry. 

Indeed, double-frying delivered good, nicely 

crispy results. However, it was time-consuming and 

required multiple batches. 

In a test kitchen recipe for home fries, we call 

for parcooking the potatoes in water instead of oil. 

In that recipe, we add baking soda to the boiling 

water to help create a starchy coating. Here’s how 

it works: Alkaline baking soda triggers a chain reac-

tion that causes the pectin on the exteriors of the 

potatoes to break down and release a substantial 

layer of amylose from the potato cells that, when 

fried, develops into a thick crust. We also toss the 

drained, parcooked spuds with kosher salt to rough 

up the layer of potato cells and create lots of nooks 

and crannies. The extra surface area means there are 

more pathways by which moisture can escape and oil 

can enter the potatoes during frying—a process that 

leads to a thick, porous, ultracrispy coating.

To give this method a try here, I added ½ tea-

spoon of baking soda to 2 quarts of water, brought 

the water to a boil, and added the potato pieces. 

Once the water returned to a boil, I set a timer for 1 

minute—just long enough for the pectin in the exte-

rior potato cells to break down—and then drained 

the spuds, put them back into the empty pot, and 

let them dry out for about 1 minute over 

low heat. Next, I added 1½ teaspoons of 

kosher salt, vigorously stirring until the 

exteriors were coated in a thick paste. I 

spread the pieces on a baking sheet while 

I heated 10 cups of vegetable oil (most 

recipes call for about this much) in a large 

Dutch oven. Once the oil hit 350 degrees, 

a standard temperature for deep frying, into 

the hot fat went the potatoes. I fried them 

in three 6- to 7-minute batches until they 

were deep golden brown, draining each 

batch and sliding them onto a baking sheet 

and into a 200-degree oven to keep warm 

as they finished cooking.

As soon as I crunched into my first bite, 

I knew that things had gone according to 

plan. The potatoes were encased in shells 

that were even thicker and crunchier than 

the ones I’d produced with the double-

fry method. Plus, they stayed that way, 

even when dunked in sauce (a placeholder 

recipe, for now). I still had tweaking to do, 

though. First, some of the potato chunks, 

which hadn’t been in the hot oil for very 

long, were undercooked at the very center. 

Second, I had been hunched over the stove 

for what felt like an age, shuttling batches 

in and out of the oil and transferring them 

to the low oven to keep warm. Could I streamline 

the process?

Not-So-Deep Frying
One place to trim back was the amount of oil: I 

wondered if 10 cups, which took a long time to heat 

up, was overkill. Sure enough, the potato pieces only 

needed to be just submerged—not swimming—in 

oil. Three cups of oil was enough to just cover the 

pieces (any less would require flipping to ensure 

allover browning). 

I had cut the amount of oil by more than two-

thirds; could I also reduce the amount of hands-on 

time? The simplest solution would be to fry all of 

the potatoes in one shot. This would increase the 

overall cooking time, but maybe that wasn’t all bad 

since the potatoes were emerging a bit underdone 

anyway. Since the oil temperature would surely 

drop when I added so many spuds, I heated the oil 

to 375 degrees instead of 350. It fell to about 300 

degrees when I added the potatoes and crept up to 

350 during frying.

If  you prepare the sauce and parcook the potatoes in advance, all you need 
to do at tapas time is fry the potatoes.  

Spanish Fried Potatoes
Crispy potatoes served with a smoky, spicy sauce—patatas bravas—are hugely  
popular in tapas bars. To make them at home, we had to rethink deep frying.

j  B Y  A N N I E  P E T I T O  k

Watch Patatas Happen

A step-by-step video is available at 

CooksIllustrated.com/june16
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Happily, the process worked beautifully and was 

mostly hands-free: I only nudged the potato pieces 

occasionally with a wire skimmer (a slotted spoon 

would also work) while they were frying to separate 

any that were sticking together and to encourage 

even browning. About 20 minutes later, I pulled 

out a single batch of supercrispy, browned potatoes. 

Deep frying had never been so easy.

Getting Saucy
With the potatoes perfected, I moved on to the 

smoky, spicy tomato sauce. I sautéed sweet smoked 

paprika with minced garlic, salt, and a healthy dose 

of cayenne, cooking the mixture until it sent up 

wafts of heady fragrance. For the tomato element, I 

turned to tomato paste thinned with water, which 

provided bright, sweet flavor and a smooth con-

sistency. Finally, after simmering the sauce briefly, 

I stirred in a couple of teaspoons of tangy sherry 

vinegar. The result was vibrant, tomatoey, and full 

of spice and smoke. 

I was tempted to whip up an alioli (the Spanish 

take on aïoli) as well, but in an effort to save time, 

I decided to experiment with a hybrid sauce. While 

not entirely traditional, adding just ¼ cup of store-

bought mayonnaise to the bravas mixture created a 

twofer sauce featuring the best of both worlds: The 

mayo added creaminess and helped the sauce cling 

to the potatoes, but the sauce still boasted plenty of 

brightness and heat to cut through the richness of 

the potatoes.

To re-create a tapas experience, I spread some 

sauce on a platter and piled the potatoes on top, 

passing the remaining sauce for dipping. When I 

noticed the pace at which my colleagues consumed 

this batch of potatoes, I smiled—and started to prep 

a second batch. 

PATATAS BRAVAS 

SERVES 4 TO 6

 

While this dish is traditionally served as part of a 

tapas spread, it can also be served as a side dish with 

grilled or roasted meat. Bittersweet or hot smoked 

paprika can be used in place of sweet, if desired. 

If you make this substitution, be sure to taste the 

sauce before deciding how much cayenne to add, if 

any. A rasp-style grater makes quick work of turn-

ing the garlic into a paste. For information about 

our favorite smoked paprika, see “Tasting Smoked 

Paprika” on page 28.

Sauce

 1  tablespoon vegetable oil

 2  teaspoons garlic, minced to paste

 1  teaspoon sweet smoked paprika

 ½  teaspoon kosher salt 

 ½–¾  teaspoon cayenne pepper

 ¼  cup tomato paste

 ½  cup water

 2  teaspoons sherry vinegar 

 ¼  cup mayonnaise

Potatoes 

 2¼  pounds russet potatoes, peeled and cut  

into 1-inch pieces

 ½  teaspoon baking soda 

  Kosher salt 

 3  cups vegetable oil

1. FOR THE SAUCE: Heat oil in small sauce-

pan over medium-low heat until shimmering. Add 

garlic, paprika, salt, and cayenne and cook until 

fragrant, about 30 seconds. Add tomato paste and 

cook for 30 seconds. Whisk in water and bring to 

boil over high heat. Reduce heat to medium-low 

and simmer until slightly thickened, 4 to 5 minutes. 

Transfer sauce to bowl, stir in vinegar, and let cool 

completely. Once cool, whisk in mayonnaise. (Sauce 

can be refrigerated for up to 24 hours. Bring to room 

temperature before serving.) 

2. FOR THE POTATOES: Bring 8 cups water 

to boil in large saucepan over high heat. Add pota-

toes and baking soda. Return to boil and cook for 

1 minute. Drain potatoes. 

3. Return potatoes to saucepan and place over 

low heat. Cook, shaking saucepan occasionally, until 

any surface moisture has evaporated, 30 seconds to 

1 minute. Remove from heat. Add 1½ teaspoons 

salt and stir with rubber spatula until potatoes are 

coated with thick, starchy paste, about 30 seconds. 

Transfer potatoes to rimmed baking sheet in single 

layer to cool. (Potatoes can stand at room tempera-

ture for up to 2 hours.)

4. Heat oil in large Dutch oven over high heat 

to 375 degrees. Add all potatoes (they should just 

be submerged in oil) and cook, stirring occasion-

ally with wire skimmer or slotted spoon, until deep 

golden brown and crispy, 20 to 25 minutes. 

5. Transfer potatoes to paper towel–lined wire 

rack set in rimmed baking sheet. Season with salt to 

taste. Spoon ½ cup sauce onto bottom of large plat-

ter or 1½ tablespoons sauce onto individual plates. 

Arrange potatoes over sauce and serve immediately, 

passing remaining sauce separately.

TWO SAUCES IN ONE

In tapas bars, patatas bravas are often served 

with two condiments: a smoky, spicy, tomatoey 

bravas sauce as well as a garlicky mayonnaise, or 

alioli. We took a shortcut and threw together a 

tomato paste–based bravas sauce, using sweet 

smoked paprika and cayenne pepper to provide 

the  signature smoke and heat and then mixing in 

¼ cup of store-bought mayonnaise. The result? 

A smoky, spicy, tomatoey, and creamy hybrid 

sauce—in short order.

R E C I P E  T E S T I N G  For Supercrispy Potatoes, Put a Shell on Them 
Patatas bravas are commonly made by frying the potatoes twice. The irst fry creates an exterior “shell” 

of  gelatinized starch that turns crispy during the second fry. Double frying works well, but it’s time-

consuming, so we looked for an alternate method. We found that boiling the spuds in baking soda–laced 

water and then tossing them with kosher salt before frying produced a crust that was even more sub-

stantial than that of  the double-fried potatoes. Here’s how it works: Baking soda causes the pectin on 

the exterior of  the potatoes to break down, releasing a gloppy, starchy paste that fries up crispy. Kosher 

salt roughs up the surfaces of  the potatoes, creating many nooks and crannies through which steam can 

escape. As the steam escapes, it leaves behind small holes, and the hot oil ills those holes, helping to 

 create a substantial, brittle crust. –Annie Petito and Dan Souza

TRADITIONAL 
WAY 

Double-fried potatoes 

boast a nice crispy shell, 

but the process is messy 

and time-consuming.

FRIED ONCE
Frying the potatoes 

without any pretreatment 

isn’t ideal. They emerge 

from the oil pale and lack-

ing a crispy coating.

PARBOILED  
AND FRIED

Parboiling the potatoes 

prior to frying helps cook 

them through but doesn’t 

create a crispy shell.

OUR WAY
For crispy potatoes with 

less fuss, we parboil them 

with baking soda, rough 

them up with kosher salt, 

and then fry them once.
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The Best Pan-Seared Salmon
For a crisp crust and a juicy interior, the key is doing less, not more.

j  B Y  A N D R E W  J A N J I G I A N  k

P
an-searing salmon sounds so straightfor-

ward that I’ve never given much thought 

to the technique. Normally, I’d add a 

little oil to a nonstick skillet, get it good 

and hot, sprinkle a few skinless fillets on both 

sides with salt and pepper, slide them into the 

pan, and cook them on both sides until the fish 

was cooked through and nicely browned on the 

exterior but still pink on the inside. 

But when I gave this approach a more critical 

look, I could see that it had two flaws. While the 

fish had a nice rosy interior at its thickest point, it 

was a bit overcooked and dry at the thinner end. 

(Pieces cut from the center of the fillet are our pref-

erence for their more uniform thickness, but even 

these taper on one end.) Secondly, the exteriors of 

the fillets were more tough than crisp. I wanted to 

take advantage of the intense heat of the skillet to 

produce a golden-brown, ultracrisp crust on salmon 

fillets while keeping their interiors moist. 

The solution to the dryness problem was relatively 

easy: salt. We salt and brine meat all the time, and 

both techniques apply just as well to fish. Beyond 

seasoning the flesh, the salt also helps keep it moist. 

Salting would keep the exterior of the fish drier than 

brining and thus would seem like the better choice 

since my goal was crisp, browned crust. But, this 

being a quick weeknight dinner, I didn’t want to 

wait 2 hours for the salt to do its job. Brining took 

about 15 minutes, and as long as I patted the fillets 

dry with paper towels before cooking, I found that 

the treatment didn’t significantly inhibit browning.

As for that browning, I decided to focus on get-

ting a really nice sear on only the flesh side since 

it would be facing up when the fillet was plated. 

Plus, attempting to brown both sides would just 

lead to overcooking. Cooking the fish through 

with the flesh side down the entire time produced 

a wonderfully crisp crust, but it also left me with an 

unworkable dilemma: Either the face-up (skinned) 

side was nearly sushi-raw, or the rest of the fillet 

overcooked while I waited for the face-up side to 

cook through. Covering the pan with a lid toward 

the end helped cook the fish through more evenly, 

but this trapped moisture, softening the crust.

There was one piece left to tinker with: the heat 

level. What if I added the fish to a cold pan and 

then turned on the heat? This would allow the fish 

to cook through gently as the pan slowly came up 

to temperature. I’d then flip the fillets over after the 

skillet was good and hot so they could form a crust 

and finish cooking through. 

I quickly discovered a problem starting with a 

not-so-hot skillet: No matter how gently I cooked 

the first side, it tended to dry out and turn tough on 

the very exterior. When I was skinning the salmon for 

my next test, I came up with the solution: Leave the 

skin on. It could serve to protect that first side as it 

cooked, and I could simply remove it after flipping the 

fish. Removing the skin at this stage was also a whole 

lot easier than removing it from the uncooked flesh. 

Sure enough, this worked perfectly. Even better, 

the skin shed enough fat as it cooked that I was able 

to cook the fish without needing to add a single drop 

of oil to the pan.

This salmon was excellent with just a squirt of 

lemon, but a mango-mint salsa and a cilantro-mint 

chutney were both easy to make, and their bright 

flavors balanced the salmon’s richness. 

  

PAN-SEARED SALMON

SERVES 4

To ensure uniform cooking, buy a 1½- to 2-pound 

center-cut salmon fillet and cut it into four pieces. 

Using skin-on salmon is important here, as we 

rely on the fat underneath the skin as the cooking 

medium (as opposed to adding extra oil). If using 

wild salmon, cook it until it registers 120 degrees. 

If you don’t want to serve the fish with the skin, we 

recommend peeling it off the fish after it is cooked. 

Serve with lemon wedges or Mango-Mint Salsa 

(recipe follows). For our recipes for Cilantro-Mint 

Chutney and Pan-Seared Salmon for Two, go to 

CooksIllustrated.com/june16. 

  Kosher salt and pepper 

 4  (6- to 8-ounce) skin-on salmon fillets  

Lemon wedges 

1. Dissolve ½ cup salt in 2 quarts water in large 

container. Submerge salmon in brine and let stand at 

room temperature for 15 minutes. Remove salmon 

from brine and pat dry with paper towels.

2. Sprinkle bottom of 12-inch nonstick skillet 

evenly with ½ teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon pepper. 

Place fillets, skin side down, in skillet and sprinkle 

tops of fillets with ¼ teaspoon salt and ¼ teaspoon 

pepper. Heat skillet over medium-high heat and 

cook fillets without moving them until fat begins to 

render, skin begins to brown, and bottom ¼ inch 

of fillets turns opaque, 6 to 8 minutes.

3. Using tongs, flip fillets and continue to cook 

without moving them until centers are still trans-

lucent when checked with tip of paring knife and 

register 125 degrees, 6 to 8 minutes longer. Transfer 

fillets skin side down to serving platter and let rest 

for 5 minutes before serving with lemon wedges.

MANGO-MINT SALSA

MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP

Adjust the salsa’s heat level by reserving and adding 

the jalapeño seeds, if desired. 

 1  mango, peeled, pitted, and cut into ¼-inch 

pieces 

 1  shallot, minced 

 3  tablespoons lime juice (2 limes) 

 2  tablespoons chopped fresh mint 

 1  jalapeño chile, stemmed, seeded,  

and minced

 1  tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil 

 1  garlic clove, minced 

 ½  teaspoon salt 

Combine all ingredients in bowl. 

The skin insulates the fish during cooking and releases 
its fat—no oil is necessary.

See How to Do It 

A step-by-step video is available  

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16
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towering cheese soufflé is my favorite 

brunch offering, but some may con-

sider whipping egg whites and assem-

bling a water bath too much work for 

a Sunday morning. An ideal alternate dish com-

bines the richness and elegance of a cheese soufflé 

with less work. 

Enter sformato, an elegant Italian baked egg 

custard with a plush but light texture. It’s surpris-

ingly easy to make: Most recipes I found were 

based on a béchamel (a mixture of butter cooked 

with flour and milk) and then thickened with eggs 

and flavored with sharp cheese like Parmesan or 

Pecorino Romano. Some included vegetables that 

were processed into the batter, which was ladled into 

a baking dish (or ramekins for individual sformati) 

and baked in a moderate oven for about 30 minutes. 

A restaurant version I’d had was turned out of a 

ramekin (the dish’s name comes from the Italian 

verb sformare, meaning “to unmold”) and garnished 

with minced fresh herbs. 

My attempts at a recipe resulted in loose, soggy, 

or curdled custards—hardly company-worthy. So I 

got to work on rich, dense, but silky sformati with 

pronounced cheese flavor and elegant form. 

Like any custard, the texture of my sformati 

would largely depend on the ratio of dairy to eggs, as 

the proteins in eggs provide structure. When heated, 

these proteins link up and form a network that 

traps water: The more dilute the egg proteins, the 

looser the resulting custard. Several soupy custards 

contained just two eggs in relation to several cups of 

béchamel, so upping the number of eggs was a given.

My béchamel was basic: a roughly 1:1 ratio of 

butter and flour (plus minced garlic for aromatic 

depth) cooked until a paste formed, into which I 

whisked a few cups of milk. I seasoned it with salty, 

rich Pecorino Romano, plus black and cayenne 

peppers for a touch of heat. To that base, I added a 

range of eggs (from four to eight), ladled the custard 

into six ramekins, and baked them (set on a wire rack 

in a rimmed baking sheet for stability and airflow 

under the ramekins) in a 325-degree oven. Cooked 

to about 175 degrees, the sformati were nicely set 

and silky; letting them rest for about 20 minutes 

allowed them to set up further and ensured that they 

turned out of the ramekins cleanly. 

I wasn’t surprised that more eggs delivered richer, 

nicely firm results—but even with eight eggs, the 

custards weren’t quite as creamy as I’d hoped. 

An extra yolk made them more decadent but also 

overly eggy. Instead, I built extra richness into the 

béchamel by swapping half the milk for half-and-half. 

With my a silky base set, I varied the flavors by 

processing roasted red peppers into one version and 

thawed frozen spinach into another. To dress up the 

sformati, I enhanced a classic Italian gremolata with 

butter-toasted panko crumbs and extra Pecorino. 

Rich, silky, and elegant, my take on sformato was 

textbook brunch fare—with a minimum of fuss. 

LEMON-HERB SFORMATI

SERVES 6

The sformati will soufflé in the oven but will settle 

back to their original size while cooling. To take the 

temperature of the sformati, touch the probe tip to 

the bottom of the ramekin and pull it up about 1 

inch. Fresh thyme can be used in place of fresh tar-

ragon, if desired. The sformati can be served warm or 

at room temperature. For our free recipes for Roasted 

Red Pepper Sformati and Spinach Sformati, go to 

CooksIllustrated.com/june16.

Sformati

 8  large eggs

 1  teaspoon salt

 6  tablespoons unsalted butter

 1  garlic clove, minced

 ¼  cup plus 2 tablespoons (1¾ ounces)  

all-purpose flour

 1½  cups whole milk

 1½  cups half-and-half

 1½  ounces Pecorino Romano cheese, grated 

(¾ cup)

 ¼  teaspoon pepper

  Pinch cayenne pepper

 2  tablespoons chopped fresh chives

 2  teaspoons chopped fresh tarragon

 ½  teaspoon grated lemon zest

Gremolata

 1  tablespoon unsalted butter

 1  garlic clove, minced

 ¼  cup panko bread crumbs

 ¼  cup grated Pecorino Romano cheese

 ¼  cup chopped fresh chives

 1  teaspoon finely grated lemon zest

  Salt and pepper 

1. FOR THE SFORMATI: Adjust oven rack to 

upper-middle position and heat oven to 325 degrees. 

Grease six 6-ounce ramekins and place on wire rack 

set in rimmed baking sheet. Whisk eggs and salt 

together in bowl until homogeneous and set aside. 

2. Melt butter in medium saucepan over medium 

heat. Add garlic and cook until fragrant, about 30 

seconds. Stir in flour and cook for 1 minute. Slowly 

whisk in milk and half-and-half until smooth. 

Increase heat to high and bring to simmer, 2 to 4 

minutes. Continue to cook, stirring constantly, 1 

minute longer. Remove pan from heat and whisk 

in Pecorino, pepper, and cayenne until smooth. Let 

béchamel cool for 5 minutes.

3. Whisk chives, tarragon, lemon zest, and 

reserved eggs into béchamel until smooth. Divide 

mixture evenly among ramekins (filling should be ¼ 

inch from top of each ramekin). Bake until centers 

register 175 to 180 degrees, 30 to 35 minutes. 

4. FOR THE GREMOLATA: While sfor-

mati are baking, melt butter in 8-inch skillet over 

medium-low heat. Add garlic and cook until 

fragrant, about 30 seconds. Add panko and cook, 

stirring frequently, until golden brown, 1 to 2 min-

utes. Let mixture cool for 2 minutes, then stir in 

Pecorino, chives, and lemon zest. Season with salt 

and pepper to taste. 

5. Remove sformati from oven and let cool for 

20 minutes. Invert sformati onto individual plates. 

Sprinkle evenly with gremolata and serve.

Let the sformati cool for 20 minutes before unmolding. 

Easy Italian Soufflé
A custardy sformato has the plush elegance of a soufflé with a fraction of the fuss.

j  B Y  S A R A H  M U L L I N S  k

See the Proper Texture

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16
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A
t its most basic, a rice bowl is 

not so much a recipe as it is a 

practical style of eating popu-

lar across Asia: Top warm rice 

with an array of seasoned vegetables, a 

fried egg, maybe a small amount of meat, 

and a piquant sauce, and stir it up for a 

complete meal that’s true comfort food: 

nourishing, flavorful, texturally interest-

ing, and healthy. 

To me, the ultimate interpretation of a 

rice bowl is Korean dolsot bibimbap, where 

the rice takes on a brown, crisp crust that 

makes the dish very satisfying. Bibim means 

“mixed,” bap means “rice,” and a dolsot is 

the heavy single-serving stone bowl in which 

the bibimbap is traditionally assembled. The 

vessel is heated and then coated with sesame 

oil so the soft rice sizzles when it’s piled in. 

While the garnishes are arranged on top, the 

heat retained in the stone crisps the bottom 

layer of rice, which gets combined with the 

softer rice and other components when the 

dish is mixed together.

I don’t own a set of the stone bowls, so I 

usually go to a Korean restaurant for bibim-

bap. But since many of the ingredients are 

staples, I wanted to try simulating stone-

bowl bibimbap at home. And why stop at 

the traditional single-serving size? The assembled 

dish is so impressive that I knew I’d want to show 

off for guests and make a family-style dish that would 

serve at least four. 

Bibimbap Basics
First I’d make the rice and the sauce, which could 

sit while I prepared the garnishes. Korean cooks 

use soft, slightly resilient short-grain white rice for 

bibimbap because its clingy surface helps it form a 

more cohesive crust than smooth long-grain rice 

would. I rinsed the grains in several changes of cool 

water to wash away excess starch that makes the 

rice too sticky. I then simmered equal parts rice and 

water, plus a bit of salt, in a covered saucepan while 

I turned my attention to the sauce.

The primary component would be gochujang, a 

thick Korean chile paste that’s sweet, savory, and 

spicy. The rest of the sauce, which I based on a 

Korean recipe, was toasted sesame 

oil and a bit of sugar along with 

enough water to make the mixture 

just runny enough for drizzling. 

Part of what makes bibimbap so 

impressive to serve—the tidy piles 

of colorful and texturally varied gar-

nishes—is also what makes it a bit of 

a marathon to prepare. One shortcut 

would be to cut back on the number 

of garnishes, starting with the meat. 

Authentic but hard-to-find dried 

ferns and daikon radishes were next 

to go, and I slimmed the rest of the 

list to a mix of chopped spinach, 

shredded carrots, and sliced shiitake mushrooms. I 

sautéed them sequentially in a skillet for even cooking, 

seasoning each batch with soy sauce, sugar, garlic, and 

scallions before returning them to individual bowls. 

To build a substantial crust of rice, I’d 

need something that, like a dolsot, held 

heat for a long time. It occurred to me 

that my cast-iron skillet behaves the same 

way. I set it over high heat, added veg-

etable oil and a little sesame oil for a flavor 

boost, carefully added the rice, and patted 

it into an even layer. I let the rice cook 

for 2 minutes to get the crust going and 

then arranged the garnishes on top before 

frying the eggs in a separate skillet I had 

warmed. I placed the finished eggs in the 

center of the vegetables, drizzled on the 

sauce, removed the pan from the heat, and 

stopped briefly to admire the lovely sight. 

Later I would be glad I had paused, because 

things were about to get ugly.

All Mixed Up
Stirring transforms the orderly bibimbap 

into a jumble of colors and textures. It’s 

an impressive sight, but it was especially 

dramatic this time because my skillet was 

too shallow to contain everything; rice, 

vegetables, eggs, and sauce went every-

where. Plus, the crust had broken into 

very small pieces that quickly lost their 

crunch in the soft rice.

The first change was obvious: Switch to a 

deeper Dutch oven to better accommodate the mix-

ing step. I’d still have to cook the three vegetables 

separately, but since they were all seasoned similarly, 

I made a mixture of soy sauce, sugar, 

scallions, and garlic (and a little bit 

of water to help things cook) that I 

could add in measured amounts to 

each batch. Both stainless-steel and 

cast-iron Dutch ovens worked, but 

the heftier enameled cast-iron pot 

yielded a more substantial crust, so 

I went with that. 

Finally, I was tempted to try a con-

troversial step: not rinsing the rice. I 

made two batches—one with rinsed 

rice and one with unrinsed—and, 

frankly, the shortcut was worth it. 

There’s so much going on in this dish 

that my tasters didn’t notice much of a difference.

To make sure everyone got substantial pieces 

of crust, I mixed the bibimbap in two stages, first 

combining the vegetables, eggs, and soft rice and 

To ensure that all the components are done at the same time, fry the eggs 
while the rice sizzles and forms a crust. 

Korean Rice Bowl
This comforting combination of rice, vegetables, eggs, spicy sauce, and a crisp  
crust is a restaurant favorite. We wanted an efficient way to make it at home. 

j  B Y  A N D R E A  G E A R Y  k

Easy to Make—
and Make Ahead

Don’t let the lengthy recipe 

intimidate you. The pickles, chile 

sauce, and vegetables can all be 

prepared ahead, so all that’s left 

to do on the day of is cook the 

rice and eggs. Plus, leftover pick-

les and chile sauce make great 

condiments for other applica-

tions like sandwiches, burgers, 

noodles, and eggs.

See the Bowl Come Together 

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16



then digging deep and scraping up the crust in big 

pieces that stayed crunchy.

I was delighted with my family-style bibimbap, 

but it was missing a crisp, pungent element. In a 

Korean household or restaurant, a dish of the spicy 

fermented cabbage known as kimchi would fill that 

role—and if you can get it (kimchi is available in 

many supermarkets and Asian markets), it’s a great 

addition. As a stand-in, I quickly pickled a mixture 

of bean sprouts and sliced cucumbers. It made for a 

bright, fresh accompaniment that could also be pre-

pared ahead of time—and it completed my version 

of this hearty, savory one-pot meal. 

KOREAN RICE BOWL (DOLSOT BIBIMBAP)

SERVES 6

For a quick dinner, prepare the pickles, chile sauce, 

and vegetables a day ahead (warm the vegetables to 

room temperature in the microwave before adding 

them to the rice). You can also substitute store-

bought kimchi for the pickles to save time. The 

Korean chile paste gochujang is sold in Asian markets 

and some supermarkets. If you can’t find it, an equal 

amount of Sriracha can be substituted. But because 

Sriracha is more watery than gochujang, omit the 

water from the chile sauce and stir just 1 tablespoon 

of sauce into the rice in step 9. For a true bibimbap 

experience, bring the pot to the table before stirring 

the vegetables into the rice in step 9.

Pickles

 1  cup cider vinegar

 2  tablespoons sugar

 1½ teaspoons salt

 1  cucumber, peeled, quartered lengthwise, 

seeded, and sliced thin on bias

 4  ounces (2 cups) bean sprouts

Chile Sauce

 ¼  cup gochujang

 3 tablespoons water

 2 tablespoons toasted sesame oil

 1 teaspoon sugar

Rice

 2½ cups short-grain white rice

 2½  cups water

 ¾  teaspoon salt

Vegetables

 ½  cup water

 3  scallions, minced 

 3  tablespoons soy sauce

 3  garlic cloves, minced

 1  tablespoon sugar

 1  tablespoon vegetable oil

 3  carrots, peeled and shredded (2 cups)

 8  ounces shiitake mushrooms, stemmed, caps 

sliced thin

 1  (10-ounce) bag curly-leaf spinach, stemmed 

and chopped coarse

Bibimbap

 2  tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons vegetable oil 

 1  tablespoon toasted sesame oil

 4  large eggs 

1. FOR THE PICKLES: Whisk vinegar, sugar, 

and salt together in medium bowl. Add cucumber 

and bean sprouts and toss to combine. Gently press 

on vegetables to submerge. Cover and refrigerate for 

at least 30 minutes or up to 24 hours. 

2. FOR THE CHILE SAUCE: Whisk gochu-

jang, water, oil, and sugar together in small bowl. 

Cover and set aside. 

3. FOR THE RICE: Bring rice, water, and salt 

to boil in medium saucepan over high heat. Cover, 

reduce heat to low, and cook for 7 minutes. Remove 

rice from heat and let sit, covered, until tender, about 

15 minutes.

4. FOR THE VEGETABLES: While rice cooks, 

stir together water, scallions, soy sauce, garlic, and 

sugar. Heat 1 teaspoon oil in Dutch oven over high 

heat until shimmering. Add carrots and stir until 

coated. Add ⅓ cup scallion mixture and cook, stir-

ring frequently, until carrots are slightly softened 

and moisture has evaporated, 1 to 2 minutes. Using 

slotted spoon, transfer carrots to small bowl.

5. Heat 1 teaspoon oil in now-empty pot until 

shimmering. Add mushrooms and stir until coated 

with oil. Add ⅓ cup scallion mixture and cook, 

stirring frequently, until mushrooms are tender and 

moisture has evaporated, 3 to 4 minutes. Using slot-

ted spoon, transfer mushrooms to second small bowl. 

6. Heat remaining 1 teaspoon oil in now-empty 

pot until shimmering. Add spinach and remaining 

⅓ cup scallion mixture and stir to coat spinach. 

Cook, stirring frequently, until spinach is completely 

wilted but still bright green, 1 to 2 minutes. Using 

slotted spoon, transfer spinach to third small bowl. 

Discard any remaining liquid and wipe out pot with 

paper towel. 

7. FOR THE BIBIMBAP: Heat 2 tablespoons 

vegetable oil and sesame oil in now-empty pot over 

high heat until shimmering. Carefully add cooked 

rice and gently press into even layer. Cook, without 

stirring, until rice begins to form crust on bottom 

of pot, about 2 minutes. Using slotted spoon, 

transfer carrots, spinach, and mushrooms to pot and 

arrange in piles that cover surface of rice. Reduce 

heat to low. 

8. While crust forms, heat remaining 2 teaspoons 

vegetable oil in 10-inch nonstick skillet over low heat 

for 5 minutes. Crack eggs into small bowl. Pour 

eggs into skillet; cover and cook (about 2 minutes 

for runny yolks, 2½ minutes for soft but set yolks, 

and 3 minutes for firmly set yolks). Slide eggs onto 

vegetables in pot.

9. Drizzle 2 tablespoons chile sauce over eggs. 

Without disturbing crust, use wooden spoon to stir 

rice, vegetables, and eggs until combined. Just before 

serving, scrape large pieces of crust from bottom of 

pot and stir into rice. Serve in individual bowls, pass-

ing pickles and extra chile sauce separately.

A Bowl That Holds the Heat

Traditionally, dolsot bibimbap is served in individual 

stone bowls that retain heat and crisp the bottom layer 

of rice. Instead, we make a family-size portion in a 

heavy Dutch oven. 

What Makes It  
Dolsot Bibimbap?
Dolsot bibimbap is distinguished by a variety of  

lavors, colors, and textures, including a crunchy 

rice crust. In our version of this Korean classic, 

we cut back on the number of ingredients but 

still feature ive essential elements.

( SAVORY, GARLICKY VEGETABLES

In our version, carrots, shiitake mushrooms, and 

spinach—sautéed separately in a sweet soy-garlic 

mixture and arranged over the rice—add color 

and freshness. 

( CRUNCHY RICE CRUST

When placed in the hot, well-oiled vessel, the 

steamed rice forms a crisp, nicely browned crust.

( FRIED EGG

In Korean restaurants, bibimbap may be topped 

with a fried egg or a raw egg yolk that cooks as it’s 

stirred into the hot rice. We opt for fried eggs. 

( CRISPY, TANGY PICKLES

Traditionally, the spicy fermented cabbage called 

kimchi adds a crisp, pungent element to bibim-

bap. Instead, we add pickled cucumber and bean 

sprouts for a tangy crunch that brightens our 

dish’s rich and spicy lavors. 

( BOLD SPICY-SWEET SAUCE

Gochujang, a thick, spicy Korean chile paste, 

forms the base for this sauce. (For more informa-

tion, see “Our Asian Pantry” on page 16.) We 

thin it with toasted sesame oil, sugar, and water 

to yield a spicy-salty-sweet condiment that’s just 

the right consistency for drizzling.

M A Y  &  J U N E  2 0 1 6 
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P
lenty of juicy, sweet berries 

and whipped cream are a must 

for strawberry shortcake, but 

what about the shortcake itself? 

Some opt for biscuits, but I’ve always 

been drawn to the style featuring light, 

fluffy cake, since it seems better suited to 

soaking up the berry juice. For my ideal 

version, a flavorful cake that wouldn’t 

fall apart when soaked with the juice was 

a must, and I liked the idea of a whole 

cake since it would offer a more elegant 

presentation. As for the strawberries, I 

wanted to pack in as many as possible. 

Cake Walk

What kind of cake would be best? Recipes 

were split between butter and sponge cakes. 

Butter cakes practically dissolved when 

soaked with juice. Sponge cakes, which rely 

on whipped eggs or egg whites for leaven-

ing and structure, held up much better. (For 

more detail, see page 30.) I settled on a type 

of sponge called genoise, which has a rich 

flavor from whole eggs and melted butter.

But genoise isn’t without problems. 

Recipes call for whipping the eggs and 

sugar until the mixture has more than 

tripled in volume and then gently folding in 

the dry ingredients (just cake flour and salt) followed 

by the melted butter and any flavorings. But since 

the batter contains no chemical leaveners, if the eggs 

aren’t fully aerated or if the batter is deflated during 

folding, the cake turns out dense, flat, and rubbery. 

First I considered how the eggs were whipped. 

Most recipes call for whisking the eggs and sugar 

over a pan of simmering water until the sugar is 

dissolved and then whipping this mixture in a stand 

mixer until it reaches the ribbon stage, so called 

because it forms a ribbon that holds its shape when 

dribbled down into the bowl from the whisk, indi-

cating that it’s stable. 

Some recipes skip heating the mixture, but I 

found that in these cases the whipped eggs deflated 

very quickly. Why? When eggs are whipped, their 

proteins unwind, link up, and trap both the air 

introduced by whipping and the water in the eggs. 

The water provides support to the network, or foam, 

but over time the water seeps out, weakening the 

foam, and air escapes. Heating the sugar and water 

as opposed to just stirring them 

together ensures that all of the sugar 

dissolves, which makes for a more 

viscous mixture. And the more vis-

cous a liquid, the slower the water 

it contains escapes. This leads to a 

more stable foam.

So the heating step was key. I 

put my sugar and eggs in the bowl 

of the stand mixer and placed the 

bowl over a saucepan of simmering 

water. I found that heating the mixture to 115 to 

120 degrees before whipping it fully dissolved the 

sugar and delivered the sturdiest egg foam. 

One key to maximizing airiness is minimizing the 

number of strokes used to fold in the dry ingredients. 

Sifting them over the foam and folding them into it 

in batches, which many recipes call for, was 

a must, ensuring that there were no clumps 

of flour that needed aggressive mixing. 

Transferring the egg foam from the narrow 

mixer bowl to a wide, shallow bowl made 

the folding process even more efficient since 

fewer strokes were required.

Last to go into the batter were the butter, 

vanilla extract, and lemon zest. Just folding 

them in didn’t work well, however. Because 

the mixture was more dense than the egg 

foam, it took a lot of strokes to incorporate 

it. To address this, I whisked ¾ cup of the 

egg foam into the melted butter mixture 

and then folded this lightened mixture into 

the batter. The resulting cake was perfectly 

airy with a uniform crumb—and, best of 

all, I got these same results cake after cake. 

Now I just needed to figure out how 

to corral the berries, which would tumble 

off if I simply arranged them on top. One 

approach I read about cut a well in the cake. 

To simplify this idea, I divided the batter 

between two 9-inch cake pans. I’d cut the 

center from one of the baked layers and 

set the ring on top of the uncut layer. The 

ring would act like a retaining wall, securely 

holding the strawberries in place.

It’s the Berries 

As for the strawberries, I hulled 2 pounds and, instead 

of quartering them as some recipes call for, I sliced 

them thin. Slices would lie flatter, not only allowing 

me to pack in more berries but also giving the filling 

a neater appearance. Slices were also 

more helpful for the macerating step 

(see “Slices, Not Chunks”). 

I assembled my cake, placing the 

cake ring on the uncut layer, scoop-

ing the berries into the well, and 

topping it off with lightly sweetened 

whipped cream, which also included 

a little crème fraîche for tang. This 

cake looked the part, but when I 

sliced into it, I saw that the juice 

wasn’t evenly distributed, and the berries slipped 

and slid as I sliced. 

I tried again. To make the berry filling more 

cohesive, I strained the juice from the macerated ber-

ries, thickened a small portion with cornstarch, and 

then combined this gelled mixture with the berries. 

By removing the center from one cake layer and stacking the resulting ring 
on top of  an uncut layer, we create a barrier that holds the berries in place. 

Dressing Up Strawberry Shortcake
Loads of fresh berries were a given. But for a refined version of this classic dessert, 

the key was engineering a cake that could take the juice—and hold on to the berries.  

j  B Y  L A N  L A M  k

Slices, Not Chunks

Sliced strawberries pack more 

tightly than quartered berries, 

and their greater surface area 

means they also release more 

juices when they’re combined 

with sugar and left to sit (a pro-

cess known as maceration). 

Watch: It’s the Berries

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16
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I brushed the remaining juice evenly over the cake 

before adding the berries and tangy whipped cream. 

This cake looked elegant and sliced easily, and 

each bite delivered that perfect combination of fresh 

strawberries, light-as-air cake, and tangy whipped 

cream. I knew even the staunchest biscuit-style 

shortcake fans wouldn’t be able to resist it. 

REFINED STRAWBERRY SHORTCAKE

SERVES 8 

For the best texture, mix the cake batter quickly but 

gently, and have your equipment ready and ingre-

dients measured before beginning. Cool the melted 

butter only slightly, to between 95 and 110 degrees. 

This recipe was written for light-colored cake pans; if 

your pans are dark, reduce the baking time in step 7 

to 10 to 13 minutes. For ideas about how to use the 

leftover cake, go to CooksIllustrated.com/june16. 

Strawberries

 2  pounds strawberries, hulled and sliced  

vertically ¼ inch thick (6 cups)

 ¼  cup (1¾ ounces) granulated sugar

 2  teaspoons lemon juice

  Pinch salt

 ½  teaspoon cornstarch

 

Cake

 4  tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and 

cooled slightly

 1  teaspoon vanilla extract

 ½  teaspoon grated lemon zest

 1¼  cups (5 ounces) cake flour

 ¼  teaspoon salt

 5  large eggs

 ¾  cup (5¼ ounces) granulated sugar

Whipped Cream

 1  cup heavy cream

 ⅓ cup crème fraîche

 3  tablespoons confectioners’ sugar,  

plus extra for dusting

1. FOR THE STRAWBERRIES: Toss strawber-

ries with sugar, lemon juice, and salt in large bowl. 

Set aside for at least 1½ hours or up to 3 hours. 

2. FOR THE CAKE: Adjust oven rack to middle 

position and heat oven to 350 degrees. Spray two 

9-inch round cake pans with baking spray with flour. 

Line with parchment paper and spray parchment 

with baking spray with flour. Combine melted but-

ter, vanilla, and lemon zest in medium bowl. Whisk 

flour and salt together in second bowl.

3. Combine eggs and sugar in bowl of stand 

mixer; place bowl over medium saucepan filled 

with 2 inches simmering water, making sure that 

water does not touch bottom of bowl. Whisking 

constantly, heat until sugar is dissolved and mixture 

registers 115 to 120 degrees, about 3 minutes. 

4. Transfer bowl to stand mixer fitted with whisk. 

Beat on high speed until eggs are pale yellow and 

have tripled in volume, about 5 minutes. (Egg foam 

will form ribbon that sits on top of mixture for 5 

seconds when dribbled from whisk.) Measure out 

¾ cup egg foam, whisk into butter mixture until 

well combined, and set aside.

5. Transfer remaining egg foam to large, wide 

bowl and sift one-third of flour mixture over egg 

foam in even layer. Using rubber spatula, gently fold 

batter 6 to 8 times until small streaks of flour remain. 

Repeat folding 6 to 8 times with half of remaining 

flour mixture. Sift remaining flour mixture over 

batter and gently fold 10 to 12 times until flour is 

completely incorporated. 

6. Pour butter mixture over batter in even layer. 

Gently fold until just incorporated, taking care not 

to deflate batter. Divide batter evenly between 

prepared pans. 

7. Bake until centers of cakes are set and bounce 

back when gently pressed and toothpick inserted in 

center comes out clean, 13 to 16 minutes. Remove 

cakes from pans, discarding parchment, and let cool 

completely on wire rack, about 2 hours.

8. Drain berries in fine-mesh strainer over bowl. 

Measure out 2 tablespoons juice into small bowl 

(reserve remaining juice in bowl) and stir in cornstarch 

until well combined. Microwave, stirring every 10 

seconds, until mixture is very thick and translucent, 

30 to 45 seconds. Set aside.

9. Place 1 cake layer right side up on platter. Place 

second layer upside down on cutting board. Using 

paring knife, cut circle from center of cake on board, 

leaving 1-inch-wide ring of cake. (Reserve circle for 

another use.) Place upside-down cake ring on top 

of layer on platter. Using pastry brush, brush all 

of unthickened strawberry juice onto bottom cake 

layer and inner sides of cake ring. Gently combine 

berries and reserved thickened juice in now-empty 

bowl. Spoon berry mixture into cake ring, forming 

even layer.

10. FOR THE WHIPPED CREAM: Using 

stand mixer fitted with whisk, whip cream and crème 

fraîche on low speed until foamy, about 1 minute. 

Add sugar, increase speed to medium-high, and 

whip until soft peaks form, about 2 minutes. Dollop 

2 tablespoons whipped cream onto center of cake. 

Transfer remaining whipped cream to serving bowl. 

Dust cake ring with confectioners’ sugar. Cut and 

serve, passing extra whipped cream separately.

Sponge cake is the ideal type of  cake for this recipe 
since it soaks up berry juice like, well, a sponge.

KEEPING THE AIR IN AIRY CAKE

For our Reined Strawberry Shortcake, we use a style of sponge cake known as a genoise. Like any sponge, a genoise should have an airy, springy texture—but if  the 

whipped eggs intended to give it this texture aren’t fully aerated or delate during folding, the cake turns out dense, lat, and rubbery. Here’s how we made it foolproof.

HEAT EGGS WITH SUGAR   

Fully dissolving the sugar in the eggs 

makes the mixture more viscous and 

better able to hold in air when whipped. 

WHIP TO RIBBON STAGE  

A ribbon of foam that holds for 5 sec-

onds when dribbled from the whisk indi-

cates a stable structure that will hold air.

FOLD IN FLOUR IN WIDE BOWL  

Sifting the lour over a broad area means 

fewer strokes are needed to mix it in—

minimizing the risk of delating the foam. 

LIGHTEN UP MELTED BUTTER

Whisking some egg foam into the butter 

mixture lightens the mixture and makes 

it easier to incorporate into the batter.
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Chili-Garlic Sauce

(  A puree of chiles, garlic, vinegar, 

and salt, this complex, spicy sauce adds 

brightness and heat to countless stir-

fries, sauces, and glazes. The popular 

Huy Fong, or “Rooster” brand, is avail-

able in many supermarkets. 

Can’t ind it? Substitute Sriracha: 

Sriracha sauce, which contains similar 

ingredients, makes a spicier, less acidic 

stand-in. For 1 tablespoon of chili-garlic 

sauce, use 2 teaspoons of Sriracha. 

Chinese Egg Noodles

(  There are countless varieties of  

egg noodles, both dried and fresh. 

Wavy fresh ones (sometimes labeled 

“lo mein noodles”) ofer just the right 

springy chew for stir-fries. Many super-

markets stock them alongside tofu. 

Avoid vacuum-packed “Chinese-style” 

fresh noodles, which can be gummy. 

Can’t ind them? Use dried linguine: 

Though not authentic, we’ve found 

that linguine ofers a similar irm chew. 

Chinese Rice Wine  
(Shaoxing)

(  Like Japanese mirin, Shaoxing is 

made from fermented rice, but its 

lavor is deeper, more aromatic, and 

not as sweet. It’s a staple in stir-fries, 

sauces, and glazes. 

Can’t ind it? Use dry sherry: For 

cooking, Taylor Dry Sherry ($5.99 for 

750 milliliters) will do just ine. 

Coconut Milk

(  The sweet, rich liquid strained 

from shredded raw coconut meat 

that’s been steeped in water, coconut 

milk is used extensively in Thai and 

Vietnamese cooking. 

Good to know: We found that  

products with relatively low amounts 

of sugar (less than 1 gram per ⅓ cup) 

boasted more coconutty lavor; those 

with at least twice as much sugar tasted 

saccharine. 

What about light coconut milk? 

This style is far less creamy, and we 

found that it can ruin the texture of  

 desserts. But it’s acceptable in soups 

and  curries. 

Our favorite: Chaokoh Coconut Milk 

($1.79 for 13.5 ounces)

Didn’t use the whole can? Stored 

in an airtight container, coconut milk 

will last up to a week in the fridge and 

a month in the freezer. The milk will 

break when defrosted; to re-emulsify 

it, blend it with an immersion blender 

for about 30 seconds.

Dried Rice Noodles

(  Made from ground rice and water, 

rice noodles are cut into myriad shapes 

and thicknesses, but when cooked, all 

should taste like fresh rice with a ten-

der but pleasantly resilient bite. 

Good to know: Unlike other dried 

noodles, which must be boiled to 

soften them, dried rice noodles are 

usually just soaked in hot water until 

tender before being added to stir-fries 

or salads. 

Our favorite: A Taste of Thai Straight 

Cut Rice Noodles ($6.59 for 16 ounces)

Fish Sauce

(This liquid product of fermented 

anchovies, which is used as both an 

ingredient and a condiment, boasts 

a rich and savory saltiness that 

adds depth to countless Thai and 

Vietnamese dishes. It’s strong stuf 

with an intense aroma. 

Good to know: We use this sauce not 

just in Asian dishes but also to season 

marinades. Used judiciously, it adds 

savoriness, not ishy lavor. 

Our favorite: Red Boat 40˚N Fish 

Sauce ($7.99 for 8.45 ounces)

Our vegan alternative: Simmer 3 cups 

water, ¼ ounce dried sliced shiitake 

mushrooms, 3 tablespoons salt, and 2 

tablespoons soy sauce over medium 

heat until reduced by half. Strain, cool, 

and refrigerate for up to 3 weeks. 

Makes 1½ cups.

Gochujang

(This moderately spicy, salty, savory 

paste made from chiles, glutinous rice, 

fermented soybeans, and salt makes a 

powerful base for Korean sauces and 

marinades (such as the chile sauce for 

our Korean Rice Bowl, page 13). 

Good to know: This paste is our new 

favorite lavor booster. Stir it into soup, 

barbecue sauce, ketchup, mayonnaise, 

or butter, or thin it with water to a 

drizzling consistency and use it as a 

condiment for eggs, vegetables, rice, 

noodles, or dumplings. 

Making Fried Rice Without Leftovers
Chilled, hardened leftover rice is crucial in fried rice since fresh rice 

turns mushy. But we don’t always have leftovers on hand. Here’s our 

work-around: Heat 2 tablespoons vegetable oil in large saucepan over 

medium heat until shimmering. Add 2 cups jasmine or long-grain white 

rice; stir to coat. Add 2⅔ cups water and bring to boil. Reduce heat to 

low, cover, and simmer until liquid is absorbed, about 18 minutes. Of 

heat, remove lid and place dish towel over saucepan. Let stand, cov-

ered, until rice is just tender, about 8 minutes. Spread cooked rice onto 

rimmed baking sheet. Let cool for 10 minutes, then refrigerate for 20 

minutes. Makes 6 cups.

Our Asian Pantry
While the universe  
of Asian ingredients  
is vast, we turn  
to these staple 
ingredients to bring 
authentic flavor  
to Asian recipes. 
And in some cases, 
the right product 
can be critical.  
BY ELIZABETH BOMZE
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Hoisin Sauce

(A thick, reddish-brown mixture 

of soybeans, sugar, vinegar, garlic, and 

chiles, hoisin sauce is used in many clas-

sic Chinese dishes, including barbecued 

pork, Peking duck, and mu shu pork. 

Good to know: Hoisin should pack a 

punch, but some products taste lat. 

The best sauces balance sweet, salty, 

pungent, and spicy elements so that no 

one lavor dominates.

Our favorite: Kikkoman Hoisin Sauce 

($2.89 for 9.3 ounces)

Jasmine Rice

(  This rice variety’s delicate loral, 

buttery scent, prized in Southeast Asian 

cuisines, isn’t a byproduct of jasmine 

plants. It’s the result of a lavor com-

pound common to all rice varieties, 

which occurs in high levels in aromatic 

rices such as jasmine and basmati.

Good to know: Look for pack-

ages stamped with a green seal from 

Thailand’s Department of Foreign 

Trade, an indication that at least 92 

percent of the rice is the purest form 

called Hom Mali (“good smelling”). 

Our favorite: Dynasty Jasmine Rice 

($4.59 for 2 pounds)

Mirin

(This Japanese rice wine adds sweet-

ness and acidity to sauces and glazes 

like teriyaki. Hard-to-ind traditional 

mirin contains no added ingredients; 

supermarket brands usually contain 

sweeteners and salt.

Our favorite: Mitoku Organic Mikawa 

Mirin Sweet Rice Seasoning ($8.83 for 

10 luid ounces, plus shipping)

Our best buy: Eden Mirin Rice Cooking 

Wine ($7.16 for 10.5 luid ounces)

Can’t ind it? Use this: For 1 table-

spoon of mirin, use an equal amount 

of white wine plus 1 teaspoon of sugar.

Oyster Sauce

(  Made from a reduction of boiled 

oysters, this condiment adds salty-

sweetness (not ishiness) and body to 

stir-fries. 

Good to know: Though it may look 

like hoisin sauce, oyster sauce lacks 

 hoisin’s fruity, spicy, pungent proile. 

Oyster sauce should taste deeply 

savory with a hint of  sweetness. 

Lesser brands can taste like little more 

than gloppy soy sauce. 

Our favorite: Lee Kum Kee  

Premium Oyster Flavored Sauce 

($4.69 for 9 ounces)

Rice Vinegar 

(  Not to be confused with rice 

wine, rice vinegar (sometimes 

 incorrectly called rice wine vinegar) 

has malty sweetness and mild acid-

ity. It’s primarily used to season 

sushi rice and stir-fries and makes 

a  less-sharp alternative to other 

 vinegars in  dressings. 

Good to know: It’s sold seasoned or 

unseasoned. The latter contains no 

added salt or sugar, so it can be used 

in a variety of dressings and sauces. 

Use the seasoned kind for applications 

like quick pickles where you want both 

acidity and sweetness.

Sichuan Peppercorns

( Not actually peppercorns but 

dried fruit rinds from a Chinese  citrus 

tree, these contribute a unique tingling 

sensation and a piney, citrusy aroma. 

We bloom them in oil or grind them 

and sprinkle them over Chinese 

dishes like ma pao tofu and salt and 

 pepper shrimp.

Good to know: Since Sichuan pep-

percorns don’t actually contribute any 

heat, they shouldn’t be subbed in for 

black or red pepper. 

Our favorite: Dean & DeLuca Szechuan 

Peppercorns ($6.25 for 1 ounce)

Soy Sauce 

( Made from soybeans fermented in 

a brine with roasted wheat, this savory 

condiment is used globally in Asian cui-

sines to season and add depth. 

Good to know: Diferent types serve 

diferent purposes: We use a more 

robust-tasting brand in cooked applica-

tions and reserve pricier long-aged soy 

sauce for dipping. 

Our favorite for cooking: Lee Kum 

Kee Tabletop Premium Soy Sauce 

($1.99 for 5.1 ounces)

Our favorite for dipping: Ohsawa 

Nama Shoyu Organic Unpasteurized 

Soy Sauce ($6.49 for 10 ounces)

What about tamari? A byproduct of  

miso production, tamari has a similarly 

salty-savory lavor to soy sauce; the 

two can be used interchangeably. Many 

tamaris are also gluten-free. 

 

Toasted Sesame Oil

(  While plain sesame oil has very 

little color, smell, or lavor, toasted (or 

roasted) sesame oil boasts deeper color 

and much stronger, richer lavor. We’ve 

found that a little goes a long way in 

dressings, dipping sauces, and stir-fries in 

Chinese, Korean, and Japanese recipes. 

Good to know: Due to its potent 

lavor and relatively low smoke point, 

it shouldn’t be used as a primary cook-

ing oil. But try adding a few drops to 

neutral vegetable or peanut oil when 

stir-frying to give food a mildly nutty 

lavor boost. 

To keep lavor fresh: Store it in the 

refrigerator.

White Peppercorns

(  These are simply skinned black 

peppercorns, which taste less spicy and 

more loral than black pepper since 

skinning removes much of the spicy 

compound piperine. They’re a com-

mon seasoning in Chinese and Thai 

dishes; we also use them in non-Asian 

applications like spaetzle, mayonnaise, 

and spice rubs.

What about subbing in black? 

Only substitute black pepper if  the 

amount called for is less than 1 tea-

spoon—otherwise, the pepper may 

mask other lavors. 

Try These Classics
With a well-stocked Asian pan-

try, you can make many of our 

best Asian recipes. Find these at 

CooksIllustrated.com/june16.

(GRILLED BEEF SATAY

 Key lavors: coconut milk,

 ish sauce, and lemon grass 

( THAI-STYLE CHICKEN  

 WITH BASIL

 Key lavors: ish sauce and   

 oyster sauce

( SICHUAN STIR-FRIED  

 GREEN BEANS

 Key lavors: soy sauce,  

 toasted sesame oil, and  

 white peppercorns

( PORK STIR-FRY WITH  

 NOODLES (LO MEIN)

 Key lavors: chili-garlic  

 sauce, Chinese rice wine, 

 hoisin sauce, oyster sauce  

 soy sauce, and toasted  

 sesame oil 

( STIR-FRIED SICHUAN- 

 STYLE SHRIMP WITH  

 ZUCCHINI, RED BELL

  PEPPER, AND PEANUTS

 Key lavors: chili-garlic  

 sauce, Chinese rice wine,  

 Sichuan peppercorns, and  

 toasted sesame oil  

Staple Fresh Flavors
In addition to everyday aromat-

ics and herbs like garlic, shallots, 

scallions, and cilantro, lemon 

grass and ginger are also worth 

keeping on hand.

Lemon Grass 

(  Native to India and tropical 

Asia, this grassy herb imparts 

citrusy, loral lavors to South 

Asian soups, curries, and stir-

fries. Look for stalks that are 

green, irm, and fragrant.

Strip to the core: Remove 

the dry outer layers to expose 

the tender inner stalk before 

mincing. 

Sub dried for fresh? Dried 

lemon grass works in soups and 

curry paste but not in stir-fries, 

where there isn’t enough liquid 

to rehydrate the pieces. 

Ginger 

(  A rhizome grown largely in 

Jamaica, China, and India, gin-

ger is bright and loral but also 

packs heat thanks to its pungent 

gingerol, a relative of the spicy 

compounds in chiles. 

Old is OK: Ginger dries out and 

loses pungency as it ages. So if  

your ginger is older, use more of  

it than a recipe calls for and add 

it toward the end of cooking 

(heat also dulls its pungency). 

Scrape; don’t peel: Scraping of 

the knotty skin with a spoon is 

easier than peeling with a knife 

or vegetable peeler. 
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R
isotto has been a staple in American 

restaurants and home kitchens for years, 

but farrotto has only recently gained a 

footing stateside. As the name suggests, 

it’s a twist on the classic Italian rice-based dish, 

made with farro, an ancient form of wheat that’s 

been grown in Italy for centuries and that boasts 

a nutty flavor and a tender chew. Using this whole 

grain instead of rice yields a more robust dish that 

still cooks relatively quickly and functions well as 

a blank slate for any type of flavor addition—from 

cheese and herbs to meats and vegetables. 

There’s just one pitfall to farrotto: bran. Arborio 

or carnaroli rices have been stripped of their bran 

layer and thus readily give up their amylopectin, the 

starch molecule that makes risotto creamy. Farro 

retains most of its bran (how much depends on 

whether it’s been “pearled,” or had its bran at least 

partially rubbed away), which gives it bite and earthy 

flavor but also traps the starch inside the grain. 

Hence, most farrottos lack risotto’s velvety body 

and cohesion. I wanted both: the distinct flavor and 

chew of farro with the creamy consistency of risotto. 

My instinct was to first try pearled farro; since it 

has less bran, it might cook up creamier. I had a leg 

up on a basic cooking method, which I’d borrow 

from our Almost Hands-Free Risotto (May/June 

2010). The trick in that recipe is to add most of the 

liquid up front, rather than in several stages, which 

helps the grains cook evenly so that you need to stir 

only a couple of times rather than constantly. We 

also use a lidded Dutch oven, which helps trap and 

distribute the heat evenly so every grain is tender. 

To start, I softened onion and garlic in butter, 

added the farro to toast in the fat, and finally added 

the liquid. But the pearled farro not only lacked the 

robust flavor of whole farro but also 

resulted in farrotto that was too thin. 

I would have to stick with whole farro.

My breakthrough came from an 

outlier farrotto recipe, which called for 

“cracking” the farro before cooking by 

soaking the grains overnight to soften 

them and then blitzing them in a food 

processor. This gave the starch an escape 

route and yielded a silkier dish. The only 

drawback was that lengthy soak. 

I tried skipping the soak, and I also tried a hot soak 

to see if I could soften the grains quickly. In both 

cases the hard grains just danced around the proces-

sor bowl without breaking. Switching to a blender 

created a vortex that drew the unsoaked grains into 

the blade. Six pulses cracked about half of them so 

that there was plenty of starch but still enough chew. 

Seasoned with Parmesan, herbs, and lemon juice, 

my farrotto was hearty and flavorful—and more 

satisfying than any risotto I’ve eaten. I also created 

variations with spring vegetables and mushrooms, 

both of which can stand as one-pot meals. 

 

PARMESAN FARROTTO

SERVES 6

We prefer the flavor and texture of whole farro. Do 

not use quick-cooking or pearled farro. The consis-

tency of farrotto is a matter of personal taste; if you 

prefer a looser texture, add more of the hot broth 

mixture in step 6. For our recipe for Mushroom 

Farrotto, go to CooksIllustrated.com/june16.

 1½  cups whole farro 

 3  cups chicken broth

 3  cups water

 4  tablespoons unsalted butter

 ½  onion, chopped fine

 1  garlic clove, minced

 2  teaspoons minced fresh thyme

  Salt and pepper

 2  ounces Parmesan, grated (1 cup) 

 2  tablespoons minced fresh parsley

 2  teaspoons lemon juice

1. Pulse farro in blender until about half of grains 

are broken into smaller pieces, about 6 pulses. 

2. Bring broth and water to boil in medium 

saucepan over high heat. Reduce heat to medium-

low to maintain gentle simmer. 

3. Melt 2 tablespoons butter in large Dutch oven 

over medium-low heat. Add onion and cook, stirring 

frequently, until softened, 3 to 4 min-

utes. Add garlic and stir until fragrant, 

about 30 seconds. Add farro and cook, 

stirring frequently, until grains are lightly 

toasted, about 3 minutes.

4. Stir 5 cups hot broth mixture 

into farro mixture, reduce heat to low, 

cover, and cook until almost all liquid 

has been absorbed and farro is just al 

dente, about 25 minutes, stirring twice 

during cooking.

5. Add thyme, 1 teaspoon salt, and ¾ teaspoon 

pepper and continue to cook, stirring constantly, until 

farro becomes creamy, about 5 minutes. 

6. Remove pot from heat. Stir in Parmesan, 

parsley, lemon juice, and remaining 2 tablespoons 

butter. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Adjust 

consistency with remaining hot broth mixture as 

needed. Serve immediately. 

FARROTTO WITH PANCETTA,  

ASPARAGUS, AND PEAS

Add 4 ounces asparagus, trimmed and cut on bias 

into 1-inch lengths, to broth-water mixture in step 

2 and cook until crisp-tender, 2 to 3 minutes. Using 

slotted spoon, transfer asparagus to bowl and set 

aside. Reduce heat as directed. Cook 4 ounces pan-

cetta, cut into ¼-inch pieces, in large Dutch oven 

over medium heat until lightly browned and fat has 

rendered, about 5 minutes. Proceed with step 3, 

reducing butter to 1 tablespoon and adding butter 

and onion to pot with pancetta. Substitute 1 cup 

thawed frozen peas and 2 teaspoons minced fresh tar-

ragon for thyme and reduce salt to ¾ teaspoon and 

pepper to ½ teaspoon in step 5. In step 6, add 1 tea-

spoon grated lemon zest and reserved asparagus with 

remaining 2 tablespoons butter, reduce Parmesan to 

¾ cup and lemon juice to 1 teaspoon, and substitute 

1 tablespoon minced fresh chives for parsley. 

Asparagus, peas, and pancetta round out this version. 

Introducing Farro Risotto
This Italian grain’s flavorful bran layer makes it a challenge to coax into creamy farrotto.

j  B Y  S T E V E  D U N N  k

Watch: Blender Technique

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16

Break ’em Up 

A few quick pulses in 

a blender crack the 

farro grains, allowing 

some of their starches 

to escape and thicken 

the  cooking liquid into a 

creamy, cohesive sauce.
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I
f I’m going to cook fresh peas, I usually go for 

the sugar snap variety. These pods are a cross 

between snow peas and shelling peas and, 

in my opinion, offer the best traits of both: 

the former’s easy preparation (just pull away the 

tough strings along the pod’s seam—no shelling 

required) and the latter’s fresh pop, sweetness, and 

delicate crunch.

I like to sauté sugar snap peas because the method 

allows me to flavor them with a little garlic in the pan. 

But unlike when sautéing other vegetables such as 

cauliflower or mushrooms, my goal isn’t to brown 

the snap peas, because doing so muddies their fresh 

sweetness. The other difficulty of cooking them—and 

part of what makes my goal challenging—is that snap 

peas are a two-part vegetable, and it’s tricky to get 

the peas within to cook through before the exterior 

pod browns. What I 

needed was a way to 

sauté them so that 

they turned crisp-ten-

der inside and out but 

retained their fresh, 

clean flavor.

Since high heat 

inevitably imparts 

color, I started testing 

over a moderate flame, 

adding a couple of tea-

spoons of vegetable 

oil to a large nonstick 

skillet, setting the dial to medium, adding 12 ounces 

of snap peas, and stirring them to ensure even cook-

ing. But it was a failed attempt; while the pods didn’t 

brown, they turned limp, dull, and greasy by the time 

the peas had cooked through.

I needed the peas inside to cook faster—and it 

occurred to me that introducing water might do 

the trick, since it transfers heat more efficiently than 

air. Blanching and shocking the snap peas—that 

is, dropping them into boiling water for about a 

minute and then plunging them into ice water to 

stop their cooking—before sautéing them was too 

much trouble for a side dish. Instead, I tried a hybrid 

steam-then-sauté method, in which I heated the oil 

over a moderate flame, added the snap peas with a 

small amount of water, briefly covered the pan to trap 

the steam, and then removed the lid and allowed the 

water to evaporate. 

That gave me exactly what I wanted: both pods 

and peas that were evenly crisp-tender. Now they 

just needed some seasonings. First, I added a little 

minced garlic to the pan after the snap peas had 

steamed. Then, instead of covering them with heavy 

or assertive sauces, I dressed the snap peas up with 

variations inspired by dukka, a light, crunchy Egyptian 

condiment that’s a blend of chopped nuts, seeds, 

and spices. I paired pine nuts and fennel seeds with 

lemon zest and red pepper flakes for a vaguely Italian 

profile; almonds, coriander seeds, and orange zest for 

a Moroccan version; and sesame seeds, lemon, ginger, 

and scallions for a Japanese one.

These flavorful blends were a cinch to prepare, but 

there was just one small issue: the small bits slid off 

the pods. The easy fix was halving the snap peas on 

the bias before cooking, which created pockets that 

captured the seasonings. The vegetable’s tender snap 

paired with the distinct flavors and delicate crunch of 

the dukka mixtures was a combination I’d be making 

all season long. 

 

SUGAR SNAP PEAS WITH PINE NUTS, 

FENNEL, AND LEMON ZEST

SERVES 4 

Do not substitute ground fennel for the fennel seeds 

in this recipe. 

 3  tablespoons pine nuts 

 1  teaspoon fennel seeds

 ½  teaspoon grated lemon zest

 ½  teaspoon kosher salt

 ⅛  teaspoon red pepper flakes

 2  teaspoons vegetable oil

 12  ounces sugar snap peas, strings removed, 

halved crosswise on bias 

 2  tablespoons water

 1  garlic clove, minced

 3  tablespoons chopped fresh basil

1. Toast pine nuts in 12-inch skillet over medium 

heat, stirring frequently, until just starting to brown, 

about 3 minutes. Add fennel seeds and continue to 

toast, stirring constantly, until pine nuts are lightly 

browned and fennel is fragrant, about 1 minute 

longer. Transfer pine nut mixture to cutting board. 

Sprinkle lemon zest, salt, and pepper flakes over pine 

nut mixture. Chop mixture until finely minced and 

well combined. Transfer to bowl and set aside. 

2. Heat oil in now-empty skillet over medium heat 

until shimmering. Add snap peas and water, imme-

diately cover, and cook for 2 minutes. Uncover, add 

garlic, and continue to cook, stirring frequently, until 

moisture has evaporated and snap peas are crisp-

tender, about 2 minutes longer. Remove skillet from 

heat; stir in three-quarters of pine nut mixture and 

basil. Transfer snap peas to serving platter, sprinkle 

with remaining pine nut mixture, and serve.

SUGAR SNAP PEAS WITH ALMONDS, 

CORIANDER, AND ORANGE ZEST

Slivered almonds can be used in place of sliced 

almonds. Do not use ground coriander in this recipe.

Substitute sliced almonds for pine nuts, coriander 

seeds for fennel seeds, ¼ teaspoon orange zest for 

lemon zest, and cilantro for basil. Omit red pepper 

flakes. 

SUGAR SNAP PEAS WITH SESAME,  

GINGER, AND LEMON ZEST

Black or white sesame seeds can be used in this recipe. 

Substitute 2 tablespoons sesame seeds for pine 

nuts, ½ teaspoon grated fresh ginger for garlic, and 

1 thinly sliced scallion for basil. Omit fennel seeds 

and red pepper flakes. 

Nuts, seeds, and spices flavor this snappy side dish.

Sautéed Sugar Snap Peas
What’s the secret to tender pods that retain their namesake snap? Steam. 

j  B Y  S A N D R A  W U  k

Watch: It’s a Snap

A step-by-step video is available  

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16

A Simple Trick 
for Tasty Pods

Halving the snap pea pods 

on the bias creates handy 

pockets that capture the 

seasonings. 
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I 
once made sticky buns at home, 

and I enjoyed every step of the bak-

ing process, from rolling the spiced 

sugar filling up in the firm, smooth 

dough to nestling the tidy spirals in the 

nutty caramel topping to flipping the 

baked buns onto a platter and watching 

the glaze drip down the sides. But when 

it came to the final step—actually eating 

a bun—I felt betrayed.

Even when slightly warm, the bread part 

was drier and tougher than I had anticipated, 

and the topping was so firm that I feared 

for my fillings. A few hours later, the buns 

were downright hard from top to bottom, 

but it didn’t really matter. They were so 

overwhelmingly sweet that finishing one had 

been a feat, and I couldn’t muster enough 

enthusiasm to repeat the experience. 

When I was finally ready to attempt 

sticky buns again, I set some firm goals: 

This time around the bread would be 

moist, soft, and fluffy, and the topping 

would be substantial enough to sit atop 

the buns without sinking in but not so hard 

that it stuck in my teeth. And, of course, I’d 

keep the overall sweetness in check so that 

I could eat an entire bun. 

A Hard Case
Most sticky bun recipes follow a common procedure: 

First, you make a yeast dough, and while it rises you 

mix up a filling and a topping. The filling is often 

just sugar and a bit of spice but may also include 

ingredients such as softened butter, dried fruit, and 

chopped nuts. The topping usually involves cooking 

butter and sugar and maybe honey or maple syrup 

together in a saucepan, pouring the mixture into a 

baking pan, and scattering the surface with nuts. You 

flatten the risen dough into a rectangle, sprinkle the 

filling over it, and roll it up like a jelly roll. Cut the 

dough cylinder into pieces, place them in the pan, let 

them rise, and then bake, flip, and enjoy (in theory). 

I chose simple formulas to act as placeholders 

for the filling and topping so I could concentrate 

on creating a dough that would bake up soft and 

light. I started with a couple of basic yeast doughs 

made with flour, milk, sugar, butter, and eggs, as 

well as some that included ingredients like rolled 

oats and instant mashed potatoes for their purported 

moisture-retaining qualities.

In dough form, each of these was pleas-

antly smooth and springy, a joy to work with. 

Unfortunately, all of the recipes —even those with 

oats and mashed potatoes—yielded buns that were 

drier and harder than my ideal. I was quickly learning 

that, while firm, smooth doughs are the least sticky 

and as such the easiest to shape, they inevitably yield 

tight, tough bread. 

Fair enough. I was willing to struggle with a slack, 

sticky dough if it gave me the light, moist results I 

was after, so I mixed together a buttery, eggy brioche 

dough. As expected, its softness made it difficult to 

roll into a cylinder, and when I sliced it into pieces, 

they stuck to the knife, which left them mangled. But 

that’s not what discouraged me. When baked, the 

rich, sugar-filled brioche topped with buttery, nutty 

caramel was just too much of a good thing. 

I couldn’t finish a full portion.

It seemed that the three qualities I 

wanted most in a dough—easy to work 

with, not too rich, light and fluffy when 

baked—were incompatible. And then I 

realized that I had tackled a similar problem 

a few months earlier. 

 

Lighten Up
While developing a recipe for dinner rolls, 

I had learned about an interesting Asian 

bread-baking technique called tangzhong, 

in which a portion of the flour and liquid in 

a recipe is cooked together until it forms a 

pudding-like gel, which is then added to the 

bread dough. This allows you to add more 

liquid to the dough, yet the added water 

doesn’t make the dough sticky or difficult to 

work with because that precooked gel traps 

it. The extra water converts to steam during 

baking, which made my rolls fluffy and light. 

And with a fraction of the eggs and butter 

found in a rich brioche and just a few table-

spoons of sugar, they aren’t too decadent. 

Easy to work with? Light and moist 

without too much richness? Obviously 

the sticky bun–tangzhong marriage was 

meant to be. 

Given that sticky buns are a bit of work and 

something that you tend to make for an occasion, I 

wanted to make enough to fill a 13 by 9-inch pan, 

so I increased my dinner roll recipe by one-third. I 

cooked a small amount of flour and water together in 

the microwave until it had formed a smooth paste and 

then whisked the mixture with milk to cool it down 

to ensure that it wouldn’t kill the yeast. I stirred in 

eggs, flour, and instant yeast and let the mixture rest 

for 15 minutes before adding some salt and a modest 

amount of sugar. I then let the mixer knead the dough 

for 5 minutes. Next, I added some softened butter and 

mixed for 5 minutes more before setting the dough 

aside to rise while I made the filling and topping.

Why wait to add the salt and sugar? They are 

hygroscopic, which means they attract water and 

would have diverted moisture away from the flour, 

delaying the formation of gluten. Pausing before 

adding salt and sugar allows the gluten-forming 

proteins to fully hydrate so that they can link up and 

create structure, giving the buns height and lightness 

when baked. And because my sticky buns would 

Using three sweeteners—brown and granulated sugars plus corn syrup—
was key to a topping that was perfectly sweet and just sticky enough.

Perfect Sticky Buns
Sticky buns look inviting, but most are dry and overly sweet, with a topping  

that threatens your dental work. We wanted a version that fulfilled its promise.

j  B Y  A N D R E A  G E A R Y  k

Andrea Shows You How

A step-by-step video is available 

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16



have a heavy topping to support, a sound structure 

would be crucial. 

I turned the risen dough out onto the counter and 

patted and stretched it to form a rectangle, a tech-

nique I found easier and more effective than rolling 

this soft dough with a pin. I sprinkled on the filling, 

rolled the dough into a tight cylinder, and sliced it 

into portions using a length of dental floss, which 

kept the pieces neat and round. I transferred the 

pieces to the pan, let them rise, and then baked them.

When I retrieved the buns from the oven, I 

found that almost every one had blossomed into a 

tall cone shape (see “Go Easy”), which was kind of 

charming but not ideal. Problematic geometry aside, 

these moist, fluffy buns were a success. After a few 

more tests, I realized that their fluffiness was what 

had caused their odd shape: The dough expanded 

so much when it baked that it had nowhere to go 

but up. Simply keeping the cylinder a little looser 

produced tall but level buns.

Topped Off
With the dough sorted out, it was time to examine 

the filling and topping. My placeholder filling was 

just ¾ cup of sugar and 1 teaspoon of cinnamon. It 

tasted okay, but the dry, loose mixture had a mad-

dening tendency to roll and shift over the surface of 

the dough when I formed the cylinder, which left 

some pieces with less filling than others—and a lot 

of sugar on my counter. 

Some bakers encourage the filling to stick by 

brushing the dough with melted butter (a little rich) 

or water (drippy and a bit messy) or by mixing but-

ter into the filling and smearing it over the dough 

(both rich and messy and also a pain). Instead I 

simply used dark brown sugar instead of white. Its 

moistness helped it stick to the tacky dough, so I 

could roll it up easily. 

The topping required a little more trial and error. 

My placeholder was a mixture of brown sugar, but-

ter, honey, and cream that was cooked in a saucepan, 

poured into the baking pan, and covered evenly with 

a layer of chopped pecans (some might opt to leave 

the nuts out, but I preferred them for the visual and 

textural appeal they lent). It baked up a bit too firm, 

and I wasn’t crazy about the assertive flavor of the 

honey or the overall sweetness.

The first thing to go was the saucepan. I simply 

melted the butter in a bowl in the microwave and 

then stirred the other ingredients into it. If it wasn’t 

going to be honey, I decided a liquid sugar of some 

form was a must. Because these liquid sweeteners 

contain water, they produce a softer texture than I’d 

get with just granulated or brown sugar; plus, the 

sugar in these liquid ingredients is fully dissolved, 

which helps avoid grainy results. Substituting dark 

corn syrup for the honey was the answer. It gave me 

a topping that was a little less sweet and also a little 

less distinctive, so it didn’t overpower the cinnamon 

in the filling or the pleasant yeastiness of the bread. 

I went with a mixture of dark brown and granulated 

sugars to give the topping just the right rich color.

But that cream bothered me. I was using just 2 

tablespoons, so it was hardly worth buying a carton, 

but eliminating it made the topping even firmer. And 

then it occurred to me: Cream is mostly water and 

fat, and my buttery topping was hardly lacking in 

the fat department. As odd as it seemed, substituting 

water for the cream did the trick and, in fact, was an 

improvement. By decreasing the fat and increasing 

the liquid with this swap, I created a topping that 

was substantial, gooey, and sticky—yet not too firm. 

Though I’d typically make these buns to give 

to a crowd, they’re now so fluffy and light that the 

prospect of keeping more than one for myself is 

pretty tempting. 

STICKY BUNS

MAKES 12 BUNS

These buns take about 4 hours to make from start 

to finish. For dough that is easy to work with and 

produces light, fluffy buns, we strongly recommend 

that you measure the flour for the dough by weight. 

The slight tackiness of the dough aids in flattening 

and stretching it in step 6, so resist the urge to use 

a lot of dusting flour. Rolling the dough cylinder 

tightly in step 7 will result in misshapen rolls; keep 

the cylinder a bit slack. Bake these buns in a metal, 

not glass or ceramic, baking pan. We like dark corn 

syrup and pecans here, but light corn syrup may be 

used, and the nuts may be omitted, if desired. 

Flour Paste

 ⅔  cup water

 ¼  cup (1⅓ ounces) bread flour

Dough

 ⅔  cup milk

 1  large egg plus 1 large yolk

 2¾  cups (15⅛ ounces) bread flour

 2  teaspoons instant or rapid-rise yeast

 3  tablespoons granulated sugar

 1½  teaspoons salt

 6  tablespoons unsalted butter, softened

Topping

 6  tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

 ½  cup packed (3½ ounces) dark brown sugar

 ¼  cup (1¾ ounces) granulated sugar

 ¼  cup dark corn syrup

 ¼  teaspoon salt

 2  tablespoons water

 1  cup pecans, toasted and chopped (optional) 

Filling 

 ¾  cup packed (5¼ ounces) dark brown sugar

 1  teaspoon ground cinnamon

1. FOR THE FLOUR PASTE: Whisk water and 

flour together in small bowl until no lumps remain. 

Microwave, whisking every 25 seconds, until mixture 

thickens to stiff, smooth, pudding-like consistency 

that forms mound when dropped from end of whisk 

into bowl, 50 to 75 seconds. 

The Ideal Sticky Bun

Most sticky buns are dense and dry, with a illing that’s fussy to work with and a topping so sticky that chewing it 

makes your jaw ache. Plus, the whole package is usually so rich that you can’t inish an entire bun. Here’s how we 

made a better bun. 
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Go Easy
Because these sticky buns bake up so soft and 

lufy, it’s important to roll the dough loosely 

when forming the cylinder in step 7.

STICKY BUT NOT 

HARD TOPPING

Corn syrup and 

water help keep 

the   topping soft.

NOT TOO SWEET 

OR TOO RICH

Keeping the eggs and 

sugar in the dough to 

a minimum means you 

can eat a whole bun. 

FILLING THAT 

STAYS INSIDE

Moist brown sugar 

doesn’t scatter like 

granulated when the 

dough is rolled. 

SOFT, FLUFFY BREAD

Adding extra water to 

our dough creates more 

steam, which results in 

more lift and a lighter bun.

BAD BUNS
If rolled too tightly, the buns will expand upward.
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2. FOR THE DOUGH: In bowl of stand mixer, 

whisk flour paste and milk together until smooth. 

Add egg and yolk and whisk until incorporated. Add 

flour and yeast. Fit stand mixer with dough hook and 

mix on low speed until all flour is moistened, 1 to 2 

minutes. Let stand for 15 minutes. Add sugar and salt 

and mix on medium-low speed for 5 minutes. Stop 

mixer and add butter. Continue to mix on medium-

low speed for 5 minutes longer, scraping down dough 

hook and sides of bowl halfway through (dough will 

stick to bottom of bowl).

3. Transfer dough to lightly floured counter. 

Knead briefly to form ball and transfer seam side 

down to lightly greased bowl; lightly coat surface 

of dough with vegetable oil spray and cover bowl 

with plastic wrap. Let dough rise until just doubled 

in volume, 40 minutes to 1 hour. 

4. FOR THE TOPPING: While dough rises, 

grease 13 by 9-inch metal baking pan. Whisk melted 

butter, brown sugar, granulated sugar, corn syrup, 

and salt together in medium bowl until smooth. Add 

water and whisk until incorporated. Pour mixture 

into prepared pan and tilt pan to cover bottom. 

Sprinkle evenly with pecans, if using. 

5. FOR THE FILLING: Combine sugar and 

cinnamon in small bowl and mix until thoroughly 

combined; set aside. 

6. Turn out dough onto lightly floured counter. 

Press dough gently but firmly to expel air. Working 

from center toward edge, pat and stretch dough to 

form 18 by 15-inch rectangle with long edge near-

est you. Sprinkle filling over dough, leaving 1-inch 

border along top edge; smooth filling into even 

layer with your hand, then gently press mixture into 

dough to adhere. 

7. Beginning with long edge nearest you, roll 

dough into cylinder, taking care not to roll too tightly. 

Pinch seam to seal and roll cylinder seam side down. 

Mark gently with knife to create 12 equal portions. To 

slice, hold strand of dental floss taut and slide under-

neath cylinder, stopping at first mark. Cross ends of 

floss over each other and pull. Slice cylinder into 12 

portions and transfer, cut sides down, to prepared 

baking pan. Cover tightly with plastic wrap and let 

rise until buns are puffy and touching one another, 

40 minutes to 1 hour. (Buns may be refrigerated 

immediately after shaping for up to 14 hours. To 

bake, remove baking pan from refrigerator and let sit 

until buns are puffy and touching one another, 1 to 

1½ hours.) Meanwhile, adjust oven racks to lowest 

and lower-middle positions. Place rimmed baking 

sheet on lower rack to catch any drips and heat oven 

to 375 degrees.

8. Bake buns on upper rack until golden brown, 

about 20 minutes. Tent with aluminum foil and bake 

until center of dough registers at least 200 degrees, 

10 to 15 minutes longer. Let buns cool in pan on 

wire rack for 5 minutes. Place rimmed baking sheet 

over buns and carefully invert. Remove pan and let 

buns cool for 5 minutes. Using spoon, scoop any 

glaze on baking sheet onto buns. Let cool for at least 

10 minutes longer before serving.

T E S T I N G  
Dry Storage  Containers 
We’ve seen new dry storage containers with fea-

tures like snap-down lid laps, press-button seals, 

and built-in measurement levelers and wondered 

if  any were an improvement over a simple lidded 

plastic tub. Our ideal: a spacious, durable, and 

easy-to-clean container wide enough to let us dip 

a measuring cup into its contents and level it of, 

with a lid that seals tightly and simply.

All eight models we tested adeptly sealed 

out moisture. But when we illed each with a 

5-pound bag of lour, it quickly became appar-

ent that we preferred those with a capacity of  

around 6 quarts for easy, tidy measuring. We also 

preferred square (or nearly square) containers 

to rectangular shapes since the wider openings 

allowed for easier access. As for the extra fea-

tures, snaps and button seals only provided more 

spaces for lour (and water when washing) to get 

trapped. Built-in levelers just got in the way. 

Our advice? Simpler is better. Our favorite con-

tainer is durable and easy to use because it has 

zero frills. To read the full results of the testing, go 

to CooksIllustrated.com/june16. –Kate Shannon

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

CAMBRO 6-Quart Square Storage Container

MODEL: 6SFSPP190 

( container), SFC6-451 (lid)

PRICE: $23.74 total  

($16.67 for  container,  

$7.07 for lid) 

R E C I P E  T E S T I N G  
The Road to Moist Sticky Buns

Our ideal was a light, moist bun that wasn’t too rich or 

sweet, so we could eat the whole thing without regret. 

Here’s how we got there.

TEST 1  

BASIC YEASTED 

DOUGH 

Why We Tried It: 

Most are not too sticky, 

which makes them easy 

to work with.

Result: Buns were 

dense and dry.

TEST 2 REPLACE 

SOME FLOUR  

WITH ROLLED OATS

Why We Tried It: 

We hoped the oats 

would help retain 

 moisture and soften 

the buns.

Result: No improvement.

TEST 3  

ADD MASHED 

POTATOES

Why We Tried It: 

Instant mashed potatoes 

also have moisture- 

retaining properties for the 

 promise of a softer bun.

Result: No improvement.

TEST 4  

ADD EGGS 

AND BUTTER

Why We Tried It: 

Eggs and butter add fat; 

eggs also add water. 

Result: Buns were tender 

but too rich; dough was 

overly sticky.

TEST 5 ADD A 

COOKED FLOUR-

AND-WATER PASTE

Why We Tried It: 

Also known as tangzhong, 

this technique allowed us 

to add more water with-

out making the dough 

too wet. 

Result: Buns were 

light and moist; dough 

was simple to roll  

and cut. 

 

BEST

METHOD

Use the Correct Pan

If a recipe speciies a particular pan—metal or glass—

don’t be tempted to swap one for the other. Each mate-

rial conducts heat at a diferent rate, and baking for more 

or less time to account for that diference won’t give you 

identical results. Case in point: Our Sticky Buns recipe calls 

for a metal baking pan. When we tried baking the buns in 

a glass baking dish, which conducts heat more slowly than 

a metal pan, we had to extend the baking time by 10 min-

utes to ensure that the buns in the center of the dish were 

done. But since glass retains heat longer than metal, the 

buns on the edges of the dish turned dry and hard. For 

best results, stick with the pan the recipe calls for.

THESE BUNS PALE IN COMPARISON 
Our buns baked in glass instead of metal  

were pale and undercooked in the center.  
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I
t’s easy to drop several hundred dollars on a 

gas grill and not get what you need. We’ve 

cooked on models that never got hot enough; 

models that were too small to cook more than 

a couple of burgers at once; models that rusted, 

wobbled, and warped; and models that couldn’t 

handle anything beyond the simplest jobs—never 

mind roasting a holiday turkey or smoking tender 

ribs. The bottom line: For the best results, you 

need a well-designed, responsive, durable grill.  

The winner from our previous gas grill testing was 

discontinued, so we went shopping for some new 

models to test, priced at $500 or less. We focused on 

six major brands, asking them to help us choose their 

best contender. The grills in our lineup were outfitted 

with three to five burners, as well as two wing-like 

side tables. All but one grill were equipped with side 

burners set into one of the wings. All were fitted 

with warming racks, narrow wire shelves suspended 

across the back of the grill, and all featured built-in lid 

thermometers. You can buy a gas grill fully assembled 

or opt to put it together yourself. After trying both, 

we would strongly encourage you to order your grill 

assembled. Some stores do it for free.

We fired up the grills to cook (and smoke) a variety 

of foods, from burger patties to thick strip steaks to 

5-pound pork butts. We checked that a 12-pound 

turkey fit under each lid with room to spare. We 

used slices of white bread to map each grill’s heating 

pattern, and we checked the accuracy of the grills’ lid 

thermometers with a calibrated thermocouple.

Along the way, we observed design elements of 

each grill that made cooking easier or more com-

plicated. Scrubbing down grills after cooking and 

emptying grease trays showed which were simplest 

to maintain. And rolling them in and out of our grill 

garage over bumpy pavement revealed grills that 

fought us and rattled to pieces—literally—while oth-

ers glided steadily and remained sturdily intact. 

The Heat Is On
Most people choose a gas grill because it’s convenient: 

Turn a knob and you can start cooking in minutes. 

But whether that grill performs as it should is another 

matter. For simple grilling, the most important 

requirement is strong heat that spreads evenly across 

the grates. To determine which grills met the mark, 

we preheated each grill on high for 15 minutes (our 

standard method) and mapped the heat by covering 

the entire grill surface with white sandwich bread. Top 

grills gave us evenly browned toast. The worst made 

an uneven patchwork of black, brown, and white 

toast. Others dried out the bread, leaving it white with 

black stripes. Wrecked toast is no big deal, but when 

we grilled a quartet of pricey, thick New York strip 

steaks, the same thing happened. Spreading 4-inch 

burger patties across the hot grills, we saw those heat 

patterns a third time.

So what made the difference in how well food 

cooked? While manufacturers 

may try to dazzle customers 

with their burners’ high BTUs 

(British Thermal Units, a mea-

sure of heat output per hour), 

in our tests this number turned 

out to be less relevant than the 

grill’s construction and heat 

distribution. All gas grills share 

a similar construction: At the 

bottom, perforated metal tubes 

(the burners) produce a row of 

flames when the gas is ignited. 

Above them are metal heat dif-

fusers shaped like inverted Vs. 

As we used the grills, we real-

ized that these tent-like bars are 

very important. First, they shield 

burners to keep fallen food 

from clogging holes. Second, 

when dripping fat hits them, 

the fat turns into smoke that 

makes food taste grilled (they 

are sometimes called “flavorizer 

bars” for this reason). Third, 

and perhaps most important, 

they help spread heat horizon-

tally across the grill. The flames’ heat wants to rise 

straight up, and without these tent-like bars to deflect 

it there would be distinct hot spots directly over each 

burner and cooler zones everywhere else.

All of the grills we tested had bars right over each 

burner, but our top-performing grills had further 

design tweaks to help spread out the rising heat for 

more even distribution and much-improved cooking 

results. One achieved this with extra bars between 

the burners, while the other featured a full layer of 

perforated stainless-steel plates beneath the grates, 

which, like the tent-like bars, diffused heat.

While powerful, even heat is critical in a good 

grill, so are a few other factors. First up: capacity. 

Sometimes you want to feed a hungry crowd. When 

we packed our grills with hamburger patties, the 

results were surprising. While the grills in our lineup 

featured different numbers of burners, more burners 

didn’t always correspond to more cooking space. The 

“smallest” grill—the only one with just three burn-

ers—held 19 burgers, while one of the four-burner 

models fit just 15 burgers. As it turned out, the four-

burner grill was only 2 inches wider than the three-

burner model (they were the same depth), a negligible 

advantage that was negated by 

the fact that the four-burner 

grill’s wide warming rack 

blocked access to the back of 

its cooking grates. Other grills 

shared this design flaw.

Grate material also mattered: 

Our two highest-ranking grills 

had cast-iron grates, while most 

of the lower-ranked ones used 

stainless steel. Cast iron did a 

better job of transferring heat 

for crisp, flavorful grill marks. 

Finally, the angle of the open 

lid also mattered. Curved, low-

angled lids directed smoke right 

into our faces, even when fully 

open. Our favorite grills had lids 

that opened wide to let smoke 

flow straight up.

Slow Down
Direct cooking is important, 

but a good gas grill must also 

excel at cooking with indirect 

heat for roasting large cuts of 

meat or smoking them low 

and slow. To do this, after preheating the grill, 

you leave one burner on, turn off the rest, and set 

the meat over the unlit burners. For our test, we 

put wood chip packets over each lit burner and set 

pork butts (each cut into three pieces) over pans of 

water on the cooler side of each grill, maintaining a 

temperature of 300 degrees by watching the grills’ 

lid thermometers. All of the roasts should have 

reached an internal temperature of 200 degrees 

in 4 hours, yet even after a whopping 7½ hours, 

The Best Gas Grill Under $500
It doesn’t matter how powerful a grill is. If it can’t distribute  
and hold the heat where you want it, your food will suffer. 

j  B Y  L I S A  M C M A N U S  k

What’s Under the Grate?

If  you look beneath the cooking grate on 

a gas grill, you’ll notice tent-shaped metal 

bars covering each of the burners. These 

lame tamers, or heat difusers, delect 

heat, making them critical to how evenly 

a grill heats—without them there would 

be distinct hot spots and cool zones. They 

also help lavor the food (one manufac-

turer appropriately calls them “lavorizer 

bars”) since drippings from the food hit 

the bars, vaporize, and then waft up and 

adhere to the food.

heat diffusing 

bars 

burners

EVENING OUT THE HEAT 
Metal tents spread the heat rising up from 

each burner, minimizing hot and cool zones.

Lisa Explains It All

A video of our testing is available  

at CooksIllustrated.com/june16



We tested six gas grills priced under 

$500. Grills appear in order of prefer-

ence. All were purchased online.   

BURNERS: Gas grills heat via per-

forated tubes called burners that 

emit lames when ignited. Grills are 

described by their number of burners, 

though we found that this did not corre-

late with performance or capacity.

GRATES: The grill grates are made of  

either cast iron or stainless steel.  

SIZE OF MAIN COOKING 

GRATE AND HEAT OUTPUT: 

Manufacturers typically list the com-

bined total square inches, including 

warming racks and side burners. More 

usefully, we list the dimensions of the 

main cooking grate and how many 

4-inch burgers each can it. Similarly, 

we only list the BTU (British Thermal 

Units—a measure of heat output per 

hour) numbers of the main burner. 

FEATURES: Some grills ofer more 

extra features than others.

GRILLING: We grilled hamburgers 

and steaks over direct heat, looking 

for distinct grill marks, well-browned 

crusts, and moist interiors. We mapped 

the heat pattern of each grill by cover-

ing its preheated surface with white 

bread slices and examining the toast.

INDIRECT COOKING:  

We prepared pulled pork, keeping 

the grill at 300 degrees for more than 

4 hours. Thermocouples conirmed 

whether lid thermometers were accu-

rate. We rated the pork on smoky 

lavor and tender, moist texture.   

DESIGN: Grills received higher marks 

if  their designs made it easier to set 

them up and cook.

DURABILITY: Models that were 

hard to roll; lost wheels, doors, or 

other parts; or showed greater wear 

and tear received lower scores.

CLEANUP: We rated whether grates 

were easy to scrub clean and whether 

grills had secure, large grease trays and 

catch pans that were easy to reach. 
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some roasts still weren’t done. Others yielded ten-

der meat but no smoke flavor. Only one grill ren-

dered the meat both tender and smoky.     

We realized that the problem causing this almost-

uniformly poor performance lies in the grills’ con-

struction and is, in fact, endemic to gas grills.

For indirect grill-roasting or barbecuing on char-

coal, you push all of the coals to one side of the grill, 

put the meat on the other side, and then adjust the 

vents to customize heat level and airflow, putting 

the lid vent over the meat on the cooler side to draw 

heat and smoke over it. But all of this control is out 

of your hands with gas grills. The clamshell-shaped 

“cookbox” on a gas grill has nonadjustable vents, and 

all of those vents are in one place: across the back of 

the box. That means hot air and smoke flow in one 

direction when the lid is closed: straight out the back 

of the grill. This didn’t cause a problem with our 

previous winning grill (nor with several other models 

from our last testing). Its burners ran from side to 

side, so we could send the smoke and heat over the 

meat by turning on the burner in the front of the grill, 

putting the wood chips on this burner, and putting 

the meat directly behind. Heat and smoke traveled 

front to back, over the meat, on the way to the vents. 

But the burners in all of the grills for our current 

testing run from front to back. We’re not sure why 

manufacturers have all gone this route, but it means 

that the lit burner with the chip packet is always to the 

side of the meat, and so heat and smoke travel straight 

back to the vent—bypassing the meat. 

Because of this, the integrity of the cookbox—

specifically the box material and the number and 

position of the vents—became essential to success. 

Even though we had confirmed that the lid ther-

mometers were all accurate and we had been adjust-

ing the heat as needed to maintain a temperature of 

300 degrees, we realized that the thermometer was 

only monitoring the air behind it and not the entire 

cooking surface. Lower-performing grills had row 

after row of vents that perforated the back of their 

cookboxes (some even lacked full back panels). The 

boxes themselves were thin, with lids that closed 

loosely over the grates. This translated to an inability 

to retain heat. When we tried a second time, placing 

meat much closer to the lit burner, the recipe timing 

and meat tenderness improved, but smoke flavor was 

still absent from most.

By contrast, our top grill—the only one that gave 

us smoky, tender meat—has a cookbox with its bot-

tom and sides made of thick cast aluminum and a 

heavy, double-layered steel lid. The lid seals tightly, 

and the box has just one narrow vent across the back. 

Meat cooked properly in a timely manner every time 

because this fortified construction and minimal vent-

ing forced most of the smoke and heat to stay in the 

box with the food. 

In the end, this grill’s competence and versatility, 

its sturdiness, and its easy cleanup (including the larg-

est, most stable grease tray, which can be lined with 

a disposable pan) earned it the top spot. The Weber 

Spirit E-310 ($499) is an updated three-burner ver-

sion of our former favorite. Weber moved the control 

knobs to the front, freeing up space on the side table, 

and added a hook that holds the propane tank and 

shows the fuel level at a glance. This grill is fairly basic, 

with no side burner (available on model E-320 for 

about $50 more), but it does the job. For the same 

price, you may buy a bigger grill with more frills, but 

you won’t get a better one. 

What Makes Our Winner Great? It’s Not the BTUs.
With one of the lowest BTU numbers of any of the models we tested, our winning grill, the Weber Spirit E-310, 

produced better results (richly browned, evenly cooked food) than grills with up to 72 percent more irepower. 

The real measure of a great grill? How well it retains heat (and smoke) and spreads it across the grates.

MINIMAL VENTS

Grills with huge vents 

and gaps or holes in 

the lid or cookbox let 

out too much heat. 

The Weber Spirit has 

just one narrow slit 

across the back.

EVEN HEAT 

DIFFUSION

All grills have heat 

difusers over each 

burner. Our winner 

heated the most 

evenly because it 

has extra difusers 

between burners.

HEAT-RETAINING 

COOKBOX

Our winner is made of thick 

cast aluminum and enameled 

steel. The worst were made 

of thin stainless steel. Thin 

walls allow heat to escape.

TIGHT-FITTING LID  

A lid that closes 

irmly traps both 

heat and smoke. 
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N OT  R E C O M M E N D E D  C O N T I N U E D

NEXGRILL 4 Burner Liquid Propane Gas Grill

MODEL: 720-0830H PRICE: $269.00

BURNERS: 4 GRATES: Stainless steel

SIZE OF MAIN COOKING GRATE: 26” by 17”

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 48,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 15 burgers

FEATURES: Side burner, thermometer

COMMENTS: It was the least expensive grill we 
tested, so we were dubious about its value. Toast 
was white with black stripes. The back of  the grill 
surface was hotter than the front. We got visible grill 
marks on some burgers, while all steak came off  the 
grill pale and soft. The open lid’s shape sent smoke 
straight into our faces. The cookbox was thin and 
flimsy, and nine large vents and a 2-inch gap across 
the back let smoke and heat escape; no surprise that 
the pork butt roast was still tough as a rubber ball 
after 6 hours of  cooking. We repeated the test, put-
ting meat just 7 inches from the lit burner; this time it 
was tender but “smoke was completely absent.”

BROIL KING Baron 440

MODEL: 922164 PRICE: $499.00

BURNERS: 4 GRATES: Cast iron

SIZE OF COOKING GRATE: 25” x 17” 

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 40,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 22 burgers

FEATURES: Side burner, thermometer

COMMENTS: Heating was uneven: Toast and burg-
ers were randomly blackened or pale, and we 
threw about one-quarter of  the burgers away, 
deeming them unfit to serve. Indirect cooking was 
more successful, with pork rating well for tender-
ness and lower for smoke flavor, but the grill 
needed constant tweaking to stay at 300 degrees, 
due in part to the thin construction of  the cookbox. 
Also, the side holes and wide slit at the back let 
the smoke escape. Grates scrubbed down easily, 
but the grease tray was tiny. The deeply curved lid 
sent smoke into our eyes. The cabinet door fell off  
every time we rolled the grill. 

KITCHENAID 3 Burner Gas Grill & Side Burner

MODEL: 720-0787D PRICE: $469.00

BURNERS: 3 GRATES: Stainless steel

SIZE OF COOKING GRATE: 24” x 19” 

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 36,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 20 burgers

FEATURES: Grill cover, side burner, tool hooks,  
thermometer

COMMENTS: The direct heat over most of  this 
grill’s cooking surface was weak: Toast was too 
light, and burgers cooked unevenly. Meanwhile 
food on the back row scorched. Steak was 
“pretty sad,” with flabby, pale crust. The weak 
heat was a boon for barbecue, which came out 
tender and moist, but there was “no smoke.” 
Abundant vents channeled heat and smoke out 
of  the cookbox, which was thin stainless steel. A 
very shallow grease tray was a hazard to move, 
and grease didn’t channel effectively, leaving the 
grill interior a gummy mess. A wheel popped off  
the cabinet halfway through testing. 

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

WEBER Spirit E-310 Gas Grill 

MODEL: 46510001 PRICE: $499.00

BURNERS: 3 GRATES: Enameled cast iron

SIZE OF MAIN COOKING GRATE: 24” x 17”

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 32,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 19 burgers

FEATURES: Fuel gauge, six tool hooks,  
thermometer 

COMMENTS: Our winner put a crisp, brown 
crust on burgers and steaks. It was equally good 
at barbecue, rendering tender pulled pork with 
real smoky flavor. Tasters raved: “Perfect smoke, 
supermoist and tender” and “the texture is spot-
on.” With a heavy-duty cookbox of  thick cast 
aluminum and enameled steel and just one narrow 
vent across the back, it was easy to keep heat 
steady and distribute smoke. The angle of  the lid 
when open kept smoke out of  our faces. Its large, 
secure grease tray made cleanup easier; the sturdy, 
compact cart rolled without a struggle. 

R E C O M M E N D E D

CHAR-BROIL Commercial Series 4-Burner Gas Grill

MODEL: 463242715 PRICE: $499.99

BURNERS: 4 GRATES: Enameled cast iron

SIZE OF MAIN COOKING GRATE: 29½” x 17”

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 32,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 24 burgers

FEATURES: Side burner, heat-spreading radiant 
steel plates under grates, cast-iron griddle, clean-
ing tool, thermometer 

COMMENTS: Unique, heat-spreading zigzagged steel 
plates beneath cast-iron grates made this grill the 
best at direct grilling. But its unusual interior layout 
left us struggling to figure out where to put water 
pans for indirect cooking, and there was nowhere 
to prop wood chip packets above the flames. Pulled 
pork roasted to tenderness but lacked smoke fla-
vor. If  you don’t care about indirect cooking, this is 
a great grill. One quibble: While we liked the side 
burner, its high, domed cover ate up space.  

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

DYNA-GLO  
5-Burner Propane Gas Grill with Side Burner and Rotisserie Burner

MODEL: DGA550SSP-D PRICE: $483.65

BURNERS: 5 GRATES: Stainless steel

SIZE OF MAIN COOKING GRATE: 29” x 17”

HEAT OUTPUT OF MAIN BURNERS: 55,000 BTUs

CAPACITY: 28 burgers

FEATURES: Side burner, rotisserie burner (rotis-
serie available separately), thermometer 

COMMENTS: This handsome, roomy grill had five 
burners plus a side burner, but it ran hot and cold 
in different zones. Burgers got wedged under a 
protruding rotisserie burner in back, and a low 
warming rack blocked our spatula. The grease 
collection tray didn’t channel fat, creating a mess. 
A big 2-inch gap at the back of  the lid, open holes 
in the sides, and an open back panel let too much 
hot air and smoke escape. While the pulled pork 
texture was “nice,” it lacked smoky flavor: “Not 
particularly grill-obvious at all,” said one taster.

TESTING GAS GRILLS UNDER $500

GRILLING

INDIRECT COOKING

DESIGN

DURABILITY

CLEANUP
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CLEANUP

GRILLING

INDIRECT COOKING

DESIGN

DURABILITY

CLEANUP

½

GRILLING

INDIRECT COOKING

DESIGN

DURABILITY

CLEANUP

½

½

GRILLING

INDIRECT COOKING

DESIGN

DURABILITY

CLEANUP

½

½



C O O K ’ S  I L L U S T R A T E D 

26

I
n the test kitchen, when we need a wine 

vinegar, we’ve generally turned to the red or 

white varieties. That’s because the third big 

category of wine vinegar—sherry vinegar—

has been far less widely available in supermarkets. 

Given that it’s a Spanish condiment, we’ve mainly 

restricted ourselves to calling for it in Spanish 

recipes like gazpacho, romesco sauce, or Catalan 

beef stew. 

But when we noticed that sherry vinegar is now 

appearing not just in specialty stores but also in 

many ordinary supermarkets, we were thrilled. We 

are big fans of its nutty, oaky, savory flavors and 

decided it was time to find a favorite that we could 

use not just in Spanish dishes but in applications 

across the board. 

First, a little background on this interesting 

ingredient: As its name suggests, sherry vinegar 

(vinagre de Jerez) starts with sherry wine, a white 

wine aged in oak barrels and traditionally fortified 

with brandy, which has been made in southern 

Spain for centuries. The transformation of sherry 

into vinegar begins with the same process as red 

and white wine vinegars—the sherry is first acetified 

to convert its alcohol to acetic acid. (These days, 

and for all types of vinegars, this is generally done 

quickly and cheaply in an acetator that exposes the 

wine to oxygen, rather than the traditional way of 

inoculating the wine with an acetic acid “mother” 

bacteria from an established vinegar and allowing 

the vinegar to convert slowly in wooden barrels.) 

But unlike red and white wine vinegars, which are 

typically stored in stainless-steel tanks until bottling, 

sherry vinegar then undergoes a process of aging and 

blending known as a “solera” system. Here barrels 

of sherry vinegar of different ages are blended over 

time to create an end product that is a combination 

of young vinegar and old vinegar—a process that is 

also used to make the sherry wine. 

Furthermore, sherry vinegars that bear the 

Denominación de Origen Protegida (or DOP) seal 

must start with drinking-quality sherry made from 

one of three grape varieties grown in Andalusia 

and be aged at least 6 months in the solera. Two 

other DOP classifications exist: Vinagre de Jerez 

Reserva and Gran Reserva, which must have been 

aged at least two years and 10 years, respectively. 

With this information under our belt, we gathered 

nine products from different sources. Most we 

purchased from conventional supermarkets, but we 

also included a few vinegars from specialty stores 

and online. The majority were Spanish imports 

bearing the DOP seal; one was a domestically pro-

duced outlier from California. Some were aged for 

just six months, others for decades—including one 

30-year vinegar and another vinegar aged for an 

astonishing 50 years. 

Vying for the Top
We began by tasting the vinegars plain to see if 

we could detect any nuances that might carry 

through when the vinegars were 

combined with food. Not only 

did most deliver the “bright,” 

“punchy” acidity that we demand 

from a good vinegar, but most 

also elicited descriptions more in 

line with fine wine. Our tasters 

described them as containing notes 

of “berries,” “wood,” “smoke,” 

even “leather.” Only one of the 

bunch exhibited an “acetone” 

aroma like nail-polish remover—

a flaw caused by an excess of 

ethyl acetate that forms during the 

vinegar-making process and which 

we’ve noticed more extensively in 

red and white wine vinegars. When 

we then sampled the brands stirred 

into gazpacho and in vinaigrette 

drizzled over salad greens, many of 

their complex flavors were still evi-

dent or helped enhance the fruity 

tomato flavors of the soup. In the 

end, we had something positive to 

say about all of the vinegars and 

loved six of the nine enough to 

recommend them. 

But the curious thing was that 

the two vinegars at the very top 

didn’t embody the characteristics we 

thought would matter most—they 

didn’t have a DOP seal and they weren’t the most 

aged. While we certainly liked the 50-year-old and 

30-year-old vinegars, we didn’t find their flavors 

significantly more complex than the younger vinegars 

in the lineup, and they came in third and fourth, 

respectively.  

Why might this be so? We did some investigating 

and discovered that the true age of any sherry vinegar 

is a complicated matter—and the number listed on 

the label can be misleading. This number does not 

represent most of the vinegar in the bottle; it instead 

represents what the industry calls a “fractional aver-

age” of all the vintages that are blended together in 

varying amounts when the vinegar passes through 

the solera system. Therefore, vinegar from the most 

mature batches might make up only a small percent-

age of what’s in the bottle. 

Our conclusion? It’s hard to go wrong with sherry 

vinegar, since even minimal aging in porous wood 

encourages evaporation and the concentration of fla-

vor. There’s even scientific evi-

dence to support the idea that 

sherry vinegar is complex stuff: 

Studies have identified at least 

80 distinct aroma compounds 

that contribute to its flavor. 

 

Finest of the Fine
So what about the two vinegars 

that edged out the competi-

tion—albeit slightly? These vin-

egars, from Napa Valley Naturals 

(which, contrary to the name, 

sources its vinegar from Spain) 

and O, were aged 15 and three 

years respectively, but they share 

a common feature: Both con-

tain a small amount of sugar 

per serving (1 and 2 grams per 

tablespoon), while the others 

have just a fraction of a gram or 

none at all. We learned that’s not 

because manufacturers add sugar 

but likely because the wines they 

used were sweeter to begin with. 

The sherry used to make the O 

vinegar is also supplemented 

with apricot wine vinegar, which 

may have contributed its own 

sweetness to the vinegar.

That sweet boost balanced 

these vinegars’ acidity (which was fairly comparable 

across samples) so that these products brightened 

both the dressing and the soup with “the right 

amount of tang.” Either one will add both vibrant 

acidity and nutty, oaky flavors to any application 

where we call for wine vinegar, from pan sauces and 

vinaigrette to soups and stews or roasted vegetables. 

But since the winner from Napa Valley Naturals costs 

just $0.43 per ounce and is sold widely in supermar-

kets, it’ll be our go-to sherry vinegar. 

Getting to Know Sherry Vinegar
The woodsy yet vibrant taste of sherry vinegar makes it such a  

standout that it just might become your favorite everyday vinegar. 

j  B Y  K A T E  S H A N N O N  k

Age Can Be Deceiving

Don’t be misled by the age touted 

on the label of  a bottle of  sherry 

vinegar. It doesn’t represent the 

age of  all—or even most of—the 

vinegar in the bottle. Rather, it rep-

resents what manufacturers call a 

“fractional average” determined by 

calculating the proportion and age 

of  each batch of  vinegar that’s been 

blended into the bottle. 



Barrel Before Bottle
Sherry vinegar’s complex, nutty lavor is largely the 

result of  its unique blending and maturation system, 

called a “solera” system. During this process, multiple 

batches are stored in a series of tiered oak barrels, 

with the oldest batches on the bottom. Periodically, 

a portion of vinegar from the row of oldest barrels 

is extracted and bottled, the empty space is illed 

with vinegar from the next-oldest batch, and so on 

throughout the stack, ensuring a continuous and con-

sistent product over time.  

NEWEST 
BATCH

OLDEST 
BATCH

Barrels are arranged in tiers called 

scales. Each scale contains vinegar of 

the same age. When vinegar is removed 

from the oldest scale (also called a 

“solera”), it is replenished by an equal 

amount from the next-oldest, and so 

on. Typically, no more than one-third of 

the vinegar is extracted in any one year. 
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R E C O M M E N D E D R E C O M M E N D E D  c o n t i n u e d R E C O M M E N D E D  W I T H  R E S E RVAT I O N S

NAPA VALLEY NATURALS  
Reserve Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $5.49 for 12.7 oz ($0.43 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Sherry vinegar. Contains sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 2 g ACIDITY: 7%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
Up to 15 years; no certification

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: Our slightly sweet winner had 
“just the right amount of  tang” and boasted 
 flavors ranging from “lemony” to “smoky.” 
In gazpacho, it added “nice depth” that 
 highlighted the fresh flavors.  

O Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $9.99 for 6.8 oz ($1.47 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Aged California sherry  
vinegar, aged apricot wine vinegar.  
Contains naturally occurring sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 1 g ACIDITY: 6%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION: 2 years;  
no certification

SOURCE: California

AVAILABILITY: Upscale supermarkets and online

COMMENTS: With a sweet boost from apricot 
wine vinegar, this “rich,” “smooth” vinegar 
contributed fruity depth to the vinaigrette 
and gazpacho, where the tomato flavor was 
“prominent” and “bright.”   

GRAN CAPIRETE  
50 Years Aged Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $16.99 for 8.45 oz ($2.01 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Contains sulfites

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0.03 g ACIDITY: 8%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION: 50 years;  
DOP Sherry Vinegar Reserva

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Upscale supermarkets  
and online

COMMENTS: This pricey vinegar’s “rich,” 
“dark” flavors made for an “earthy” but 
“vibrant” dressing and rounded out the 
soup with a “nice, easy finish.”

COLUMELA Sherry Vinegar Solera 30

PRICE: $14.00 for 12.7 oz ($1.10 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Contains sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0 g ACIDITY: 8%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
30 years; DOP Sherry Vinegar Reserva

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Upscale supermarkets  
and online

COMMENTS: In both applications, this 
vinegar delivered “nice kick” but offered a 
“smooth” finish and “fruitiness” that kept it 
from being too sharp or acidic. 

COLUMELA Classic Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $6.99 for 12.7 oz ($0.55 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Sherry vinegar. Contains  
sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0 g ACIDITY: 7%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
6 months to 2 years; DOP Sherry Vinegar

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: Though “sharper” and more 
“bracing” than its pricier older sibling, this 
vinegar’s “woody,” “spicy, complex” notes 
were especially nice in vinaigrette.    

MAITRE JACQUES Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $4.13 for 16.9 oz ($0.24 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Sherry vinegar. 
Contains sulphites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0% ACIDITY: 7%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
6 months to 2 years; DOP Sherry Vinegar

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: With “just enough tart-
ness,” this vinegar allowed the soup’s 
tomato flavor to “come through” and 
made for a “bright” vinaigrette, even if  
the  complexity was lacking a bit. 

ROMULO Sherry Vinegar  
(also sold as Pons Sherry Vinegar)

PRICE: $7.99 for 12.7 oz ($0.63 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Contains sulfites

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0.03 g ACIDITY: 7%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION: 6 months to 
2 years; DOP Sherry Vinegar

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: Some tasters enjoyed the 
“punchy vinaigrette” made with this vinegar; 
others found its “bracing acidity” too strong. 
It fared best in gazpacho, where it was “tangy 
and very bright” but not overly so.

DON BRUNO Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $5.99 for 12.67 oz ($0.47 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Sherry wine vinegar.  
Contains sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0 g ACIDITY: 8%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
6 months to 2 years; DOP Sherry Vinegar

SOURCE: Spain

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: Even tasted plain, this vinegar 
was surprisingly mellow. It remained stead-
fastly “in the middle of  the pack” in both 
applications, where tasters expected more 
vibrancy and complexity. 

POMPEIAN Sherry Vinegar

PRICE: $9.99 for 16 oz ($0.62 per fl oz)

INGREDIENTS: Sherry wine vinegar.  
Contains naturally occurring sulfites.

SUGAR PER 1-TBS SERVING: 0 g ACIDITY: 7%

AGING AND CLASSIFICATION:  
3 years; no certification

SOURCE: Spain 

AVAILABILITY: Supermarkets

COMMENTS: Though plagued by the aroma 
of  “acetone” and “cheap alcohol” when 
tasted plain, this vinegar’s flaws (likely due to 
an excess of  the compound ethyl acetate) 
weren’t noticeable once it was added to the 
dressing and soup. Generally, it fared best 
among those who liked a “punchy” vinegar. 

We selected nine sherry vinegars, including supermarket varieties as well as products sold in specialty shops and online. We tasted them plain, in vinaigrette, and in chilled 

gazpacho. Results were averaged, and products appear in order of preference. Ingredients and nutrition information were obtained from labels and manufacturers.

TASTING SHERRY VINEGAR
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INGREDIENT NOTES

Smoked paprika, a specialty of Spain, is traditionally made by slowly drying 

ripe red chile peppers over a smoldering oak ire for upwards of two weeks 

and then grinding the peppers into a powder. We use smoked paprika to 

lend sweet, smoky, raisin-like lavor and deep red color to meats, seafood, 

sauces, and vegetables.

Spain has two paprika-producing regions. Both have Denominación de 

Origen Protegida (DOP) status, which ensures that paprikas made there and 

stamped with the DOP seal adhere to traditional production methods. 

Smoked paprika is a specialty of the La Vera region and is available in three 

styles: sweet, bittersweet, and hot. For this test, we focused on sweet 

smoked paprika since it is most commonly called for in recipes.

We tasted seven products in our Smoky Pork and White Bean Stew 

and in our sauce for Patatas Bravas (page 9). We rated them on lavor, 

smokiness, and overall appeal. Our tasters strongly preferred smokier 

paprikas; they gave the lowest score to a paprika that had “almost no 

perceptible smoke.” Our top two, both made in Spain, had an abundance 

of  sweet, intense smoke lavor. One, the DOP ofering, is made from pep-

pers smoked for 15 days; the other uses peppers smoked for two to three 

days. For complete tasting results, go to CooksIllustrated.com/june16. 

–Lisa McManus

R E C O M M E N D E D

SIMPLY ORGANIC Smoked Paprika 

PRICE: $7.69 for 2.72 oz ($2.83 per oz)

SOURCE: Supermarket ORIGIN: Spain, not DOP certiied

PROCESSING: Smoked over oak ire for two to three days,  

stone-ground in Spain

COMMENTS: This made-in-Spain smoked paprika was redolent with richer, 

“deeper” smoky lavor than the rest. It was “bright and warm,” “sweet and 

rounded,” with smoke that “linger[ed]” “without being overpowering.”

LA DALIA Pimentón de La Vera Sweet Smoked Paprika 

PRICE: $11.95 for 5 oz ($2.39 per oz, plus shipping)

SOURCE: Online ORIGIN: Spain, DOP certiied

PROCESSING: Smoked over oak ire for 15 days,  

stone-ground in Spain

COMMENTS: This authentic DOP Spanish pimentón de La Vera virtually tied 

with the top paprika. Our tasters praised its “smoky, warm tones,” calling it 

“nice, strong paprika” that tasted “complex,” “sweet, tangy, and earthy.” 

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

McCORMICK Smoked Paprika

PRICE: $2.88 for 0.9 oz ($3.20 per oz)

SOURCE: Supermarket ORIGIN: Peppers from Spain and  

Hungary, ground in USA

PROCESSING: Smoked over oak ire; stone-ground

COMMENTS: Tasters thought that this paprika “taste[d] like plain paprika,” 

with “not much complexity.” Some found it “sour and dusty.” 

Best Way to Revive Wilted Produce
A few years ago we found that soft leafy greens like lettuce, spinach, or arugula can be 

revived by simply soaking them in a bowl of ice water for 30 minutes. We wondered 

if  a similar technique might be used to revive other types of produce. 

Vegetables like broccoli, asparagus, celery, scallions, and parsley won’t admit water 

as quickly along their waxy stalks and stems as they do at their cut base. We found that 

the best way to revive these kinds of vegetables was to trim their stalks or stems on the 

bias and stand them up in a container of cold water in the refrigerator for about an hour. 

This exposes as many of their moisture-wicking capillaries as possible to water. –S.D.
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Tasting Smoked Paprika

Swapping Anchovy Paste for Fillets 
Our recipes often call for minced anchovy illets to add savory depth to dishes, but 

can you save time and avoid fuss by simply substituting anchovy paste from a tube? 

And, if  so, would it be an equal-volume swap? 

After determining that one illet averages ½ teaspoon minced by volume, we ran 

some tests. In recipes like beef stew, where a modest amount of anchovy is intended 

to subtly bolster the meaty lavor, 1 teaspoon of anchovy paste made an acceptable 

substitute for 1 teaspoon of minced anchovy illets. But in Caesar salad, where ancho-

vies are used in greater concentration and contribute one of the deining lavors, 

tasters much preferred the fresher and more complex lavor of the salad prepared 

with actual illets. They found the dressing made with anchovy paste overpoweringly 

salty and ishy. So go ahead and substitute anchovy paste for small amounts of minced 

 illets—but do so only in recipes in which they play a supporting role. –A.G. 

Using Active Yeast Instantly
We prefer instant (or “rapid-rise”) yeast to active dry yeast in bread recipes 

because it’s easy to use. Active dry yeast package directions call for blooming 

the yeast in warm water for about 10 minutes before adding it to other ingredi-

ents to remove the dead cells that surround the live yeast. Instant yeast granules 

aren’t surrounded by dead cells and can be mixed right into the dry ingredients.

We wondered if  there might be enough moisture in a bread dough to allow 

us to swap active for instant yeast. To ind out, we made fast-rising doughs (our 

Easy Sandwich Bread), slow-rising doughs (No-Knead Brioche), relatively dry 

doughs (New York Bagels), and wet pizza doughs (Thin-Crust Pizza) with both 

instant and active dry yeasts. We used 25 percent more active dry yeast than 

each recipe called for in instant yeast to make up for the volume of the dead 

yeast cells. In both batches, we mixed the yeasts right into the dry ingredients. In 

all cases, there was no discernible diference in the rise of the breads. However, 

the breads made with active yeast had a yeastier (though not ofensive) lavor.

The takeaway? We still prefer instant yeast, but you can substitute active dry 

yeast in all recipes by using 25 percent more of it. –A.J.

TRIM Cut stalks on bias to expose 

more water-wicking capillaries.

HYDRATE Stand produce in container 

illed with cold water for 1 hour.
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Put Leftover Panko to Use 
If  you’ve tried store-bought seasoned bread crumbs, you know they are not worth the 

investment. However, if  you happen to have a half-box of panko in your pantry, you 

can make seasoned bread crumbs that are much better than any store-bought product.  

Mix 1 cup panko bread crumbs with 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, ¼ teaspoon 

salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper in 12-inch nonstick skillet to coat evenly. Cook mixture 

over medium heat, stirring frequently, until 

golden brown, about 4 minutes. Of heat, 

stir in 1 of the following: ½ teaspoon 

grated lemon zest; 1 teaspoon minced fresh 

thyme, rosemary, or oregano; or 2 table-

spoons grated Parmesan cheese. Transfer 

bread crumbs to rimmed baking sheet and 

let cool. Transfer to airtight container and 

store at room temperature for up to 2 days 

or freeze for up to 1 month. –S.D. 

Cooking with Shelf-Stable Milk
While popular in Europe, shelf-stable ultra-high- 

temperature (UHT) milk is rarely used in the United 

States—if anything, it’s stashed away in the back of the 

pantry for emergency situations. Wondering how it 

would fare in recipes, we tried it in chocolate pudding 

and macaroni and cheese. 

UHT milk has a “cooked” lavor that many tasters 

perceived as sweet (the high-heat processing causes 

the milk’s sugars and proteins to undergo the Maillard 

reaction, both changing the lavor and giving it a slightly 

tan color), which came through in both recipes, but 

they were both perfectly acceptable. Some tasters also 

noticed a slightly muted chocolate lavor in the pudding 

and a slightly creamier texture in the mac and cheese. 

The bottom line? UHT milk is an acceptable substitute 

for pasteurized milk when cooking but, depending on 

the dish, you may notice a slight diference in lavor or 

texture. –A.P.

Ideal Doneness Temperature for Wild Salmon
We have always preferred salmon cooked to 125 degrees for the ideal balance of irm 

yet silky lesh. But the majority of the salmon we cook in the test kitchen has been farmed 

Atlantic salmon. As we’ve started cooking more 

wild varieties, we noticed that they seemed dry 

when cooked to 125 degrees. 

To ind out why, we cooked multiple samples 

of four species of wild Paciic salmon—king 

(Chinook), sockeye (red), coho (silver), and 

chum—along with farmed Atlantic salmon to 

both a 120-degree and a 125-degree internal 

temperature in temperature-controlled water 

baths. The majority of tasters preferred the wild 

salmon samples cooked to 120 degrees, while 

they conirmed our preference for cooking farmed 

Atlantic salmon to 125 degrees. 

Why? Wild salmon has more collagen (and 

thus connective tissue) and, more important, a 

signiicantly greater number of chemical cross-links 

between collagen molecules. When the wild vari-

eties are cooked to just 120 degrees, the muscle 

ibers contract less and therefore retain more mois-

ture. The leanest wild salmon also contains less fat, 

about half  as much as farmed salmon, so there is 

less fat to provide lubrication and the perception 

of juiciness when cooked. 

We’ll continue to cook farmed salmon to 125 

degrees, but from now on, when we cook wild 

salmon, we will make sure to cook it to just 120 

degrees. –D.S.

5.57 g

Fat

WILD

13.42 g

Fat

FARMED

D I Y  R E C I P E  Cold-Brew Iced Co	ee
Cofee brewed between 195 and 205 degrees will contain more aroma com-

pounds, dissolved solids, and lavor than cofee brewed at 72 degrees, but heat 

also extracts the bitterness and astringency found in cofee beans. The appeal 

of cold brew lies in its milder acidity and bitterness, which lets more of the dark 

chocolate, caramel, ripe black fruit, and vanilla lavors come to the fore.

To make the best cold brew, we tried a number of out-there techniques, 

including near-continuous agitation and ive-day-long extractions in the fridge. 

But in the end, a simple steep in a French press was the best. Using a high ratio 

of ground beans to water produces a concentrate that’s easy to store and can 

be diluted as desired. After trying various brew times from 12 to 72 hours, we 

found that a 24-hour steep delivered the best lavor. Pouring the concentrate 

through a cofee ilter–lined ine-mesh strainer ensures that it’s free of sedi-

ment. Our inishing touch? A pinch of kosher salt, which rounds out the lavors 

and further masks cold brew’s already minimal bitterness. –D.S.

COLD-BREW COFFEE CONCENTRATE

MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS; ENOUGH FOR 3 CUPS ICED COFFEE

This concentrated cofee needs to be diluted before drinking. We recommend 

a 1:1 ratio of concentrate to water, but you can dilute it more if  you like.

 9  ounces medium-roast  coffee beans, ground coarse (3½ cups)

 3½  cups filtered water, room temperature

  Kosher salt (optional)

1. Stir cofee and water together in large (about 2-quart) glass French press. 

Allow raft of ground cofee to form, about 10 minutes, then stir again to recom-

bine. Cover with plastic wrap and let sit at room temperature for 24 hours.

2. Line ine-mesh strainer with cofee ilter and set over large liquid mea-

suring cup. Place lid on press and slowly and evenly press plunger down on 

grounds to separate them from cofee concentrate. Pour concentrate into 

prepared strainer. Line large bowl with triple layer of cheesecloth, with cheese-

cloth overhanging edge of bowl. Transfer grounds to cheesecloth. Gather edges 

of cheesecloth together and twist; then, holding pouch over strainer, irmly 

squeeze grounds until liquid no longer runs freely from pouch; discard grounds.

3. Using back of ladle or rubber spatula, gently stir concentrate to help ilter 

it through strainer. Concentrate can be refrigerated in jar with tight-itting lid 

for up to 1 week.

TO MAKE ICED COFFEE: Combine equal parts cofee concentrate and 

cold water. Add pinch kosher salt, if  using, and pour into glass with ice.

Oil-Cured Olives: A Kalamata Substitute? 
Oil-cured black olives aren’t really cured in oil. They are cured in salt and then 

soaked in oil to partially restore their plumpness and to preserve them. The 

resulting jet-black, wrinkly olives are dense, rich, and meaty, with a very salty and 

almost smoky lavor. When we swapped them for the kalamatas in our Fougasse 

(March/April 2016) and in our Spaghetti with Cherry Tomatoes, Olives, Capers, 

and Pine Nuts (March/April 2005), they made a good, albeit stronger, stand-in. 

To account for their potency, we recommend using 25 percent fewer olives than 

the number of kalamatas called for and chopping them iner, as well as seasoning 

recipes with half  the salt called for during cooking and then seasoning to taste at 

the end, once the olives have been incorporated. –S.D.

PANTRY PICK
Shelf-stable UHT milk is  

an acceptable substitute  

for pasteurized milk in  

all types of recipes. 

THE FAT FACTOR
More fat in farmed salmon is 

one reason it can be cooked to 

a higher temperature than the 

 leanest species of wild.IL
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For Better-Tasting Beer, Use a Glass 
Many restaurants serve bottles or cans of beer with a glass alongside, or they 

serve draft beers in special glassware. We wondered: Is this just pomp and 

circumstance, or does pouring a beer into a glass make a noticeable diference 

in the drinking experience? We sampled three styles of beer—lager, IPA, and 

stout—straight from the bottle and in a glass, side by side, and evaluated the dif-

ferences, if  any, in bitterness, maltiness, and aroma. 

We expected that a glass might make a diference for the aromatic, hoppy 

IPA, but we were surprised that tasters noticed that all three beers were more 

aromatic when sipped from a glass, even the lager. In addition, the IPA was 

perceived as less bitter and more balanced when sipped from a glass, while the 

stout tasted fuller and maltier. Why? The glass allows more of a beer’s aromas 

to be directed to your nose than does the narrow opening at the tip of a bottle. 

Our recommendation: No matter the beer, pouring it into a glass will improve 

the drinking experience. –L.L.

WHAT IS IT?

Separating eggs can be time-consuming and messy. Could this egg separator, 

manufactured around the turn of the 20th century, make the task easier? After 

setting the tool over a bowl, you crack the egg into its coiled cup. The space 

between the coils allows the white through, while the yolk should remain sus-

pended, intact, in the coil. When we gave it a try, we found that the separator 

performed fairly well. Eggs with loose whites passed through each separator 

in as little as 10 seconds, though very fresh eggs with thicker whites took up to 

1½ minutes to separate (even with persistent shaking). Separating eggs with 

our hands is faster, but the tool did keep our hands clean for other tasks, and 

at about $10 on auction sites like eBay, it won’t break the bank. –S.D. 
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KITCHEN NOTES

Lighting a Chimney Starter: More Tinder Isn’t Better 
A chimney starter makes lighting briquettes quick and easy without the need for 

lighter luid. Simply place wadded-up newspaper in the bottom chamber and bri-

quettes in the top chamber, light the newspaper, and when the top coals are ignited, 

dump the coals into the grill. Though it might be tempting to pack newspaper tightly 

into the chamber to ensure there’s plenty of ire to light the coals, we found that 

more isn’t necessarily better; too much can actually smother ire. When we com-

pared lighting a full chimney (6 quarts of briquettes) with two sheets and four sheets 

of newspaper, we found that the extra paper blocked airlow, taking 10 minutes 

longer to light the coals (40 minutes versus 30). Bottom line: Be careful not to pack 

the chimney too tightly with newspaper; two sheets should be enough for a standard 

 7½-inch-diameter chimney. –L.L.

Cake That Holds Up—
and Cake That Doesn’t
Faced with having to guess which type of cake—a relatively 

dense yellow butter cake or an airy sponge cake—was the 

stronger of the two, some might guess butter cake. We 

did, and we were unhappy with our decision when we tried 

using one as a base for our Reined Strawberry Shortcake 

recipe (page 15). It practically dissolved once it soaked up 

the strawberry juice. Conversely, the sponge cake (we 

chose a style known as genoise) held up perfectly in our 

subsequent rounds of testing. Here’s why: A combina-

tion of gluten proteins and gelatinized starch provides the 

structure in a butter cake, but the ample amount of butter 

it contains and the gentle mixing method it undergoes help 

minimize gluten development to allow for a more-tender 

texture. When this sparse network encounters the liquid 

from the strawberries, the starch softens, causing the deli-

cate network to collapse, and the cake crumbles.

The structure of a genoise cake comes from abundant 

egg proteins that unwind and link with each other when 

the eggs are whipped and form a strong mesh once baked. 

When this mesh encounters liquid, it isn’t afected—the 

water just ills in any gaps in the network. The upshot? The 

cake holds its shape. –L.L.

SUPER SOAKER
Genoise absorbs juice 

and holds together.

CRUMBLES UNDER 
PRESSURE

Butter cake doesn’t have  

the  structure to hold up.

S T E P  BY  S T E P   FRUIT PIE FOR A CROWD

When baking for a large group, try a slab pie—it’s baked in a rimmed baking sheet and serves up to 20 people. Here’s how to convert your favorite 9-inch double-crust fruit pies. To 

make a lattice top, instead of cutting small slits in the top crust in step 5, use a 1¼-inch cookie cutter to cut holes at 3-inch intervals before transferring it to the pie. –A.G.

1. Shape 2 batches of your favor-

ite double-crust pie dough into 4 

by 6-inch rectangles and refriger-

ate each until irm.

2. Roll 1 dough piece into large 

rectangle and it into large 

rimmed baking sheet. Refrigerate 

while making illing.

3. Prepare 1½ batches of your 

favorite fruit pie illing recipe, 

shooting for 7 to 8 cups. Spread 

illing into dough-lined sheet.

4. Roll remaining piece of dough 

into rectangle and place over ill-

ing. Run rolling pin over edges to 

trim, then crimp edges with fork. 

5. Cut slits at 2-inch intervals. 

Bake at 350 degrees on lower-

middle rack until crust is golden 

brown, 1 to 1¼ hours.  IL
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ANTIQUE EGG 
SEPARATOR

Gets the job done, if a bit slowly.
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E X P E R I M E N T  
Whipping Whites and Sugar: Timing Matters
Meringue cookies and all types of sponge cake, including angel food and chif-

fon, depend on whipped egg whites for both leavening and structure. The 

sugar that’s added to the whites contributes not only sweetness but also 

stability. But does it matter when you add the sugar?

EXPERIMENT

To ind out, we made three batches each of meringue cookies, angel food 

cake, and chifon cake, adding the sugar to the whites before whipping, after a 

minute of whipping, or at the very end, once the foam had reached the “soft 

peaks” stage. We baked them and compared the results.

RESULTS

In all three recipes, the timing made a diference. Adding the sugar after a 

minute of whipping was clearly best across the board. In both types of cake, 

the crumb structure was compromised when the sugar was added at the 

very end: The chifon was dense and lat, while the angel food was coarse 

and almost crumbly. Adding sugar before whipping was also not ideal, leading 

to cakes that baked up a bit too dry.  

In the case of the meringues, adding the sugar at the start of  mixing pro-

duced a cookie that was dull on the exterior, with a too-ine crumb within. 

The cookies made when the sugar was added at the very end had an overly 

airy texture (tasters compared it to Styrofoam) and a grainy consistency. To 

top it of, they took on an unappealing brown color.

EXPLANATION

When egg whites are whipped, the eggs’ proteins unfold and then cross-link 

to form a network that stabilizes the air bubbles. At the same time, the sugar 

dissolves in the water from the eggs to form a viscous liquid that helps stabi-

lize the structure. If  the sugar is added too early, the sugar granules interfere 

with the proteins’ ability to unfold, resulting in a weaker network that can 

only support small air bubbles (this is why these cakes and meringues had a 

iner interior texture). If  the sugar is added too late, either the sugar, which is 

hygroscopic, draws water out of the foam and causes the structure to weaken 

(as in the dense, crumbly cakes), or the sugar doesn’t fully dissolve (as in the 

meringue cookies that were grainy and brown from undissolved sugar cara-

melizing). Adding the sugar after a brief amount of whipping gives the protein 

network time to form while leaving enough time for the sugar to dissolve.  

TAKEAWAY

For ideal volume and stability, add the sugar to whipped egg whites after the eggs 

have started to get foamy but well before they have started to form peaks. –A.J.

SCIENCE OF COOKING: 

THE MAGIC OF MERINGUE

See exactly how much diference

proper timing makes—and why. 

A step-by-step video is available at

CooksIllustrated.com/june16

Leave the Bands on Lobster Claws
For safety reasons, we’ve always left the rubber bands on lobster claws in place 

when adding lobsters to a pot of boiling water. But after a recent test kitchen 

photo of rubber-banded lobsters going into a pot appeared on our website, we 

received a number of emails and letters from readers stating that the rubber 

bands would afect the lavor of the cooked lobster. To ind out if  this is true, we 

decided to run a test. 

We cooked lobsters with and without rubber bands in separate pots of boil-

ing water and then tasted both the lobster meat and the cooking water. While 

a few tasters claimed they noticed a subtle diference in the cook-

ing water taken from the pot in which we cooked the 

banded lobsters, no one could detect any lavor 

diferences between the lobster meat 

samples. Our takeaway? We’ll 

keep our ingers safe and 

continue to leave the rubber 

bands in place on the claws 

until after the lobsters are 

cooked. –A.J.

A TIDY WAY TO PORTION STICKY BUNS 

When making our Sticky Buns 

(page 21), cutting the rolled 

dough cylinder into buns can be 

tricky—the soft dough sticks to 

the knife, or the dough lattens 

and tears. Here’s how we make a 

tidier, easier job of it. –A.G. 

Hold strand of plain dental loss 

taut and slide under cylinder of  

dough. Cross loss ends over 

each other, then pull ends to cut 

of clean, neat portion of dough.

TOO EARLY
Dull exterior and  

too-fine crumb

TOO LATE
Browned, with grainy, 

Styrofoam-like texture

ON TIME
Snow-white color and 

ideally airy texture

THE BEST WAY TO REHEAT A ROAST

We’ve found the best way to reheat leftover steaks and chicken, but what about a 

leftover portion of a roast? The key is to fully warm the roast without drying out the 

exterior or cooking it beyond its original degree of doneness. Wrapping roasts in foil 

to help retain moisture was a bust: It not only extended the reheating time but also 

steamed the meat, leaving it wet and gray. The best approach was to reheat the meat in 

a low oven (which took about 1½ hours for a 2-pound beef roast half  and 1 hour for a 

1-pound pork roast half ) and then inish with a quick sear in an oiled hot skillet. Roasts 

reheated this way were only slightly less juicy than fresh-cooked roasts. –S.D.

1. Place roast,  uncovered, 

on wire rack set in rimmed 

baking sheet. Place sheet 

on middle rack in 

250-degree oven.

2. Roast until meat registers 

120 degrees (1 to 

1½ hours depending on the 

roast). Pat surface dry with 

paper towels.

3. Sear roast on all sides in 

oiled, hot skillet, 1 to 

1½ minutes per side. 

(Do not sear cut ends.)
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Salt Storage Containers
Salt containers placed near the stove put salt at your ingertips, making it easy to 

season a steak or a pot of boiling water on the ly. They come in two basic styles: 

Salt pigs are open-mouthed cylindrical vessels, while salt boxes have lids and usually 

are slightly smaller. We tested two salt pigs and three boxes ranging in price from 

$8.99 to $37.99, hoping to ind a sturdy container that could hold a useful amount 

of salt; be easy to ill, clean, and access; and defend the salt against humidity and 

splatters better than an open prep bowl. 

While none of the containers kept the salt from clumping in humid conditions, 

the lidded salt boxes did a better job of this than the open pigs (no great surprise, as 

the pigs expose the salt to the air). Also not surprising, the boxes better protected 

the salt from kitchen splatter; plus, they were generally easier to ill and use. Our 

favorite, the solid and roomy Bee House Salt Box ($20.80), holds 2 cups of salt. 

It sat sturdily on the counter, required infrequent reilling, and did the best job of  

accommodating cooks with large hands. 

Spiralizers
Spiral vegetable cutters, or spiralizers, cut fruits and vegetables into long noodles and 

ribbons for “pastas,” garnishes, salads, and side dishes. A surge in popularity has led 

to new models looding the market since we last tested them several years ago, so 

we decided to revisit these gadgets. We tested six countertop spiralizers (handheld 

models tanked in our previous testing) priced from $24.99 to $48.46, plus a spiral-

izing attachment for KitchenAid stand mixers ($99.95). In the end, our previous 

winner, the Paderno World Cuisine Tri-Blade Spiral Slicer ($33.24), once again took 

irst place. It’s easy to use and made the best noodles with the least waste from a 

wide range of produce. One gripe: Though many of the models we tested were 

ambidextrous, this one favors right-handed cooks. 

Flat Whisks
Flat (or roux) whisks have a unique shoehorn-like shape that allows them to get into 

the corners and sides of pans for more eicient stirring when making sauces and 

gravies. We tested six models priced from about $7 to $22, using them to make a 

béchamel sauce and a sage-vermouth pan sauce, alongside the tools we’d ordinar-

ily use for these dishes—a wooden spoon and our favorite all-purpose whisk, the 

OXO Good Grips 11" Balloon Whisk. 

All of  the lat whisks excelled at scraping the fond of the skillet in the pan sauce 

recipe. And they really shone when making béchamel. While the fat balloon whisk 

struggled to reach and scrape the outer edges and sides of the pan, the lat whisk’s 

narrower, more two-dimensional proile made it easy to control, maneuver, and get 

into corners, thus keeping the béchamel from settling, scorching, or forming lumps. 

Our favorite, the OXO Good Grips Flat Whisk ($6.95), was also the least expen-

sive model we tested. 

Barbecue Basting Brushes
Barbecue basting brushes have extra-long handles so you can paint sauce or oil 

onto food on the grill without burning your ingers. We’ve seen lots of  new models 

on the market since our last testing, so we decided to revisit this category, round-

ing up ive new silicone-bristled brushes (we’ve learned that silicone is much more 

durable than nylon or boar’s hair) to test against our old winner from Elizabeth 

Karmel. All of  the brushes got the job done eventually, but some were easier than 

others to use, and we found a few keys to the best models: handles around 12 

inches long for the best mix of  protection and control, bristles that were at least 

1½ inches long for optimal coverage, and, in the case of  our repeat winner, the 

Elizabeth Karmel Super Silicone Angled BBQ Brush ($9.16), a slightly angled brush 

head for extra protection against singed knuckles. 

Avocado Gadgets
Over the past decade, Americans’ consumption of avocados has doubled to 

more than one billion per year. And as avocados have become more common in 

American kitchens, so, too, have specialized gadgets that promise to make it easier, 

neater, and safer than using a knife to halve, pit, slice, and scoop the lesh from 

them. We bought 10 models (priced between $5.90 and $11.19) and put them to 

work prepping smaller, denser Hass and bigger, more watery Florida avocados. We 

included a chef ’s knife and a spoon—our usual avocado-prep tools—as a baseline. 

While a few of the gadgets completed some of the prep tasks more quickly than 

the knife and spoon, none was capable of performing all of  the tasks more neatly 

or precisely. Some were much messier or even dangerous. The verdict? We’ll stick 

with the knife and spoon. But for those who ind it unwieldy or even intimidating 

to remove an avocado pit with a knife, the two-headed OXO Good Grips 3-in-1 

Avocado Slicer ($9.95) might be a worthy investment. Though its slicing end wasn’t 

very precise, it made fast, easy, and safe work of pitting avocados of all sizes. 

R E C O M M E N D E D

BEE HOUSE  
Salt Box

MODEL: BCB-01

PRICE: $20.80

R E C O M M E N D E D

PADERNO World Cuisine 
Tri-Blade Spiral Slicer

MODEL: A4982799

PRICE: $33.24

R E C O M M E N D E D

OXO  
Good Grips Flat Whisk

MODEL: 74391

PRICE: $6.95

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

ELIZABETH KARMEL  
Super Silicone  
Angled BBQ Brush

MODEL: 60500  PRICE: $9.16

R E C O M M E N D E D  

W I T H  R E S E RVAT I O N S

OXO Good Grips  
3-in-1 Avocado Slicer

MODEL: 1252180

PRICE: $9.95

j  B Y  M I Y E  B R O M B E R G  k

EQUIPMENT CORNER

For complete testing results, go to CooksIllustrated.com/june16.
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