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“Good cooks are NOT born, they are made. Any person who wants to cook, can cook.” Gene Leone, Leone’s Italian Cookbook
                                           “Comfort Food”
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My mother loved to cook, and she

was very good at it. She had an office job and not much time for cooking, so at holidays  she would get up early and spend all day in the kitchen. She made what became our family’s traditional meal-- a roast beef or stuffed turkey, scalloped potatoes, sweet potato casserole, noodle kugel, a large salad, broccoli or asparagus with hollandaise sauce, lemon meringue and pecan pies, and little cookies called Russian Tea Cakes.  She made the same menu, with few variations, only occasionally trying new dishes at these gatherings. While she loved trying new recipes, she knew that everyone looked forward to each of the old favorites. 


Today these foods are important to me because I know now how precious my mother’s time was, and how she had to ration her time in order to prepare these meals. This is what she chose to do on her days off because she loved the creativity of cooking, and because it gave her such a sense of pride and accomplishment when the meal was served and everyone was happy.


These are my “comfort foods,” a trendy new term that really does express what I feel. When I serve my family these dishes, cooked the way my mother cooked them (to the best of my recollection), I feel that I am continuing something important from my own past-- giving my family  more than just food. I am trying to pass on   my connections with the past and with my family, many of whom are gone.


I hope they understand that food can be nourishing to more than just our bodies. Memories are ours alone,  but the feelings accompanying them can be shared,  remembered, and continued.
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   Table of Contents is on page 2.
Blender Hollandaise

Adding a sauce is an easy way to dress up a recipe. My mother made hollandaise at every holiday meal,  the traditional way in a double boiler. She had to be extremely careful or it would curdle, and she would “rescue” it with a few tablespoons of boiling water, which sometimes didn’t work. My husband decided after eating a few meals with our family that he would never eat naked broccoli or asparagus again. When I found a method of making it in a blender or food processor, life  became much easier. This is actually superior to the traditionally-made hollandaise because it stays creamy when it cools. The old-fashioned method makes a sauce that hardens when it is cool, and is tricky to reheat. This is delicious warm on warm foods, but equally good when you refrigerate it and serve with cold foods. It’s a lemony treat. 

Place in a blender container:

3 egg yolks*

3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

dash cayenne pepper

dash of salt

Blend on high for ten seconds.

With the blender still on high, very slowly add ¾ of a cup of very hot melted butter*. The sauce will thicken as it processes.

*Notes: 

Use only the freshest uncracked eggs in this recipe. 

The hot butter is actually cooking the egg yolks, so the hotter it is the better it will thicken. 
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The Electric Coffee Mill

This is a handy and inexpensive little gadget that I use a lot. Sometimes you get one for free when you buy a coffeemaker, but at ten to twenty dollars, it is very affordable. I don’t always grind my own beans, but I know my coffee is better when I do. The electric coffee mill makes it a simple task. In a few seconds, there is enough ground coffee for a potful.

  
A lot of people don’t know that they can also use their coffee mill for quickly grinding spices. It is wonderful for making coarsely ground pepper in a flash, or crushing seeds like cumin or fennel. The ground cinnamon that you buy in a tin or jar is  “dead” compared to cinnamon that you mill yourself. Just smell some of each and you can tell the difference in fragrance and strength. Actually, just about any spice that you grind will be superior to preground spices.


The mill is so inexpensive that you might want to have one for coffee and one for spices. If not, I recommend cleaning it between uses by breaking a piece of bread into four pieces, and placing one piece in the bowl of the mill. Turn it on for a few seconds, and repeat till the bread is gone. This should remove most of the residue in the mill.

Cook’s Tips
Where we share what we know with others who love to cook
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Save your time-- when a recipe calls for sifting dry ingredients together, just stir a whisk through them. You will be blending, aerating, and smoothing all in one easy step.

When you boil potatoes, always start with cold water. Hot water makes them soggy, which is especially bad for mashed potatoes.

If you are going to be using your food processor or blender for several steps in a recipe, always start with the steps using dry ingredients. Do the procedures using the wet ingredients at the end. That way you won’t have to keep washing out the bowl.
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From my daughter Krissy comes this tip for those of you who have an espresso machine. She drinks her coffee black, so to get the flavors she wants in her espresso she buys two-thirds of a pound of espresso beans and one third of a pound of flavored coffee beans, and has them ground together. She gets taste she wants without the sweetness.

Pizza

Is there anyone who doesn’t love pizza? The gooey cheese, the spicy sauce, the crisp crust-- what genius came up with this? You can buy a premade crust to fill, or dough in a tube, but nothing is as good as a homemade pizza. It is easy, and it is satisfying because you are making a whole meal. Nutritious, too! There are few ingredients, and you can add whatever you like for flavor. It is inexpensive, and you control the amount of  fat. If you use a food processor or a good mixer, making the dough is very fast, but even if you make it by hand, it goes pretty quickly. Rising is the most time-consuming step, but you   can do other things during that time. I partially bake the crust before filling so it won’t be soggy.

Pizza Dough

2½-3 cups bread flour,* or un-                 
bleached all-purpose flour

1½ teaspoons sugar

2 teaspoons salt

1 package active dry yeast, or 


quick-rising

1 cup very hot tap water

2 tablespoons olive oil


In a large bowl, or the bowl of a food processor, mix one cup flour, sugar, salt and yeast. Mix together, or process with the metal blade of food processor till blended. Gradually add the water and the oil, and stir well, or process for about a minute. Add the flour a half-cup at a time until you have a soft dough that forms a ball. Knead by hand until the dough is not sticky, about eight  minutes, or process or mix till the ball leaves the side of the bowl. If the dough seems too soft, add up to the higher amount of flour. (You cannot knead too long.)  Place the dough in a large greased bowl, and turn the dough so that all sides are greased.  Cover with a damp towel and place in a warm spot till doubled in bulk. (I put it into my oven with a bowl of hot water on the bottom of the oven floor.)

      
Preheat oven to 350º. Punch the dough down and pull away from the sides of the bowl. Place on a floured board and cover; let sit about fifteen minutes.


Lightly grease two pizza pans or a large cookie sheet. Halve the dough if using two pans, setting one half aside. Stretch the dough to fit the sheet.  If it is very elastic,  place the dough in the oven for about five minutes, which relaxes it so that it can be stretched more easily. Place on bottom rack of oven and bake about fifteen minutes or till crust is firm. If using two pans, repeat with second one, moving the first pan to the middle rack when starting the second pan. This way both crusts will be crisp. When firm but not browned, remove from oven and fill with desired sauce, cheese, and topping if you wish.  I like to mix Monterey Jack and whole-milk mozzarella, and use my homemade sauce. Bake till crust is brown.

*Bread flour has a higher gluten content, and gives a better texture to any yeast bread.  I always use King Arthur’s  “Special” or Bread Flour, which is listed as being for bread machines, but it’s for any yeast baking It now available nationwide, or by calling 1-800-827-6836.

For a one-dish meal that looks fancy, is quick to make, and tastes terrific, try

         Chicken and Rice Pilaf
2 tablespoons olive oil

1 whole chicken breast, skinned and 
boned, cut in one-inch cubes

1 onion, chopped

½ green pepper, chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

1½ cups long grain rice

3 cups chicken broth, preferably 
homemade

1 tablespoon fresh parsley, minced

¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper

dash cayenne pepper

¼ teaspoon dried or 1 teaspoon 
fresh thyme

1 cup frozen peas

Heat 1 tablespoon oil in a large frypan. Add chicken cubes and brown quickly. Remove and set aside.

Add the other tablespoon of oil to the pan, and add the onion, green pepper and garlic. Sauté just till softened. Add rice, stirring to coat each grain with the oil. Brown rice slightly. Add the broth and spices, stir once. Cover and cook for about fifteen minutes. Add the chicken and peas, and cook for another ten minutes.

Some notes:
Shrimp, scallops, or clams can be substituted for or added to the chicken. Whole pieces of chicken could be used if you leave them in the pot after browning, so they cook long enough.

The chicken broth usually adds enough salt to the dish.

Cook the pilaf in a pretty pan and serve it from that at the table.

 I was given the following recipe by 

Renee Greenberg, who had it passed down to her from her grandmother in Russia. It makes a very dense, very moist cake, and the only fat in it is from the egg yolks. That doesn’t mean low calorie, though-- just look at the sugar and honey in it! It makes a sheet cake, great for a get-together.

                Honey Cake

4 eggs, well-beaten
1 cup sugar

1-pound jar honey

½ cup strong coffee, tepid

2 teaspoons baking soda

3½ cups all-purpose flour

1 scant teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon each ground allspice,    
nutmeg, cloves, ginger,


and cinnamon (heaping)

½ cup slivered almonds, optional

Combine eggs and sugar; cream well. Add honey and beat well. Wash out honey jar with coffee and add baking soda to it. 

Add spices to the flour alternately with the coffee mixture.

Wet an opened brown paper bag and line a large oblong baking pan with it. Pour in the batter and top with the slivered almonds, if desired.

Bake at 350º about an hour.


COOK’S INTERVIEW
Betty Rosenfeld
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


“As a child, I used to enjoy watching my mother cook and bake, but I was not a participant. When I got married and had my own kitchen, I started cooking and baking.  I did enjoy it right away.  As my cakes got pretty good, and I started making  them for relatives’ birthdays, my husband urged me to take a cake decorating class.  I did, and I really enjoyed it.  Over the years I have taken several more classes.”


Betty works as a medical assistant in a very busy doctor’s office, but much of her spare time is taken up cooking.  She and her husband recently redid her kitchen, doing most of the work themselves, and one of the main considerations was that her collection of sixty antique cookie jars be prominently displayed. 



She enters cooking contests, such as the Philadelphia Harvest Festival, sponsored by the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, and over the years has won a very impressive number of ribbons for her preserves and baked goods. This year she won first prize ribbons for her Challah bread and her sweet and sour green tomatoes, second prize for her tomatoes and peppers, and her dahlias won second and third prizes. 


“I do enjoy   baking and doing desserts the best.  I love to try new recipes.”  She has a group of friends, three families, that get together every summer.  “As my husband likes very plain food, I have had to cook that way for everyday meals.  However, I always like to try fancier food when entertaining friends.  Giving dinner parties and barbecues are my favorite form of entertaining.  I’ve  done several ethnic parties when returning from vacations--  they seem to inspire me to try things.  Last summer I gave a dinner that was entirely Thai food.”


Her advice for new cooks?  “Try anything and everything!  I would recommend  fresh ingredients when baking, and baking from scratch.  And don’t be afraid of flops!”


Her husband bought her first cookbook,  The Pillsbury Best of the Bakeoff, and it is still her favorite.  “It has a wonderful variety of recipes, with clear and easy-to-follow directions, and good explanations for beginning bakers.”


Why does she spend so much time cooking?  “I get a very creative feeling of satisfaction with successful cooking.”


I had hoped to include one of Betty’s wonderful recipes in this issue, but due to illness in her family her recipe will appear in a future Practical Palate. Our best wishes to the Rosenfelds.

This is a terrific dish in a lot of ways-- it makes a nutritious main or side dish, it travels well and can easily be carried intact to a “potluck “ dinner, it cooks at any temperature that you are baking in, and kids love it. It is a mainstay on my table when vegetarian friends are visiting.
         Jeanne’s Noodle Kugel

4 main course or six side dish servings

1 8-ounce package medium or wide   
noodles

1 8-ounce container of small curd 
cottage cheese

4 ounces butter

4 eggs, beaten

¼ cup milk

½ teaspoon salt

fresh ground pepper

Bread crumbs and 1 tablespoon 
butter for topping

Cook and drain noodles. Put into a two-quart casserole, and toss with the butter to melt it.

In a bowl, combine the cottage cheese, eggs, milk, salt and pepper; mix with the noodles. Sprinkle bread crumbs on top and dot with the one tablespoon of butter. Bake at 350º till the mixture is set and the crumbs are brown, about forty minutes. The time and temperature of baking can be altered considerably-- for example, bake at 300º for about fifty minutes, or 400º for thirty minutes.
We had fresh sweet corn at last night’s dinner, and there were half a dozen ears left over. My family loves 

homemade soup, so I made 

 Corn Chowder

4-6 ears fresh corn, raw or cooked

6 strips of bacon

½ onion, chopped

½ green pepper, chopped

3 cups hot chicken broth, 


preferably homemade

3 cups milk or half-and-half

1/3 cup all-purpose flour

Freshly ground pepper
¼ teaspoon dried thyme

1 or 2 potatoes, cooked and cubed

Cut the corn from the ears and set aside.

In a four-quart saucepan, cook the bacon till crisp; remove from fat and drain on paper towels. Discard all but 4 tablespoons of the bacon grease in the pan, and sauté the onions and green pepper till soft. Stir the flour into the pan and cook over low heat for five minutes, but don’t let it burn.

Pour the hot broth into the saucepan, stirring constantly. Add the thyme. Bring to a boil and simmer a few minutes. (It will be very thick.) Mean while, chop bacon well (a food processor works well). Mix in the milk or half-and-half, the corn, the bacon and the potato, and just bring to a boil. Salt to taste.

Ladle into bowls and give each bowl of chowder lots of fresh ground pepper.
COOKBOOK REVIEW
Have Your Cake and Eat it, Too

by Susan G. Purdy

Published by William Morrow and Company, Inc.

This book was a winner of the Julia Child Cookbook Award, and it earned its award.  I don’t go out of my way to cut fats, but I know that I should, and this book takes all the pain and work out of the job.  Ms. Purdy has done a remarkable job of remaking every dessert you can think of, cutting the fat while retaining or improving the flavors.  Her  light lemon curd is worth the price of the book ($25.00), and I’ve used it in her Lemon Roulade Cake with rave reviews.  She has muffins, cakes, pies, cookies, every category of dessert you want, with explanations of what she has changed and why, and how the changes will affect the final result.  Her puddings will meet all of your demands for a real old fashioned dessert.  As you will see from her recipe below, she hasn’t eliminated the fat, just reduced it as much as possible without negatively affecting the end result.  

This pastry filling has only 46 calories per 1 1/3 T, and one gram fat.  It is tart, sweet, and creamy.  I use it in several different cakes.

Lemon Curd

by Susan Purdy
Have Your Cake and Eat It, Too
Makes one cup

1/2 cup granulated sugar

1 1/2 T cornstarch

1 t all-purpose flour

Pinch of salt

1/2 cup hot water

1 T frozen orange juice concentrate or  T orange juice or water

4 T fresh lemon juice

1 t grated lemon zest

2 T heavy cream

1.  In a medium heavy-bottomed nonreactive saucepan, whisk together the sugar, cornstarch, flour and salt.

2.  In a small bowl, whisk together the hot water and frozen orange juice concentrate or juice or water, the lemon zest and lemon juice.  Whisk the liquid into the dry ingredients.  Place the pan over medium heat and whisk until the mixture comes to a boil.  Boil, whisking constantly, for 1 minute, or until thickened and clear.  Remove from the heat.

3. Whisk in the cream.  Set the curd aside until cool, then refrigerate.  The curd thickens as it cools. 

 The Roasting Chicken


When I see whole roasting chickens on sale, I buy a few. After I get home, I remove the giblet packs, and cut off the tails. I rewrap all but one chicken, and freeze. The remaining chicken becomes the basis for several meals. 


Start by browning the chicken in a large stockpot, because this gives the skin more flavor, which in turn flavors the broth. Barely cover with water, bring to a boil and turn off. Skim the scum from the surface,  and repeat as needed. Now pour in one cup of dry white wine, and add: one onion, quartered; one or two carrots cut in several pieces; two stalks of celery with the greens, cut into a few pieces; and half a lemon. Cover with water. Add one large or two small bay leaves. Smash two or three garlic gloves and add them, along with some chopped parsley, two whole cloves, a teaspoon of kosher salt, and some coarsely ground pepper. Bring to a boil, turn down and let simmer about an hour. When the “done” indicator pops up, remove the chicken from the pot. 


When the chicken is cool enough to handle, start taking it apart. Remove the drumsticks, thighs and wings and put their meat into a bowl or plastic bag. The bones go back into the pot, and the skin is discarded. Remove the breast meat and place that into another bowl or plastic bag. Remove any other meat left on the chicken and add it to the dark meat. Bring the stock and bones to a boil and simmer for another half hour or more. Meanwhile, refrigerate the chicken meat. Strain the broth when it has cooled somewhat. Refrigerate, to solidify the fat so it is easy to remove.


When you are ready to continue, you have three options: chicken soup, white meat chicken, and dark meat chicken.

To make the chicken soup

Remove the layer of fat from the strained stock and bring the stock to a boil. Put whatever starch you want into the broth- rice, noodles or pasta.  While that cooks, chop an onion, a carrot and some celery, and sauté or microwave them for about a minute and a half in one teaspoon of cooking oil or chicken fat. After about twenty minutes for long-grain rice, or about ten for pasta, add the vegetables. Use whatever you like: cooked cubed potatoes, frozen peas and corn, zucchini, any vegetables you like or have leftover. Add as much of the dark meat chicken, chopped, as you want. Check for salt and pepper, and serve the soup with good bread or rolls. This is a great meal.
Now you probably have some dark chicken meat left, and the breast meat. You could finely chop some of the breast meat with the remaining dark meat to make chicken croquettes. The breast meat can be sliced for hot or cold sandwiches (reserve some of the broth for gravy, if you like). It can be cut into chunks for salad. You could make any number of sauces to serve over the breast meat for an elegant meal. 

A small turkey can be prepared in the same way. With the addition of a few extras you have cooked once for three delicious meals, each one very different.

Ask the Cook 

Please send your cooking questions to 

the Practical Palate

?

Q. Why do many recipes for pastry call for unsalted butter, but then have you add salt to the ingredients?

A. In the “old days,” butter that had gotten old was disguised with the addition of salt. If you got unsalted butter, you were able to tell its true quality. Today there are two reasons to use unsalted butter. One is that you can add exactly as much or as little salt to your recipe as you want because you are not starting out with any salt in the ingredients. The other reason is that unsalted butter contains less moisture, and therefore more butterfat. This is beneficial to most baked goods.

TRIAL and ERROR

I asked several friends to “review” my newsletter before I released it, and I got many helpful comments. I keep thinking about one in particular. Marsha has a background in public relations, and she felt that I had to better define who I am writing for-- the cook who wants simple recipes or the one who wants to make more intricate things. I keep thinking about this. I want to write for people who love to cook, period. Even though I am capable of making complicated recipes, that doesn’t mean that I always want to. When I am making a meal, I usually try to plan on making foods that differ in their level of complication. That way, one dish might take a long time, but not each  dish. I don’t want to feel that I’m chained to the kitchen. I feel that by including all types of recipes more people will find usable dishes than if I stay on one level of cooking. Write and let me know what you want to see here. 

The Practical Palate is published monthly by Kristina Creighton. The contents are solely her responsibility. All recipes have been tested several times before being published in the Practical Palate, but the author takes no responsibility for any unexpected results. All material printed here ©Kristina Creighton and may not be reprinted without written permission.
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