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“Cooking is like living-- we can tell other people...what we would have them do in their lives, and yet ...they have to live for themselves. If my recipes do not suit you fully, then please take pleasure in experimenting with them.”   Pearl Bailey, from Pearl’s Kitchen, an Extraordinary Cookbook
                                                      COOKBOOKS

My home is filled with cookbooks.  New, old, well-used and pristine-- it’s what’s inside that counts. I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but apparently lots of other people are, too. Go into any bookstore, and the number of cookbooks on the shelves is staggering. These books can be visually stunning, with photographs that knock your socks off. They can be quietly appealing, charming in an understated manner. It seems that the gorgeous cookbooks are more apt to be admired than used for recipes, with the more unassuming books having recipes that are more usable in an ordinary kitchen everyday. 


I especially enjoy those cookbooks that have stories to go with the recipes. I just read Growing Up on the Chocolate Diet, by Lora Brody, which I greatly enjoyed both for the recipes and her anecdotes.  She is a “chocolate consultant,” or was when she wrote this sweet little book (no pun intended), and her explanation of how she became one, as well as how she found, begged, borrowed or created her chocolate sensations are lots of fun to read.   It was published in 1985. If you cannot locate a copy, write to me, as I have found a source. If you love chocolate, this book is worth reading.


I also dote on the type of cookbook  that you can turn to when you need a recipe, and you know that you will find it there. Most cooks I’ve spoken to mention The Joy of Cooking  as their first choice  for the basics. It has changed tremendously over the years, to “keep up with the times” I suppose. My sister told me about a friend of hers who did her college thesis on “Joy”. She managed to collect every edition printed, by going into libraries and offering an exchange of a new copy for their old one. Every library agreed. I think it’s fascinating to follow the trends in food and nutrition through the different editions of cookbooks, because what’s gospel today is ridiculed  tomorrow.  If you have a favorite old cookbook, write and tell me about it.

Table of Contents is on page 2.

. A Simply Elegant Dessert

Ingredients:
One cake, two layers or one loaf

One batch of pudding

Whipped cream or non-dairy topping

3 Skor or Heath bars

1. Make a layer cake from scratch or a mix, whatever flavor you wish. When done, remove from pan and cool on a rack. Let it sit out for a few hours, because you don’t want it too moist.

2. Cut it up into cubes. Put about half of the cake cubes into a large and pretty glass bowl. 

3. Make some pudding, whatever flavor you like, from scratch or a mix. 

4. Whip the cream, if you’re using homemade, which I recommend, but is not essential.

5. Crush the chocolate bars into small pieces and crumbs.

6. Assemble by putting half the cake cubes in the pretty bowl, pour half of the pudding on top of the cubes, then spread  half the topping  and sprinkle half the candy bar crumbs on top.

Repeat.

This is unbelievably easy, beautiful, and versatile. You can sprinkle a few tablespoons of liqueur on the cake cubes before adding the pudding. You can toss chocolate or butterscotch chips into the pudding. Use your imagination!
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Mashed Potatoes seem to be the “in” food of the moment. I don’t know when they went “out,” but then, I’ve never been much of a trend follower. 
They are delicious, nutritious, and not hard to make. They take more time than instant, but why would you want to put something that tastes like instant mashed potatoes under your good homemade gravy?

The recipe is very basic: cook some potatoes, mash them without their skins with some butter, milk, salt and pepper.  The controversy comes with things like, do you peel them before or after cooking them? Do you cut them up before cooking or leave them whole? Here’s how I do it:

Peel and cube potatoes, one large or two small per person. Put in cold water with a teaspoon of salt. Bring to a boil, and cook till soft. Drain, and put back on the heat to evaporate the extra moisture, shaking the pan to keep from scorching. Mash the potatoes. (A mixer works fine, but for truly lumpless mashed potatoes nothing beats a ricer.)


Heat ¼-½ cup of milk with as much butter as you want, three or four tablespoons if you’re brave. Beat into the mashed potatoes. Salt and pepper to taste.


Mashed garlic or grated cheese make tasty additions.

Some notes on my methods: If you start with hot water, your potatoes will be mushy and soggy.

If you add cold milk to the potatoes, they will be “gluey.” Make twice as much as I need because they are so good leftover, either reheated or as potato pancakes.


Don’t use new potatoes, because they aren’t starchy enough.


     My Kitchen

I love to make yummy things in my kitchen, and I love any gadget or appliance that will make the food more quickly, or more conveniently. Sometimes it even makes it better-- I think my food processor kneads bread dough better than I can.


 Using time well is what we’re  striving for, so if we can make wonderful food in less time, and with less effort, go for it! I use my food processor for everything I can:: to make  bread dough; to chop, slice, mince  and grate vegetables; to grind meat; to whir stale bread slices into bread crumbs. My immersion blender has an attachment that rices potatoes. 


If you use your appliances for any unusual chores,  or if you have an unusual gadget that you use, let me know. I have several antique gizmos that I can’t even identify!


Cook Once, Eat Twice

Do you like Italian food? How about Mexican? Here’s a way to make a delicious Italian meal and a great Mexican meal with one recipe.


When choosing your meat, pick a less-expensive cut like beef chuck or a pork shoulder. I used fresh ham last time and it was fabulous.

   “Italiano” Simmered Meat with       

Pasta

One pound of beef or pork per per-
son, or 1¼ pounds if there are 
bones

2 onions, sliced

2-3 cloves garlic, minced

2 tablespoons cooking oil

1 quart spaghetti or marinara sauce, 
canned or homemade

Pasta  of your choice, ¼ pound per 
person


Heat the oil in a Dutch oven or four-quart pot. Brown the meat well in the oil, and while its browning add the sliced onions and garlic.  Pour one quart of spaghetti or marinara sauce over the meat, cover and simmer for about an hour and a half.


Cook and drain the pasta. Serve slices of the meat, with the pasta and sauce as the side dish. Have extra sauce-- or gravy, as it is called by true Italian cooks, to pour over the meat.

For the second meal:


Enchiladas Ole

You will need: 

1 jar of chunky salsa

one flour tortilla per person

8 ounces Monterey Jack cheese, 
shredded

2 scallions, chopped

1 tomato, chopped

1 cup lettuce, chopped

Sour cream

Black olives, sliced (optional)


Heat the leftover meat and sauce  with half a jar of salsa and a teaspoon each of chili powder and ground cumin.  


Remove the meat from the 

sauce and shred it with two forks.

Mix in enough of the sauce to moisten it well.


Heat a frying pan large enough to hold an individual tortilla. 

Place a tortilla in the pan and heat thoroughly to soften.


Place the tortilla on a flat surface, put about ½ cup of the meat mixture across the middle of it, and roll it up. Put it in a baking dish.


Repeat with the remaining meat and tortillas, and pour the sauce over them. Toss the cheese on top, and bake at 350º for about twenty minutes, till the cheese is bubbly.


Carefully place one enchilada per plate, and sprinkle the scallions on top. Serve with the tomato, lettuce, black olives, sour cream and remaining salsa as accompaniments.

                Vinaigrette

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

¼ cup vinegar, whatever kind you 
have on hand, or ¼ cup fresh 
lemon juice

1 teaspoon granulated sugar

1 teaspoon coarse or kosher salt

1 teaspoon prepared mustard: yel-
low, coarse-ground or Dijon, 
or ½ teaspoon dry ground 
mustard

1-2 cloves garlic, minced

1 teaspoon dried herbs or 1 table-
spoon fresh minced herbs: 
parsley, basil, oregano, thyme 
and dill are some choices

Freshly ground pepper

½ cup salad oil: half olive oil and half 
“regular” salad oil is nice


Place the vinegars, salt, sugar, mustard, garlic and herbs in a jar with a tight-fitting lid. Shake to blend well. 


Add the oil and shake again.

I use this on any salad, including chicken or pasta salad. It is quick to make, has none of the chemicals that the mix or bottled dressings have, and it tastes fresh. And it is so easy to change! If you don’t have balsamic vinegar, use all regular. If you want something creamier, mix it half and half with mayonnaise and/or sour cream. If you want some zip in it, add cayenne. If you want to make it a Mexican salad, add cumin and chili powder, and make sure there’s avocado in the salad. Adjust the seasonings the way you like them. Use this recipe as a starting point, because your taste may be very different from mine!  

The Vertical Chicken Roaster

When I first saw this tool, I thought it was the funniest thing! It seemed to be made solely to humiliate the poor bird, making it sit up and look ridiculous.  But, being the collector of  kitchen paraphernalia that I am,  I had to have one, and I found that it does all that it is supposed to. 


You simply take your chicken, sit it on the metal frame, tail down, and bake it at high heat (425º) for a little under an hour. The meat is juicy and tender, the skin is browned and crisped nicely, and the  juices to make gravy are in the pan below. There is also an amazing amount of fat in the pan, which would still be in the chicken if it had been roasted in its normal position. 


The only drawbacks that I see are that you can’t stuff the bird, but stuffing can be cooked separately. Also, you need either good venting or open windows, because the chicken will smoke at this high heat. 


On the whole, those are trivial things compared with eliminating all that fat from the bird, the ease with which it cooks, and the final result.


I have also used the vertical roaster after marinating the whole chicken for several hours, with very good results. You can use a commercial marinade or something homemade.


It is inexpensive (four to ten dollars, depending on the brand), and also comes in sizes for Cornish game hens and turkeys. I bought a set by Stanek consisting of one chicken roaster, one turkey, two game hens, and shish kebobs skewers,  for about thirty-five dollars.

This is easy, and as casual or fancy as you want it to be. I take an easier view of making a béchamel sauce, foregoing the roux and all but ensuring that the mixture will be lump-free. Use a combination of mushrooms for an earthier taste.

Mushroom Casserole


4-6 servings

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1¾ cups milk, heated

4 tablespoons butter, cut up

3 tablespoons dry sherry or ver-
mouth

1 pound large white mushrooms,


cleaned and sliced

1 cup  grated cheddar cheese

freshly ground black pepper

freshly ground nutmeg

salt to taste

1. In a medium saucepan, whisk together the milk and flour till there are no lumps. Turn the heat to medium and cook, whisking constantly, till the mixture is thick . Stir in the butter and mix till blended. Add the vermouth.

2. Add the mushrooms and cook on medium heat, stirring. Cook till the mushrooms have released their juices and softened.

3. Add the remaining ingredients, checking for seasoning.

4. Pour the mixture into a buttered or sprayed casserole and bake for about 15-20 minutes, till nicely bubbly.

For green bean casserole, blanch one pound of fresh green beans and mix with the mushroom mélange, top with breadcrumbs and finish as above.

COOK’S TIPS

It is much easier to find the bones in raw fish than cooked fish. Feel for them with your fingertips, then use clean needlenose pliers to grasp each one, firmly pulling straight out.

Older mushrooms have more flavor, so don’t throw them away just because they are starting to look a little peaked. Older mushrooms will give more flavor to soups and stews. Sautéing brings out the flavor in any mushroom, but it really intensifies the tastes in older ones. Always sauté mushrooms at high heat to get the most flavor. Fresh mushrooms obviously will be more attractive in salads and as a garnish, but don’t hesitate to use those older ones in cooking. If there is mold, however, toss them.

Keep a separate chopping board for onions, garlic and other foods in that family. You won’t spread the taste to the wrong food.

The Pantry

There are some items that I can’t do without in my kitchen, and others that I don’t want to do without. Having things on hand is the whole theory behind a pantry.


Vinegar and oil are two of the basics that have to be replenished before I run out. Garlic and onions are two others.  In my home, it is a crisis to run out of any of these things.


Flour and sugar, soy sauce and several teas must b e in place on their shelves. Canned tomatoes, lots of herbs and spices, a few cans of tuna, some pasta – these can even be thrown together for a meal. Lemons! I must have lemons.


Some of the things I like to have on hand for my own sense of security are Balsamic vinegar; some Asian sauces like Hoisin, duck and Hot Chili Sauce; Arborio and brown rice. And not just food – there has to be at least one spare bottle of dishwashing soap around.


Your pantry needs are probably very different from mine, because everyone cooks and eats so differently. My husband prefers pasta to rice, so we usually have a “lo mein” dinner, meaning the stir-fry is over vermicelli or linguini rather than rice. You must cook for your own needs, not someone else’s ideas of how you should cook. Only you know what you need to keep on hand.

Here is a quick way to make something you didn’t know you could! And it will be better than any you can buy. 

Blender or Food Processor 

Mayonnaise

1 whole egg, at room temperature*

1 teaspoon Kosher or sea salt

1 teaspoon sugar

1 teaspoon dry mustard

3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice or
vinegar 

pinch of cayenne pepper

1 cup oil, preferably light olive oil, at 
room 
temperature

Place the egg, salt, sugar, mustard and cayenne in a blender jar or food processor bowl, with the lemon juice and ¼ cup of the oil. Blend several seconds on high, then very slowly dribble in the remaining oil. If the mayonnaise is still runny, slowly add up to ¼ cup more oil till it is very thick.

*A word on raw eggs: if you use raw eggs in a recipe, make sure they are very fresh and uncracked. If you have any health problems, use only pasteurized eggs.

Here is something my stepmother came up with – it’s delicious!

Eggplant with Tomatoes

Makes
2 main course or 4 side 

dish portions

1 1-pound eggplant

1 teaspoon salt

2 eggs

¼ cup milk, whole or skim

1 cup breadcrumbs

2 tomatoes, peeled and sliced

olive oil for frying

Basil, preferably fresh, chopped

1. Peel and slice the eggplant. You can cup it into slices or “fingers.”

2. Sprinkle both sides of the eggplant with the salt, and let sit for about an hour.

3. Whisk together the eggs and milk. Dip the eggplant pieces in the mixture, then in the breadcrumbs. Let sit for about fifteen minutes for the coating to “set.”

4. In the meantime, heat the olive oil in a heavy sauté pan. Cook the eggplant on both sides till browned and cooked through.

5. While draining the eggplant on paper towels, sauté the tomato slices in the oil remaining in the pan. Drain.

6. Place the eggplant on a plate, top with the tomatoes and sprinkle on freshly chopped basil. 

The MARTHA Phenomenon

I’m not Martha Stewart. My home is not like hers, my food and my parties are not like hers, and I don’t have her competent, serene attitude toward building a stone wall or serving several hundred of my closest friends. I think that her popularity comes from the times we live in-- not enough hours in the day for ourselves, our families and our work.  She takes us to a time that we dream of, but never did exist except for the very privileged. She makes it all look so easy, but don’t be fooled-- it isn’t, and if you really believe that it should be,  you will be disappointed with your life.   Don’t go to bed exhausted from doing too much, or angry with yourself for not doing everything you wanted to. Dream a little, but be realistic about what you can accomplish. Don’t try to live up to the “Martha Stewart standard,” because it isn’t real life.  To put it in perspective, Newsweek  Magazine just ran an article about home cooking: it’s “back, “ but can you guess what the most common ingredient in our home-cooked dinner is? A can of soup.


 I would love to have the life that she seems to, but I don’t believe in it. 

ASK THE COOK

Q. What methods can I use in my home kitchen to minimize the risk of food poisoning?

A.  Clean, clean, clean – every surface, your hands, your utensils.


When I was young, no one worried too much about food-borne bacteria. What we ate didn’t come form a huge store of food that could spread diseases far and wide. That is different today, as are the ways in which foods are grown, prepared and shipped. We also now have “super bacteria” that don’t respond to the antibiotics that were so effective in the past. This is scary stuff.


Some basics: keep hot food hot and cold food cold. Salmonella, staph and most of the other baddies grow in a moderate temperature range so don’t let your food sit around. It takes a lot of these bugs to make you sick, so keep your food in an environment that discourages their growth.

Never put the cooked meat back on the plate it was on when it was raw. Wash – scrub—all fruits and vegetables, even the ones you peel, before you cut them. 


Always use hot soapy water to clean your utensils and your hands. Most experts don’t feel that antibacterial soaps are necessary or even good.


When I was first married my aunt, a home economics teacher, told to always wash my wooden chopping boards with a cleanser containing chlorine bleach. I always have, and my boards are just fine. (I do oil them when needed.)

Never eat items containing raw meat or chicken. If you want to check the seasoning in a hamburger mixture, for example, fry a little bit and taste that. (This is a basic rule, but as I wrote earlier, you have to use your own judgment about homemade sauces containing raw eggs, like mayonnaise.)


When separating eggs, never use the shell as the dividing device. The salmonella germs can be on the shell, and using it that way risks spreading it. 


Keep eggs cold. If there is salmonella there the numbers will be kept down, usually to a generally harmless number.

Home Winemaking

Sometimes when you are young, you do things just because you don’t know any better.


My husband Conrad and I have always been “do-it-yourself,” “back to the earth” types, refinishing furniture, baking bread, doing macramé, etc.


One year our lawn was taken over by dandelions, so rather than waste the pretty yellow things by mowing them down, we decided to make wine. It was a family affair, with Conrad and our two children picking the flowers and stripping off the stems. I did everything else.


I had found an old book on home winemaking at a rummage sale, so that was our starting point. Take  a large vat and pour boiling water on the dandelions, add sugar, raisins and yeast, and cover it all up. We all tried now to smell it as the concoction stewed and bubbled for several weeks. I strained it, and poured it into water jugs. We got airlocks to keep the bacteria out but allow the gasses to escape and not explode the bottles. I felt pretty proud of myself.


All of our friends saved their empty wine bottles for us, and we got lots of bottles! They had to be washed, the labels had to be scrubbed off and then they had to be sterilized before we could get to the great bottling day. I bottled five gallons of wine in each batch, with corks and wax and the whole works. We even made our own labels. As the wine-in-the-making bubbled away, we anticipated the pleasure of serving it to ourselves and our friends after the many months of creating and aging it.


The real satisfaction came one day when one of our friends was working on his second bottle of the evening and he told us, “I’d feel really bad drinking this much of your wine if you had to buy it!” That was pretty much the end of the experiment.


We made dandelion wine three years in a row, with a “sherry” variation, and peach for two years.


It was a lot of fun, and a lot of work, but the best part is that we had no dandelions in our yard for more than five years!


Cookbook Review:

Beat That   by Ann Hodgman

Chapters Publishing, Ltd.

I am always looking for the best recipe for whatever I’m making. When I serve my friends and family, I don’t want to make anything that’s second-rate. Why waste time and ingredients? I feel that Ms. Hodgman thinks like me – her stated position in this book  is  “to give you the best recipes for the old standards people claim they have the best recipes for (but I really do).” She makes it very clear in her introduction that these are recipes for special times, not necessarily for everyday eating, because fat is not her concern in these particular dishes. Great food is!


This book is entertaining, with the author’s humor shining through. It has wonderful recipes in it, some quite easy, some more complicated. She has everything from baked beans to bagels, cheese soufflé (one of my favorites from this book) to the Best Thing to do with a Cake Mix, Parts I and II. Be assured that if you try her recipes, you can count on a delicious result. And she wants your recipes if yours are better.

Instant Chocolate Pudding

From Beat That by Ann Hodgman

(The author explains that this is “instant” only in that it is so easy to make. It is described as “creamy, dense and unctuous… In other words, it’s the best chocolate pudding you’ll ever eat.”)

You’ll need either a blender or a food processor for this.

12 ounces semisweet chocolate, 


chopped into chip-sized bits

½ cup sugar

3 large eggs

1 tablespoon rum (optional)

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

pinch of salt

1 cup boiling milk

Whipped cream for topping 
(optional)

Into the blender or food processor, place the chocolate, sugar, eggs, the optional rum, vanilla extract and salt. Pour the boiling milk over all and blend or process the mixture for 1 minute.

Pour the liquid pudding into 8 small serving dishes. Chill for at least 1 hour.

Serves 8

(My note: I tried this with chocolate chips and it did not work. Use the squares!)

Cook’s Interview:

Ann Hodgman, author of Beat This, Beat That, and One Bite Won’t Kill You

Ann started cooking at age thirteen after a particularly awful summer at a camp in Vermont. She told me that she was hungry all the time at camp, and she dreamed about all the food she would cook when she got home.


She went on to win a cooking contest at age fourteen, sponsored by Seventeen Magazine. The menu she won with was tomato salad, lamb with an herb-mustard coating, asparagus with pecan sauce, homemade whole wheat bread, and sum-mer fruit fool. The publicity she received for winning caused her to be asked to cook for bake sales, and for friends, and cooking started to get serious for  her.


Ann became a food writer for Spy and Eating Well Magazines. Her first cookbook came about because she was  “sick of hearing about Katherine Hepburn’s brownies, when I knew that mine were better.” The cookbook, Beat This, was rejected by about fifteen editors before being accepted by Chapters Publishing.


After the book was published, she received about forty recipes from readers who felt that their “best recipes” were better than Ann’s, and a few of them were included in her second book, Beat That. Most, she says, were not better.


She told me that her next cookbook would focus on foods that children love, but wouldn’t be embarrassing to serve to adults. One Bite Won’t Kill You was the result, a wonderful compilation of recipes and stories from friends, with a child-friendly theme.


Ann doesn’t have any one favorite cookbook, but she especially likes cookbooks by caterers. In her words, “You get the maximum amount of good food in the minimum amount of time.” She feels that the Silver Palate cookbooks are among the best.


Her advice to cooks is to make the best use of your time. If you have a limited amount of time for cooking, try experimenting with quality prepared foods for everyday eating. She says that her special lasagna can’t be beat, but that her everyday lasagna isn’t that much better than Stouffer’s, so why waste her time on it?


The other thing she feels strongly about is that you should eat small portions of very good food, rather than large portions of so-so food. I’ve heard this exact sentiment expressed many times by Julia Child.

The recipes Ann chooses for her books work, but it is her humor that makes them shine.
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