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 “To cook well and economically, you must know what to look for in food and how to make the 

                            best use of it.”   Miriam Ungerer, from Good Cheap Food

The New Year



I’m reading a mystery called A Certain Justice, by John T. Lescroart. He writes, “People should try for excellence...not perfection, because perfection...was impossible, whereas excellence was occasionally attainable.” I like that.


I’m not Martha Stewart. My home is not like hers, nor are my food and my parties.  I don’t have her competent and serene attitude toward building a stone wall or serving canapés to several hundred of my closest friends. (Actually, I don’t have several hundred friends.) My cakes sometimes fall, my meat is sometimes tough, and as anyone who knows me will tell you, my home is anything but immaculate. It takes too much to try to create perfection-- too much time, too much effort. Most of us are too busy living lives, caring for ourselves and our families, to worry about such things.


Why go to bed exhausted from doing too much, or angry with yourself for not doing everything you had planned? Make New Year’s resolutions if you want, and dream of the life you want, but be realistic about what you can accomplish. Don’t try to live up to an impossible standard, or you will only be frustrated. Perfection isn’t real life. It isn’t even normal!


Newsweek  Magazine recently ran an article about home cooking, and the most common ingredient in our home-cooked dinner is-- a can of soup. Why not? It saves what is most precious-- our time!


 I don’t believe in the perfect lives that the very public “professional homemakers”  seem to lead. I’m not going to knock myself out trying to live their way. What we see are well-marketed products, with large staffs. Use their knowledge as a guide to creating the things that are important to you, but don’t try to live their lives. Martha Stewart  said, “I am a brand.”  


I would rather be a person.

Table of Contents is on page 2.


Bonny Wagner sent me a recipe that she describes as “great for my friends who no longer eat red meat and are watching their cholesterol. Also great because it requires only 1 pot, 1 spoon, 1 sharp knife and a cutting board.” 

White Chili

Makes 5-6 servings

Cook in a deep heavy pot:

4-5 cloves garlic, chopped

1½ cups celery, chopped

1½ cups onion, chopped

2-3 tablespoons olive oil

Sauté five minutes till tender but not soft.

Remove veggies from pot and add to the same pot:

1½ cups chicken, white or dark, cut 


into bite-size pieces

Sauté only till the color changes.

Combine the chicken and vegetables and add:

2 or 3 14-ounce cans Great Northern 
Beans, undrained

1 or 2 4-ounce cans chopped green 
chilies, undrained

10 ounces chicken broth

Salt, white pepper and cumin to taste

Simmer till hot throughout pot. Best made early in the day and reheated later. All quantities are variable. Use hot or mild chilies, or a  combination, and you can use leftover cooked chicken. A can of garbanzos can be substituted for a change in texture. Parsley, basil and oregano can be added.
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Here are two side dishes that are  pretty, delicious, and easy to make.

Braised Red Cabbage

Makes six servings

1 medium head of red cabbage

4 tablespoons of butter

1 tablespoon sugar

1 teaspoon salt

1/3 cup water

1/3 cup white vinegar

1/4 cup red currant jelly

2 tablespoons grated apple with peel

Preheat oven to 325 degrees.

Wash and core the cabbage. Cut it in half and lay the flat side down. Slice it thin, then chop each section a few times. 


Combine the butter, sugar, salt, water, and vinegar in a large casserole. (Do not use aluminum.) Bring mixture to a boil and add the cabbage, tossing to coat. Bring to a boil again, and cover tightly. Place in oven and cook for about two hours. Check it after an hour, and again at 1½ hours, to make sure it is not too dry. Add two tablespoons of water if it is.


Stir in the currant jelly, and put back in the oven for fifteen minutes.

The lovely sweet-and-sour taste goes well with many meats, and also fits well into a vegetarian diet.

Potatoes Anna

My version of 

5 large baking potatoes

4 tablespoons butter

Salt and pepper

Peel and thinly slice the potatoes. Place in cold water.


Melt the butter in a 10-12 inch nonstick skillet. 


Drain the potato slices and pat dry. Toss with salt and pepper. Place in skillet over medium heat, and push to a uniform layer with a turner. Cook, covered for five minutes, then cook uncovered for ten minutes. Carefully lift an edge to see that they are not burning, and check the potatoes in the center of the skillet for doneness. If the potatoes are cooked through and nicely browned, they are done. If they are browned but not fully cooked, turn the heat down and continue cooking. If they are cooked through, but not browned, turn the heat up till browned.


When done, place a platter a little larger than the skillet over the potatoes, and carefully invert the skillet.

The classic technique for making this dish is to carefully and artfully arrange the potatoes in the skillet, to form an overlapping pattern. I think that the potatoes are beautiful enough without bothering to do  that, but feel free if the mood hits you! 

Carrot Pancakes
Makes about 8 4-inch pancakes

My thanks to Patrick, at Penzey’s, Ltd., "merchants of quality spices," for January's question and answer. Their wonderfully informative catalog is available by writing to P.O.Box 144l8, Waukesha, Wisconsin 53187, or by calling 414-574-0277. In addition to the fresh spices offered, there are many gift packs and spice mixes that are unique to Penzey’s. The following Q. and A. is in their current catalog. 

Q. How long do spices stay fresh?

A. There is no set rule on how long spices stay fresh. The government's guideline used for freshness dating is 4 years for whole spices, 2 years for ground. Some say six months is the longest you should stock anything. Since most spices are harvested only once a year, the six month's rule does not make a lot of sense, but two years is far too long for ground pepper. A good rule of thumb is to buy a year's supply of ground spices and herbs and a 1-2 year supply for whole. Keep in mind that each individual spice is comprised of hundreds of different flavor components. It's the quantity and balance of all of theses individual components that determine the quality grade. Since different flavor components will dissipate at different rates, the quality of the spice reduces over time. A top quality spice may be better at two years told than a low quality spice at  two months.  When in doubt about a spice just smell it. If it smells good use it. Old spices will never make you sick, they just become less flavorful.

My daughter Kristina created this recipe, which can be served as a main dish for breakfast or brunch, or as a side dish. It is adapted from the basic Joy of Cooking pancake recipe.

1 1/4 cups all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon salt

3 teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon pumpkin pie spice

1 tablespoon brown sugar

1 beaten egg

1½  cups milk

½ pound carrots, peeled and grated

Put flour, salt, baking powder, and pumpkin pie spice in a bowl. Stir with a whisk.


Mix together the brown sugar and the milk. Stir the carrots into the mixture. 


Combine the flour mixture with the milk mixture, and stir gently till blended, leaving some lumps. If batter seems thin,  add 2 tablespoons flour.


Ladle about ½ cup of the batter into a buttered griddle or frying pan.( When the tops look dry, and the bubbles on the surface of the pancakes burst, turn with a pancake turner.


Serve with maple syrup or whipped cream, or dust with confectioner’s sugar.

(Use butter to grease the pan, because the taste adds to the flavor of the pancakes.

The Basics: 

Pots and Pans

I have been pinching pennies and making things last for so long that I was actually shocked when a friend told me that when she burns a pan, she throws it out. This was beyond my comprehension. Then I started to think about it. Now I have pots and pans I’ll keep for life, and others that are great for a while, but inexpensive enough that I don’t mind when they wear out.


I have friends with beautiful, expensive stainless steel pots and pans that they have had for years. To look at their pots, you would think that the cookware was new. I am told that it cost a fortune, and will last forever. It is treated with respect, as it should be, scrubbed and polished by the proud owners after each meal. 


I have a set of aluminum omelet pans.  When they are polished with steel wool and lightly greased, nothing will stick to them. Even though they are restaurant quality they are fairly inexpensive, and they are actually as easy to clean as Silverstone.

You can treat stainless steel the same way, but it is usually a lot pricier than aluminum. Instead of steel wool, though, always use a cleanser like Bartender’s Friend.

For both aluminum and stainless, the rule for cooking without sticking is “Hot pan, cold oil.” Get the pan hot before you add the oil and you are almost guaranteed no sticking.

A wok should never have a nonstick finish. You want to be able to move the food around, and have it stay where you put it.

 You need at the minimum 1-2-and 3-quart pots with lids, a 7- or 8-inch skillet, a 10- or 12-inch skillet (all with lids), and at least one or two stockpots, 6-quart minimum, and a steel wok. With these basics, you can do just about anything in your kitchen.


I can buy a whole set of good, heavy nonstick cookware for the price of one or two fine-quality stainless steel pans. If you treat them with care, they will last a very long time. I’m not talking about the lightweight “cheapie” pots and pans you can find. I particularly like the Revere Ware non-stick line for its quality and price. They are heavyweight, have an easy-to-clean polished aluminum exterior, and a very good non-stick finish. The frypans are extra-deep, and can be used as saucepans.


I have slowly been adding pieces of Calphalon, a line of nonstick cookware that is expensive, but it is extremely durable. Of course, I only buy it when greatly reduced!


Cookbook  Review:

Bernard Clayton’s New

COMPLETE BOOK OF BREADS
Bernard Clayton

Published by Simon and Schuster

I have enjoyed making bread since the first loaf of plain white that I tried. It is the most satisfying form of cooking that I know, where you start with just a few ingredients and end up with such an impressive result. It looks good, smells fantastic, and always tastes better than anything that you can buy. It’s fun to make, and, I think, therapeutic!


I recently tasted a sample of an unusual bread at a local bakery, Sauerkraut Rye. I liked it a lot, but at almost five dollars a loaf, I couldn’t talk myself into buying it. Instead, I went to my bread book by Bernard Clayton, and there it was. I followed his recipe, and ended with a loaf better than the one I had sampled.


This is a very complete bread book. I’ve never failed to find what I’m looking for in it, and the directions are complete and easy to follow. Instructions are given for making bread completely by hand, or with the aid of a food processor or mixer. He includes nut, fruit, and corn breads, as well as every type of yeast bread that you could imagine.  I have many books on breadmaking, but I never seem to need to open them anymore because this one is so comprehensive. This recipe is from the revised edition of the book, and there is a  soft-cover version.


Mr. Clayton has written many cookbooks, and none has ever disappointed me. 

The following recipe is the easiest loaf of good white bread I have ever made. It is moist inside, crusty outside, and is fat-free and beautiful. If salt is a concern, you can greatly reduce the amount without adversely affecting the flavor. 


This bread is so quick and easy to make in a food processor that I often make a single loaf to bring as a gift. Simply halve all the ingredients. To bake, I use an aluminum insulated cookie sheet with parchment on it. Spray the parchment with a non-stick coating, and sprinkled with cornmeal or your choice of seeds.

Cuban Bread

from Bernard Clayton’s New Complete Book of Breads

Ingredients:

5 to 6 cups bread or all- purpose flour, 
approximately

2 packages dry yeast

1 tablespoon salt

2 tablespoons sugar

2 cups hot water (120-130()

Sesame or poppy seeds, optional

1 baking sheet, Teflon, greased, or sprinkled with cornmeal, or lined with parchment paper

By hand or mixer, 15 minutes:

Place 4 cups flour in a large mixing bowl and add the yeast, salt and sugar. Stir until they are well blended.
Pour in the hot water and beat with 100 strong strokes, or for 3 minutes with a mixer flat beater.


Gradually work in the remaining flour (using fingers if necessary), ½ cup at a time, until the dough takes shape and is no longer sticky.

Kneading, 8 minutes:
Sprinkle the work surface with flour. Work in the flour as you knead, keeping a dusting of it between the dough and the work surface. Knead for 8 minutes by hand or with a dough hook until the dough is smooth and elastic, and feels alive under your hands.

By Processor, 5 minutes:

Attach the short plastic blade.

Place 2 cups flour in the work bowl and add the other ingredients, as above. Pulse several times to thoroughly mix. Remove the cover and add 2 more cups flour. Replace the cover and pulse to blend.


Add the remaining flour through the feed tube, pulsing after each addition, until the dough begins to form and is carried around the bowl by the force of the blade.

Kneading, 45 seconds: Turn on the machine to knead for 45 seconds.

Rising, 15 minutes:

Place the dough in a greased bowl, cover with plastic wrap, and put in a warm place (80-100() until double in bulk, about fifteen minutes.

Shaping, 4 minutes:

Punch down the dough, turn it out on the work surface, and cut into 2 pieces. Shape each into a round. Place on the baking sheet. With a sharp knife or razor, slash an X on each of the loaves, brush with water, and, if desired, sprinkle with sesame or poppy seeds.

Baking, 400( for fifteen minutes, then 375( for 30 minutes:

Place the baking sheet on the middle shelf of a cold oven. Place a large pan of hot water on the shelf below, and heat the oven to 400(. The bread, of course, will continue to rise while the oven is heating. Bake for a total of 45 minutes, or until the loaves are a deep golden brown. If they sound hard and hollow, they are baked.

(If using a convection oven, reduce heat 50(.)

Final Step: Turn the loaves out onto metal racks and cool before slicing.


Since the bread has no shortening it will not keep beyond a day or so. Even though it may begin to stale, it will make excellent toast for several days. It freezes well.

COOK’S TIPS

Use Kosher, or coarse, salt for cooking. It doesn’t add a bunch of chemicals to your food. If you use it for “finishing,” it also lends a nice salty texture on top of the food. A little goes a long way when used like this. If you eat any seafood at all, you don’t need the iodine that is added to salt, and in fact I read that too much iodine is more of a problem in the U.S.A. than too little. Kosher salt is a little less salty than regular, so use a tiny bit more. Sea salt is also wonderful, but is a lot more expensive.

When serving crudités, first blanch the vegetables. Broccoli, carrots, snow peas, cauliflower and beans are all much prettier, both in color and form, when par-cooked. (Don’t blanch celery, or red and green peppers.)

Never try to rush the cooking of mussels. If you use high heat, the shells will clamp shut, and never open. Be gentle by using low or medium heat.

Easy Cheesy Dip

 Bring an 8-ounce package of regular or “lite” cream cheese to room temperature. Beat it a little to soften, then add:

2 cloves of minced garlic

salt and freshly ground pepper to 
taste

1 teaspoon parsley

Dash of cayenne pepper

Horseradish, up to one teaspoon, 
optional

Serve with crudités and/or crackers. (I brought this to a party last night, and I was a little perturbed to see that there were about six dips already on the table. I  noticed that this disappeared faster than the others!)

Interview:

Bruce Johnston
Chef and Restaurateur

Harry Bell and Bruce Johnston moved from the Philadelphia area to Winter Haven, Florida  and opened Harriston’s Restaurant, Now Harry’s Old Place, in September of 1980. With the opening of a second Harriston’s, the original dining establishment evolved into Harry’s Old Place in 1992. The second restaurant has since closed, and Bruce and Harry are happy to be working exclusively at the original restaurant. It has become an place that many local people depend on for good and innovative food at fair prices. The many out-of-towners who winter there also rely on Harry’s Old Place for a pleasant eating experience and meals to remember. Both local and vacationing patrons return to dine.


Harry and Bruce met while working in restaurant management. When they were working out the details of owning their own place, it was decided that Harry would be out front with the customers, and Bruce would work in the kitchen with food.


When I asked Bruce what cooking experience he had before becoming  chef, he told me, “None. When we opened Harriston’s, we had naive ideas about opening a restaurant, thinking that we could rely on other people to care as much as we did. I got into cooking because I had to, and I learned from a fine cook here. As good as other cooks are, though, they are not owners, so I learned out of necessity.”


Bruce prefers to cook seafood, because there can be so much more creativity used in preparing it. “Seafood can be cooked so many ways-- bake, broil, sauté, grill, with so many sauces and seasonings that you can use to personalize it. A steak is common, basic, and people expect it to come out one way.”


Harry’s Old Place does prepare several steak dishes, with the New York Sirloin one of its most popular selections, as well as Prime Rib. But it is the seafood that shines. Dishes like Harry in the Bag (grouper topped with chopped pecans, Ritz crackers and seasonings cooked in paper), and Harry out of the Bag (broiled grouper topped with shrimp, crabmeat and scallops), have given the restaurant a large and loyal following. Veal and Shrimp Scaloppini, and Grilled Swordfish with Heavenly Topping (half-and-half, mayonnaise, sour cream, lemon juice, parmesan cheese, scallions, a little hot sauce and seasonings-- WOW) have also enhanced their reputation. 


Bruce’s wife Ginny also works in the front of the restaurant, so it has become a family affair.


Bruce feels that the most important ingredient for a restaurant’s ultimate success is consistency, both in the food and the restaurant itself. “People don’t like surprises. When customers order something one day, and enjoyed it, they order it again expecting it to be the same. If it’s not, there is disappointment. And if they recommend it to a friend and it doesn’t live up to what was said, that person is embarrassed. You have to live up to the customer’s expectations, and rightly so.”
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