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THOUGHTS ON COOKING
I am always cooking, so thank goodness I love to cook.  Some people look at it like moving a pile of rocks, then moving it back again, but not ,me. I look at it as having the opportunity to be creative, and even artistic, several times a day if I want to. I can make something new, or an old favorite. I choose my “medium,” meat or fish, for example, and I decide how to use it—bake, fry, etc. It’s my choice.  


I enjoy experimenting with cooking, trying new foods and techniques.  I look forward to trying involved or complicated recipes.  I have friends who stick to “the basics” in their kitchens, never trying anything they haven’t tried before.  I would get bored cooking like that.

I rarely follow a recipe as it’s written. I know that I want more garlic than called for, or less oregano, so I make adjustments. I do stick  to the recipe when baking cakes and cookies for the first time, because of the science involved. But after trying it once, I’ll change things to suit me-- more raisins, less cinnamon. Always more raisins.

Maybe the reason I enjoy every part of cooking is that I started so young that I didn’t know enough to be scared away from cooking certain foods. When  people smell bread baking in my kitchen, and they act stunned and impressed, I’m thrilled that they think I’m doing something difficult. It never occurred to me that I couldn’t cook certain foods, so I just cooked them.   

  I have “failures,” but even the failures are usually edible. Sometimes they’re even better than what I thought I was making!  The cake didn’t rise?  Now you have bar cookies.  The icing didn’t thicken?  It’s a glaze.  The veggies turned to mush?  Fold in an egg, bake, and you have a vegetable pudding or soufflé.  It just takes a little imagination, and desperation-- after all, the purpose of all this effort is to feed someone!  Usually, unless you tell the person eating your food that you slipped up, they’ll never know.

You shouldn’t let the mistakes scare you away from trying new things, because you almost always learn something from them.

In cooking and in life.  

Some great new recipes inside!
ELECTRIC FONDUES
I saw a TV show in which the new wife asks her husband, “Who gave us the fondue pot?” His answer was, “Who didn’t?” I think that my sister-in-law got three of them for wedding gifts, so I  understood this joke!  The popular view of fondue pots is something like that of fruitcakes-- you give them  as gifts, but you don’t really use them. Well, I use mine. As a matter of fact, I like to use several for different foods when I have a party. I started with the type that has the fuel under the pot, but then I discovered electric fondues.  With the old type, it was just about impossible to regulate the heat—it was too low to keep the oil hot enough for a beef fondue, and too hot not  to curdle or scorch the cheese or chocolate  fondue mixtures.  The electric pots have temperature controls, and make it fun and easy to make fondue.  The only drawback is figuring out where to place the electric cord, but that can be  dealt with if you are careful.  My husband and son like the beef, and my daughter and I like the cheese better, so I try to organize a meal and make both kind using two pots. Then we can finish with chocolate!
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EEF FONDUE

Beef cubes:  You will want up to 1/2 pound per person of a good, tender cut like sirloin

Oil:  A mild salad oil, enough to fill the pot 2/3 full

Sauces:  It’s fun to have at least three different sauces, homemade or bottled, unless you find one that everyone likes over the others. Start with favorites like A-1, soy, teriyaki, creamy horseradish, whatever you like.

Bring the oil up to the temperature specified in the directions that came with the electric fondue pot.  If you have only a non-electric one, you will need to heat the oil up to temperature on the stove, then reheat it frequently.  If there was no temperature specified, you can check the oil by dropping a bread cube in it.  When it browns in 90 seconds, it is correct.

Using a fondue fork, preferably one with barbs to keep the food secured, immerse the beef cubes in the oil, never more than 4 or 5 at a time, and cook about a minute and a half to two minutes for well done.  They will be VERY hot, so start cooking another one while the first batch cools.  Dip in the sauce of your choice.

You can cook chicken and vegetables this way, dipped in flour or tempura batter.  Mushrooms, zucchini, and broccoli are especially good. 

It’s a fun, “active” way to cook, which makes it great for parties.
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uscan Cake
  8 servings

For the cake:
2 eggs

2/3 cup sugar

2/3 cup butter

3/4 cup flour

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

For the glaze:
1/3 cup peeled almonds

4 tablespoons sugar

¼ cup butter

2 tablespoons milk

1 tablespoon flour

1.  In a large bowl, beat the eggs and sugar until light and fluffy. Melt the butter and let it cool.

2.  Add the flour to the egg mixture and stir in the melted butter and vanilla extract.

3.  Pour the batter into a lightly greased and floured 8- or 9-inch cake pan. Bake at 350( for 25 to 30 minutes.

4.  Finely slice the almonds and set aside.

5.  For the glaze: combine the sugar, butter, milk and flour in a pan. Bring to a boil and add the almonds.

6.  Remove the cake from the oven, spread the glaze on top and bake for another 12 minutes. The glaze will be browned and crispy.

This is a lovely cake to serve with tea or coffee. The crispy glaze makes it especially delicious and very unusual.

My family used to go to lunch almost every Saturday at a restaurant called The Blue Bell Inn, in Blue Bell, Pennsylvania. This is a close approximation of their famous house dressing.
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lue Bell Inn-Style Dressing

¾ cup chili sauce
¼ cup mayonnaise

¼ cup India relish

2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

1 teaspoon chopped chives

Dash of Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon horseradish

Dash of Tabasco sauce (or to taste)

Freshly ground black pepper

1 hard-cooked egg, chopped fine

Combine all ingredients and refrigerate till you use it.

This is excellent served with any type of salad. It can also be used as a Lamaze sauce with shrimp or crab.

This is a very easy way to make a fantastic soup from very little, and it can be made in a lots of different ways to use up whatever you have on hand. Of course you can go out and buy specific vegetables to make exactly what you want-- this recipe is good enough  to do that, too.
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urried Vegetable Soup
         6-8 servings

½-1 teaspoon curry powder, to taste 2-3 cups vegetables, chopped in 
large 
pieces*

4 cups beef, chicken or vegetable broth, or water and  4 bouillon cubes

½ cup dry red or white wine, optional

Salt and pepper to taste

Put the curry powder in the bottom of a pot, and heat to release the flavor. Add the vegetables and the liquid to the pot, and bring to a boil. Simmer till tender, about twenty minutes.

 
Using a hand or stand blender or processor, puree, leaving slightly coarse if desired. Add salt and pepper. 

If you wish to thicken, making a cream soup, use one of the following methods:

1.  Add up to one cup of cream or half-and-half after pureeing, and heat well.

2.  Add  up to one cup of mashed                potatoes to the mixture, and stir well before serving. 

3.  Add ¼ cup rice to the broth, adding one additional cup of liquid, and cook for ten minutes before adding the vegetables. When you puree the mixture, the rice will act as a thickener.

*Save any vegetable scraps in your kitchen and throw them in the freezer for soups. This includes broccoli and asparagus ends, discarding just the very ends. Any vegetables that are a little past their peak of freshness, and any leftovers that you have are a perfect addition to this vegetable “pantry.” Leftover mashed potatoes, rice, and pastas should also go into this supply.


Some of the vegetables and rice can be left whole or semi-whole, and I like to add whole corn kernels to this soup for a slight sweetness.

I have wonderful memories of going to Chinese restaurants with my family, at a young age. My favorite food there was egg foo yung. I didn’t know what egg had to do with it, and I didn’t know then that it wasn’t even a Chinese dish. I still love it, though, and find it very easy to make, and very easy to change for whatever leftovers are on hand. A non-stick  or well-seasoned wok or small pan is needed for cooking this dish.
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gg Foo Yung
 Makes 4 pancakes

4 eggs

½ teaspoon salt

freshly ground pepper to taste

2 teaspoons dry sherry

1 teaspoon soy sauce

1 cup cooked meat and/or seafood, 
cut in small pieces

1 cup vegetables in small pieces, in-
cluding some bean sprouts 
and some onion

Oil for frying

Sauce (see recipe at right)

Lightly beat the eggs in a bowl. Add the rest of the ingredients and beat till blended.

In a wok or small pan, heat one tablespoon of oil till hot. Ladle one quarter of the mixture into the cook pan, and cook over medium heat till cooked almost through. Turn to finish cooking. (A wide nylon turner is very helpful for this.) Transfer to heated plate while the other omelets are being prepared. 

I can’t stand the red sauce some Chinese restaurants use. This is my favorite.
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oo Yung Sauce

Makes 1½ cups

3 tablespoons dry sherry

4 teaspoons cornstarch

1½  cups chicken broth

2 tablespoons soy sauce

2 tablespoons catsup

¼-½   teaspoon minced fresh ginger
root 

¼ teaspoon sesame oil, optional

Combine the sherry and cornstarch and set aside.

Combine the chicken broth, soy sauce, catsup, and gingerroot in a small saucepan and bring to a boil. Give the sherry mixture a stir, and add to the broth, stirring until the mixture turns clear. Let boil for one minute. Add the sesame oil, if desired.


Serve over Egg Foo Yung.

My favorite way to prepare Egg Foo Yung is with a mixture of cooked, diced pork or ham, and a few cut-up shrimp. A little goes a long way here.

You can also sauté this mixture without any eggs, and serve it in heated flour tortillas with the foo yung sauce, or serve over rice. 

I enjoy a light vegetable soufflé, and I love creamed mushrooms, so the following recipes work beautifully.
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pinach Roll
  Makes 6 servings

2 10-ounce packages  fresh spinach or three 10-ounce packages frozen 

¼ cup bread crumbs

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper

¼ teaspoon freshly ground nutmeg

6 tablespoons butter, melted

4 eggs, separated

6 tablespoons Parmesan cheese, 
grated

1.  Prepare a jelly roll pan by buttering  it, and lining with parchment. Butter the parchment. Set aside. Preheat oven to 350(.

2.  If using fresh spinach, wash it     well. Shake out the excess water, and let it steam in just the water left on it, till limp.
 If using frozen spinach, thaw it at low heat in a pan, or microwave it till no longer frozen.

3.  Squeeze out as much water as you can and  chop finely. Place the spinach in a bowl. Add the salt, pepper, nutmeg and the melted butter.

4.  Beat the egg yolks into the spinach mixture.

5.  Beat the egg whites till stiff, but not dry. Fold into the spinach mixture.

6.  Spoon the soufflé mixture onto the prepared parchment, and smooth the top. Sprinkle half of the Parmesan on top. 

7.  Bake for 12-14 minutes, or until barely set in the middle.

While the spinach roll is baking, prepare
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reamed Mushrooms

1 pound mushrooms, cleaned

 and sliced

4 tablespoons butter

4 tablespoons flour

To taste: salt, freshly ground pepper, 
freshly ground nutmeg

½ cup half-and-half

½ cup milk

3 tablespoons dry sherry or ver-
mouth

Chopped parsley

1.Sauté the mushrooms in the butter. Sprinkle on the flour and the seasonings, and let cook for one minute.

2.  Stir in the wine and blend well.

3.  Add the cream and the milk. Heat gently, just bringing to a boil.

When the soufflé roll is cooked, invert it onto a sheet of waxed paper or parchment. Remove the bottom sheet.


Spread the mushrooms over the soufflé and roll up, starting at the short end. (The paper can be used to help.)  Carefully transfer to a platter and sprinkle with the remaining Parmesan cheese and the parsley.

Gadgeteria

There are so many wonderful gadgets that make kitchen work faster and easier. Some of my favorites are:

A really good peeler, the kind with a swivel blade. I’ve bought some that I couldn’t use, and I’ve never been able to tell from looking which ones will work for me.

An old-fashioned apple peeler, the kind where you turn the apple and it passes through blades that peel, core and slice all in one process. I love it! This handy device means that I don’t have to talk myself into making dishes that require prepared apples, because this makes it so easy.

Baking parchment. It makes it easy to remove baked goods from the pan, and gives a professional look. It also eliminates most of the cleanup.

Silicone scrapers. They are  flexible enough to get the sides of any bowl or plate, and strong enough to pick up all the food. Plus, they can handle the hottest pans, so I use them in the pan to scramble eggs and stir sauces.

Tea balls, and spoons that are hinged to hold loose tea. You can get very good tea in bags these days, but there is a sort of elegance and old-worldliness in using loose tea. It just makes you feel good.

Teapots. When I have friends in, it’s nice to brew a pot of fragrant tea to share. Same comments as for tea balls.

  On the larger side, two appliances that I use at least once a week are my portable convection oven and my indoor grill. Neither is a necessity, but both are great to have.


By using the portable convection oven I don’t have to heat the whole kitchen. I can bake cakes in much less time than a conventional oven, and they come out more even. Mine even has a rotisserie and I use it to cook all my roasts. Chickens come out juicy, with a crisp skin.


The grill is fun to use. Most of what I do on it could be done under the broiler, but by using this appliance I can watch the food more closely. I don’t burn grilled vegetables, or overcook the meat. Plus, my company seems to enjoy watching me cook on it. Like the fondue, it’s an “active” way to cook, and people tend to get involved, and more enthusiastic. I cook all my chops and steaks, as well as chicken or turkey breasts and fish. Everything comes out perfectly. 

The model I have doubles as a panini maker. I don’t cook my meats using the top (except bacon), because I don’t want to press my meats, but onion slices, green and red pepper halves, mushrooms all come out delicious. And the sandwiches—what a treat! The favorite sandwich in my restaurant was created by Casey, who called himself “The Panini Meister,” and was two pieces of our wonderful homemade bread smeared with our pesto, stuffed with fresh mozzarella and a slice of tomato, with or without bacon. Too yummy for words! Thanks, Casey.

Cookbook Review

A Well-Seasoned Appetite
by Molly O’Neill

published by Viking

Molly O’Neill writes the food column for the New York Times Magazine. Each week I turn to her section even before starting the crossword! Some weeks  the recipes are for traditional comfort food, sometimes for the trendiest food out there. Her recipes are well-written and easy to follow. 


This book follows her formula for prose and recipes, with a lot of information on ingredients and techniques. The chapters are laid out according to the seasons, with lovely descriptions of what is available at different times, and ways of making the best use of the freshest ingredients. There is a huge range of food covered in this book, from light to heavy, from homey to exotic. I can’t believe that anyone could read this book and not come away with an excitement for cooking something new.


I especially liked the section on drying vegetables. In addition to the more usual dried tomatoes, Ms. O’Neill also gives instructions on drying mushrooms, squash and grapes, with recipes for using them.
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asic Oven Dried Tomatoes

 by  Molly O’Neill from

A Well-Seasoned Appetite
28 medium plum tomatoes, core end  
cut off and halved lengthwise

2 ½ teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 teaspoon Kosher salt

Freshly ground pepper to taste

Preheat the oven to 200(. Using a pastry brush, coat the skin side of each tomato half lightly with olive oil. Place, skin side down, on a large baking sheet. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Bake the tomatoes until they shrink to about a quarter of their original size but are still soft and juicy, 4 to 6 hours. Let the tomatoes cool on the baking sheet. Place in a container and store in the refrigerator.

Makes 2 cups

I love finding good recipes for  “basics” like this, because I have found the quality of commercially prepared products to be inconsistent. Paying more for one brand over another is no guarantee that we’re getting something that is better or fresher.  KC
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