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“No one who cooks cooks alone.”  Laurie Colwin
Welcome to the Premiere issue of the Practical Palate.  This is a cooking newsletter written for you, whether you are a novice cook or a more experienced gourmet.  My first and most important goal is to have fun with you, while sharing recipes and tips, and to never see cooking as drudgery.  My recipes and techniques may not be what you are used to, but I have spent a long time streamlining the cooking process to make it faster and easier. Most of us have limited time these days, and money, and both should be well-spent.  But there are days when the creativity is flowing, and it is wonderful to have a new recipe or technique to look forward to.  I will try to bring you healthy ways of cooking your food, without getting bogged down in the latest fads and untested new theories.  I believe that moderation is the key, so I will be bringing you yummy desserts-- I expect you to just eat small portions!  This newsletter has several purposes:  to make the best food possible in the most practical ways; making use of our natural instincts to experiment and create; using our time and food budgets economically; and most important, to make great tasting food. Put your feet up, sip a cup of tea, and please let me know how I’m doing.  Feel free  to share your favorite tips and recipes with the Practical Palate and all of its readers.  Each month one person will be selected at random from those who write in to receive a packet of Kristina’s Kitchen Spice Blend. Thank you for inviting me into your home and kitchen.

                                             Kristina Creighton, Chief Cook and Bottle Washer 
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Mussels are the biggest bargain around in shellfish.  They are tender, versatile, and delicious, and a two-pound bag, which usually sells for three or four dollars, will serve four people.  If you shy away from mussels because you remember the tedious job of cleaning and debearding them, you can relax now.  Cultivated, or farmed, mussels require nothing more than a good rinse.  There were some tiny beards on a few of the mussels in the last bag I purchased, but it was about five minutes worth of cleaning.  I haven’t seen wild mussels in the stores for a few years, but check the label.  The wild ones have a firmer texture, and most people I talked to prefer the more delicate cultivated ones for flavor, texture, and especially ease of preparation.  Here’s a wonderful recipe to try, healthy and as spicy as you want it to be. Be sure to serve it with lots of good bread to sop up the broth!

Mussels Marinara
Serves four

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, chopped

½ green or red pepper, chopped

5 large cloves garlic, minced

1 cup dry white wine or vermouth

3 tablespoons chopped parsley

Cayenne pepper

28-32  ounce jar good marinara

sauce, or homemade sauce

2 pound bag mussels

Salt and pepper

Heat oil in a large pot.  Add onions and green pepper; cook till softened.  Add garlic and cook 30 seconds.  Add marinara sauce, parsley, wine, and cayenne to taste.  Start with just a little cayenne, letting it simmer, and  adding more until it is as hot as you like it.  It develops its spicy heat as it cooks-- remember that you can always add more, but you can’t take it out!

Add the mussels and toss.  Simmer, covered, till mussels have opened, about ten minutes.  Add salt and pepper to taste.  

Serve over linguini or rice.

Chemistry Lesson


Cooking is applied chemistry, but you can be a great cook even if you flunked science.  A feel for food, an appreciation of your own experiences in the kitchen, and a willingness to try new things are all more important than knowing how baking soda leavens and eggs thicken.  It is important to know what ingredients do, but it usually isn’t vital to know why or how.  I know that many chefs would argue this point, but I think that’s more a matter of snobbery than cookery. There is a wonderful cookbook called The Cake Bible, by Rose Levy Beranbaum, that contains both recipes and the scientific basis for each different technique.  This is great if you want to learn these things, but your cakes will turn out just as well if you simply follow the instructions. It’s nice to have a cookbook that gives you that option.   If you do learn the scientific theories , you will be able to experiment more.


If you are trying a new recipe, or are unsure of something, you’ll probably want to closely  follow your recipe.  But you should always feel free to change a recipe to make the finished product more to your liking.  Cooking is chemistry, but it is very unlikely that you will blow up your kitchen even if you are really careless and wild.  Add more garlic, throw in more parsley, substitute almond for vanilla extract.  My changes usually add more of things, but that’s just me because I like things highly flavored.  Most recipes can be altered without dire results, especially meat and vegetable dishes.  I’ve seen a cook having  a panic attack because he was a few parsley leaves short, or didn’t have the specified pan size.  Relax, don’t be so rigid, have fun!  You can make any recipe your own.

Iced Tea in a Hurry

Place six teabags (tags removed) in a pint of water.  Microwave three minutes, or just bring to a boil on the stove.  Pour into a two-quart pitcher and add sugar (I use ½ cup) and lemon juice (I use the juice of one lemon) if desired; stir till dissolved.  Fill pitcher with ice and stir.

                     [image: image1.wmf]
Some Quick Tips:  Where we share what we’ve learned with others who love to cook
Keep a bottle of dry white and dry red wine on hand for cooking.  Never use “cooking wines” from the grocery store, because they are made of inferior wines and are heavily salted.  There are some new gourmet cooking wines on the market, which the makers claim to be a superior product and unsalted, but I have only seen them available by mail.  Let me know if you’ve tried them, and your opinion.

More Tips:

When you make soups and stews,          add a cup of wine--  dark red for meat stews and chili, white for chicken soup and stew.  Dry vermouth is an excellent all-purpose cooking wine.

“Double your recipes and cook half as often,” suggests my very busy friend.  Diana. She freezes lots of meals this way to have ready when needed.

Also from Diana:  Make your own snack mix by combining all those half-eaten packages of snacks that your kids won’t eat anymore.  Somehow, they find them much more interesting this way. 

Hand or Immersion Blenders
These are one of the handiest and least expensive appliances on the market.  They are priced from under ten dollars to about a hundred, and you can use them to do most of the jobs your blender does, and some of the jobs of your food processor.  The best feature is that you use it right in your bowl or saucepan. There’s no extra utensil  to clean, just the working end of this gadget.  Some are only powerful enough to do light jobs, while others can actually grind meat.  I use mine for so many things, like smoothing out the lumps in my gravy (yes, I get them), right in the pan or gravy boat, lightly pureeing the vegetables in my soup, smashing the tomatoes for sauce, and my son’s favorite, making milkshakes.

Ask the Cook 

Q.  I made a wonderful cake a few weeks ago, light and fluffy.  When I made it again, it was flat and heavy.  What went wrong?

A.  The first thing to consider is the freshness of your ingredients, specifically the baking soda or powder and your eggs.  Try replacing these ingredients and let me know how the cake turns out.

Q.  Can butter and margarine be substituted for each other in recipes?

A.  Yes, if you remember that there will be some changes in the flavor and texture.  They may be slight and not important in your recipe.  Butter is far superior in flavor, but margarine seems to work very well in the texture of baked goods.  Also, use only regular margarine in your recipes, not reduced-fat or soft .

Cookbook Review

“Great Desserts from the Great Chefs”

by Baba S. Khalsa & Andrea Opalenik

Published by Chronicle Books

I love cookbooks, so I always try to watch the cookbook review on the TV Food Network. I am glad that I saw this one, because this book is a treasure.  Professional chefs and food writers contributed all the recipes, and each one has a quality that sets it apart from the ordinary.  The ones I’ve tried have varied from easy, like the following selection, to more complicated, like the Chocolate-Pistachio-Raspberry Cake, but none was really difficult when the excellent instructions were followed.  There are also biographies of each of the contributors, which I found very interesting and readable.  My only complaint is that the index is terrible: no one who has ever used a cookbook could have created it.  After I got the book, I tried to find the recipe I had seen featured on the review, a type of apple tart.  I had to finally go through the book page by page to find it, because the recipes are listed only by the dessert’s name and the chef’s name. Since most of these recipes have fancy titles, it is a tedious chore to locate your chosen recipe.  I can’t imagine the reason for such an annoying flaw.

But, the recipes are well worth trying.  Please start with:

Breton Aux Pommes

by Nick Malgieri, from Great Desserts from the Great Chefs

Pastry dough:
1 cup butter, at room temperature

1 cup sugar

1 tablespoon dark rum

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

4 egg yolks

2¾ cups unbleached flour

To make pastry dough:  In the bowl of an electric mixer, beat the butter until smooth.  Beat in the sugar in a stream.  Continue beating until the mixture is light and fluffy.  Beat in the rum and vanilla, then the yolks one at a time.  Beat in the flour until it is absorbed, without overmixing.

Filling:  

2 pounds golden delicious apples

½ cup sugar

3 tablespoons butter

2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

2 tablespoons dark rum

1 egg yolk, beaten

To make the filling:  Peel, core and slice the apples.  Put in a large saucepan with the sugar, butter, lemon juice and rum.  Cook the apples, covered, until they exude their juices, about five minutes.  Uncover the apples, lower the heat, and cook until the juices have evaporated; let cool.

To bake, preheat the oven to 350º. Butter a 9- or 10-inch springform pan and line the bottom with parchment 

or waxed paper.  Butter the paper.  Place half the dough in the pan and press with your fingertips evenly over the bottom of the pan and about one inch up the sides.  Spread the cooled apples over the dough.

Flour the remaining dough and press it into a 9- or 10-inch disk on a cardboard circle or a tart pan bottom.  Slide the dough over the apple filling and press it into place, making sure that the sides are straight and even.  Brush the top of the Breton with the beaten egg yolk and trace a lattice pattern on it with the tines of a fork.  Bake in the preheated oven for 40 or 45 minutes, or until the crust is golden.

Afterword from the Practical Palate:

This recipe may look involved, but it is really quite simple.  I’ve made it even easier with a few adaptations:  I make the dough in my food processor in a matter of seconds.  Like all pastry doughs, just be sure to use a light touch and don’t overprocess the dough.  Also, I prepare the apples with the help of an old-fashioned device that peels, cores, and slices the apples in one step.  Mine is quite old, but they are still being made--even in plastic!

I make the apple filling first, because it has to cook down and cool before using in the tart. If it is a hot day, chill the top circle of pastry before using.

My Mother’s Scalloped Potatoes
Russet potatoes, one large or two 
small per person, sliced, 
peeled if you wish

Milk to cover

Salt and pepper to taste

3 tablespoons butter, divided

½ cup fresh bread crumbs

Layer the potatoes in a deep baking dish, dotting with 2 tablespoons of butter, and sprinkling with salt and pepper. Do not fill dish too full or it will boil over. Pour milk from side of dish just till potatoes are covered. Sprinkle with bread crumbs, dot with remaining butter, and bake at 350º until milk is bubbling and potatoes are cooked through, about 50 minutes.

Note: I like lots of black pepper in this dish. Also, add a little minced onion and/or garlic for an extra kick, although my mother never did.

About  Kristina Creighton

I have been cooking for a crowd since I was eleven years old, and baking cakes and cookies before that.  My mother would call me from her office with instructions on what to cook and how to cook it for our family of seven, plus assorted guests, so there would be a good dinner for us to sit down to when she and Dad got home from work.  I enjoyed it, and I guess I was good at following Mom’s instructions,  so dinner usually turned out fine.  What I liked best, though, was that whoever did the cooking didn’t have to do the cleaning, so I just kept on cooking!  My family is very artistic, and our friends always seem to be, too, so I feel that cooking has been a creative outlet for me. I lack artistic talent , but I crave a way to express the art inside me. I am also a photographer, which goes along with that same way of thinking: I can’t draw, but I can still make pictures! I love teaching people to cook, and have taught small classes in breadmaking and saucemaking.  I love to see people find out that they really can cook well!

I have a passion for cookbooks--I have about five thousand now, and my understanding husband is trying to design bookshelves for them--and the cooking gadgets are getting out of hand.  My latest finds are both enormous-- a coffee grinder from a general store in Vermont, and a cheese grater that was custom-made for a pizzeria, both yard sale purchases.  My husband is afraid to let me leave the house on weekends, for fear that I’ll be stopping at another sale! Our kitchen is decorated-- or cluttered, with old mixers, graters, slicers, peelers, bowls, teapots, you name it.  Not to mention all the cooking magazines! (Not yet, anyway--I’m saving that for a future article.)


I lived in the Philadelphia suburbs my whole life until moving to Vermont in 2001. I opened a restaurant in the wonderful town of Rochester, Vermont, which I passed on to another owner in February of 2006.


The Practical Palate will focus on home cooking and the recipes that made my café a popular spot to meet and eat. 


I still cook for others, making food to order for just about any taste, occasion or special diet. My salad dressing and spice mixes go quickly at the farmers’ markets up here, and I hope to expand on my product line. You will see it all here! 

Cook’s Profile:

Judy Jensen

Rochester, Vermont

In this beautiful small town lives a most unusual cook. I have heard Judy referred to as “the pie queen of Rochester” by her appreciative hus-band.  That is quite an accomplish-ment considering that she has been using an antique woodstove for about twenty years.  She loves cook-ing on the woodstove for the even heat that it provides. The superb pre-serves she makes on it all summer and fall are a testimony to wood-stove cooking. Judy tells me that nothing ever burns on the bottom of the pot. She also feels that the wood oven bakes superior bread.


 Judy is an accomplished artist, costume designer, potter, dollmaker, seamstress, florist, gar-dener, woodworker and cook.  Judy has been creating calendars, which are highly prized and awaited by their collectors, filled with illustrations depicting her farm, family, friends and of course, the food.  It’s no wonder that she was one of the artists profiled in a book called Vermonters and their Craft.   She bakes prolifically, and very casually, having done it for so long that she rarely follows any recipe other than the ones in her memory, or that she makes up as she goes along, using her many years of experience as her guide. Until just a few years ago she didn’t even have an electric mixer!  Her husband surprised her with a KitchenAid recently, but Judy cooks mainly without the timesavers most of us use.  Stop down on a Sunday morning and you’ll find her making pancakes or waffles on the woodstove, which is the focal point of her authentic country kitchen.  No cute frills for her, but lots of original art from both family and friends on the table and walls.


When you enter her farm-house it is the huge woodstove, which also heats the water for the house, that first catches your eye. Then the kitchen table, its surface covered with batter bowls, papers, drawings, sculpture, and anything else that family members are working on. There are usually people sitting there, talking, reading, cook-ing.  It is the activity center of the home. She told me that she enjoys getting and using new cookbooks, but her favorite is The Joy of Cook-ing. “It has every-thing in it and it’s unpretentious.  It is full of the truth and has none of the nonsense--there’s no blueberry vinegar in it anywhere!”  (This was before the “new and improved volume came out.) She sees her kitchen as the center of her home. “I love my kitchen! Everyone comes into the kitchen at our parties, and you can’t get them to leave it. I guess everyone must find it comfortable, cozy.” She says she loves to cook “because you get to be creative and then you get to eat the results. Good food makes everybody happy.”


Judy felt that an interview with a celebrity cook or chef should be in the premiere issue of the Practical Palate, but I felt that someone who puts this kind of love and effort into everyday cooking was more appro-priate for this newsletter. Judy is probably the best cook I know, and the best artist. I should also mention that she is my sister.

This is one of Judy’s favorite recipes to make, and one of her family’s favorite recipes to eat. This originally came from a now out-of-print cook-book called Bakery Lane Soup Bowl, which was a restaurant in Vermont many years ago.  The authors are Marge Mitchell and Joan Sedgwick. They also have a cookbook  called Bakery Lane West.

Half-Baked Chocolate Mousse

8 ounces semi-sweet chocolate

¼ cup hot coffee

Fine, dry bread crumbs

8 eggs, separated

2/3 cup granulated sugar

2 teaspoons vanilla

dash salt

1 cup heavy cream

3 tablespoons confectioners’ sugar

¼ teaspoon vanilla

Place chocolate in a bowl and set over hot, not boiling, water. Pour hot coffee over chocolate, and let melt. When almost melted, stir until blended and smooth.

Butter a 9- or 10-inch pie plate and coat with bread crumbs. Set aside.

Place egg yolks in a mixing bowl and beat until thick and lemon colored. Add granulated sugar gradually, beating constantly.  Beat in 2 teaspoons vanilla, then melted chocolate.

Add a dash of salt to the egg whites.

Beat until whites are stiff but still moist and glossy. Add about ¼ of the beaten whites into the chocolate mixture.  Stir until well blended. Carefully fold in the remaining egg whites. Pour about half of the chocolate mixture into prepared pan. Bake in oven at 350º oven for 25 minutes. Turn off oven heat and leave in oven for 5 minutes. Remove from oven and cool completely. 

(Center will sink.) Meanwhile, chill remaining chocolate mixture 2 to 3 hours or overnight. Spoon the mixture into the middle of the baked chocolate mousse.

Whip the cream till almost stiff. Add confectioner’s sugar and ¼ teaspoon vanilla. Beat until stiff. Spread over top and chill until served.
Some notes:

This recipe does not work with chocolate chips.

There is a lot of controversy about using uncooked eggs, and you have to decide for yourself if you trust your supplier. There are pasteurized eggs on the market that pose no risk at all, and dehydrated egg whites that are certainly acceptable for recipes calling for uncooked egg whites. If you decide to use regular eggs, use the utmost care to use only the freshest uncracked eggs.

When beating egg whites, make sure that your utensils and bowl are completely free of grease and oil, or the egg whites will not whip properly.

Here’s a versatile recipe for a quick and hearty one-dish meal. Serve it with rice, potatoes or pasta.  If you cut the meat into smaller pieces, and add more liquid (broth, wine, or water) you can serve it as a soup.

Hurry-Up Stew-- Serves four

2 tablespoons olive oil or other oil

1 to 1½ pounds meat cubes, cut no 
larger than 1-inch (you can

use beef,  pork, lamb, veal,
chicken or turkey)

2 stalks celery, chopped fine

1 carrot, peeled and chopped fine

1 large onion, peeled and chopped

2 large cloves garlic, peeled and

minced

fresh parsley, 2-3 tablespoons,

minced

1 cup red or white dry wine

1 cup broth

1 package frozen peas, thawed

1 package frozen corn, thawed

1 large tomato, peeled and chopped 
fine

Quickly brown meat in oil. Add all other ingredients except tomato and peas. Simmer at low heat about twenty minutes, till broth is thick. Add the peas, corn, and the tomato and its juice. Cook for ten more minutes.

If sauce is too thin, dissolve ½  to 1 teaspoon cornstarch in 1 tablespoon wine and stir into sauce to thicken. Simmer one minute.

Notes:

This stew cooks quickly because all the ingredients are cut into small pieces. You can add or omit any vegetables to suit your own taste. You can add 2-3 tablespoons balsamic vinegar to give it a lovely 

sweet-tart taste, or some cumin and chili powder for a Mexican flavor. This recipe can be changed so many ways, to make it the way you want it to taste, that it is a perfect example of my philosophy of cooking: Make it easy, make it good, make it the way you want it.

A Learning Experience

Debbie is a friend who loves to cook, but she doesn’t have much experience. She’s trying hard, though, and she has fun with new recipes and techniques. Someone gave us a recipe for a low-fat muffin, and we were all looking it over. When she got to the part that said, “stir ingredients by hand,” she looked at us in dismay. “Can’t I use a spoon?” We started to laugh, thinking she was kidding, but she was serious. The point is, you learn by doing. She has a great attitude and doesn’t forget what she’s learned through trial and error.

Debbie once brought a pasta salad to work that was absolutely delicious, but we soon found out that if you ate any, no one could go near you all day. We learned that when she made the salad, instead of four cloves of garlic, she had used four bulbs! She probably laughed hardest when she found out her mistake.

This is a wonderfully simple soup, flavorful and different. It is also a good way to try crepes. The filling is just plain cheese. A friend was kind enough to get the recipe from his mother, a wonderful cook. Scripelle and crispelle are two Italian words for crepes. “In brodo” means “in broth.” Mangia!

This is a lovely dish served for lunch with a salad, or as an appetizer at dinner. 

S

cripelle in Brodo
Makes 4-5 servings

(About 10 crepes)

1 cup Wondra or all-purpose flour*

4 large eggs

Pinch of salt

1¼ cups milk

¼ cup fresh parsley, minced fine

2 tablespoons sweet butter for 
cooking

½ cup fresh Parmesan or other 
sharp
 Italian cheese

2 quarts homemade chicken broth

For the crepes:
1.  Mix the flour, eggs, salt and milk together, blending well. There should be no lumps.

2.  Stir in the parsley.

3.  Set aside in the refrigerator and let sit for at least one hour, preferably  two or three hours. 

To make and serve the crepes:
1.  Stir the batter gently to combine.

2.  Heat a 6”  crepe or sauté pan, and when hot, wipe the bottom with a little butter.

3.  Using a ¼ cup measure not quite full to make each crepe, pour the batter into the pan and tilt the pan to coat the bottom. Cook just until set. (The tops will look dry.) Sprinkle 1 teaspoon of the cheese per crepe as it is done. Roll up and place in a soup bowl.
4.  As the crepes are cooking bring the chicken broth to a boil. Place two or three crepes in each soup bowl and ladle about one cup of broth into each.
5.  Sprinkle a little cheese on each crepe and serve hot.
The End

I hope that you have enjoyed the premiere issue of the Practical Palate, and that you will find it interesting and fun in the future. I look forward to hearing from you. Write or e-mail me about anything concerning food and cooking--I will be happy to answer your questions, find recipes you’re looking for, and share your tips, recipes, and stories. I think that cooks, in general, enjoy the camaraderie that comes with cooking. I doubt that there really was a time that cooks would omit a key ingredient in order to keep their recipes secret. Let me know what you think of my newsletter, and how I can improve it. How can I make it  better for you? Tell me about your successes, and your disasters--I’ll be telling you mine!
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