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Introduction




WHAT, BESIDES CHUTZPAH, MAKES A COOKBOOK THE ULTIMATE? SIX kinds of deviled eggs, a year of lasagne, or a way to make just about every fruit pie? The sheer weight of nine hundred recipes and thousands of variations? Or the fact that two food writers said, “to blazes with our waistlines,” and spent two years cooking and eating our way through the modern supermarket?

No, what makes this cookbook the ultimate is the philosophy we developed in 1999 with The Ultimate Ice Cream Book. In a nutshell, this book takes solid, basic recipes and allows you to customize them endlessly to your taste. You get the best of both worlds: hundreds of recipes from two established food writers, combined with thousands of ways to make the dishes exactly as you want them.

We don’t have employees, we don’t farm the recipes out, and we don’t subcontract their development. We work in our small New York City kitchen (it’s four feet wide, including the appliances) and test every recipe ourselves. Needless to say, our friends eat well.

And the recipes in this book are all original content. We’ve written plenty of single-subject ultimate books. Ten, to be exact—from brownies to chocolate cookies, ice cream to peanut butter, shrimp to potatoes. But this volume isn’t a compilation. Rather, The Ultimate Cook Book picks up where the other single-subject ultimate books left off.

It’s the ultimate expression of our ultimate philosophy: hundreds of base recipes, thousands of variations, nothing complicated, a compendium for all your cooking needs—and a way to take just about every dish and either follow our lead or turn it into something that reflects your taste.


How Did This Ultimate Philosophy Get Started?

It got started (where else?) in New York City. We were talking about (what else?) food. More specifically, our first cookbook. How would we choose between Chocolate Ice Cream, Chocolate Cheesecake Ice Cream, German Chocolate Ice Cream, and Chocolate Banana Chip Ice Cream?

It hit us like a bolt. Most of the time, we want the creamiest, fudgiest chocolate ice cream. After that, we may twist it up a bit and that’s easy enough: just an addition here, a substitution there. But we want solid recipes that we can eventually dress up, take beyond their inception to something more personal.

Who Is an Ultimate Cook?

Everyone, we reckon. We developed and tested the recipes ourselves, then we packed them off in draft to see how well we were doing—never to chefs, culinary professionals, or people in the food business; instead, we sent them to our mothers, cousins, friends, and people we’d never met but who volunteered via e-mail. We gave everyone the same task: make two or three recipes from the chapter, any you choose, and tell us exactly what you did.

Many stuck to the base, but others played with the recipes. “Cinnamon makes me sneeze.” “I hate crunchy peanut butter.” “Who has port?” They liked knowing where to start: a solid, fairly easy recipe with bold flavors using everyday ingredients. They also liked finishing on their own, adding their own nuances to the dish. And that’s the very heart of the ultimate philosophy.

So How Do These Variations and Customizations Work?

In almost all the recipes, it’s a matter of small additions, substitutions, and changes: spices, flavorings, and the like. Some variations may switch out the centerpiece of the dish—say substituting chicken thighs for pork chops. But most are small changes that can add up to big flavors in the dish. In other words, you can choose the dish by its title with the confidence that this is in fact what you’ll get. The nuances can then be rearranged as you like.

In some recipes, the variations are a nutritional matter, best decided by your preference: for example, “1 cup milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free).” The challenge was to create, say, French toast that lived up to all three options.

A few recipes are road maps that will lead you through various choices to create many different versions of a dish—for example, The Ultimate Granola, Bacon-Wrapped Anything, or Creamy Vegetable Soup.

Finally, some recipes are choices in and of themselves: Spice Rubs for Steaks or No-Fail Roast Turkey with Four Wet Rubs.

What’s Inside This Book?

Breakfast to dessert, the full range. Some recipes are for the experienced cook and some are for those just starting out. For example, there’s a paella for every season, but there are also tips on how to make perfect Scrambled Eggs. There’s a passel of easy chicken or fish sautés, skillet wonders that’ll have dinner on the table in minutes as well as blow-out dinner-party dishes that showcase some of the best of modern American cooking. How about Braised Beef Short Ribs with Cabbage, Port, and Vanilla? Sure, there’s homey chicken pot pie and lots of ways to make just about every good-ol’-American cobbler the market can afford; but there are also international dishes like Jerk Chicken Thighs and Plantains or Vietnamese-Inspired Spiced Pork Soup.


By the way, most of those international dishes are listed as “inspired” (Thai-inspired, Greek-inspired, etc.). The authentic preparation of international dishes often requires obscure ingredients not readily available to home cooks. Anyone for the rind of a Buddha’s hand, a sinewy Malaysian citrus? Our international recipes are reinterpreted with the modern supermarket in mind.

One other thing we should confess up front: we have a preference for food that can be quickly prepared. We shy away from six-hour smoker roasts, triple-raised yeast doughs, and two-day brines. A few are here, but they’re not the norm. Over and over, we’ve asked the same question: how can we get dinner on the table as soon as possible?

The answer, of course, lies in recipes without pitfalls and complicated tricks, recipes that come from two food writers who’ve wandered those supermarket aisles for years, looked at the astounding array of food that’s available, and then tried to come up with a meal that’s satisfying, straightforward, and yet somehow a matter of personal taste.




Overall Tips for Success

• Read the recipe from start to finish. You’ll understand a dish’s flow, discover any quirks, and find out if there’s an unfamiliar ingredient or term you should look up before you start.

• Read around the recipe. There may be alternative recipes before or after the one you’re looking at. Root Vegetable Soup is followed by Potato and Roasted Chile Soup. Is the second recipe more your speed?

• Choose, then shop. Cookbooks work best as planning guides. Yes, we love to experiment. We’ve walked through Chinatown, seen some unfamiliar vegetable, and tried to make dinner out of it. But that’s the exception, not the rule. It’s better to choose a recipe, then shop for what it requires. Spontaneity is overrated at 6:30 p.m.

• Know your ingredients. For any that are unfamiliar, check the Glossary starting on back matter.

• Know your options. We’re all about variations, but we ask you to be sensible and know what you’re doing. We once had someone write to complain that our piecrust was a disaster; on further questioning, she told us that she’d substituted cornstarch for flour. (“They’re both white,” she wrote.) Simple additions like this vinegar instead of that or one spice substituted for another will probably not affect the final dish, but larger substitutions that change the essential chemistry of the cooking may well compromise the results.

• Prep your ingredients before you cook. Of course, this isn’t a hard-and-fast rule. If you’ve read the recipe through, you might know, for example, that there’s a thirty-minute break between steps 4 and 5. But cooking will go more quickly—and be more fun—if you’re prepared. Would you go to war without a gun?

• Visual cues mean more than temporal ones. Always treat timings as estimates. Your stove may have more BTUs than ours; our flour may be drier than yours; our bread crumbs, moister. There’s no way to account for the variables, so pay close attention to the visual cues—“until soft,” “until slightly thickened,” “until an instant-read meat thermometer registers…”








Thirty-One Examples of Culinary Shorthand

Although recipes in a cookbook are more expansive than those in a magazine, both are written with culinary chestnuts. If you’re a longtime cook, you know the drill. If not, these verbal ticks can sound like a foreign language. Here are the most common.





	1. Preheat the oven to… A conventional oven takes 10 to 15 minutes to come to a stable temperature. In most cases, start preheating the oven even before you lay out your ingredients.

	2. Preheat a gas grill or prepare a charcoal grill. Like ovens, grills need time to come to the required temperature—although the actual degree called for in a recipe is less precise: usually “high heat,” but sometimes “medium” or “low heat.” Preheating a gas grill is usually no more than opening a valve and pressing a button (check the manufacturer’s instructions). However, creating heat in a charcoal grill involves building the coal bed, then making sure the temperature’s right. (Again, follow the manufacturer’s instructions.) In general, low heat is 300°F, medium heat is 375°F, and high heat is between 450°F and 500°F. A less scientific approach is to place your open palm 5 inches above the grill grate. The fire is high if you must move your hand in 2 seconds, medium in 4 seconds, and low in 8 seconds.

	3. Roughly chopped, chopped, cubed, finely chopped, diced, minced. These gradations represent the range for cutting up vegetables, fruits, herbs, and meats. Here are the general parameters.




Roughly chopped: the largest cut with the widest latitude, uneven pieces up to 1 inch wide.

Chopped: slightly smaller, more uniform, ½-inch pieces

Cubed: like “chopped” but more exact—small, ½-inch cubes

Finely chopped: smaller still but less precise, about ¼ inch

Diced: a small cube, about ¼ inch on all sides

Minced: the smallest cuts of all, about 1/8 inch. Mince items by rocking your knife back and forth through them, rather than slicing them into tiny pieces.




	4. Plus additional for greasing the pan. Sometimes, a little extra fat is called for to grease a pan before it goes into the oven. To grease or oil a cool baking pan, place a small amount of butter or oil on a paper towel and run it around the inside surface of the pan, paying special attention to the corners and creases.

	5. Plus additional for dusting the pan. Sometimes, you need a barrier of flour (as well as fat) between the batter and the heat. To dust a pan with flour, add a couple of teaspoons to the pan, then tilt and tap it so that the flour covers the surfaces, corners, and edges. Tap out the excess flour by standing the pan on one edge and rapping it against the side of the sink so the flour can be washed down the drain.

	6. Toasted pecans, walnuts, pine nuts, etc. Nuts and seeds lose their sometimes cloying softness and have a more intense flavor if the natural oils and sugars have been caramelized, resulting in a golden brown sheen and a nutty aroma. To toast nuts and seeds, place them in a large skillet over medium-low heat and cook, stirring occasionally, until they are light brown and quite aromatic, anywhere from 5 to 8 minutes. Or spread them on a large lipped baking sheet and roast them in a preheated 350°F oven, stirring occasionally, until golden and aromatic, anywhere from 8 to 18 minutes. Peanuts and cashews are often sold “roasted” and so do not need this extra step in the kitchen. Do not use salted nuts or seeds unless the recipe specifically calls for them.

	7. Cut in with a pastry cutter or a fork until… Solid butter or shortening (that is, not softened or melted) must often be mixed into dry ingredients. To do so, cut the fat into chunks, then work these into the flour in the bowl through the tines of a fork or through a pastry cutter, a half-moon tool with parallel curved, dull blades. Work around the bowl, continually repositioning the fat and flour before you press it through the tines, until the mixture looks like coarse, powdery sand.

	8. Roll until… Use a heavy rolling pin, not one of Goliath proportions but one that will flatten the dough. Let the pin’s weight flatten and smooth the dough as you roll across it. Often, you roll between sheets of plastic wrap or wax paper; the directions will always tell you which to use. If the pin is touching the dough directly, you may have to dust both with flour.

	9. Set aside… Only set something in the refrigerator if the recipe specifically asks you to do so. Otherwise, set the bowl or plate aside at room temperature, covering it with plastic wrap if the recipe calls for it.

	10. In a warm, dry, draft-free place… In other words, set the dough or batter away from any heating or cooling vents, away from the stove, and never on top of the refrigerator. Our kitchen has a certain nook—farthest from the window, several feet away from the oven—that we’ve christened our “warm, dry place.” Investigate and claim your own. A pantry shelf? A back corner of the counter?

	11. Until doubled in bulk. Yeast must produce carbon dioxide for a dough to rise, but doubling is not an exact science. You’re looking for a dough that has risen a little less than twice its original height in the bowl (the bowl does widen toward the top) and has a gently rounded puff. Another way to tell: if you press your fingers into the dough, the indentation you make will stay put.

	12. Heat a skillet, saucepan, or pot… Do not heat a pan for a prolonged period of time; you may get the pan so hot that you ignite the oil when it’s poured in. Use common sense: you want the food to come in contact with a hot surface.

	13. Swirl in the oil. In 99 out of 100 cases, the oil should be added after the pan has heated. Drizzle the oil all over the pan, then pick the pan up and tilt it back and forth to get the best coverage across the cooking surface.

	14. Cook… To cook is to bring food into contact with heat. Once the food’s in the pan, keep everything as close to the heat as possible; don’t lift the pan off the heating element.

	

	15. Until softened, until soft, or until translucent. Less a series of gradations than a set of visual cues, these directions refer to the way certain vegetables—onions, shallots, and celery, in particular—transform as they lose moisture over the heat. In most cases, lower the heat if you notice the vegetables turning brown at their edges before they’ve softened.

	16. Stir… Use a wooden spoon, a pair of kitchen tongs, or a heat-safe silicone spatula. If you’re working with nonstick cookware, use only utensils approved for that surface.

	17. With a fork. Whether stirring or fluffing, the point here is to break up clumps or grains so that the texture is coarse but uniform. A spoon will not do the job.

	18. Whisk… Use a whisk. A good kitchen has at least two, a thin one for working in saucepans and a large, balloon-shaped one for whipping ingredients in bowls.

	19. Mop… A term for the grill, “to mop” is to slather generously with sauce. Grilling mops, sold in cookware stores, are thick, coarse brushes that hold lots of sauce.

	20. Stirring once in a while, occasionally, frequently, often, or constantly. These are the various gradations for how much attention you should pay to a mixture over the heat. None is a call to leave a pan unattended. Stir by moving a wooden spoon in arcs across the bottom of the pan, thereby scraping ingredients off the hot surface and exchanging them with those that have not been in direct contact with the heat. In a stew, the point is to keep elements (usually in suspension) from dropping to the bottom and sticking to the hot surface under the simmering liquid.

	21. Until uniform. In other words, until the various components of the mixture are evenly distributed without, say, a pocket of cinnamon or a streak of salt.

	22. Until aromatic. Spices and some oils need to be heated so that they’ll release their flavors; cook them until you can smell them. But do remember that chili oils will volatilize and the resulting vapors can burn your eyes. As a precaution, do not lean directly over the pot.

	23. Until they give off their liquid and it reduces to a glaze. Mushrooms are a tight pack of moisture, held in fibrous chambers that quickly break down over heat. In most cases, the liquid would make a dish watery, so you want the mushrooms to give off most of their liquid (the mixture in the pan will be a little soupy); then you reduce this liquid to a thick glaze to concentrate its flavors before continuing.

	24. Scraping up the browned bits on the bottom of the pan. Bits of herbs, protein, or other ingredients get stuck on the pan’s bottom, glued there by natural sugars. These browned bits often carry most of the flavor in a soup, stew, or sauce. Once you’ve added a liquid to a pan, let it come to a simmer, then use a wooden spoon or heat-safe tongs to scrape these caramelized bits off the bottom. The simmering itself should help lift them free, although some are resistant enough to need several seconds to come loose.

	25. Simmer slowly, simmer, boil, or bring to a full boil. A slow simmer is just a few bubbles at a time; you can count them as they appear. A simmer is slightly faster, but still gentle. A boil is more vigorous: the ingredients roil in the pot. A full boil means that even heavier ingredients are tossed in the swirl. You may be able to stir down a simmer (in other words, constant stirring will cause the liquid to stop simmering); you should not be able to stir down a boil.

	26. Until lightly browned, golden, or dark brown. Color gradations are caused by sugars caramelizing on the outside of food, but the exact color achieved is a matter of time over the heat—and a matter of personal taste. By and large, the darker the color, the more prominent the taste. However, the line between browned and burned is faint but exacting.

	27. Coats the back of a wooden spoon. Puddings and custards must be cooked until the flour or cornstarch thickens the liquid. Dip a wooden spoon into the mixture, stir it a couple of times, and lift it out. The back of the spoon should be coated in an opaque film. If you run your finger through the mixture adhering to the back of the spoon, the line you make should have firm borders that do not run or sag.

	28. Until an instant-read meat thermometer inserted into…reaches… An instant-read meat thermometer will give you the temperature in seconds, without its having to be left in the roast for hours. Gently press the thermometer’s probe into the cut as directed in the recipe and wait a few seconds for the temperature to register. Never place an instant-read meat thermometer in the oven. Always wash an instant-read thermometer before a subsequent use.

	29. Refresh under cool water until room temperature. To keep vegetables crisp, you have to stop the cooking process. When they’re in the colander in the sink, run cool—not cold—water over them, tossing occasionally until they’re no longer hot to the touch.

	30. Transfer to… Use a utensil large enough to hold the food securely when you pick it up and bring it to a plate, platter, or rack. Small tools mean broken, chipped, or torn food.

	31. Cool on a wire rack until… A wire rack is essential for cooling foods; otherwise, they’ll sit on a solid surface and turn gummy as they cool. Invest in a large rack, one with feet that lift it up slightly. Also consider buying one with a crosshatch of wires so that smaller foods don’t fall through the slats.











    

Breakfast and Brunch




WE KNOW A MANHATTAN GALLERY OWNER, SHE OF HIGH-CONCEPT glasses, who has renovated her kitchen almost out of existence. Cupboards and drawers? Gone. There’s only one small shelf and a half-sized refrigerator shoved in a corner. The only other thing? A single burner so she can make herself an omelet every morning. Even she, a fashionista of the highest order, wants to wake up to breakfast.

A morning routine is so satisfying. Perhaps it’s nothing more than a cup of coffee and a piece of toast, but there’s something sacred about the day’s first moments. It’s no wonder that U. S. egg consumption has topped 250 per person a year. No wonder that bakeries have enjoyed a renaissance across the country. And no wonder that while kitchen remodeling remains our nationwide preoccupation, stats show that the number-one meal cooked in these new kitchens is…yes, breakfast.

This chapter starts with the simple breakfasts: smoothies and cereals. Then it turns to more substantial fare, brunch for many of us, but a welcome treat—or a fresh start at 7:00 a.m. There’s a section devoted to eggs—from the simplest scrambled concoctions to make-ahead casseroles. Then come the reasons God made maple syrup: pancakes, French toast, and the like. Finally, there’s a set of easy sides.

Simply put, breakfast’s worth the effort—no matter if you’ve cut your designer life down to a single burner or it’s a weekend morning and you’ve got no plans other than a waffle, the paper, and a cup of coffee.





Breakfast Smoothies

No wonder smoothies have taken over breakfast: they’re fast, flavorful, and nutritious. Unfortunately, like muffins, they have also gotten supersized. So keep the servings within reason and use fat-free yogurt or skim milk.




How to Make a Smoothie

Put the ingredients in a blender in the order listed; blend until smooth. Each recipe makes one smoothie; any can be doubled or tripled, depending on your blender’s capacity. For a brighter taste, add 1/8 teaspoon salt. For a colder drink, start with an ice cube or two.


Banana Mango Smoothie

1 ripe banana, peeled and broken into pieces

½ cup chopped peeled pitted mango

¼ cup yogurt (regular, plain, or fat-free)

¼ cup orange juice

2 teaspoons honey

1/8 teaspoon ground cinnamon




Lemon Berry Smoothie

½ cup sliced fresh strawberries

½ cup lemon sherbet or sorbet

¼ cup fresh or frozen blueberries

¼ cup fresh or frozen raspberries




Banana Melon Smoothie

1 ripe banana, peeled and broken into chunks

¾ cup chopped, peeled, seeded honeydew or cantaloupe

¼ cup yogurt (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

2 tablespoons frozen orange juice concentrate

1 teaspoon vanilla extract




Fruit and Berry Smoothie

4 medium apricots, pitted and halved

4 hulled strawberries, sliced

1 cup yogurt (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

¼ cup white grape juice

1 tablespoon wheat germ




Peach Melba Smoothie

1 medium ripe peach, pitted and cut into wedges

½ cup vanilla frozen yogurt (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

½ cup fresh or frozen raspberries

1 tablespoon lime juice

1/8 teaspoon almond extract




Peanut Butter Smoothie

4 to 5 ice cubes

1 ripe banana, peeled and broken into chunks

½ cup milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

1 tablespoon creamy peanut butter

2 teaspoons honey

½ teaspoon vanilla

1/8 teaspoon grated nutmeg




Strawberry Melon Protein Smoothie

6 hulled strawberries, sliced

¾ cup peeled, seeded cantaloupe or honeydew chunks

1/3 cup pineapple juice

2 tablespoons unflavored protein powder





Chocolate Banana Protein Smoothie

3 ice cubes

1 ripe banana, peeled and broken into chunks

1 cup yogurt (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

2 tablespoons chocolate syrup

2 tablespoons unflavored protein powder

½ teaspoon vanilla extract




Savory Cucumber Smoothie

½ cup peeled, seeded, and chopped cucumber

½ cup blackberries

½ cup apple juice

3 torn basil leaves




Pear Smoothie

1 small ripe pear, peeled, cored, and roughly chopped

1 ripe banana, peeled and broken into chunks

1/3 cup white cranberry or white grape juice

1 teaspoon lemon juice

1/8 teaspoon almond extract






Cereals

Although most of us pour it out of a box, homemade cereal is a treat, especially since it’s lacking the preservatives and chemical enhancements often laced into our morning staple.




A road map for The Ultimate Granola

Granola is endlessly variable, bound only by your whims. Here’s a road map to creating your signature version. Makes about 10 cups



[image: ] Start by positioning the racks in the top and bottom thirds of the oven and preheating the oven to 350°F.



[image: ] Spread


6 cups rolled oats (do not use quick-cooking or steel-cut oats)



on a very large baking sheet. Toast in the top third of the oven for 10 minutes. Transfer to a very large bowl. (Maintain the oven’s heat.)



[image: ] Next, mix one item from each of the following two lists in a small saucepan set over medium heat.

(a) 2/3 cup of any one of these sweeteners:


Honey

Maple syrup

Unsweetened apple juice concentrate, thawed

Unsweetened white grape juice concentrate, thawed

Sweetened cranberry juice concentrate, thawed

Cane syrup, such as Lyle’s Golden Syrup

Agave nectar



and


(b) 2/3 cup of any one of these fats:


Walnut oil

Almond oil

Canola oil

Safflower oil

Grapeseed oil



[image: ] The moment the mixture starts to steam, take the pan off the heat. Stir in


1 tablespoon vanilla extract



and set aside to cool for 5 minutes.



[image: ] As that mixture cools, stir all of the following into the toasted oats:


½ cup wheat germ

¼ cup packed light brown sugar

2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

1 teaspoon salt



[image: ] Also add one item from each of the following two lists to the toasted oats mixture:



(a) ½ cup nuts, seeds, or coconut:


Finely chopped walnut pieces

Finely chopped pecan pieces

Chopped unsalted cashews

Sliced or slivered almonds

Unsalted shelled sunflower seeds

Shredded unsweetened coconut



and

(b) ½ cup fortifier:


Powdered dry milk

Powdered fat-free dry milk

Powdered fat-free dry whey



[image: ] Finally, stir in the prepared cooked sweetening and oil mixture.



[image: ] Spray two large baking sheets with nonstick spray or grease them with a little oil dabbed on a paper towel. Divide the oat mixture between the two baking sheets, spreading it to the corners. Place the trays in the top and bottom thirds of the oven and bake for 10 minutes, stirring once.



[image: ] Reverse the trays top to bottom and back to front, and continue cooking until lightly browned and fragrant, about 10 more minutes, tossing and stirring once or twice.



[image: ] Place the baking sheets on wire racks. Stir 1 cup of any one of the following or any combination into the mixture on the trays (½ cup into each tray):


Chopped dried apples, chopped dried apricots, chopped dried figs, chopped dried pineapple, chopped dried strawberries, dried blueberries, dried cranberries, dried currants, raisins



[image: ] Cool to room temperature on the trays without disturbing, about 1½ hours.



To store: Break up and seal in plastic bags or containers; the granola will keep in a dark, dry place at room temperature for up to 2 months.




Why Take Time for Breakfast?

Recent research indicates that people who skip breakfast are more likely to have problems with obesity. On average, those who forgo the morning meal eat an additional 100 calories per day. Worse yet, their insulin levels are out of whack by lunch, leading to higher cholesterol and suggesting a range of problems from diabetes to heart disease. Put simply, if you want to gain weight, skip breakfast.





Muesli

Although not traditionally cooked, this breakfast favorite is made better by toasting rolled oats and nuts, then mixing them with quick-cooking oats and the other ingredients. Serve with yogurt or milk, topped with fresh berries. Makes 9 cups


1 cup rolled oats (do not use quick-cooked or steel-cut)

1 cup sliced almonds

4 cups quick-cooking oats

1 cup wheat germ

½ cup unsalted sunflower seeds

½ cup raisins

½ cup chopped pitted dates

½ cup shredded unsweetened coconut



[image: ] Position the rack in the center of the oven; preheat the oven to 350°F. Spread the rolled oats and almonds on a large, lipped baking sheet; bake until lightly browned, tossing occasionally, about 7 minutes. Cool on a wire rack to room temperature, about 1 hour.



[image: ] Toss the toasted oats and almonds with the quick-cooking oats, wheat germ, sunflower seeds, raisins, dates, and coconut in a large bowl.



To store: Seal in plastic bags or a large plastic container and keep at room temperature for up to 2 months.



Variations: Substitute chopped walnut pieces or chopped pecan pieces for the almonds.

Substitute dried blueberries, dried cranberries, dried raspberries, or chopped dried strawberries for the raisins.

Substitute chopped dried apples, chopped dried apricots, or chopped dried figs for the dates.

Breakfast Rice Pudding

This rice porridge is like a breakfast risotto. There are two ways to make it: a pressure cooker and a traditional method. Makes 4 servings


4 cups milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

1½ cups Arborio rice

1 cup raisins, chopped

2 tablespoons maple syrup

One 4-inch cinnamon stick

¼ teaspoon grated nutmeg

¼ teaspoon salt

1/8 teaspoon ground cloves



Pressure cooker method:

[image: ] Place all the ingredients in a pressure cooker, set it over medium-high heat, and bring to a simmer, stirring all the while.



[image: ] Lock on the lid according to the manufacturer’s instructions; bring the cooker to high pressure. Adjust the heat so that the cooker releases steam at a steady rate (this will be indicated by the pressure valve or another feature listed in the manufacturer’s instructions); cook at high pressure for 7 minutes.



[image: ] Release the lid using the quick-release method—that is, placing the sealed pressure cooker under cold running water until the locking mechanism releases or until another signal for released pressure happens.



[image: ] Uncover the cooker and return to medium-high heat. Cook, stirring constantly, until creamy and somewhat thickened but just until the rice still has some tooth left, about 1 minute. Remove the cinnamon stick before serving.

Traditional method:

[image: ] Bring the milk to a very low simmer in a medium saucepan set over medium heat. Reduce the heat so the milk stays this hot but does not boil.



[image: ] Ladle ¾ cup hot milk into a large saucepan just now set over medium-low heat; stir in the rice, raisins, maple syrup, cinnamon stick, nutmeg, salt, and cloves. Cook, stirring constantly, until the rice’s outer shell turns translucent, about 2 minutes.



[image: ] Add ¾ cup warm milk and cook, stirring constantly, until it has been absorbed, about 3 more minutes.



[image: ] Reduce the heat even further so that the rice cooks very slowly; add ¼ cup milk. Cook, stirring constantly, adding more milk in ¼-cup increments only after the pan is almost dry from the last addition, until very creamy and thickened. The total cooking time for this step should be about 30 minutes. Remove the cinnamon stick before serving.



Variations: Substitute 1 cup finely chopped dried fruit, such as apricots or pears, for the raisins.

Substitute honey or packed light brown sugar for the maple syrup.




Eggs Every Which Way

Nature’s nutritional miracle, an egg is a tight pack of protein, amino acids, fat, vitamins, and minerals—a pack so tight that many cultures find eggs too big a wallop for breakfast and save them for later in the day. In the United States, we like our protein early and often. The myth about old-timers and eggs may be shopworn (“My grandfather started every day with two fried eggs and…”), but there’s no doubt that eggs have long provided the spark that gets our bodies running.




Scrambled Eggs

It’s easy to make good scrambled eggs. As with most things, simpler is better. Makes 1 serving (see Note)


1 teaspoon unsalted butter, olive oil, or nonstick spray

2 large eggs

1 tablespoon milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free), half-and-half, or heavy cream

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Either heat the butter or olive oil in a small nonstick skillet over medium heat or spray the skillet with nonstick spray and set it over medium heat.



[image: ] While the skillet heats, crack the eggs into a small bowl. Use a fork to whisk in the milk, half-and-half, or cream until almost uniformly yellow.



[image: ] Pour the mixture into the skillet, tilting it so that the mixture coats the bottom. Set the pan over the heat, count to ten, then use a heat-safe rubber spatula to lift the fluffy bits off the pan’s bottom, working gently so as not to break up these cloudlike curds.



[image: ] Tilt the skillet to bring more of the unset egg into contact with the hot surface. Once almost all the unset egg has come into contact with the pan and the moment it has set enough to look like loose pudding, gently scoop the curds onto a serving plate; season with salt and pepper.



Note: You can make two, three, or four servings at one time. Use a larger skillet, but don’t be fooled by the greater quantity of egg mixture: it’s fragile and should be treated gently.




Tips for Success

• Use a seasoned cast-iron or nonstick skillet.

• Lift the curds gently off the skillet’s bottom in long, slow arcs with a heat-safe rubber spatula designed for use on nonstick cookware.

• Take the curds out of the pan the moment they lose their runniness. Eggs can break over prolonged heat (that is, the liquid can fall out of suspension).




Variations: Add any of the following with the milk:

1 small plum tomato, seeded and chopped; ½ ounce purchased lump crabmeat; ½ teaspoon capers, drained and rinsed; ½ teaspoon chile powder; ¼ teaspoon mild or hot paprika; ¼ teaspoon curry powder; ¼ teaspoon dried oregano, crumbled or ½ teaspoon minced oregano leaves; ¼ teaspoon dried thyme or ½ teaspoon stemmed thyme; ¼ teaspoon garam masala; or ¼ teaspoon finely grated lemon zest.

You can also add ¼ ounce cheese, finely shredded or grated, per egg scrambled. (That’s about 1 tablespoon per egg.) Add the cheese late in the process, during the last 10 or 15 seconds, just so it melts without its fat falling out of suspension.

Three Things to Do with Scrambled Eggs

I. Breakfast Burritos

Heat flour tortillas in the microwave on high until warm, about 20 seconds, then lay them on your work surface. Add a single recipe of Scrambled Eggs to each tortilla as well as any of the following combinations before rolling the tortillas up:


	1. Salsa, grated Monterey Jack, and chopped fresh cilantro

	2. Warmed refried beans and seeded, cored, thinly sliced bell peppers

	3. Tapenade and chopped fresh rosemary

	4. Jelly and crème fraîche or sour cream

	5. Chopped pitted black or green olives, sliced radishes, and warmed canned black beans

	6. Guacamole and pickled or fresh sliced jalapeño chiles

	7. Dijon mustard, sprouts, and some thinly sliced red onion

	8. Corn kernels, scallions, and chopped parsley

	9. Thawed frozen peas, chopped mint, and sour cream

	10. A couple of slices of lox or smoked salmon and some chopped red onion






Salt eggs when they come out of the pan. Salting early can make them rubbery.





II. Scrambled Egg Sandwich

Toast 2 slices of whole wheat, rye, or oat bread, lightly butter them, and place a single recipe of scrambled eggs on one half. Top with tomato slices, lettuce leaves, and/or sliced or shredded Cheddar, queso blanco, Taleggio, Brie, or even blue cheese; close the sandwich.

To dress the sandwich up, add any fruit chutney, homemade or purchased; or any salsa, homemade or purchased. Or forgo the butter and use Tapenade, Hummus, Aïoli, Sun-Dried Tomato and Roasted Garlic Pesto or Dijon mustard.

III. Migas

This Tex-Mex favorite is made by layering tortillas, scrambled eggs, and Chile con Queso on a plate. If you like, serve tortilla chips and some cooked sausage, preferably Mexican chorizo, on the side. Makes 4 servings


4 large corn or flour tortillas, warmed

A quadruple batch of Scrambled Eggs on section Breakfast and Brunch)

Chile con Queso (recipe follows)

½ cup homemade salsa or purchased salsa

¼ cup chopped cilantro leaves



[image: ] Lay a warm tortilla on each serving plate. Top with a quarter of the eggs (that is, 2 eggs per person).



[image: ] Pour ¼ cup Chile con Queso over the eggs, then top with 2 tablespoons salsa and 1 tablespoon chopped cilantro. Serve at once.

Chile con Queso

Double or triple this Mexican cheese sauce to make an appetizer dip. Makes a little more than 1 cup


2 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 small onion, finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, minced

½ cup diced canned green chiles, drained (hot, medium, or mild)

¼ cup white wine or dry vermouth

6 ounces Cheddar, shredded

3 ounces Monterey Jack, shredded

2 ounces regular or low-fat cream cheese, cubed

About ½ cup (8 tablespoons) heavy cream, at room temperature

1½ teaspoons ground cumin

½ teaspoon salt, or to taste

¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper, preferably white pepper

Several dashes of hot red pepper sauce to taste



[image: ] Melt the butter in a large saucepan set over medium-low heat. The moment the foaming subsides, add the onion and cook, stirring often, until translucent, about 3 minutes. Add the garlic and chiles; cook for 20 seconds.



[image: ] Pour in the wine or vermouth and scrape up any bits on the bottom of the pan. Continue cooking until the liquid in the pan has reduced to a glaze.



[image: ] Add the cheese all at once, stir two or three times, and immediately remove the pan from the heat. Stir until the cheese melts, then begin adding cream in 1-tablespoon increments until a smooth, velvety sauce forms. Stir in the cumin, salt, pepper, and hot red pepper sauce.





Tip for Success

If the queso isn’t hot after the cream has been stirred in, set the pan back over very low heat and stir constantly, just until warmed. Do not allow the mixture to simmer even by one bubble; the fat will fall out of suspension, rendering the sauce unusable.




Eggs, Lox, and Onions

This deli version of scrambled eggs is made milder by adding the lox at the end of cooking, rather than frying it in the fat. Makes 4 servings


6 large eggs

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons unsalted butter or olive oil

1 large onion, diced

8 ounces lox or thickly sliced smoked salmon, chopped (see Note)

Salt to taste



[image: ] Whisk the eggs and pepper in a medium bowl until well beaten; set aside.



[image: ] Melt the butter in a large nonstick skillet set over medium-low heat, tipping the skillet to coat the bottom thoroughly; or heat the skillet over medium-low heat and then swirl in the olive oil. Toss in the onion, reduce the heat to low, and cook slowly, stirring often, until golden and quite soft, about 8 minutes.



[image: ] Pour in the eggs and wait for 15 seconds. Use a heat-safe rubber spatula to lift the fluffy curds off the pan’s bottom, piling them up without breaking them up. All the while, tip and tilt the skillet to let more of the beaten eggs come into contact with the hot surface.



[image: ] When the last of the liquid egg comes into direct contact with the hot pan, add the lox, stir once, and remove the pan from the heat. Scrape up the curds a couple more times, just to get the lox heated through and well combined but taking care to keep the fluffy eggs intact. Transfer to a serving plate or individual plates; season with salt, but remember that lox or smoked salmon is quite salty—taste the final dish before salting it.



Note: Spraying your knife with nonstick spray helps keep the salmon from sticking to it.



Eggs, Gravlax, and Onions: For a milder dish, substitute Gravlax for the lox.

Eggs, Smoked Trout, and Onions: Substitute smoked trout for the smoked salmon.

Herbed Eggs, Lox, and Onions: Add 1 tablespoon chopped parsley leaves, 1 tablespoon minced fresh chives, 1 tablespoon stemmed thyme, or 2 teaspoons chili powder with the lox or smoked salmon.




Browned Butter and Eggs

Browning the butter—or turning it into a noisette (nwah-ZET), French for “hazelnut”—imparts to scrambled eggs, fried eggs, and even omelets a nutty, slightly bitter taste preferred by connoisseurs (but not by the elementary-school set). To brown the butter, heat it until the foaming subsides and the liquid just turns golden; you’ll smell a faint, acrid nuttiness. Remove the pan from the heat, cool for 20 seconds, then place the pan back over the heat and continue with the recipe as indicated.





Fried Eggs

Using a metal spatula against a fried egg invites a broken yolk. If you’re going to flip it, do so up the pan’s side with a deft flick. Makes 1 fried egg


1 large egg

1 teaspoon unsalted butter, 1 teaspoon olive oil, or 1 teaspoon walnut oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Crack the egg into a small bowl, custard cup, or ramekin. Doing so will prevent egg shells in the skillet and will help you keep the egg from spreading across the pan.



[image: ] Melt the butter or heat one of the oils in a small nonstick skillet over medium heat. Swirl the skillet around so that the fat coats the pan’s bottom. Make sure you also coat the pan’s side farthest from the handle (you will use this area to shape the fried egg).



[image: ] Tip the hot skillet up slightly from the burner at a 10-degree angle. Pour the egg into the side of the skillet closest to the burner, into the shallow well created by the sides and the bottom as the skillet is tipped up. Count to 5, waiting just until the white starts to harden at the edges, then place the skillet back flat on the burner.



[image: ] Cook until the white has turned opaque, about 25 seconds, then continue with one of these steps.



To make a sunny-side-up fried egg, slide the egg onto a plate and season with salt and pepper.



To make other kinds of fried eggs, gently flip the egg over by quickly but steadily moving the skillet away from you and then back toward you, so that the egg travels up the skillet’s curved side and is caught by its bottom on the way down. Do so with a gentle, even stroke so as to preserve the yolk. (To practice beforehand, put a thin slice of tomato or onion in a cold skillet and flip away.)



For over-easy eggs, cook for 5 seconds, then slide the egg out of the skillet onto a plate by tilting the skillet until the egg slides off. Season with salt and pepper.



For over-hard eggs, continue cooking for about 20 seconds until the yolk feels hard when pressed with your finger. Slide the egg out of the pan and onto a serving plate before seasoning with salt and pepper.




Tips for Success

• Use a nonstick skillet with rounded edges (not straight sides).

• Even though you’re working on a nonstick surface, add a bit of butter or other fat so the egg slides gracefully across the surface.




Poached Eggs

Simmering eggs very slowly renders them smooth, almost velvety. Makes 2 poached eggs (can be doubled or tripled—see Notes)


1 teaspoon vinegar (see Notes)

2 large eggs

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Fill a medium saucepan about halfway with water, add the vinegar, and set over high heat just until the water comes to a bare simmer—a few spritzes, but not big bubbles. Meanwhile, crack the eggs into small, individual bowls, custard cups, or ramekins.



[image: ] Slip the eggs into the pan, then reduce the heat so that the water barely dances in the pan, never bubbles or boils.



[image: ] Cook undisturbed for 1 minute, just until the whites are somewhat set; then gently turn the eggs over with a slotted spoon and continue cooking just until you can see that the white has set, about 1 minute more. (If you prefer harder yolks, cook up to 1 additional minute.) Remove the eggs one at a time with the slotted spoon, holding each over the pan for a second or two to let water drain off before transferring to a serving bowl. Season with salt and pepper.



Notes: If you increase the yield, use a saucepan large enough that the eggs do not touch or overlap. Do not necessarily increase the vinegar. Use the stated amount for up to 3 eggs. If you use a larger pot for 4 or more eggs, use 2 teaspoons vinegar.

Vinegar helps set the egg whites without their becoming feathery. Do not use balsamic or rice vinegar; neither has enough acid to do the job.



Eggs Poached in Red Wine: Use the technique above for poaching eggs, but omit the vinegar and substitute red wine for the water. Also add 1 minced shallot, 2 parsley sprigs, 1 thyme sprig, and 1 bay leaf in the saucepan. Bring the mixture to a low simmer and cook the eggs as directed. Season with salt and pepper after you’ve transferred the eggs to a serving bowl.




Egg Safety

While salmonella in eggs has become a fact of modern life, follow these steps to ensure that the eggs you buy are as safe as they can be:

[image: ] Keep eggs cool. Get them home from the store quickly. If the day’s warm, put a cooler with a bag of ice in your trunk for the eggs (and other perishables).

[image: ] Set your refrigerator at 40°F. Store eggs in their carton (which has been designed to minimize carbon dioxide and moisture loss, both of which compromise freshness) on a lower shelf of your refrigerator (not on the door where the temperature swings are the most pronounced, thanks to its opening and closing all day).

[image: ] Crack an egg on a counter or other flat surface. Although eggs are washed at processing facilities, the shell can have residual contaminants. Cracking an egg on the counter prevents tiny pieces of the shell from being driven up into the white and yolk.

[image: ]Don’t use the shell to separate eggs. Rather, wash your hands, then crack the egg into one cupped palm, letting the white slip through your fingers while you cradle the yolk. (Admittedly, this takes practice and a strong stomach.) Or buy a plastic or metal egg separator, available at most kitchenware stores.

[image: ]Serve egg dishes promptly. Bacteria proliferate between 40°F and 140°F.

[image: ] If you have leftover whites or yolks, freeze them separately for up to 1 year. Place the whites in a plastic container, seal it, and label it so you know when it was put in the freezer. Yolks, because of their high protein structure, coagulate when frozen; to prevent this, whisk 1/8 teaspoon salt into 4 large egg yolks before freezing. Thaw the whites or yolks overnight in your refrigerator and use at once following these formulas: 2½ tablespoons thawed egg white equals 1 large egg white; 1½ tablespoons thawed egg yolk equals 1 large egg yolk.





Two Streamlined Ways to Use Poached Eggs

I. Eggs Benedict

Hollandaise sauce, ham, eggs? What could be better? Nothing—except streamlining the whole thing so that it takes much less time and can be made any weekend morning. If you have concerns about the undercooked eggs in the Streamlined Hollandaise Sauce, seek out pasteurized eggs in their shells, now available at most supermarkets. Makes 6 servings


4 homemade or purchased English muffins, split open

8 slices Canadian bacon

8 large eggs

Streamlined Hollandaise Sauce (recipe follows)



[image: ] Toast the English muffin halves and place them on four individual serving plates; set aside.



[image: ] Heat the Canadian bacon either by putting the slices in a nonstick skillet set over medium heat until sizzling and lightly browned, or by placing them on a large plate, covering them with a paper towel, and microwaving on high until sizzling, about 2 minutes. Place one piece of Canadian bacon on each English muffin half.



[image: ] Meanwhile, poach the eggs according to the recipe on section Breakfast and Brunch. It may be easier to divide the eggs, using two saucepans and poaching four in each. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the poached eggs to the plates, setting one on top of each piece of Canadian bacon. Pour the Streamlined Hollandaise Sauce over the eggs and serve at once.

Streamlined Hollandaise Sauce

The sauce can easily be doubled for a larger dish—or pour it over steamed asparagus or broccoli as a side dish for dinner. Makes about ½ cup


3 large egg yolks, preferably from pasteurized eggs

1 tablespoon lemon juice

¼ teaspoon salt

1/8 teaspoon cayenne

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter



[image: ] Place the egg yolks, lemon juice, salt, and cayenne in a blender but do not blend. Set aside.



[image: ] Melt the butter in a small saucepan set over medium-low heat until the butter foams and then begins to subside. The moment it does, turn the blender on low speed and drizzle in the melted butter in the slightest, smallest stream while the blades are running. Once all the butter’s been added, blend until smooth, about 15 seconds.




Cast-Iron Cookware: A Natural Nonstick

Cast-iron cookware is an excellent conductor of heat and a marvel of nonstick efficiency. However, its surface is full of tiny holes and gashes, so it must be “seasoned” before use (that is, those gaps must be filled with fat). To do so, coat the pan in vegetable oil, then place it in a preheated 300°F oven for 1 hour. Cool to room temperature, then repeat twice.

Never clean seasoned cast iron with detergent (which gets lodged in the pores) or steel wool (which rubs off the coating). Instead, pour kosher salt into the skillet and use its graininess and a paper towel to rub off any baked-on bits under warm running water. Afterward, sterilize the surface and prevent rust by heating the skillet to smoking over high heat before cooling it back to room temperature. Store cast-iron cookware uncovered so moisture doesn’t build up during humid weather.





II. Eggs Florentine

For a streamlined version of the classic brunch dish, poached eggs are set on a bed of creamed spinach, topped with a bread crumb mixture, and broiled. Makes 6 servings


3 tablespoons plain dried bread crumbs

3 tablespoons finely grated Parmigiano-Reggiano

2 teaspoons minced oregano leaves or 1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon minced rosemary leaves or ½ teaspoon crushed dried rosemary

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6 large eggs

Unsalted butter, for greasing the baking dish

Streamlined Florentine Sauce (recipe follows)

Salt to taste



[image: ] Mix the bread crumbs, Parmigiano-Reggiano, oregano, rosemary, and pepper in a small bowl; set aside.



[image: ] Poach the eggs according to the recipe for Poached Eggs on section Breakfast and Brunch.



[image: ] Preheat the broiler. Lightly butter a 9-inch broiler-safe baking dish or casserole; pour the warmed Streamlined Florentine Sauce into it.



[image: ] Use a slotted spoon to transfer the eggs to the baking dish, placing them on top of the spinach sauce. (Remove the eggs well before the yolks set; they will be broiled and continue to cook.) Sprinkle the prepared bread crumb mixture over the eggs.




Looking for breakfast breads? Check out the muffins, English muffins, quick loaves, and raised sticky buns in the bread chapter.




[image: ] Broil until the bread crumbs are browned and crisp and the sauce is lightly bubbling at the edges of the dish, about 1 minute. Use a large serving spoon to scoop up the eggs, topping, and sauce, transferring them to individual serving plates. Salt lightly to taste.

Streamlined Florentine Sauce

Makes about ¾ cup



You can also use this simple sauce as a “creamed spinach” side to almost any egg dish—or even as a side to steaks or roast chicken.


One 10-ounce package frozen chopped spinach, thawed and squeezed of any excess moisture

½ cup half-and-half or heavy cream

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and cooled

2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano-Reggiano

½ teaspoon finely grated lemon zest

½ teaspoon salt



[image: ] Place the spinach, half-and-half or cream, melted butter, Parmigiano-Reggiano, lemon zest, and salt in a blender. Cover and blend until smooth, scraping down the sides of the canister as necessary.



[image: ] Pour into a small saucepan, set over very low heat, and bring to the first bubble, just heated through, stirring occasionally. Cover and set aside to keep warm.



Variation: Substitute frozen, chopped broccoli for the spinach. Open the package and thaw the broccoli in a colander to remove excess moisture.




Want hard-boiled eggs for breakfast? Use the technique for hard-cooking eggs in the Deviled Eggs recipe.





Soft-Boiled Eggs

Soft-boiled eggs cry out for toast: a runny yolk encased by a creamy white. Makes 1 soft-boiled egg


1 large egg

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Place the egg in its shell in a medium saucepan and cover with cold water to a depth of 1 inch. Place the pan over medium-high heat and bring to a gentle boil.



[image: ] Cover the pan and set it aside off the heat for 2 minutes for soft centers, 4 minutes for harder ones.



[image: ] Drain and refresh the egg with lukewarm running water until the shell is warm, not hot.



[image: ] To serve, crack the small end of the shell with the back of a flatware spoon, peel off the top, and scoop the egg into a bowl; season with salt and pepper and eat at once.

Alternatively, place the egg in an egg cup and use a sharp knife to lop off about ½ inch from the top, season the egg inside with salt and pepper, and use a small spoon to mine the egg from its shell.

Shirred Eggs

Pronounced “sherd eggs,” this British staple requires heat-safe ramekins or custard cups to bake the eggs into a slightly firmer version of poached eggs. Makes 4 shirred eggs


Unsalted butter or nonstick spray, for greasing the ramekins or cups

¼ cup whole milk, half-and-half, or heavy cream (see Note)

2 tablespoons minced chives or the green part of a scallion

2 tablespoons minced parsley leaves

4 large eggs

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Position the rack in the center of the oven and preheat it to 350°F. Lightly butter four 1-cup heatproof custard cups or ramekins or spray them with nonstick spray; set aside.



[image: ] Warm the milk, half-and-half, or cream in a small saucepan over very low heat until a few puffs of steam come off the surface; do not simmer. Stir in the chives and parsley. Cover and set aside off the heat for 10 minutes.



[image: ] Place 1 teaspoon cream-and-herb mixture in each custard cup or ramekin; break an egg into each. Divide the remaining cream mixture among the cups (a scant 1 tablespoon in each).



[image: ] Place the ramekins or cups on a large, lipped baking sheet, spacing them at least 2 inches apart for even heat flow. Bake just until the whites begin to set. At 8 minutes, the whites should be set but the yolks still runny; at 12 to 14 minutes, the yolks should be set, too. Remove from the oven, season with salt and pepper, and let stand for 2 minutes at room temperature before serving. (Be forewarned: the cups or ramekins are still quite hot.)



Note: Direct heat toughens egg whites considerably, so you need a small barrier of fat to protect them in the oven. Do not use low-fat or fat-free milk.



Variations: Substitute oregano, tarragon, marjoram, or thyme for the parsley.

Sprinkle a little homemade salsa, purchased salsa, or Asian chili sauce over the eggs when they come out of the oven.

Prosciutto-Wrapped Shirred Eggs: Cut 4 paper-thin slices of prosciutto in half the short way. Butter or spray the cups or ramekins, then line each with the prosciutto slices, making sure the strips cover the inside surface without any prosciutto sticking out over the top. Place these lined cups or ramekins on a large, lipped baking sheet and bake in the 350°F oven for 10 minutes. Remove, cool for 10 minutes, and continue with the main recipe from step 2. The eggs will cook faster in these prosciutto cups: about 6 minutes for runny-set and 10 minutes for hard-set.

Omelet

A fluffy omelet is a simple pleasure, provided you have a nonstick skillet. Makes 1 omelet


1 teaspoon unsalted butter or olive oil

3 large eggs, lightly whisked in a small bowl until almost uniform

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Melt the butter in a medium nonstick skillet over medium heat; or heat a medium nonstick skillet over medium heat, then swirl in the olive oil. Make sure the fat coats the skillet’s bottom.



[image: ] Pour in the eggs and immediately tip the pan so that they evenly coat it. Wait for 10 seconds, then use a heat-safe rubber spatula to push the done eggs, the parts nearest the pan’s rim, toward the center, tilting the pan to let more of the liquid egg come into contact with the hot surface. Keep doing this for about 1 minute, continually loosening the cooked egg from the pan’s surface. Do not mound the curds as you would for scrambled eggs; keep the omelet flat in the skillet by continually pouring more of the liquid egg to the edges and pushing the cooked parts back from the edges, like crumpling up a tablecloth back from a table’s edge.



[image: ] Once the omelet is almost set, tilt the pan up by the handle; loosen the “highest” part of the omelet from the edge. Continue lifting the pan up and use the heat-safe spatula to guide the flat omelet as it falls down over itself, the flap you created from the upper edge rolling down as you raise the pan higher and loosen more of the omelet.



[image: ] Place the pan over the serving plate and tip it all the way up so the handle is straight up over the plate. Gently turn the omelet out onto the plate, letting the last bit flop over the top of the omelet on the plate. Season with salt and pepper.

Three Ways to Gussy Up Omelets

I. Herbed Omelets

Sprinkle any of the following or any combination of the following over the omelet just as it’s set, just before you start to roll it out of the pan: 1 to 2 tablespoons chopped parsley leaves, 1 to 2 tablespoons minced chives or the minced green part of a scallion, 2 teaspoons chopped fresh oregano leaves, 2 teaspoons chopped fresh tarragon leaves, 2 teaspoons chopped fresh rosemary, 1 to 2 teaspoons stemmed thyme, or ¼ teaspoon garlic powder.

II. Filled Omelets

Add any of the following in a line down the middle of the omelet once it’s almost set, before you start rolling it out of the skillet: 1 ounce grated cheese, ¼ cup jam or jelly; ¼ cup Ragù, Marinara Sauce, or purchased pasta sauce; ¼ cup purchased cooked lump crabmeat; 2 tablespoons Blackberry-Rhubarb Chutney or purchased chutney; 2 to 3 tablespoons Sage Pesto, Sun-Dried Tomato and Roasted Garlic Pesto, or purchased pesto; 6 cooked medium cocktail shrimp and Classic Cocktail Sauce; 3 strips fried bacon, crumbled; 3 cooked asparagus spears; 2 shallots, softened in a small skillet with 1 teaspoon olive oil or unsalted butter over medium heat; 1 or 2 jarred whole roasted red peppers or pimientos.


III. Sauced Omelets

Top an omelet on the serving plate with any of the following: Streamlined Hollandaise Sauce; Streamlined Florentine Sauce; Salsa, either homemade or purchased; or Salsa Cruda.

Frittata

A frittata is like a flat omelet cut into wedges for serving. It’s easier to make since you just bake the whole thing in the oven. Makes 4 servings


6 large eggs

¼ cup milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free) or half-and-half

One of the five fillings (recipes follow), made in an oven-safe skillet

Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste



[image: ] Position the rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 400°F. Whisk the eggs and milk or half-and-half in a medium bowl until smooth; set aside.



[image: ] Prepare one of the fillings below.



[image: ] The moment the filling has been made, pour the eggs over that filling in the hot skillet, place it in the oven, and bake until the top is no longer runny and the eggs are puffed, about 15 minutes. Season with salt and pepper before serving.

Bacon, Potato, and Chive Filling


2 medium yellow potatoes, such as Yukon golds, peeled and cut into ½-inch chunks

6 ounces thick-cut bacon

1 medium onion, chopped

2 tablespoons chopped chives or the green part of a scallion



[image: ] Place the potatoes in a medium saucepan, cover with cool water to the depth of 1 inch, set the pan over high heat, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium and cook until tender when pierced with a fork, about 8 minutes. Drain in a colander set in the sink.



[image: ] Fry the bacon in a 10-inch, oven-safe skillet set over medium heat until crisp, turning occasionally, about 4 minutes. Transfer to a paper towel–lined plate and drain off all but 1 tablespoon of the fat in the pan.



[image: ] Return the skillet to medium heat and add the onion. Cook, stirring frequently, until soft, about 3 minutes.



[image: ] Add the potatoes and chives, stir well, then crumble in the bacon. Continue with step 3 of the main recipe to bake the frittata.

Crab and Scallion Filling


1 tablespoon olive oil

6 medium scallions, cut into 1-inch chunks

1 green bell pepper, cored, seeded, and thinly sliced

8 ounces purchased cooked lump crabmeat, picked over for shell and cartilage

1 ounce Parmigiano-Reggiano, grated



[image: ] Heat a 10-inch, oven-safe skillet over medium heat. Swirl in the olive oil, then add the scallions and bell pepper. Cook, stirring frequently, until soft and aromatic, about 3 minutes.



[image: ] Sprinkle the crab and cheese evenly into the pan. Continue with step 3 of the main recipe above to bake the frittata.


Southwestern Filling


1 tablespoon canola oil

1 medium shallot, thinly sliced into rings

1 red bell pepper, cored, seeded, and thinly sliced

8 ounces smoked deli ham, chopped

½ cup frozen corn kernels, thawed

1 garlic clove, minced

8 cherry tomatoes, quartered

1 tablespoon chopped parsley leaves

Several dashes of hot red pepper sauce to taste



[image: ] Heat a 10-inch, oven-safe skillet over medium heat. Swirl in the canola oil, then add the shallot and bell pepper. Cook, stirring frequently, until soft, about 2 minutes. Stir in the ham, corn, and garlic; cook for 30 seconds.



[image: ] Add the tomatoes and cook until softened, about 1 minute. Stir in the parsley and hot red pepper sauce; flatten the filling out across the skillet’s entire surface. Continue with step 3 of the main recipe to bake the frittata.

Spinach Filling


1 tablespoon olive oil

1 medium onion, diced

2 garlic cloves, minced

One 10-ounce package frozen spinach, thawed and squeezed of all moisture

2 ounces Parmigiano-Reggiano, Pecorino Romano, or Asiago, grated

¼ teaspoon grated nutmeg



[image: ] Heat a 10-inch, oven-safe skillet over medium heat, then swirl in the olive oil and add the onion. Cook, stirring often, until translucent, about 4 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for 15 seconds.



[image: ] Add the spinach, stir well, then sprinkle the cheese and nutmeg over the dish. Flatten the filling out to cover the skillet. Continue with step 3 of the main recipe to bake the frittata.

Pea and Mint Filling


1 tablespoon unsalted butter

2 medium shallots, thinly sliced into rings

1½ cups frozen peas

1 tablespoon chopped mint leaves

½ cup sour cream (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)



[image: ] Heat a 10-inch, oven-safe skillet over medium heat, then melt the butter, add the shallots, and cook until softened, stirring often, about 2 minutes. Stir in the peas and mint; cook for 15 seconds. Continue with step 3 of the main recipe to bake the frittata.



[image: ] When the frittata comes out the oven, cool for a few minutes, then dot the top with sour cream before serving.




Cheese Topping for a Frittata

Once the frittata is set, remove it from the oven and preheat the broiler. Sprinkle 2 to 3 ounces finely grated Parmigiano-Reggiano, Jarlsberg, Emmentaler, Gruyère, Gouda, Edam, or Asiago over the top of the dish. Place under the broiler, about 4 inches from the heat source, and cook until the cheese melts and browns lightly, about 2 minutes. (If your skillet has a wooden handle, wrap it in aluminum foil to protect it.)





Baked Huevos Rancheros

Most versions of this Tex-Mex classic use either raw, overpowering salsa poured over poached eggs or a thick tomato sauce, reminiscent of pasta sauce. We prefer to poach the eggs right in the sauce. Have plenty of warm tortillas on the side. Makes 6 servings


1 tablespoon canola oil

1 medium onion, diced

2 small tomatillos, diced, or ¼ cup canned diced tomatillos

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 fresh jalapeño chile, seeded and minced

6 plum or Roma tomatoes, chopped

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon dried oregano

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6 large eggs

1 ounce Cheddar, preferably a hard, aged Cheddar, finely grated



[image: ] Position the rack in the lower third of the oven and preheat the oven to 375°F.



[image: ] Heat a large oven-safe skillet over medium heat, then swirl in the canola oil. Add the onion and tomatillos; cook, stirring frequently, until softened, about 3 minutes. Add the garlic and jalapeño; cook for 15 seconds.



[image: ] Pour the tomatoes into the pan, stir well, and bring the mixture to a simmer. Stir in the cumin, oregano, salt, and pepper. Cook, uncovered, until the tomatoes break down and start to form a sauce, stirring occasionally, about 7 minutes.



[image: ] Remove the skillet from the heat. Make six shallow indentations in the salsa, just little nests that will hold the eggs. Crack the eggs into cups or ramekins and slide the eggs from these onto the top of the cooked salsa, placing them in the indentations. Once the eggs are in the pan, gently spoon a little of the sauce (perhaps 2 teaspoons) over each egg, then sprinkle the grated cheese over them and the sauce.



[image: ] Bake until the eggs are set, about 10 minutes. To serve, spoon the eggs and some of the cooked salsa onto individual plates.



Variations: Substitute 1 small green bell pepper, cored, seeded, and chopped, for the tomatillos.

Substitute 1 chile in adobo, minced; 1 poblano chile, seeded and minced; or one 3-ounce can mild chopped green chiles for the fresh jalapeño.

Cheese Fondue Egg Casserole

Here’s the ultimate take on a big-crowd, holiday-favorite breakfast. You must make it the night before so that it can set up in the refrigerator before it bakes. Makes 6 servings (see Note)


2 tablespoons unsalted butter, plus additional for greasing the baking dish

1 medium onion, finely chopped

12 ounces white button mushrooms, cleaned and thinly sliced

2 teaspoons stemmed thyme or 1 teaspoon dried thyme

½ teaspoon ground allspice

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6 ounces Gruyère, finely grated

6 ounces Emmentaler or Jarlsberg, finely grated

One 12-inch loaf day-old French or Italian bread, cut into ½-inch slices

¼ cup dry white wine

8 large eggs

¾ cup milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free) or half-and-half




[image: ] Melt the butter in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the onion; sauté until softened, about 3 minutes. Add the mushrooms and cook, stirring frequently, until they give off their liquid and it evaporates to a glaze, about 5 minutes.



[image: ] Stir in the thyme, allspice, salt, and pepper. Set the pan off the heat to cool for 10 minutes.



[image: ] Lightly butter a 10-inch round or a 9-inch square baking dish. Mix both cheeses in a medium bowl.



[image: ] Place half the bread in the baking dish, cutting the slices to cover the pan’s surface completely. Brush with 2 tablespoons wine. Top with half the mushroom mixture, then half the cheese mixture.



[image: ] Lay the second layer of bread slices as before over all this, brush these slices with the remaining wine, then top them with the remaining mushroom mixture. Sprinkle the remaining cheese over the dish.



[image: ] Whisk the eggs and milk or half-and-half in a medium bowl until smooth. Pour this mixture over the casserole. Cover and refrigerate for at least 8 hours or overnight.



[image: ] Position the rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 375°F.



[image: ] Bake the casserole uncovered until puffed and brown, about 40 minutes. Cool on a wire rack for 5 minutes before serving.



Note: You can double this recipe; if you do, use an 11 × 17-inch baking dish.



Sausage and Cheese Fondue Casserole: Cook ½ pound crumbled sausage meat or sausage-style textured soy protein in the pan with the mushrooms.

Seafood and Cheese Fondue Casserole: Add 6 ounces small “salad” shrimp to the pan with the mushrooms during the last minute of cooking. Once you take the pan off the heat, stir in 4 ounces crabmeat, picked over for shell and cartilage.

Prosciutto and Cheese Fondue Casserole: Layer 2 ounces thinly sliced prosciutto in the casserole just before you add the second layer of bread slices. Omit the salt.

Spinach and Cheese Fondue Casserole: Thaw a 10-ounce package frozen chopped spinach and then squeeze it dry of all excess water. Layer this spinach in the casserole before you add the second layer of bread slices.




Know Your Egg Anatomy!

Shell. A calcium carbonate casing. The color, variable with chicken breeds, indicates nothing about nutritive value.

Albumen. The layers of translucent material that surround the yolk; the major sources of protein and riboflavin. In fresh eggs, a thick layer mounds up around the yolk.

Yolk. The yellow center, one of the few natural sources for Vitamin D, outside of sunlight. In a fresh egg, it’s high and perky. The color may change based on a chicken’s diet, but these variations do not necessarily indicate a nutritive change.

Chalazae. The edible, ropey strands that anchor the yolk in the shell. Since they dissolve over time, their absence reflects poorly on the egg’s freshness.

Blood Spot. A red mark on the yolk, caused by a rupture of blood vessels in the hen as the egg forms. It is not the embryonic beginnings of a chicken.





Mushroom Cheddar Quiche on a Potato Crust

Instead of standard pastry, grated potatoes make a crunchy crust for this creamy quiche. Use only Russets: they have the right amount of starch for a stable crust. Makes 6 servings


2 large Russet potatoes, peeled

1 small onion

5 large eggs, at room temperature

½ teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon unsalted butter, plus additional for greasing the baking dish

12 ounces white button or cremini mushrooms, thinly sliced

¼ teaspoon grated nutmeg

1½ cups milk (regular, low-fat, or fat-free)

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

8 ounces Cheddar, grated



[image: ] Position the rack in the middle of the oven and preheat the oven to 400°F. Lightly butter a 9-inch pie plate and set it aside.



[image: ] Grate the potatoes through the medium holes of a box grater into a large bowl. Once they’re grated, pick them up by the handfuls and squeeze out any excess moisture over the sink.



[image: ] Grate the onion into the potatoes, again using the small holes of the box grater. Stir in 1 egg and the salt. Press this mixture into the prepared pie plate.



[image: ] Bake until lightly browned, about 35 minutes. Remove from the oven and cool on a wire rack for at least 10 minutes. (The crust can be made in advance; once cooled to room temperature, cover it with plastic wrap and store it at room temperature for up to 1 day.)



[image: ] Reduce the oven temperature to 375°F. Melt the butter in a large skillet set over medium heat. Add the mushrooms and cook, stirring frequently, until they give off their liquid and it reduces to a glaze, about 8 minutes. Sprinkle the nutmeg over the mushrooms and set aside.



[image: ] Whisk the remaining 4 eggs, milk, mustard, and pepper in a medium bowl until fairly smooth.



[image: ] Sprinkle half the grated cheese over the potato crust. Pour the contents of the skillet over the cheese, then top with the remaining cheese. Pour the prepared egg mixture over the cheese, evenly coating it.



[image: ] Bake until browned and puffed, about 35 minutes. Cool on a wire rack for 5 minutes before serving.



For a quicker quiche, use a basic piecrust. Follow the instructions on section Pies, Tarts, and Fruit Desserts for making the crust and on section Pies, Tarts, and Fruit Desserts for prebaking it. Follow this recipe from step 5.

Or use a store-bought pie crust, following the instructions on the package for prebaking it.

Spinach Cheddar Quiche in a Potato Crust: Omit the mushrooms. Sauté one 10-ounce package frozen chopped spinach and 2 garlic cloves, minced, in the butter until hot and aromatic, about 2 minutes.

Scallop Cheddar Quiche in a Potato Crust: Omit the butter, mushrooms, and nutmeg. Slice 8 ounces large scallops in half so each becomes two disks. Lay these over the first layer of grated cheese.





The Real Reasons for Maple Syrup

If it doesn’t involve eggs, breakfast should be an excuse for maple syrup. None of these dishes is dusted with confectioners’ sugar or garnished with fruit. Why waste calories?




A road map for Five Kinds of Pancakes

There’s only one trick to perfect pancakes: never let the batter sit around. Of course, you can save time by mixing the dry and wet separately the night before; keep the dry on the counter and store the wet, covered, in the refrigerator. Makes about eighteen 4-inch pancakes

[image: ] Start with two large bowls, one for the wet ingredients and one for the dry. Whisk each together separately.

1. Traditional Pancakes


Wet Ingredients

3 large eggs

2¼ cups milk

6 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and cooled

2 teaspoons vanilla extract




Dry Ingredients

3 cups all-purpose flour

5 tablespoons sugar

1 tablespoon baking powder

½ teaspoon salt



2. Buttermilk Pancakes


Wet Ingredients

3 large eggs

2 cups buttermilk

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted and cooled




Dry Ingredients

2 cups all-purpose flour

¼ cup sugar

2 teaspoons baking soda

½ teaspoon salt



3. Buckwheat Pancakes


Wet Ingredients

4 large eggs

2¾ cups milk

6 tablespoons honey

¼ cup canola oil




Dry Ingredients

2¾ cups buckwheat flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon salt



4. Gingerbread Pancakes


Wet Ingredients

2 large eggs

1¼ cups milk

1 cup sour cream

¼ cup molasses

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted and cooled

2 teaspoons vanilla extract




Dry Ingredients

2 cups all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons sugar

2 teaspoons baking powder

2 teaspoons ground ginger

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon salt




5. Multigrain Pancakes


Wet Ingredients

2 large eggs

2 cups milk

3 tablespoons walnut oil

1 teaspoon vanilla extract




Dry Ingredients

1 cup all-purpose flour

1 cup whole wheat flour

1/3 cup sugar

¼ cup wheat germ

1 tablespoon baking powder

½ teaspoon salt



[image: ] Rub a large skillet or flat griddle, preferably nonstick, with a paper towel moistened with a little canola or vegetable oil and set it over medium heat; or spray it with nonstick spray and set it over medium heat; or melt 1 tablespoon unsalted butter in the pan over medium heat, tilting it to coat the bottom thoroughly (see Note).



[image: ] Mix the wet ingredients into the dry with a fork, just until the lumps are gone—the batter should still be a little grainy with some undissolved flour.



[image: ] Scoop up ¼ cup batter and pour it into a neat circle in the pan. Add more ¼-cup circles, as many as can fit without crowding. Cook just until permanent bubbles dot the surface of the cakes, about 2 minutes; then flip with a nonstick-safe spatula and continue cooking until lightly browned, about 1 more minute. You can transfer the cooked pancakes to a heat-safe platter and keep them warm in a 225°F oven while you make more (but for no more than 10 minutes).



Note: You may need to regrease the skillet or griddle between batches.



Blueberry Pancakes: You’ll need a little less than 1 pint of fresh berries in total. Once the batter is scooped into the skillet or griddle, dot each cake with 6 to 9 fresh blueberries. Cook as directed. (Frozen berries are too wet and mushy; they will turn the pancakes blue.)

Nutty Pancakes: Coarsely chop about 1 cup walnut pieces, pecan pieces, or skinned hazelnuts. Stir these into the dry ingredients before you mix in the wet ingredients.

Banana Nut Pancakes: Before mixing the wet into the dry, chop 1 peeled ripe banana and stir it into the wet ingredients. Also, stir about ¾ cup chopped walnut or pecan pieces into the dry ingredients.




Maple Syrup

Although maple syrup may call up images of autumn in New England, maple trees are actually tapped when the sap first runs, while there’s still snow on the ground. Early in the season, it takes about 20 gallons of sap to make a gallon of syrup. As the season goes on and the sap gets diluted (more ground water, spring rains), it
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