
  Preparing Chicken Breasts


  



  ADVICE FROM THE BUTCHER


  The best way to buy, store, skin, bone, split, flatten, and freeze chicken breasts


  If you have a trusted butcher who knows the origin of the chickens he sells, what they’ve been plumped with, and how to skin, split, and trim your chicken breasts, keep him around, by all means! Many of us, for the sake of convenience, simply buy a pack of chicken breasts from the meat section of the grocery store. These few simple suggestions may be worth some extra money in your pocket and the tenderest, tastiest chicken breast dishes for your cooking effort.


  A CHICKEN BREAST ENCOUNTER IN THE POULTRY AISLE


  Ideally, we should buy only the freshest chicken breast. Be sure to check out the date on the package, or use the old-fashioned, no-fail smell test. A less-than-fresh chicken breast cannot conceal its age! Look for plump, bruise-free meat. The color is meaningless; it varies depending on chicken feeds used throughout the country. Cook immediately, or clean and seal tightly in plastic wrap and freeze one day before the package expiration date.


  CHICKEN BREASTS—THE POULTRY PART WITH A PALATABLE PRICE TAG


  Prices range from less than one dollar per pound to six or seven dollars per pound, depending on whether you’re taking home a value pack from Costco, a grocery store weekly special, or plump free-range organic-fed chicken breasts from a gourmet foods emporium like Whole Foods. Flash-frozen breasts and fillets can be even less expensive when bought in bulk. Undoubtedly, fresh is always best.


  HANDLING THE DELICATE CHICKEN BREAST FILLETS


  This tender, two-bite portion of the chicken breast has become a popular item on its own. The fillets or “tenders” as they are sometimes commercially called, is a part of the breast that is located on the underside. These pieces must be trimmed and the tendon removed before cooking.


  STORING CHICKEN BREASTS FOR FLAVOR’S SAKE


  It’s best to use fresh chicken breasts within one day of bringing the meat home. However, if you are not cooking the breasts immediately, wrap in individual plastic sandwich bags or tightly in several layers of plastic wrap to prevent them from drying out in the refrigerator. Always freeze in individual portions.


  DO-IT-YOURSELF SKINNING AND BONING


  Time permitting, it ultimately helps the meat to remain moister, fresher and more succulent when the process takes place just before cooking. That’s because the bone and skin act as a natural encasement, preventing the delicate meat from drying out—the greatest detriment to its final flavor and texture. It’s a simple process and with a little practice, boning and skinning takes only a few minutes. Freezing the chicken breasts for half an hour before beginning makes the meat firmer and the process even easier. (Don’t forget to save the bones for your stock (see pages 7–10 for a variety of flavorful and easy-to-make stock recipes).


  Skinning:


  1. Place the breast on a work surface, skin side up.


  2. With your fingers, peel the skin back and off.


  3. Trim away any remaining bits of skin and fat with a sharp knife.


  Boning:


  1. Using a very sharp boning knife with a flexible blade, insert the tip at one end of the breastbone between the rib cage and the meat, keep the knife as close as possible to the rib cage. Work the tip along the edge of the breast from one end to the other, running the knife right along the ribs. Separate the meat from the bone to the depth of two inches. At this point, the breast meat will still be attached in the center to the breastbone on both sides.


  2. With the knife and your fingers, scrape or push the meat toward the breastbone until it is completely loosened from the rib cage but still attached to the breastbone.


  3. Scrape and push the meat away form the breastbone, being careful not to tear the meat. Remove the breast meat. (Save the bone for a quick stock.)


  Splitting:


  1. Use your sharp boning knife to slice the breast in half following the center indentation where it was attached to the bone.


  2. Slice on either side of the cartilage and discard the hard white cartilage that separates the breasts.


  Removing the Tendon:


  Slip the point of the boning knife under one end of the white tendon running along the underside of the breast and lift the tendon away from the meat. Hold an end of the tendon with one hand while lifting and scraping the meat away carefully. Trim off any bits of fat or skin.


  Flattening:


  Use a flat-headed metal pounder, a wooden mallet, the heel of your palm, or the bottom of a heavy skillet to flatten chicken breasts to a uniform thickness. But be gentle, they flatten very easily.


  1. On a work surface, place the breasts, skinned side up, between two sheets of plastic wrap.


  2. Pound very gently to the desired thinness. The final thickness (or thinness) should be manageable for cooking and serving. Pounding the meat too thin results in a piece that will fall apart.


  FREEZING & DEFROSTING


  Chicken breasts freeze remarkably well without losing flavor or changing texture. After trimming, skinning, boning, or flattening the meat as desired, wrap each individual breast portion (either whole breasts or halves) in plastic wrap making sure the plastic is covering the meat and the ends are sealed by turning them back over the sealed seam. In a large freezer bag, place the individually wrapped breasts in a single layer and lock the bag, pushing out as much air as possible before freezing. To defrost one or more servings, remove from the freezer, place on a plate or flat dish, and put the breasts in the lowest part of the refrigerator to thaw for five to ten hours. Use immediately after thawing. Always thaw frozen poultry in the refrigerator, slowly, not at room temperature or in the microwave. DO NOT REFREEZE.


  A NOTE ON HEALTH & SAFETY


  Remember, chicken breasts are susceptible to salmonella bacteria. Raw chicken should not come in contact with other foods. Always wash the work surfaces, cutting boards, knives, and other utensils with hot soapy water after preparing raw chicken. Wash your hands as well. Never refreeze frozen-and-thawed chicken. If you are marinating raw chicken, discard any marinade that is not cooked along with the chicken. Never store it for reuse unless first cooked for five minutes over low heat.


  A NOTE ON DONENESS


  Chicken should never be served raw or cooked to only rare. The internal temperature of doneness for a boneless breast is 160 degrees F, or when the juices run clear or slightly yellow, but never pink. To make sure, cut one of the breasts open through the center before removing it from the heat.


  CHICKEN BREAST SPECIFICS


  The right size chicken breast is the perfect fit at meal time and for the sake of nutrition


  PORTION SIZE


  One whole chicken breast can be served whole or divided into two halves. Each half equals one average serving, and weighs six to eight ounces. Serving size, ultimately, depends on the appetites of those eating, as well as on the weight of the breast meat. The chicken breasts used to develop the recipes in this book were of above average size, weighing fourteen to sixteen ounces for a whole breast after skinning and boning, or about one pound each. However, depending on the size of the breasts and the appetite of those eating, one serving may be either a half or a whole breast. The number of servings from each recipe should be adjusted accordingly.


  CALORIES


  A 6.5-ounce skinless, boneless piece of chicken breast—an average half-breast serving—contains 197 calories and 6.5 grams of fat. That’s all!


  Note on fat


  Additional fat and calories are in the skin, so if you’re watching calories, remove it before cooking. If you’re broiling, grilling, or roasting, keeping the skin on adds to the moistness of the meat. Peel it off while the chicken is still hot and discard.


  NUTRITION


  The USDA recommendation of 30 percent maximum fat in the diet is an overall figure—not a per meal, per dish, or per item ration, rather a total figure of your entire intake, and the figures are calculated for a three-day period! Many of the recipes in this book are within the lower-fat guidelines of having 30 percent of their calories derived from fat. But the real skinny on fat grams is that in general, meals are meant to be integrated into an overall healthful and varied diet. So go ahead and eat something that is slightly higher in fat one day and another dish that is lower in fat on another; all you need to remember is that you should reach a reasonable nutritional balance in the end.
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  In the Kitchen with Chicken Breasts


  RECIPE BASICS


  The best ingredients and equipment to match up with chicken breasts and tips on how to make every recipe taste great


  HOMEMADE STOCKS


  Make It Now ... Have Plenty for Later!


  Stock is essential to many of the recipes on the following pages. It takes only a few minutes to assemble, then let the stock simmer slowly on its own for a couple of hours and strain. It is the ideal liquid in which to cook the flavor-absorbing chicken breast: to poach, to splash into a wok-cooked dish, to deglaze the sauté pan, to steam, or in any method where a liquid is called for. However, if in a pinch for time you decide to use canned stock, choose a low-sodium, defatted one to ensure that additional fat and salt is not added to the recipe.


  STOCK TIPS


  Skim the stock while cooking. A well-skimmed stock will be clear when chilled; a murky and cloudy broth will result if it hasn’t been skimmed very well or if the stock is boiled. So, skim often and don’t let the stock boil!


  Don’t salt the stock. Salt is added according to each individual recipe, not during cooking as the liquid reduces and intensifies any flavors within.


  Pick the right stockpots. Do not use aluminum pots to cook stock. All others are non-reactive and are acceptable.


  Storing. When a recipe calls for a small amount of stock, it’s great to have a pure, fat-free ounce or two of your own homemade stock to toss into the mix of ingredients and enhance your cooking endeavors greatly. After the stock cooks, chills, and is strained, remove all the excess fat, if any, from its surface, divide the stock according to your typical uses in one- and two-cup containers, and freeze, or make stock cubes.


  Making Stock Cubes. Reduce some of the stock to about one quarter of the original amount in a heavy non-aluminum pan. Pour it into ice cube trays and freeze. Transfer the frozen cubes to plastic Ziploc freezer bags.


  Bouquet Garni. This classic French combination of fresh herbs, spices, and other highly flavored ingredients is used to infuse flavor into stocks. It usually contains bay leaf, parsley, thyme, leek, and black peppercorns. You can add garlic, fresh ginger, clove, lemon peel, celery leaf, or fennel bulb and tops instead of leek. Tie the ingredients in a bundle using cheesecloth and kitchen string. Leave it in the pot throughout the cooking process and discard when finished making stock or poaching liquid. See specific recipes for alternative bouquet garni blends, or see page 355 for other classic ethnic combinations.


  SIMPLE CHICKEN STOCK


  2 pounds chicken parts, including necks, backs, wings, bones


  5 cups cold water, or more as needed


  1 stalk celery, coarsely chopped, leaf included


  1 carrot, peeled and quartered


  1 halved onion (skin on), root end trimmed


  1 leek, cleaned and coarsely chopped


  Bouquet garni (see above) containing flat-leaf parsley, bay leaf, fresh thyme sprigs, peppercorns, and cloves (optional)


  1. In a 4- to 6-quart non-reactive (non-aluminum) stockpot, combine the chicken parts and enough cold water to cover. Over medium heat, slowly bring just to a boil. Immediately reduce the heat and simmer for 45 minutes. Remember, do not boil stock! Frequently skim off the foam that collects on the surface until no more scum appears.


  2. Add the celery, carrot, onion, leek, bouquet garni, and more water, if necessary, to cover the ingredients completely. Over low heat, simmer, partially covered, for 2 to 3 hours or until the stock is very flavorful.


  3. Remove the stockpot from the heat. With a slotted spoon, remove and discard the vegetables. Pour the stock through a fine mesh strainer or a colander lined with a double layer of dampened cheesecloth into a clean, non-reactive pot, pressing the bones and meat to extract all the liquid. Cool the stock to room temperature. Refrigerate, uncovered, for 12 hours.


  4. When thoroughly chilled, remove the layer of yellow fat from the top with a spoon. Refrigerate, covered, for up to 4 days, or freeze in 1- to 2-cup individual containers, or make into stock cubes (see page 8).


  RICH CHICKEN STOCK


  Rich chicken stock is made simply by following the recipe above and reducing it by 50 percent or more. Start with 4 cups of stock and simmer, uncovered, until it is reduced to 2 cups or less. Use a non-reactive pan. Store rich stock in small containers or make into stock cubes. Use this stock in all recipes in this book where “rich chicken stock” is called for in the ingredient list and for deglazing the sauté pan for instant sauté sauces (see page 228).


  DEFATTED CHICKEN STOCK


  In most supermarkets and health food stores, cans of fat- and sodium-reduced stocks are available. However, you can make your own defatted chicken stock by the following method:


  Using the above simple or rich chicken stock recipe, strain the stock through a fine mesh strainer to remove all the solids. To use the stock while it is still hot, measure out the amount you need right away. Line the strainer with several layers of cheese-cloth and pour the stock through again. Let it stand for a few minutes to allow the remaining fat to rise to the surface. Spoon the fat out carefully from the surface until no more remains on top. If stock is not needed right away, place the strained stock in the refrigerator overnight. The layer of fat that collects on top of the stock can be lifted up and removed. Check for fat particles on top of the stock and discard. Place in small containers for future use, or freeze in one cup containers or make into stock cubes.


  HERB AND WINE STOCK


  This French-style stock, nage, is a long-cooking, highly aromatic, fat-free vegetable, wine, and herb stock that can be strained and reduced further for richer flavor (follow instructions above for rich stock). It is used as a base for making highly flavored, low- and no-fat sauces, or as a poaching broth. It is very versatile and should be kept frozen for immediate availability. Once prepared, the flavorful nage can be thickened with vegetable purées (see page 12), and then drizzled over a poached chicken breast as a simple sauce or cooked with accompanying ingredients (such as beans, potatoes, pasta, or vegetable ragouts) to create the type of dish that is especially flavorful and fulfilling (see page 228).


  1½ teaspoon canola or other vegetable oil


  1 large onion, chopped


  1 large leek, washed and chopped


  12 stalks celery, chopped


  1 whole head garlic, loose outside papery skin removed, cut in half crosswise


  1 large fennel bulb, diced


  12 branches fresh thyme


  3 bay leaves


  ½ bunch flat-leaf parsley


  1 bottle (750 ml) dry white wine (sauvignon blanc or chardonnay)


  1. Heat the oil over medium heat in a large non-reactive saucepan. Add the onion, leek, celery, garlic, and fennel and cook just until the vegetables are translucent but not browned, or about 7 minutes.


  2. Add the thyme, bay leaves, parsley, and wine. Bring to a boil, immediately reduce the heat and simmer for approximately 45 minutes. Add 2 cups of water and bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer for 20 minutes.


  3. Being careful not to press down on the vegetables, pour the stock through a fine mesh strainer and discard the vegetables. Chill and reserve in the refrigerator for up to 2 days until ready to cook add to recipes, or freeze in smaller amounts for future use.


  VEGETABLE STOCK


  The quantities in this recipe depend on the size of your stockpot. Basically, a spa-style veggie stock consists of vegetables, fresh herbs, and bottled water. No fat. Use whatever vegetables you like that are available or in season, avoiding vegetables with very pungent flavors such as cabbage and green bell peppers. Make from 6 to 8 cups of stock. You’ll use this stock with great results in many recipes, and it can be substituted for chicken stock. It is a perfect flavorful poaching liquid. Note: Do not boil vegetable stock during cooking. Do not reduce vegetable stock or it will become bitter.


  Use the following vegetables in the proportions of your choice.


  Zucchini


  Sweet bell peppers (red and yellow, but not green)


  Turnips


  Onions


  Celery (no tops)


  Carrots


  Garlic cloves


  Bay leaf


  Fresh herbs (such as parsley, lemon basil, thyme, rosemary)


  Black peppercorns (10 or more)


  Whole doves (to taste)


  Nutmeg (to taste)


  Spring or filtered water to cover the vegetables


  1. Place all the ingredients in a 6-quart non-reactive stockpot. Pour on 10 cups of filtered (or bottled) water. Bring to a boil, immediately lower the heat, and cook, partially covered, at a slow, low simmer for 1 hour. DO NOT BOIL.


  2. Add more water as needed to keep the vegetables covered with water throughout the cooking process. Cool to room temperature.


  3. Pour the stock through a fine mesh strainer lined with a double layer of dampened cheesecloth. Do not press on the vegetables, drain well and discard. Store the stock in the refrigerator for up to 1 week or freeze in small amounts.
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  TERMS AND TECHNIQUES


  Here’s how to get the most flavor and visual appeal out of your ingredients while creating delicious and healthy recipes at the same time


  Chiffonade Cut. In an unorthodox twist, this technique for cutting leafy vegetables and herbs into ribbon-like strips can also be used for chicken breasts in recipes such as stir-fry and others that call for quick-cooking strips. Traditionally, chiffonade-cut herbs and leafy vegetables are used in sautés or sauces, as garnishes, or raw as a bed in many different types of salads. Chiffonade-cut ingredients can contribute to an attractive presentation on any dish. How to: Roll several leaves of lettuce, spinach, herbs, arugula, radicchio, chicory, or cabbage in a tight bundle of leaves together, slice to the required thickness, usually ⅛- to ¼-inch. The result is a pile of curly, ribbon-like strips ... ready to serve or cook with.


  Deglaze. This technique is also a step in the sauté process. The bits of brown food and juices adhering to the sauté pan are remoistened and cooked with a flavorful liquid. The result is an instant pan sauce to drizzle or spoon over the chicken breasts that were cooked in the pan and set aside to keep warm. How to: First pour off any excess fat from the pan. Over medium-high heat, add either 1 cup of dry white wine, red wine, stock, poaching liquid, or juice to the pan, stirring and scraping to loosen the bits stuck to the bottom. Continue cooking over medium heat, stirring constantly until the liquid has almost completely reduced. Add spices, herbs, or other ingredients to the sauce, heat through and drizzle over the cooked chicken breasts. Serve immediately.


  Julienne and Matchstick Cuts.This technique of making very thin strips of food such as vegetables and citrus rinds is best for quick-cooking recipes and for garnishes. How to: First cut the food into l1½-inch lengths, pile together, and cut into very thin strips (about ⅛th inch thick). For chicken, raw or cooked, or other bulkier ingredients, cut the strips individually and uniformly.


  Reduce. This technique thickens a sauce or strengthens the flavor of liquids, such as juice or stock. How to: Cook the ingredients for a short time over high heat to decrease the amount of liquid (stock, water, wine, or cream). Season to taste after reducing.


  Purée. With delicately flavored chicken breasts, concentrated herb and vegetable purées have that magical ability to enhance a recipe with intense flavors. If you’re watching calories (and who isn’t), these flavorful additions can also be made fat free. Needed only is a little extra time to create a puréed sauce. What to purée?: Roasted red, yellow, or orange peppers; oven-roasted garlic; roasted onions (red, yellow, especially sweet Maui or Vidalias); raw or steamed spinach; herb combinations (such as pestos); cooked potatoes (white or yams); and squash (starchier squashes work best). Keep herb purées on hand in the refrigerator or freezer—they can be used to enhance many different recipes and create new ones. A highly flavored wine and herb stock (see the recipes on pages 00–00) can be flavored and thickened with purées to make an elegant sauce to go with grilled breasts. Or simply use purées as thickeners to give body and interesting flavors to a deglazed pan sauce. By all means, experiment. Things could get very interesting in your kitchen! (Also see page 117—Sauces & Purées.)
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  PANTRY PARTICULARS


  Important things to have on hand in the pantry, freezer, and fridge for creating delicious recipes on the spot


  THE BEST Of EVERYTHING WITH CHICKEN BREASTS


  These following ingredients appear frequently throughout the pages of this book, especially in the lower-fat recipes where an intense concentration of flavors is used to make up for the reduction of fat flavor. Keep these in your pantry or refrigerator and a spontaneous meal—lunch, brunch, or dinner—will always be at your fingertips: a tin of anchovies; dried ancho chiles; a can of green chiles; a can of chipotle chiles in adobo sauce; oil-cured Niçoise and Kalamata olives; tree-ripened olives from California; canned or boxed cooked crushed tomatoes; sun-dried tomatoes (dry pack or moist in a jar); tamari Oapanese soy sauce) and soy sauce; Asian fish sauce; hoisin; vinegars (fruit essence flavored and wine—including balsamic, white wine, rice wine, sherry, herb—and fruit-infused vinegars); a selection of basic oils, including extra virgin olive oil, herb-infused olive oil, canola and light sesame oil.


  BUTTER, OILS, &: COOKING SPRAYS


  Butter. Use only unsalted (sweet) butter to avoid adding extra salt where it is not required. Clarified butter, also called ghee, is a longer lasting and purer ingredient that can tolerate higher cooking temperatures.


  Oils. Experiment with several until you find a brand of olive oil that you like. Extra virgin olive oil is heartily recommended for all uses, including sauces, sautés, and dressings. Canola is another good, basic, unsaturated cooking oil. Choose corn, peanut, clear sesame, and even grape seed oil over nonspecific vegetable oil. Oils should always be fresh, and in hot weather it’s okay to store fine oils in the refrigerator. Never reuse oil.


  Infused Oils. Infused oils are a great way to add flavor without extra steps or ingredients. To prepare: place the ingredients in a covered jar or bottle with 1 to 4 cups of extra virgin olive oil. Cover tightly and allow to marinate a few days in the refrigerator before straining. Try any of these combinations: rosemary and garlic; fresh thyme and a bay leaf; peppercorns and oregano sprigs; porcine mushrooms and pink peppercorns; a few slivers of truffle; citrus zests; just garlic cloves. For best results, make in small manageable batches, use it fast and make new infused oils often. Store in the refrigerator.


  Vegetable on Cooking Spray. Vegetable oil cooking spray is readily called for throughout this book, especially in those recipes created overall with reduced amounts of fat and oil. Sprays also can be used with non-stick pans in recipes where a small amount of butter or oil is added strictly for taste. Sprays are an easy way to keep chicken from sticking to the grill indoors or outdoors. Try to find the pure and unflavored sprays. If you have a can sitting on the shelf and can’t remember when you bought it, invest in a new can as this type of oil doesn’t last in the can as long as oils in the bottle.


  WINES & LIQUORS


  The dear, dry characteristics of good white wine, especially chardonnay, are almost always a match with chicken breasts (although certain recipes’ ingredients, like artichokes, can put a damper on the taste of any wine). Other drier whites, such as sauvignon blanc are great substitutions for chardonnay in many recipes, and very drinkable alongside Thai and Chinese dishes. Besides a sampling of white wines, consider the following for splashes of full flavors, especially in sautés and sauces: a good cognac, champagne, dry and medium sherry, dry vermouth, dark rum, Grand Marnier, port, or Madeira. Light red wines, like California pinot noir, Italian dolcetto and French beaujolais, are perfect for more complex, earthier chicken breast dishes. Sweet late-harvest wines and most full-bodied red wines are overwhelming to this delicate part of the chicken. Ultimately, it’s a matter of taste. Good-quality wine is recommended for both cooking and drinking. The rule: If you can enjoy a glass of it, then it deserves to be an ingredient in the dish you are making. Avoid buying supermarket wines labeled “cooking wine,” which are for the most part poor in quality and undrinkable.


  WET & DRY MARINADE INGREDIENTS


  These are not to be confused with barbeque sauces, rather, they are flavor-enhancing combinations of spices and herbs or other ingredients such as minced onion or garlic. Some contain liquids and oil and are applied wet; others are applied dry and contain no liquids. Rubbed onto the chicken breast, dry marinades usually have more ground spices and herbs mixed with just a little bit of oil. When using a dry marinade for roasted, grilled, or broiled chicken breasts there is no need to add any additional oil to the recipe. The breasts absorb the flavors of wet marinades in 1 to 2 hours. Lightly pat dry before adding to the hot pan.


  HERBS, SPICES, & AROMATICS


  Certain herbs and spices work especially well with chicken breasts and by altering the seasonings of the recipe you can create new versions. Try to use fresh herbs whenever called for in the recipe. But there are times when it’s dried or nothing, so be sure to replenish your dried herb supply at least every six months as herbs lose their potency very quickly. As a rule of thumb (if one is possible since the strength of herbs varies so much), use one-half the amount of dried as fresh.


  Herbs. Be prepared for any recipe with a supply of fresh (and certain dried) herbs, including flat-leaf parsley, basil, tarragon, chervil, marjoram, thyme, bay leaf, fresh ginger root, and cilantro.


  Spices and Seasonings. Keep on hand: curry powder, dried red pepper flakes or whole chiles, peppercorns, kosher salt, coriander seed, dry mustard, and all-spice berries. A pepper mill should be used any time freshly ground black or white pepper is called for in a recipe.


  Aromatics. These members of the lily family add depth to recipes; their flavor intensity depends on the type of aromatic, the cooking method, and time. A whole fresh head of garlic is a must-have staple. Shallots, with their mild onion taste, add a flavor dimension that is well suited to the quick-cooking chicken breast. Many longer-cooking and ethnic-flavored dishes instead require white or yellow onions. Try cooking with the sweet onion family. New crops are popping up in Florida, though Maui, Vidalia, and Walla Walla are the best known in this group. Also keep scallions on hand at all times. From the farmer’s market, spring onions are seasonal, and similar to scallions, but stronger in character.


  DAIRY PRODUCTS


  Sour cream now comes in both regular and light versions, as does mayonnaise. All of these new and improved products have slight differences in taste and textures; do a taste to find your favorites. Don’t use products called “imitation” as these tend to break apart or separate into a curdled mess when heated. What’s more, these products do not have the delicate richness and creaminess required for a creamy base recipe. As far as yogurts are concerned, it’s best to taste-test these, too, as there are many choices to match your preferences, ranging from thick and creamy to sour and thin in consistency. Creams can include heavy or whipping cream, and crème fraîche, the French cultured cream. Milk can be whole, 2%, or even 1% milk as desired. Various hard cheeses and soft cream cheese can be used successfully in small quantities to thicken sauces. Hard aged cheeses (including Parmesan) usually take more time to melt and bind with other ingredients. Low-fat cheeses including Neufchatel and classic cream cheese are great additions to improve the texture and add a creamy quality to a sauce. Fat-free cheeses are not recommended for cooking but are great chilled and chopped in salads and as toppings. Very finely grated cheeses like pecorino, Romano, and Parmesan provide big flavor in small amounts. All these and other reduced-fat dairy products are readily available in supermarkets and health food stores.


  BREAD CRUMB & CRUST COMBINATIONS


  Make your own crumbs and coatings with melba toast, cornflakes, or other breakfast flakes, any yeast bread, calorie-reduced breads, and cornmeal. Make fresh or dried breadcrumbs in a food processor fitted with the metal blade. Add dried seasonings, or ground spices, citrus zests, pepper, and salt as desired. Store in the refrigerator or freezer. Create flavor combinations that complement or intensify the predominant flavor in the recipe.


  TOOLS OF THE TRADE


  How to handle any chicken breast with equipment that fits every recipe in this book and then some


  Cookware. Many of the quick and easy recipes for chicken breasts start with a simple sauté. The proper sauté pan has a flat bottom and sides that go straight up (unlike frying pans which have slanted or slightly rounded sides) and should be made of heavy-gauge and highly conductive metal that transmits heat evenly and steadily, without “hot spots.” The best sauté pans are copper-lined and tin or heavy-gauge aluminum lined with stainless steel. A good strong handle, one that is made separately and bolted on the pan, is recommended. The pan should also have a tight-fitting lid. One good professional sauté pan (such as All-Clad) or other professional quality, heavy-bottomed pan is essential in the kitchen. Several sizes would be a great addition to an enlarged selection of kitchen equipment. Saucepans of this same type are essential for reducing, and one large high-sided skillet can double for a poacher. A heavy bottom is the key to even heat distribution. Tight-fitting lids are also required for many recipes.


  Nonstick Cookware. This is, in part, the key to more healthful low-fat cooking. There are many new nonstick surfaces from a variety of manufacturers, all are much improved over the early versions. They are higher-quality and no longer have chipping problems or require special nylon utensils. Coating a nonstick surface lightly with vegetable oil cooking spray is a simple way to further reduce the amount of butter or oil required to prevent food from sticking (if it’s an issue).


  Steaming Pots. Handmade Chinese steam baskets and stainless steel pans with separate steaming inserts are just two of the variety of possibilities. Turn to the “Steam” section on page 364 for the complete picture.


  Woks. A carbon steel forged Chinese wok is only one way to go with stir-fry. Once it is seasoned (or broken in, so to speak) and well used, the surface gets slippery and the food slides off with very little oil needed. Woks with nonstick surfaces are okay for low-fat cooking in general; however, the high heat required for a quick cooking stir-fry is usually too hot for many of these surfaces. Check instructions for your nonstick wok before placing it over a high flame.


  Grills. The “Grill, Broil, & Smoke” section beginning on page 180 is filled with specifics on grilling and smoking. So check it out for lots of useful tips and instructions for outdoor cooking over coals and wood on backyard grills. For indoors, one new and very improved aide to grilling is the now-popularized counter-top electric grill which can accommodate chicken breasts and vegetables all at the same time. It’s a great way to shave off fat calories while the cooking process encourages full flavors from added sauces or marinades (many great ones are found throughout the various chapters of this book). These new grills de-smoke as they cook. As with any electrical device, the heat is harder to control, so use at your own risk!


  Pepper Mills. Though a matter of taste, pepper is a very important ingredient in many types of cooking. Almost all the recipes in this book call for white or black pepper. Both should be freshly ground from a separate pepper mill, which is the only way to get that special punch from the spice. Keep your supply as fresh as possible for the best flavor.


  Basting Brush. For grilling or basting, a long-handled brush will help distribute a sauce or marinade over the meat’s surface. See page 192 for advice on creating your own brush out of fresh herbs and kitchen string.


  Boning Knife. A stainless steel coated blade made of high-carbon steel is best. The blade, five to five and a half inches (with a total length of about eleven inches including the handle), should be flexible.


  Mallet. A flat-edged wooden mallet, a pounding bat, or a rolling pin is recommended for flattening chicken breasts, though some use the bottom of a heavy skillet (see page 4 for the process).


  Chicken Breast Recipes for Every Occasion


  

  



  This section will help, inspire, and put The New Chicken Breast Cookbook to work for you. So, you’re planning a brunch for Sunday. Why not make a buffet? Perhaps on the patio or under the trees? Selecting recipes that are easily prepared in advance, and can be arranged on an outdoor buffet without further attention to detail will allow you to entertain in the most relaxed manner. Alfresco & Picnic Fare lists quite a few recipes that are perfect for outdoor entertaining anywhere people gather, from the patio to a beach blanket on the sand. With the recipes listed under Dinner Soirées, you’ll get your fill of dishes of substance, from hearty everyday casseroles to full-flavored sautés, for a simple weeknight get-together or a fancy Saturday night gathering around your dining room table.


  Shop through this section not only with a specific situation or occasion in mind, but with a taste on the tip of your tongue. For instance, when you want it “hot,” the Southwestern, Asian and other recipes with hefty amounts of chiles are all listed under, what else, Hot! Hot! Hot! And when you find a recipe listed here that suits whatever your occasion or situation ... look it up in the index. Or dive into the contents of the book by chapters to discover the perfect approach; there’s certain to be a recipe that’s perfect for your taste and timing. Note: When you find more personal picks throughout the chapters of this book, add them to the appropriate list below for quick and easy recall.


  FAST FARE


  Five-Minute Miracles


  Mango Chutney Chicken Spread


  Poached Chilled Chicken Breasts with Cucumber-Dill Sauce


  Pizza with the Works!


  Lemon Chicken Paillards


  Stir-Fried Chicken with Cabbage & Water Chestnuts


  Chicken & Asparagus Stir-Fry


  Soy Lime Chicken Breasts Steamed in Sake


  Chicken Sloppy Joes


  Fusilli with Chicken, Herbs, and Oven-Dried Tomatoes


  Smoked Chicken Salad with Golden Caviar Cream


  Balsamic Chicken Skewers


  Escalopes of Chicken on Spinach with Lemon Shallot Sauce


  Chicken, Peas, and Pasta


  Sautéed Chicken with Tarragon-Tomato Sauce


  DINNER SOIRÉES


  Casual & Dressed Up


  Poached Chicken Breasts with Parsley-Basil Pesto Sauce


  Chicken Pot Pie with a Potato Top


  Herb & Mustard Baked Chicken with Fava Beans


  Chicken with Mustard-Cream Sauce


  Chicken Paillards with Mushrooms & Peppers


  Chicken Breasts and Oyster Mushroom Sauce


  Thai Curry Chicken Breasts


  Lemon-Thyme Chicken Breasts


  Pepper-Crusted Chicken Breasts with Carmelized Onion


  Orange Chicken & Peppers with Curly Noodles


  Sweet & Sour Chicken Stir-Fry


  Steamed Chicken Breast and Zucchini Bundles


  Chicken Breasts with Roasted Onion Marmalade


  Chicken in Red Wine Sauce with Pappardelle Pasta


  Spinach Pasta with Chicken & Lentils


  Tomato & Garlic Chicken with Wild Rice


  Hearty Corn, Chicken, & Chile Soup


  Chicken and Summer Vegetables with Pan-Fried Polenta


  Honey-Mustard Chicken with Mushroom Ragout


  Pan-Seared Chicken Breasts with Basil Sauce


  PARTY FARE


  Hot & Cold Buffets and Appetizers


  Summer Rolls with Spicy Mint Dipping Sauce


  Poached Chicken Breasts with Bean Ragout


  Baked Chicken-Stuffed Zucchini


  Balsamic Chicken Breasts with Vegetables en Papillote


  Steamed Lemon Chicken Breast Bundles


  Chicken Breast Sausage & Yellow Pepper Sauce


  Chicken & Roasted Artichoke Risotto


  California-Style Herb and Goat Cheese-Filled Chicken Breasts


  North African Bistille


  HOT! HOT! HOT!


  Southwestern, Asian, and Others with Chile Peppers


  Homemade Jalapeño Mayonnaise


  Spicy Black Mushroom Sauce


  Yogurt Horseradish Sauce


  Shredded Ginger-Soy Chicken Salad


  Spicy Szechuan Baked Chicken


  Spicy Mexican Grilled Chicken Breasts with Sweet & Hot Citrus Vinaigrette


  Southwestern Chicken Hash with Spicy Salsa


  Spicy Chicken & Three-Bean Chili


  ENTERTAINING SLIM STYLE


  Some Calorie Conscious Choices


  Chicken, Rice, and Spinach-Filled Cabbage Rolls


  Glazed Chicken Loaf


  Crispy Oven-Fried Chicken Breasts


  Chicken Cakes with Balsamic-Shallot Sauce


  Chicken with Fig & Port Wine Sauce


  Chicken Soup with Farm Stand Vegetables


  Chicken Breasts with Tomato and Basil Sauce on Linguine


  Classic Rosemary Chicken Salad


  Chicken Herb Roulade


  White Wine Coq au Vin


  FINGER FOOD


  Hand-Held Delicacies


  Pineapple Chicken Salad in Pita with Peanuts


  Shredded Chicken & Wild Rice Salad


  Chicken & Cheese Quesadillas


  Pot Stickers with Chinese Dipping Sauce


  Grilled Scallion Chicken Burgers with Tomato Chutney


  Thai Chicken Satay with Peanut Dipping Sauce


  Soft Tacos Filled with Grilled Chicken, Black Beans, and Jullienne Vegetables


  ETHNIC


  A World of Flavors


  Vietnamese Shredded Chicken & Cabbage Salad


  Tequila Marinated Chicken Civiche Salad


  Paprika Chicken with Egg Noodles


  Layered Chicken Enchilada Pie


  Olive & Feta-Stuffed Chicken Rolls


  Sautéed Chicken Breasts with Fruit and Coconut Curry Sauce


  Thai Chicken Breast Stir-Fry


  Japanese Stir-Fry with Pea Shoots


  Chicken Breasts with Chinese Black Bean Purée


  Oregano Chicken with Herbed Tomato Bruschetta


  Caribbean Grilled Chicken


  Creole-Style Chicken Gumbo


  HERBS & SPICES


  Well-Seasoned Selections


  Blackened Cajun Chicken


  Asian Orange-Glazed Chicken Breasts


  Plum-Basted Chicken Breasts on Thyme Couscous


  Chicken Braised in Apple Juice & Fresh Sage


  Tomato Herb Sauce or Vinaigrette


  Fresh Tarragon Sauce or Marinade


  Sweet Curry Sauce


  VEGGIES & FRUITS


  Fresh from Under the Farm Stand Canopy


  Chardonnay & Yellow Pepper Purée


  Cajun Chicken with Apricot Sauce


  Broiled Garden Burger


  Asian Chicken, Potato & Avocado Salad


  Tarragon Chicken Breasts with Artichokes


  Chicken with Grapefruit, Red Onion & Radicchio


  Glazed Chicken Breasts with Peach Chutney


  Chicken, Vegetable & Rice Stir-Fry


  Chicken & Melon Stir-Fry


  Chicken Breasts with Fruit Salsa


  Grilled Chicken with Papaya, Mango, & Chipotle Chile Relish


  Smoked Chicken with Watercress Sauce over Pasta


  Curried Chicken with Carrot & Onion


  Cold Chicken Breasts with Pineapple Relish


  Herbed Chicken Fricassee


  ALFRESCO & PICNIC FARE


  For Baskets, Boxes, and Anything Under the Sun


  Oregano Chicken with Herbed Tomatoes Bruschetta


  Herbed Chicken Salad with Tomato Tabbouleh


  Peanut & Sesame Chicken Salad


  Grilled Rosemary Chicken & Asparagus Salad with Stilton Vinaigrette


  Smoked Chicken Salad with Horseradish Sauce & Apple Slaw


  Dallas-Style Barbecued Chicken


  Caribe-Style Chicken Breasts


  Chicken, Snow Pea & Rice Salad


  Chicken Niçoise Salad


  Basil Chicken & Pasta Salad


  Mediterranean Chicken & Green Bean Salad


  Chicken & Fennel Salad with Thyme Mustard Dressing


  Roasted Chicken, Arugula, & Basil Salad


  Chicken with Basil, Endive, & Peppers


  Shredded Fresh Artichoke Chicken & Parmesan Salad


  Chicken & Portobello Mushroom Salad


  [image: image]


  

  RECIPES FOR THE WAY WE EAT!

  


  

  Appetizers & Starters


  

  Call them alfresco finger foods, grazing fare, first courses, cocktail accompaniments, or hors d’oeuvres. Starters are plan-ahead, pre-prepared tidbits that are appropriate passed on a silver platter at wedding parties or served in a basket at the seaside. We invented this concept (yes, you out there) when we stopped eating to live and made food fit into our lives and fit to eat! Whatever these small munchies are called, throughout the pages of this book, they are lovely bits of flavorful and sometimes fanciful foods with chicken breasts as their main ingredient. Chicken and Cheese Quesadillas with a lively Tomato Corn Salsa on the side and Summer Rolls with Spicy Mint Dipping Sauce are among the delectable recipes you’ll encounter in this section.


  CHICKEN AND CHEESE QUESADILLAS


  Long a favorite in Mexican restaurants on both sides of the border, this quick-to-fix starter can be made using the following hearty ingredient or a few of your own choosing along with plenty of chopped grilled chicken breast pieces. These are best served sizzling from the frying pan and shared with friends. Beer, sangria, or margarita are libations of choice; use only fresh limes, of course. Quesadillas are frequently served with a dollop of guacamole and sour cream on top and salsa passed on the side.


  4 Quesadillas or 8 Servings


  METHOD: PAN FRY


  Tomato Salsa


  ½ small sweet red pepper, finely diced


  ½ small green pepper, finely diced


  ¾ cup frozen corn kernels, thawed under warm running water and blanched for 1 minute in boiling water and drained


  2 medium plum tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and chopped


  2 tablespoons minced fresh cilantro


  4 medium scallions, chopped


  1 tablespoon red wine vinegar


  ½ teaspoon ground cumin


  2 tablespoons vegetable oil


  Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste


  Quesadillas


  1½ cup chopped grilled chicken breast(see recipe on page 180)


  ½ cup coarsely chopped mild green chiles (canned)


  2 cups grated Monterey Jack cheese


  8 10-inch flour tortillas


  Vegetable oil for frying


  1. To make the salsa, combine the red and green bell pepper, corn, tomatoes, cilantro, and green onion in a pottery or glass bowl. Let stand 1 hour. Drain well and set aside at room temperature.


  2. Place 4 tortillas on a work surface. Evenly distribute the chicken, cheese and chiles over the tortillas. Cover with the remaining tortillas. Pinch the ends together slightly to keep the ingredients from falling out.


  3. In a heavy 12-inch skillet, heat just enough oil to coat the bottom of the pan to keep the tortillas from sticking. Carefully transfer the quesadillas to the pan one at a time. Over medium-high heat, cook until the cheese is melted and the quesadilla is lightly browned on both sides. Turn with a large spatula. Use two skillets and cook several at a time.


  4. Cut into pie-shaped wedges and serve immediately with the salsa.
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  GARDEN-FRESH HERBED CHICKEN BREAST ROUNDS


  The special fragrance fresh herbs impart, as well as intensity of color, is essential to the success of this dish. The pretty pinwheel design the herb stuffing creates when the rolls are sliced makes a spectacular presentation on an appetizer platter. Serve as a light dinner from a buffet table, especially alfresco.


  20 appetizer or starter servings


  METHOD: BAKE


  4 cups fresh bread crumbs, lightly toasted


  ½ small onion, minced


  1 clove garlic, pressed


  1 cup minced fresh herbs to taste, including a combination of basil, thyme, rosemary, flat-leaf parsley, sage, and marjoram


  4 eggs, lightly beaten


  ½ teaspoon salt


  ½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


  3 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 3 pounds), halved and flattened to half-inch thickness


  1 teaspoon canola or other vegetable oil


  Freshly ground black pepper to taste


  Fresh herb sprigs for garnish


  1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


  2. Combine the bread crumbs, onion, garlic, minced herbs, eggs, salt, and pepper in a large bowl. Mix well.


  3. Lay the chicken breasts, skinned side down, on a work surface and cover with the bread crumb mixture. Roll the breasts, tucking in the edges. Secure the ends with toothpicks.


  4. Lightly coat the bottom or an oven-proof dish with cooking spray. Place the rolls close together in the dish but not touching. Sprinkle lightly with pepper and cover the rolls with a sheet of parchment paper cut to fit just inside the dish. The paper should rest gently on the rolls.


  5. Bake the rolls for 20 to 25 minutes or until firm to the touch. Let cool to room temperature and chill. Remove the toothpicks, and with a very sharp knife, cut the rolls at a slight angle into half-inch thick slices and arrange on a platter, garnished with sprigs of fresh herbs.


  SUSHI BAR CALIFORNIA ROLL WITH CHICKEN BREAST


  A dozen of these hand rolls (as they’re called at the sushi bar) arranged on a platter make an extraordinary display on a buffet table at cocktail time. Serve with a bowl of soy sauce (try tamari—naturally fermented Japanese soy sauce) flavored with wasabi (Japanese horse-radish).


  8 servings


  METHOD: POACH (CHICKEN)


  1 cup chicken stock (see page 8)


  16 chicken breast fillets, tendons removed


  4 sheets of toasted nori* (dried seaweed) cut into pieces approximately 7 × 8 inches


  2 cups steamed sushi rice (sticky rice)*


  2 teaspoons powdered wasabi, * mixed with 1 teaspoon water


  ½ to 1 avocado, peeled and cut lengthwise into thin strips


  8 1-inch strips of peeled, seeded cucumber


  2 teaspoons toasted sesame seeds


  4 ounces gari* (pickled ginger), drained


  Soy sauce mixed with 2 teaspoons wasabi powder and 1 teaspoon water


  1. In a medium saucepan, heat the stock. Add the chicken breast fillets and poach over medium heat until slightly underdone, about 3 minutes. Do not overcook. Remove the fillets and place on a platter to cool.


  2. Lay a sheet of nori, rough side up, long side at the top and bottom, on a bamboo sushi mat. Dip your finger in cold water and pick up a little of the rice at a time, patting it down in a thin layer on the lower half of the nori, all the way to the right and left edges. Spread a small amount of wasabi paste across the rice in a streak. Then arrange a fourth of the avocado slices and cucumber strips in the center of the rice. Sprinkle with ½ teaspoon sesame seeds. Lay 4 chicken breast fillets end to end across the rice.


  3. Starting at the edge closest to you, roll up the nori tightly, pressing down on the mat to shape the roll; leave a 1-inch margin of nori at the far end. Moisten the end of the flap with a little water to seal. Remove the roll from the mat and with a very sharp knife, cut into 8 slices, about 1 inch thick. Repeat with the remaining sushi ingredients.


  4. Serve with bowls of gari and the soy sauce and wasabi mixture for dipping.


  MEDITERRANEAN CHICKEN BREASTS PHYLLO TART


  Though phyllo dough may seem intimidating with its great golden puffs of paper-thin layers enclosing mixtures of both sweet and savory contents, it is fairly easy to work with if you know this secret: always keep the sheets covered with a lightly dampened dish towel to keep the dough from drying and cracking, which makes it unusable.


  12 appetizer servings


  METHOD: BAKE


  3 cups chicken stock (see page 8)


  3 chicken breasts (about 3 pounds)


  2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


  1 large onion, diced


  3 cloves garlic, chopped


  1 small red bell pepper, seeded and julienned


  1 small green bell pepper, seeded and julienned


  1 tablespoon dried oregano, finely crumbled


  2 pounds fresh plum tomatoes, peeled and sliced


  Salt to taste


  1 cup sliced mushrooms


  2 to 3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


  1 1-pound package phyllo dough (24 sheets)


  1 cup fine dry bread crumbs


  ½ pound boiled lean ham, finely diced


  1 avocado, peeled and mashed


  1 cup chopped pitted Kalamata or Niçoise olives


  1 teaspoon anchovy paste (optional)


  Extra-virgin olive oil and melted butter, for basting


  1. In a 2-quart saucepan, heat the chicken stock to a simmer and poach the breasts for 10 minutes or until done throughout. The breasts will be firm when pressed with the back of a fork. Remove to a plate and cool. Remove the skin and bones. Tear the meat into bite-size pieces and set aside.


  2. Heat 1½ tablespoons of the oil in a saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion, garlic, peppers, and oregano and cook about 4 minutes, or until tender. Add the tomatoes and salt and cook for 5 minutes or until soft. Remove to a bowl and set aside.


  3. In the same pan, heat he remaining olive oil. Over medium heat, cook mushrooms for 2 minutes. Set aside.


  4. Preheat the oven to 375°F.


  5. Lightly brush a metal baking sheet with melted butter. Lay 2 sheets of phyllo dough on the baking sheet, covering the remaining sheets with a dampened dish towel. Brush the sheets with plenty of melted butter and sprinkle with bread crumbs. Distribute the chicken pieces over the phyllo. Lay two more sheets of phyllo on top, brush with butter and sprinkle with the bread crumbs. Continue with a layer of ham, a layer of cooked vegetables, a layer of avocado, a layer of olives, and dots of anchovy paste (if using), all with two sheets of phyllo in between, brushed with melted butter and sprinkled with bread crumbs. Top with the 2 more sheets of phyllo, brushed with butter but no bread crumbs. (Note: The ingredients may also be combined and distributed on each layer.) Roll any remaining phyllo dough and store well wrapped and freeze.


  6. Score the top layer of dough into 12 pieces, but leave the tart whole. Brush the top with more melted butter and extra-virgin olive oil. Baste several times during cooking.


  7. Bake for 30 minutes or until the phyllo is golden brown. Let the tart cool on a rack. Cut the score marks through and create 12 individual pieces. Serve warm or at room temperature.


  
    CHILE SAUCE


    Why buy bottled chile sauce when you can make a superior one in minutes? The difference in flavor is astounding and it keeps in the refrigerator or freezer for future use. Here’s how:


    Preheat the oven to 400°F. While wearing heavy rubber gloves, seed and stem 8 to 10 dried chiles (about ½ ounce total of either ancho, chipotle, or mulato chiles, or a combination of all three). Place the chiles on a baking sheet and bake for 4 minutes. Let cool. Put 1½ cups of filtered water in a saucepan. Add the chiles, ½ cup coarsely chopped onion, and 3 chopped cloves of garlic. Bring to a boil, lower the heat, and simmer, covered for 25 minutes or until the chiles are very soft. Let cool, then strain the liquid into a bowl. In a food processor, purée the solids with just enough of the reserved liquid to make a thickened sauce. Force the sauce through a fine metal sieve. Add salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste. Refrigerate, covered, for up to 1 month, or freeze in small amounts for future sauces, marinades, dressings, dipping sauces, stir-frying, etc.

  


  CAJUN CHICKEN PIECES WITH APRICOT SAUCE


  If it’s sweet and spicy you want, try this fine old Cajun combination, influenced by the flavors of New Orleans.


  8 to 10 appetizer servings


  COOKING METHOD: SAUTÉ


  Apricot Mustard Sauce


  1½ cups apricot preserves—homemade or best quality


  6 tablespoons Creole-style mustard (Dijon may be substituted)


  3 tablespoons chicken stock (see page 8)


  2 teaspoons ground cayenne pepper or to taste


  2 teaspoons freshly ground black pepper


  1 teaspoon freshly ground white pepper


  2 teaspoons garlic powder


  1 teaspoon salt


  Chicken Fillets


  2 pounds chicken breast fillets, tendons removed


  2 tablespoons unsalted butter


  2 tablespoons vegetable oil


  1. To make the apricot-mustard sauce, heat the preserves, mustard, and stock in a small saucepan over low heat, stirring constantly until the preserves melt. Set the sauce aside and let cool to room temperature.


  2. Combine the cayenne, black and white pepper, thyme, garlic powder, and salt in a small bowl. Mix well. Sprinkle the chicken with this mixture and let stand for 30 minutes.


  3. In a sauté pan or heavy skillet, melt the butter oil over medium high heat. Sauté the chicken about 1 to 2 minutes per side or just until done.


  4. Remove with a slotted spoon and drain briefly on a paper towel. Serve immediately with apricot mustard sauce on the side.


  MINI CHICKEN CAKES WITH TOMATO CHILE SAUCE


  The slightly-hot dipping sauce lends a tasty surprise to the crispy mini chicken cakes—just the right size for one sumptuous bite. These can easily be passed on a tray with the sauce on the side. Who needs crab?


  24 “mini-sized” cakes or more


  METHOD: PAN-FRY AND OVEN WARM


  3 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 3 pounds each) coarsely chopped


  3 tablespoons unsalted butter


  1 cup chopped celery, inner stalks only


  4 scallions, finely chopped, white part only


  2 cups fine dry unseasoned bread crumbs


  2 eggs, lightly beaten


  ½ cup heavy cream


  2 tablespoons Dijon mustard


  ¼ minced flat-leaf parsley


  2 tablespoons minced fresh tarragon, or 2 teaspoons finely crumbled dried tarragon


  Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste


  Tomato Chile Sauce


  4 tablespoons unsalted butter


  2 shallots, minced


  1½ pounds (about 6) ripe tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and chopped


  ½ cup dry white wine


  ½ cup minced flat-leaf parsley


  2 tablespoons chile sauce (see page 29) or to taste


  Salt to taste


  Vegetable oil for frying


  Fresh tarragon or parsley sprigs for garnish


  1. Process the chicken breast meat in a food processor until finely chopped.


  2. In a sauté pan or heavy skillet, melt the butter over medium heat. Cook the celery and scallions about 5 minutes or until tender. Transfer to a medium bowl. Mix in the chicken, bread crumbs, eggs, cream, mustard, parsley, tarragon, salt, and pepper to taste and chill for at least 2 hours.


  3. To make the sauce, in a medium sauté pan or skillet, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the shallots and cook about 5 minutes or until tender. Add the tomatoes and cook 6 minutes more or until very tender. Mix in the wine and continue cooking about 15 minutes or until the sauce is reduced and thickened. Stir in the parsley, chile sauce, and salt. Set aside to cool.


  4. Preheat the oven to 300°F.


  5. Meanwhile, using about 1 rounded tablespoon of the chicken mixture for each, make small bite-size patties about ½ inch thick.


  6. In a sauté pan or heavy skillet, heat about 2 tablespoons of vegetable oil (or enough to just cover the bottom of the pan) over medium-high heat. Carefully fry the patties in batches for about 3 minutes per side or until golden brown. Add a few drops more oil as needed between batches.


  7. Transfer the patties to an ovenproof dish and continue cooking about 4 to 6 minutes or just until done.


  8. Rewarm and sauce. Drain the chicken cakes on a paper towel. Transfer to a serving platter and garnish with herb sprigs. Serve with the warm sauce on the side for dipping.


  
    GRAZING


    The tasters of this world invented this method of consuming food now known as grazing—a word borrowed from the way cows consume the grasses of the field. A little here, a little there! Plates in motion, spoons reaching into a neighboring bisque or mousse are familiar sights at the table these days, even in the poshest restaurants. The French responded to this plate passing and food sampling phenomenon with a menu degustation (lots of little tasting courses usually pre-arranged by the chef), while Californians saw grazing more as a buffet concept, similar to the tapas bars of Spain.


    Above all, grazing has given respect to the eating style of nibblers, and for those possessing insatiable appetites for variety. Grazers usually are still going strong while most have turned their attention to other activities (and they usually show up in the kitchen when it’s time to clean the plates).


    Imagine sinking a fork into inventive tastes like sautéed shiitake mushrooms, sliced smoked chicken breast (see page 00), aromatic olive oil-basted grilled radecchio dressed with lemon and freshly snipped chives. Besides being more interesting, these little meals are a boon for savvy dieters, who know that three appetizers or salads often constitute a lighter, healthier meal than an average main course with its side dishes.


    When serving grazing courses, consider dishes with a variety of tastes, textures, and colors. It is perfectly acceptable to serve Chinese stir-fry alongside Japanese, Thai, or Italian-inspired dish. Just remember, no dish should overpower another.

  


  CALIFORNIA CHICKEN NACHOS


  A classic appetizer up and down the coast of California, it’s rarely served without an accompanying bottle of Dos Equis Mexican beer.


  4 to 6 appetizer servings


  METHOD: BAKE


  1 8-ounce bag blue or white corn tortilla chips (large triangle shapes)


  6 ounces fresh goat cheese (chevre) at room temperature


  1 free-range grilled chicken breast (about 1 pound), julienned


  1 ripe avocado, peeled, pitted, and chopped


  8 oil-packed sun-dried tomatoes, drained and julienned


  3 tablespoons canned jalapeño chiles, drained and thinly sliced


  ¼ cup fresh cilantro, chiffonade cut


  1. Preheat the broiler to 500°F. Separate the corn chips and select 32 or more whole chips. Arrange on a baking sheet.


  2. Spread the cheese evenly over each chip, top with the chicken pieces. Bake 3 minutes. Arrange on a serving platter. Top with, avocado, tomatoes, chiles, and cilantro and serve.


  SUMMER ROLLS WITH SPICY MINT DIPPING SAUCE


  These make great anytime appetizers. The rice-paper wrappers are fun to work with but a bit fragile, so be prepared for a few sheets to tear as you get the hang of handling it.


  4 to 8 generous appetizer servings or first course


  METHOD: POACH


  2 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds), halved


  2 cups chicken stock (see page 8)


  Salt to taste


  1½ to 2 cups fresh sprouts, such as bean, sunflower, broccoli, and onion, cut into 1-inch pieces


  2 thin carrots, cut into 1½-inch matchsticks and blanched for 30 seconds in boiling water


  3 large scallions, white and green parts, chopped


  2 tablespoons minced fresh mint leaves


  1 tablespoon fish sauce*


  1 tablespoon fresh lime or lemon juice


  18 to 24 8-inch rice paper wrappers*


  20 to 24 long strips of scallion, green part only, blanched for 15 seconds in boiling water and dried on a paper towel


  Mint Sauce


  ⅓ cup very strong mint tea (boil mint leaves in filtered water for 5 minutes and steep for 30 minutes and strained if necessary)


  ¼ cup rice wine vinegar


  1 teaspoon Chinese hot chile paste*


  2 cloves garlic, finely minced


  1 tablespoon sugar


  2 tablespoons soy sauce or tamari


  1. In a medium high-sided skillet, bring the stock and a scant amount of salt to a boil. Add the chicken breasts, reduce the heat, and simmer 8 to 10 minutes or until done. The chicken breasts will be firm to the touch when pressed with the back of a fork. Remove the chicken to a plate.


  2. Tear the meat into very thin strips, then chop with a cleaver.


  3. Combine the chopped chicken, sprouts, carrot, chopped scallions, fresh mint, fish sauce, and lime juice in a medium bowl. Toss to mix.


  4. To make the mint sauce, place the mint tea, vinegar, chile paste, garlic, sugar, and soy sauce in a jar with a tight-fitting lid. Shake to mix well. Place in a small bowl.


  5. In a shallow bowl filled with very hot water, dip two or three rice-paper wrappers at a time. When soft and pliable, after about 30 seconds, remove the wrappers to a work surface covered with a clean cotton dishcloth and pat off the excess water with paper towel.


  6. Place a rounded tablespoon of the filling in the center of each wrapper. Fold in the left and right sides, fold the bottom flap and cover with the top flap. The bundle should form a rectangular log shape. Tie each roll in the center with a scallion strip.


  7. Serve immediately with the sauce on the side. If not serving immediately, place the rolls on a serving platter and cover the bundles with a moistened dish towel so the rice paper does not dry out.


  OREGANO CHICKEN WITH HERDED TOMATOES BRUSCHETTA


  This is the ever-popular open-face Italian appetizer which can change flavors with the ingredients that top it. For this recipe, if you can’t find yellow tomatoes, two red ones will work just fine. There’s plenty of flavor atop to make these satisfying within.


  8 servings


  METHOD: POACH (CHICKEN), BROIL (BREAD)


  4 shallots, chopped


  1 cup dry white wine or champagne


  1 cup chicken stock (page 8)


  ½ bunch fresh oregano leaves, or 2 teaspoons dried


  Juice of 2 lemons


  2 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds), halved


  Salt to taste


  1 large yellow tomato, seeded, sliced, then coarsely chopped


  1 large red tomato, seeded, sliced, then coarsely chopped


  1 teaspoon dried oregano or herbes de Provence or more to taste


  3 tablespoons fresh finely chopped basil


  1 clove garlic, finely minced


  1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


  Freshly ground white pepper to taste


  8 thick slices country or peasant bread


  1 large clove garlic, peeled and halved


  Extra-virgin olive oil for brushing


  2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley


  1. Combine the shallots, champagne or wine, chicken stock, oregano, lemon juice, and a pinch of salt in a medium skillet. Bring to a boil, add the chicken breasts, reduce the heat to low, and simmer 8 to 10 minutes, or just until the chicken breasts are done. The breasts will be firm when pressed with the back of a fork. Remove the breasts to a plate and cool to toom temperature.


  2. Meanwhile, combine the tomatoes, oregano or herbs de Provence, garlic, and olive oil in a shallow glass or pottery bowl. Season lightly with salt and pepper. Marinate for 20 minutes at room temperature. Slice the chicken against the grain on an angle into thin rounds. Cover with plastic wrap.


  3. Preheat the broiler on high.


  4. Rub the bread slices with the garlic clove halves and broil on both sides to light golden. Brush each piece on top with the olive oil and return to the broiler for a few seconds. Arrange the bread on a serving platter and lay slices of chicken breast on top. Spoon on the tomato mixture, sprinkle with chopped parsley and a turn of the peppermill, and serve crowded on a platter.


  MANGO CHUTNEY CHICKEN SPREAD


  There are many commercial chutneys available that can be substituted for the mango in this recipe. Try peach or pineapple chutney which is made with sweet Maui or Vidalia onions. For a tarter vegetable alternative, try tomato chutney. Each chutney has a distinct and explosive flavor and will partner well with poached or grilled chicken breasts. Serve this delicate fare with assorted baby garden greens.


  4 to 8 servings


  METHOD: POACH


  2 cups chicken stock (see page 8)


  Salt to taste


  2 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds), halved


  ⅓ cup homemade lemon mayonnaise or ⅓ cup commercially made mayonnaise with 1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice (reduced fat if desired)


  ¼ cup Major Grey’s mango chutney, chopped


  Freshly ground white pepper to taste


  10 or more very thin slices whole wheat bread, crusts removed, cut in triangles and toasted just before serving


  Parsley sprigs, for garnish


  1. In a medium high-sided skillet, add the stock and a scant amount of salt and bring to a boil. Add the chicken breasts, lower the heat, and simmer 8 to 10 minutes or until done. The chicken breasts will be firm to the touch when pressed with the back of a fork. Remove the chicken to the bowl of a food processor, reserving several tablespoons of the poaching liquid.


  2. Process the chicken to a smooth paste, adding a little liquid as needed. Add the mayonnaise and chutney and process to a smooth spread. Adjust seasoning with salt and pepper to taste.


  3. Either spread the mango chicken on all the toast pieces and serve open face, or spread over only half of the toast triangles, place a parsley sprig on each, and top with the remaining toast pieces, or serve the spread in a bowl with the toast surrounding. Use the parsley sprigs to garnish the bowl.


  BALSAMIC CHICKEN SKEWERS


  The taste of balsamic vinegar has become a part of the American palate and the real Italian balsamic vinegar from Modena is readily available is almost any grocery store. There are so many ways to use it—in marinades and dressings of many different characters and flavors. In this case, start by firing up the grill. Then baste the chicken skewers with this deeply flavored, tart and sweet balsamic marinade and throw them on the grill. Baste and grill some vegetable slices, such as eggplant, large pieces of red bell pepper, sweet potato, and onion slices. The combination works in any season of the year and it is great for outdoor appetizers or grilled for an inside buffet assortment, served hot or at room temperature.


  8 servings


  METHOD: GRILL OR BROIL


  ½ cup dry white wine


  ½ cup chicken stock (see page 8)


  ½ cup balsamic vinegar


  ½ cup dark raisins, chopped


  1 tablespoon canola or extra-virgin olive oil


  1 tablespoon grated orange zest


  1 tablespoon grated lemon zest
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  Salads
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