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This book is for Frank, who still makes me laugh at myself, and for Sally, for being the whirlwind and bright light I’ve come to hold dear.—LRK

For Tom, Ollie, and Lucy; there is no one I love to feed more, and for Lynne, my generous partner in crime.—SS

And especially for our listeners who continue to teach us so much.
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Introduction

The world is divided into two kinds of people: those who wake up thinking about what they’re going to eat for supper, and those who don’t. We are decidedly in the former camp; in fact, we wake up thinking about what we are going to cook for supper.

 

This book is more than recipes.

When we declare How to Eat Supper, we intend two things. Of course we will provide recipes and cooking techniques that we hope will make the process more enjoyable. But this book is also a look at the world that surrounds the food that shows up on our plates.

We Americans don’t eat, shop, or cook the way we used to. Our relationship with food has intensified, become more controversial, richer, more pleasurable, and more puzzling. The American food psyche is flourishing, and we’re placing more value on food and its influences than ever before. To have a respectable cultural IQ these days, you must have some nimbleness with the language of food—even if you never cook.

How to Eat Supper is about those values, and about the discoveries we’ve made over the years on our public radio program, The Splendid Table®.

We do a national show about food, and while cooking is part of it, believe it or not, it is a relatively small one. Since 1995 The Splendid Table has taken radio audiences far beyond the recipe. We hope we’ve given voice to the dimensions of food rarely heard in media—from the quirky to the political, from the grassroots to the scholarly, from the high to the humble. And yes, we talk to cooks, too.

An experiment that yielded surprising results was the birthplace of this book. We and our associate, Judy Graham, wondered if listeners would find value in receiving a free e-newsletter each week with a tested work-night recipe. With hordes of recipes everywhere, we wondered if the idea would fly. We launched Weeknight Kitchen in December 2002, and if subscribers had actually shown up on our doorstep, the line would have stretched to the next county. Our collective curiosity is insatiable, and Weeknight Kitchen is still going strong, as the dishes between these covers attest.

You will hear two voices in these pages: that of Sally Swift, the show’s producer and my partner in its creation, and mine. Sally cooks for necessity and pleasure; she has two children and a husband who travels, and she works long hours. Real-world work-night food is in her DNA. You should know, too, that Sally is the kind of person who gets up before the kids on Christmas morning so she can start hand-grinding her own Mexican mole sauce.

Long hours are part of my life and I cook nearly every night for my husband, both for play and as therapy. Walking into that kitchen closes the door on any of the day’s downsides. Most nights my cooking is fast and simple. That said, I have been accused of putting many recipes into print that begin “On day one …”

Although my other books have focused on Italy, for much of my life I’ve cooked from around the world with a special affection for the flavors of India, the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia. In fact, years ago in New York City I started out teaching Chinese cooking classes. Curiosity about how foods link from culture to culture drives my work. Sally shares that affection for and curiosity about those flavors and cultures, and consequently they show up in many of the recipes here.

Nowhere is it written that everyone should cook. Our judgment about what constitutes supper has changed. It can be take-out chicken with chutney and fresh herbs rolled up in lettuce leaves, a slice of bread spread with fresh cheese heaped with radishes eaten off a napkin at your laptop, or a salad piled high with the five-a-day you missed at lunch. But supper can also be a homemade oven roast of tandoori-spiced vegetables or a bowl of Cuban black bean soup. For the times when you do want to cook, the food in this book will serve you well.

The recipes in this book are hand-holders, built on the idea that if you’ve never seen the dish before, you need to know the details of how to cook it—the ideas behind the techniques, what to look for as the food cooks, what kind of pot ensures success, and where substitutions would work. We tell you how long it takes to get the food to the table, and how long it will keep.

All cooking breaks down into logical systems. Cooks call them techniques. Once you learn the technique, the possibilities are legion. Many of our recipes have variations; they start with the same technique you learn in the master recipe and then show you how to vary the theme with new ingredients to wind up with a whole new dish.

Politics drives a lot of what you’ll find in our refrigerators and on these pages. We feel strongly about local, sustainable, and organic food. We are apt to change a dinner menu to pasta if organic chicken isn’t to be had. This philosophy doesn’t come solely from concerns over our well-being. It is larger than that. It is about ecology, the survival of rural life, and values.

Over the years we have met via our radio show some incredible people who have had a great influence, sometimes in unusual ways, on the world of food. Their thoughts, stories, and ideas are peppered throughout these pages, along with often unexpected stories behind the dishes. It’s a reminder of how much more there is to food than simply lifting your fork to your mouth.

We hope you’ll find as much pleasure in these pages as we have had in creating them for you and hope that you sit down to supper more often than not.


Curiously, never have we ­Americans worried more about eating for health, nor have we ever left so much of the cooking to entities that could care less.

—Anonymous
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Supporting local, organic, and sustainable growers and producers isn’t solely about us and our own well-being. It is about the large view—the environment, the community, the ethical treatment of people and animals, the value of the small and unique. And it’s about feeding the people you care about as best you can.

If at all possible, please prepare these recipes with organic ingredients. We know that the sticker from the USDA, “Certified Organic,” is not the perfect solution. But for now, it is one of the better options we have. In the best of all possible worlds, shop as close to the source as possible. We like handing our money over to the person who grows the lettuce.
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We share a theory: If you don’t like to cook, you should have the very best equipment. Non-cooks usually shortchange themselves in the equipment department, and that’s a mistake. Having good equipment is like having a bunch of friends in the kitchen who always pitch in. Sound tools help ensure success and make cooking a lot easier. If you do like to cook, the best equipment will give you that much-needed leg up.

Pots and Pans

How do you know which pots you need or which ones are worth upgrading? Keep an eye on your kitchen sink. The pots and gadgets you see there all the time are your workhorses, and they should be of the highest quality you can afford.

I favor thick aluminum pots lined with stainless steel. They should have heat-conducting aluminum all the way up the sides of the pan, not just a thick disc on its base. Those discs have a nasty habit of giving you a burned ring around the pan’s edge when you sauté.

Be sure to handle a pot before you buy it. Get its feel, and see if you are comfortable with its weight and balance. When you are tempted by that gorgeous 12-quart cast-iron casserole, remember it will be filled when you lift it, and most kitchens are not equipped with cranes.

A nonstick coating is handy for cooking eggs and fish, but these pans are not the all-purpose wonders that manufacturers claim, and they have some significant drawbacks. The finish is fragile and cannot take high heat. Additionally, a nonstick surface doesn’t allow that essential flavor-packed brown glaze to develop on the pan’s bottom as you brown.

THESE ARE THE PIECES FOUND MOST OFTEN IN OUR KITCHEN SINKS:


	Straight-sided 12-inch sauté pan with lid and ovenproof handles. You’ll find this pan called for in a majority of our recipes. Straight-sided sauté pans have nearly 30 percent more cooking surface than slope-sided skillets. Cook for two or eight in this pan. The 12-inch sauté pan doubles as a roasting pan; it can go straight into the oven.

	Slope-sided 10-inch nonstick skillet with lid and ovenproof handles. Use it for scrambling eggs, making frittatas, and fast sautés for two.

	One-, 2-, and 4-quart saucepans with lids.

	Six-quart pot with lid and ovenproof handles. Boil a pound of pasta, simmer soup for a gang, steam a bunch of broccoli, or bake a party casserole in this pot.

	Fourteen-inch wok with domed lid. Chinese cooks do everything in the wok—quick stir-fries, slow-cooked stews, steamed meals, and even soup. (See How to Buy a Wok.)

	Half-sheet or a large jelly-roll pan of thick aluminum with thick rolled edges. This is a double-duty pan. Upside down, it’s a cookie sheet; right side up, its very low sides and good heat conduction make it an essential for roasting meats, vegetables, and whole fish, and for baking bread or pizza and anything that needs heat surrounding the food. Buy the largest pan your oven can accommodate.



Tools and Gadgets

Knives. Never buy a knife without handling it, and be warned: a knife that claims never to need sharpening will remain sharp for only a short while.


	Paring knife. You can do most slicing, paring, and even boning with this knife. Have at least two—a disposable one and a keeper. Look for the ridiculously inexpensive plastic-handled ones from Japan that are lethally sharp and can go in the dishwasher.

    The keeper should be about 4 inches long, have the shank of the knife running through the handle, and fit comfortably in your hand.


	Six-inch utility/sandwich knife. This is a step up in size from a parer. You’ll find yourself using it for nearly every task short of chopping.

	Eight-inch chef’s knife. This is the workhorse. Make sure it fits your hand and balances well, and buy the very best you can afford. As mentioned above, you want a knife with the shank of the blade running through the handle.



Oven thermometer. Oven temperatures are almost always off (it’s not your fault your first roast chicken didn’t come out right—it was the oven). If you tuck an accurate thermometer into your oven, all will be well. Just check the real temperature and adjust the heat as needed.

Instant-reading thermometer. Know immediately if the fish is done just right or the chop is cooked through by poking this into the center.

Heavy-duty spring-loaded tongs. One long, one short. These are invaluable for turning, lifting, tossing salads, and for retrieving things from under the couch.

Wooden spatulas. With their wide, flat bases these spatulas can do what a round spoon can’t. In a stir or two they sweep the bottom of a pan clean or prevent the oatmeal from sticking. They are so inexpensive that you can put them in the dishwasher and throw them away when they crack.

Scoop-shaped plastic spatulas. We think Rubbermaid has nailed this gadget better than anyone else to date.

Microplane grater with a handle. Depend­ing upon the size, you can use this to grate anything from a raw rutabaga to nutmeg.

Lemon reamer. A classic for juicing citrus fruits.

Pastry scraper. Sweep up piles of chopped vegetables or clean off your countertop with this handy tool.

Pepper mills. One for pepper, the other for whole spices (although nothing beats a Mexican stone grinder, called a molcajete).

Stainless-steel bowls, from smallest to biggest available. Ideally these have flat bottoms for stability and wide rolled edges for easy handling. And you can never have too many. Use for mixing, storing, serving, salads, and as a top of a double boiler (just set the bowl over a saucepan of bubbling water).

Large, thick hardwood cutting board. Get the largest your counter space can accommodate. Use for everything but meats, fish, and poultry (see below).

Small and large white plastic cutting boards. For meats, fish, and poultry. Clean them in the dishwasher or by hand with bleach.

Oversized stainless-steel colander. It should be big enough to hold a baby. Use this for draining everything from 2 pounds of pasta to a handful of green beans.

Palm-sized rock for crushing and peeling garlic. (See Sally’s Garlic Rock.)

Asian drain strainers. Available in Asian groceries, these are strainers that fit into the drain of your kitchen sink to catch all the little bits. They actually do the job better than the stopper that came with your sink.





MENUS

FLASH CHICKEN SAUTÉ WITH CIDER AND ALMONDS

Garlic-Cauliflower “Mashed Potatoes”

SWEET OR DRY CIDER



THE QUINTESSENTIAL PESTO WITH RISOTTO

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Simple Salad

ROSEMARY FIGS WITH HONEYED FRESH CHEESE



LUXURY SCRAMBLED EGGS

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Simple Salad

    SALLY’S COCONUT MACAROONS



FLASH-ROASTED TROUT ON GREEN HERBS

Cabbage Slaw with Orange–Pumpkin Seed Dressing

SAUVIGNON BLANC FROM NEW ZEALAND



HOISIN CHINA NOODLES WITH FOUR FLAVORS

    Litchi nuts with fresh pineapple

HOT GREEN TEA



PROVENÇAL TUNA SALAD

Country bread

Pineapple-Ginger Sorbet

CHILLED GLASS OF ROSÉ



TAMARIND-GLAZED PORK CHOPS

Cabbage Slaw with Orange–Pumpkin Seed Dressing

DARK AND MOIST GINGERBREAD



“DRIPPY” MEXICAN SWEET CORN ON THE COB

Big Tomato Sweet-Sour Salad

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Simple Salad

FRESH PEACHES



SOUP OF FRESH GREENS AND ALPHABETS

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Supper Salad

FRESH GRAPES



SWEET ROASTED BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND GREENS OVER BOW-TIE PASTA

Ribbons of Greens and Green Apple Salad

THE DUKE’S HOT CHOCOLATE



CHEATER’S HOMEMADE BROTH

Spring Vegetables and White Beans Scented with Fresh Bay

EDNA LEWIS’S SUGARED RASPBERRIES



WARM WHITE BEAN SALAD WITH FRAGRANT GARLIC AND ROSEMARY

Walnut raisin bread

GLASS OF ROUGH RED WINE



BIG TOMATO SWEET-SOUR SALAD

Black Pepper–Honey Steak

MELTING GREENS

Garlic-Cauliflower “Mashed Potatoes”

SALLY’S COCONUT MACAROONS



RIBBONS OF GREENS AND GREEN APPLE SALAD

Lynne’s Retro Garlic Bread

PILSNER OR PALE ALE



OVEN-ROASTED CHICKEN CACCIATORA

Working Mother’s Barley

CRACKED NUTS AND DRIED FIGS WITH A GLASS OF PORT



DRESSING-IN-A-BOWL SIMPLE SALAD

Almond-Turmeric Potatoes

RUSTIC JAM SHORTBREAD TART



CHEATER’S HOMEMADE BROTH

Pan-Crisped Deviled Eggs on French Lettuces

DARK ROAST COFFEE WITH FARMHOUSE PANNA COTTA



SPRING GRILL OF ASPARAGUS AND SCALLION SALAD

Baked potato

ICED GREEN TEA



SCANDINAVIAN SPICED MEATBALLS WITH CARAMELIZED APPLES

Scallion-Dill Pilaf

SLICED ORANGES WITH HONEY



PORK TENDERLOIN PAN ROAST WITH BLACK OLIVES AND ORANGE

Three-Pea Toss

Working Mother’s Barley

SALLY’S COCONUT MACAROONS



EDAMAME AND SMOKED TOFU SUCCOTASH

Dumbed-Down Rice

FRESH MANGO



SWEET YAMS IN GINGER-STICK CURRY

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Simple Salad

ICED MANGO TEA



    WINE-BRAISED CARROTS WITH FRIED SAGE LEAVES WITH TURKISH ALMOND SAUCE

    No-Cook Whole-Wheat Couscous



CLASSIC CHICKEN NOODLE SOUP

Crusty bread

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Supper Salad

LITTLE FRENCH FUDGE CAKES



PLUMPED GINGER-CARAMEL SHRIMP

Dumbed-Down Rice with fresh basil leaves

EDNA LEWIS’S SUGARED RASPBERRIES



THAI CANTALOUPE SALAD WITH CHILE

Goat cheese plate

GLASS OF NORTHWEST RIESLING OR APPLE CIDER



MOROCCAN GREEN BEAN TAGINE

No-Cook Whole-Wheat Couscous

ORANGE WEDGES WITH HONEY AND ORANGE-FLOWER WATER



FARMER’S TORTELLINI IN WINE BROTH

Lynne’s Retro Garlic Bread

A VELVETY RED WINE LIKE ZINFANDEL OR SANGIOVESE



ALMOND CHUTNEY CHICKEN IN LETTUCE ROLL-UPS

Sticky rice

PINEAPPLE-GINGER SORBET



MIDNIGHT ASPARAGUS WITH CREAMY EGGS

Boiled red potatoes

THE DUKE’S HOT CHOCOLATE



CHEATER’S HOMEMADE BROTH

Belgian Beer Bar Tartine

BELGIAN GUEUZE BEER



SMOTHERED BROCCOLI WITH PEPPER, ONIONS, AND RAISINS

Garlic and olive oil–rubbed bruschetta

SLICED PEARS WITH TALEGGIO CHEESE



CORIANDER-ORANGE-SCENTED RED LENTIL SOUP

Pita bread with take-out eggplant puree

ROSEMARY FIGS WITH HONEYED FRESH CHEESE



GREEN BEANS WITH LEMON, GARLIC, AND PARMIGIANO GREMOLATA

Vintage Bistro Mussels

LITTLE FRENCH FUDGE CAKES



SIMPLE GARDEN-IN-A-POT SOUP

Rustic bread with garlic-herb cheese

THREE-PEA TOSS

Working Mother’s Barley

FARMHOUSE PANNA COTTA



BLACK PEPPER–HONEY STEAK

Mushroom Ambrosia with Miso

PINEAPPLE-GINGER SORBET



VIETNAMESE RICE NOODLE SOUP WITH BEEF AND FRESH HERBS (PHO)

Tropical Fruit Sorbet with mango



ALMOND-TURMERIC POTATOES

Melting Greens with Parmigiano-Reggiano

RUSTIC JAM SHORTBREAD TART



RIBBONS OF GREENS AND GREEN APPLE SALAD

Corn Chowder

DARK AND MOIST GINGERBREAD



CHEESE-GILDED LINGUINE WITH SMOKY TOMATOES

Ciabatta bread

FARMHOUSE PANNA COTTA



CHICKEN CURRY WITH GENTLE SPICES

Dumbed-Down Rice

Cucumbers with lime

HOT TEA INFUSED WITH CARDAMOM



LEMON-GARLIC ROAST SALMON ON NEW POTATOES

Sugar Snaps and Scallions with Coddled Lettuce

ROSEMARY FIGS WITH HONEYED FRESH CHEESE



NORTH SHORE SHRIMP SCAMPI

Scallion-Dill Pilaf

FARMHOUSE PANNA COTTA
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Dressing-in-a-Bowl Simple Salad

Dressing-in-a-Bowl Supper Salad

Ribbons of Greens and Green Apple Salad

Provençal Tuna Salad

Big Tomato Sweet-Sour Salad

Ripe Tomato Stack with Pine Nuts and Mozzarella

Spring Grill of Asparagus and Scallion Salad

Crisp Cucumber Shrimp in Retro Goddess Dressing

Avocado Seafood Cocktail with Bittersweet Chipotle Dressing

Asian-Style Chopped Salad on Lettuce Spears

Thai Cantaloupe Salad with Chile

Cabbage Slaw with Orange–Pumpkin Seed Dressing

 

LETTUCE

Raised for one thing and one only, lettuce is a courtesan in her salad days. Under her fancy crinolines her narrow feet are bound.

>—Lorna Crozier, from The Blue Hour of the Day

(McClelland & Stewart, Ltd., 2007)

 

It was June 1988 and I hadn’t seen a salad in eight days. I was traveling with several other journalists in then Czechoslovakia. Those were the grand old days of Communism, when meals were preprogrammed no matter where you went. There was cabbage, potatoes, and pork, or cabbage, potatoes, and goose. We saw green lettuce in the fields but not on our plates. The revolution finally came. As I recall it took the form of something like our declaring we’d march out of the dining room en masse singing “God Bless America” if we didn’t get a salad. It worked.

Looking back on that trip, I realize that our salad revolt reflected how the American salad had gone through a seismic shift well before the late ’80s. Salad used to be that mean-spirited little bowl to the left of your dinner plate until, one day, the salad was heaped right onto the dinner plate itself. It was the meal. As things stand now, Sally, me, and most of the country can’t imagine life without salad, and for good or for ill, prebagged salad blends have turned on even the hesitant salad maker.

The recipes in this chapter embrace what salads have become and can be. No other part of the meal invites improvisation the way salads do, so we’ve tried to give you some basics—guides to dressings and greens—as well as some recipes that illustrate flavor combinations from around the globe.
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DRESSING-IN-A-BOWL SIMPLE SALAD

Serves 4 as a side dish, and multiplies easily

10 minutes prep time

Once the salad is dressed, serve immediately



In the hodgepodge world of the salad bar and the multiple-personality Caesar, maybe we’ve forgotten the beauty of a simple bowl of greens. Glossed in a little good oil and vinegar, it can approach the transcendental.

Here is where you could start every night: salad greens (before buying, decide which kinds by tasting a tiny leaf tip), cleaned and pristine, that you dress right in the salad bowl.

No need to mess another bowl making the dressing; do it right over the salad. Trust yourself. Your eyes and your taste won’t fail you. Begin with a little oil, barely coating the leaves, and then taste your way forward.


1 big handful of your choice of salad greens for each serving (12 to 16 ounces for 4 salad lovers)

Light sprinklings of coarse salt and fresh-ground black pepper

2 to 4 tablespoons good-tasting oil (extra-virgin olive oil, or walnut, almond, or hazelnut oil)

1 to 3 tablespoons vinegar (red wine, white wine, cognac, sherry, or cider vinegar)



1. Wash and thoroughly spin-dry the greens. Tear them into bite-sized pieces, and pile into a big salad bowl.

2. Just before serving, sprinkle the greens with salt and pepper. Drizzle with 2 tablespoons of the oil, and toss to barely coat the leaves. Then toss with 1 tablespoon of the vinegar.

3. Taste for balance. Add more oil, vinegar, salt, or pepper as needed, but use a light hand; you should still be able to taste the greens.

4. Tossed salad waits for no man. Serve it while it’s still standing up and saluting.
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Some inspired blends are mild Bibb with baby spinach and the luxe winter splurge of Belgian endive with meaty yet delicate mâche. Take a look at the Taste Guide to Salad Greens for more ideas.



 

THE PURE AND THE VIRGINAL An Olive Oil Guide

A frequent question we get from callers and readers is “Why should I spend the extra money on extra-virgin olive oil? Isn’t pure good enough? Is there really a difference?” The answer is always the same: “There is a big difference. ‘Pure’ is not pure.”

All the reasons you buy olive oil—the nutrients, the absence of trans fats, and the flavor—are ensured only when olives are pressed right after picking with absolutely no heat or chemicals. This is where the word “virgin” comes in. That term on the label means the olives were pressed without heat and what the trade calls “solvents” (i.e., chemicals). Here is what the language on olive oil containers means:

Demystifying Olive Oil Labels


	“Extra-Virgin” contains less than 0.8 percent acidity, which makes it easy to digest, among other things. Extra-virgin is the purest expression of the olive in all its nutritional and sensual glory. There is no guarantee of taste here; each brand of extra-virgin will be different, but this is the one truly pure olive oil.

	“Virgin” olive oil can contain up to 2 percent acidity. You rarely see this oil, which is just as well.

	“Pure,” “Pomace,” or simply “Olive Oil” on the label indicates an oil treated with chemicals and, in most cases, heat. These do not belong in anyone’s kitchen.

	“Light” is marketing. This doesn’t mean fewer calories. It does mean the oil is heavily filtered to remove flavor and color. Don’t bother with these, either.

	Spray Oils and Refillable Spray Containers: Some spray oils are bolstered with chemicals and artificial flavors, and all contain alcohol or propane to create the spray effect. Aside from the issue of additives, every spray oil I have tasted leaves much to be desired. Simpler, and probably healthier, is to moisten a paper towel with good-tasting oil and wipe it onto the surface you want to cook on.

	We don’t recommend refillable oil spray containers either. They are difficult to clean thoroughly between refills, so you end up with rancid oil permeating your fresh additions. Keep life simple: stay with the bottle the oil comes in.



How to Buy and Use Olive Oils

Olive Oil Golden Rule #1: Older is never better; flavors fade in a year. Premium extra-virgins demand hefty prices, so don’t put your money down unless the label bears a harvest date (raccolta, annata di produzione in Italian; cosechar, recoger in Spanish) and that date is less than a year ago. Most Northern Hemisphere olives are harvested between October and January. Lamentably, they are usually not available in stores until February or later.

South-of-the-equator olive oils are the lifesavers for us in the fall and winter months. It is ironic that at the very time we need to restock or find special oils for gifts and festive cooking, the Northern Hemisphere’s oils are fading.



Olive Oil Golden Rule #2: Ignore rumors about not being able to cook with extra-virgin oil. It is true that heat will slightly diminish the oil’s flavor, and that extra-virgin olive oil cannot tolerate extremely high temperatures for any length of time, but the entire Mediterranean has cooked with extra-virgin oils since before Christ. For health reasons alone, extra-virgin is the only olive oil that should pass your lips. Our only caveat is that premium extra-virgin olive oils are expensive. So you might want to save them for seasoning cooked dishes and use lower-priced extra-virgin oils for cooking.



Olive Oil Golden Rule #3: Light oxidizes olive oil, so buy dark bottles or boxed oils. Store your oil away from light and heat.



Olive Oil Golden Rule #4: Buy for flavor. If you don’t like an oil, don’t use it no matter how highly rated it may be.

Here are some oils we’ve enjoyed:



REASONABLY PRICED OLIVE OILS: These are good for cooking and for salads: Bella, Carapelli, Cost Plus, Crespi, Costco’s Kirkland Toscano (a dated oil that changes in taste each year), Whole Foods 365, Carli, Fabri, Colavita, Spectrum Naturals blends, and Sciabica from California.



PREMIUM OLIVE OILS: Consider these seasonings as much as dressings and cooking oils. Use these oils as you would salt or pepper. They naturally break down into the following flavor categories.



Buttery and Gently Fruity: Spain’s Dauro de Aubocassa. Italy’s Roi Carte Noire, Ardoino “Fructus,” Frantoio Borgomaro di Laura Marvaldi. And not as distinctive as the previous, but decent, are Rainieri and Isnardi.



Uses: Gentle oils shine with gentle dishes. Use these oils wherever you would routinely dip into the butter dish.


	Simple fish recipes (Flash-Roasted Trout on Green Herbs) and nearly any food that is poached or boiled.

	Bibb lettuce, steamed mild greens, sugar snap peas, green beans, and the naturally sweet waxy-style potatoes like Desiree, Yellow Finn, and Red Bliss take to these oils.

	Drizzle the oil over slices of young cheeses or on Belgian Beer Bar Tartine, or blend it with grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese and black pepper as a dip for spring vegetables.

	Dress the simplest of pastas with these oils, like a late-night garlic and pepper (aglio olio) or ricotta and walnut sauce.



The Pesto Oil: All the Italian oils in this category come from northern Italy’s Liguria region, the home of pesto. These oils are made often from a single olive, the taggiasca, which is picked ripe; hence the buttery, soft quality. This is the olive oil that goes into the famous pesto because those qualities complement rather than overwhelm the young sweet basil that local cooks like to use. The Quin­tessential Pesto with Risotto recipe will reveal all.



Fruity, Full-Flavored, with Some Pepper: Italy’s Ravida, Laudemio Frescobaldi (both are favorite all-around oils), Pianogrillo Tonda Iblea, and Olio Verde of Gianfranco Becchina. Spain’s Hermans Catalan 100% Arbequina, Pons Early Harvest, and Baena Nuñez de Prado. Portugal’s Joana and João Oliveira High Ridge Orchard, California’s Lila Jaeger, and Australia’s Yellingbo.



Uses: These oils pair with foods that absorb flavors, like potatoes and the entire bean family. They stand up to grilled meats, seafood, and roasted vegetables. Italians love them drizzled over fresh cheeses and often finish simple tomato-sauced pastas with them.


	Fuller-flavored seafood dishes (see Salmon Pan Roast), straightforward grilled meats, and eggs like Pan-Crisped Deviled Eggs on French Lettuces.

	Vegetables—assertive greens, potatoes, yams, the entire bean family from fresh to canned. Look at Melting Greens, Wine-Braised Carrots, Green Beans with Lemon, Garlic, and Parmigiano Gremolata, and Warm White Bean Salad with Fragrant Garlic and Rosemary.

	Pastas, soups, grain and rice dishes— try with Chopping-Board Pistachio Pesto, whole-grain breads, Farmhouse Minestrone, and Garlic-­Cauliflower “Mashed Potatoes”.



Robust, Peppery, and Aggressive: Italy’s Castello di Ama, Capezzana, Castel di Lego, Trevi, Biondi Santi, Col d’Orcia, Laudemio Poppiano, and Magni. Spain’s Almazara Luis Herrera, California’s McEvoy Ranch, Australia’s Lakelands Olives’ “Frantoio” and their Special Reserve, New Zealand’s Moutere Grove, and Argentina’s Armando Mansur.



Uses: Think of these oils as the pepper and the snappy spice of the olive oil world. Use them where you want to give a dish some extra snap. Any dish with chiles, powerful wine sauces, and assertive vegetables takes to this oil as its final seasoning.


	Vegetables and salads—try finishing spicy pastas, rices and grains, Ripe Tomato Stack with Pine Nuts and Mozzarella, and Provençal Oven Onion Sauté.

	Meats—this is the style of oil to use on grilled meats and big-flavored seafoods.



 

A Taste Guide to Salad Greens

You can reshape supper from night to night solely with what is in your salad bowl. Knowing salad greens beyond iceberg, leaf lettuce, and romaine is akin to a do-it-yourselfer being handed a new set of power tools. You gain so many options once you figure out what unfamiliar greens taste like. Nibble on individual leaves in the bagged mixes and sample (discreetly) from the heads and bunches you see in the market.

For instance, bold greens cut through the richness of spice and fat. They pair well with things like barbecued ribs, vindaloo takeout, hot and sweet wings, short ribs, chili, and lasagne. The delicate ones are a foil for subtler dishes—roast chicken, vegetable stews, and grills. Greens are beautiful simply dressed and eaten all by themselves.

Here is a sampling of the familiar and unfamiliar. First, try the unfamiliars on their own to get a sense of what they are; then start mixing and matching.

Subtle

Bibb lettuce, butter lettuce, leaf lettuce, and iceberg (which is much maligned, but good for watery crunch).

Mild and Distinctive

Young beet greens, baby chard, romaine, Kentucky limestone lettuce, Lollo Rossa, mâche (corn salad), nasturtium leaves, lamb’s quarters, Chinese or napa cabbage, and baby bok choy.

Standouts but Not Overpowering

Watercress, chickweed, deer tongue, oak-leaf, baby mizuna, pea tops (also known as pea shoots or pea leaves), perilla (also known as shiso), young amaranth, spinach, purslane, water spinach, and arugula. (There are two types of arugula. The smaller, rougher-leaved “wild” or “wall rocket” is preferred for its more peppery, less medicinal character.)

Greens with Punch or Bite

Baby dandelion, young chrysanthemum leaves, Belgian endive, curly endive, escarole, frisée, young kale, mature mizuna, young mustard, sorrel, Tuscan kale (lacinato), and radicchio (small radicchio heads are particularly bitter, because they are actually older ones with the rotting leaves trimmed away).



 

DRESSING-IN-A-BOWL SUPPER SALAD

Serves 4

15 minutes prep time

Once the salad is dressed, serve immediately



Pristinely simple side salads secretly long to be wonderfully jumbled main-dish concoctions. Or at least it’s fun to think so.

A supper salad can be a thoughtfully articulated bowl of restraint or a gloriously messy gathering of things you love. Think of the last few roasted vegetables or those lick-your-fingers-they’re-so-good pan juices from the other night’s chicken: Warm them up and add them to the dressing. Supper salads are blank canvases, and this recipe presents a flock of possible improvisations. Each one gives you a one-of-a-kind dinner.


½ medium red onion, thin sliced

3 to 4 tablespoons good-tasting vinegar

Salt and fresh-ground black pepper

2 tablespoons dark grainy mustard

½ cup canned chickpeas, kidney beans, or black beans, rinsed and drained

About 2 cups raw vegetables (green tomatoes, cucumbers, broccoli, snow peas, corn, jicama, edamame, etc.), chopped into bite-sized pieces if large

2 tablespoons fresh mild herbs (basil, mint, coriander, parsley); or 1 to 2 teaspoons fresh assertive herbs (thyme, rosemary, sage, tarragon)

1 to 2 cups soy foods or cooked meat, seafood, or poultry, chopped into bite-sized pieces

2 heads salad greens; or 2 packages prewashed greens of your choice (12 to 16 ounces total)

4 to 6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil or almond, walnut, or hazelnut oil



1. In a large salad bowl, stir together the onion, 3 tablespoons of the vinegar, some salt and pepper, and the mustard. Add the chickpeas, moistening them with the mixture. Let it stand for about 30 minutes while you set the table.

2. When you are ready to serve, add the vegetables, herbs, soy foods or meat, and salad greens along with 4 tablespoons of the oil. Toss the salad together. Then taste, and adjust the seasoning as you like with more oil, vinegar, salt, and/or pepper. Serve the salad while it is still crisp.


[image: ]

Kosher and other coarse salts bring an accent and a crunch to salads that fine-ground salt cannot equal. Skip flavored oils and vinegars. Most are second-rate. It is much better to add fresh flavorings to the greens.



 

Supper Salad
IMPROVISATIONS

Begin improvising with the Dressing-in-a-Bowl Supper Salad proportions, substituting the following suggestions for the recipe’s ingredients.



Cheddar/Craisin with Autumn Greens: Try shards of sharp cheddar and a handful each of Craisins (dried sweetened cranberries) and salted sunflower seeds, tossed with curly endive, baby spinach, and red-leaf lettuce. Apples are good in this mix, too.



Sweet and Hot Chicken Salad: Do an arranged salad by tossing 2 or 3 cups of cooked chicken with bottled Thai sweet/hot chile sauce and crushed peanuts. Heap the blend on top of a mix of romaine, bean sprouts, jicama chunks, and sliced scallions. Finish the salad with generous sprinkles of rice vinegar and a little Asian sesame oil.



Marseille Salad: Toss together mild and bold greens, two 6-ounce cans of olive oil–packed tuna, and several tablespoons each of tapenade, chickpeas, pickled onions, and roasted peppers.



The Uptown Pear Salad: Show off a fruit balsamic vinegar like fig or apple, or a European sweet fruit vinegar, by taking the supper salad in a different direction. Rather than tossing everything together, slice 2 pears into long narrow wedges. Fan them out on a big platter, and put a bundle of frisée or curly endive at the base of the fan. Sprinkle everything lightly with the vinegar, a little olive oil, some coarse salt, and a few grindings of pepper.



Goat cheese, shavings of Gruyère or young sheep cheese, or salted almonds could finish the salad.

 

RIBBONS OF GREENS AND GREEN APPLE SALAD

Serves 4 to 6

20 minutes prep time

Once it is dressed, serve the salad immediately



Chiffonade—a fussy concept, but it’s amazing how slicing lettuce into thin strips impresses. People think you have worked for hours. The trick is to stack the leaves, roll them into a tight cylinder, and cut them all at once.

The combination of crunch, sweet, and tart gives this salad its distinction. Picky little eaters in the house? This one will win them over. For grown-ups, an addition of fresh goat cheese would move this into the main dish category.


1 medium red onion, cut into thin rings

Pale green inner leaves from 1 large head curly endive, frisée, or other tangy lettuce

Pale green inner leaves from 1 large head escarole; or 1 small head oak-leaf lettuce or green radicchio

1 small head red-leaf or Bibb lettuce

1 crisp apple, such as Granny Smith, Fuji, Pink Lady, or Braeburn, quartered, cored (not peeled), and thin sliced

⅓ cup whole salted almonds, coarse crushed

Salt and fresh-ground black pepper

½ teaspoon dried basil

2 to 3 tablespoons peppery extra-virgin olive oil

1 to 2 tablespoons red wine or cider vinegar



1. Place the onion in a bowl, add ice water to cover, and refrigerate for 30 minutes.

2. Wash and thoroughly dry the greens. Stack 4 leaves, roll them up into a tight cylinder, and thin-slice crossways. Repeat with the remaining leaves. You’ll have fine ribbons of salad. Put them in a large salad bowl, and add the apple slices and almonds.

3. Just before serving, drain the onion and pat dry. Sprinkle the greens with salt and pepper, the basil, and the drained onion.

4. At the table, toss the salad with enough oil to barely coat the greens, about 2 tablespoons. Toss with vinegar to taste, starting with 1 tablespoon. Taste for balance, making sure the vinegar is assertive but not harsh.


[image: ]

Slightly underripe fruit shines here. Through the summer replace the apple with peaches, nectarines, or plums. In fall and winter do grapes, pears, or cooked quince.



 

New Moms and
BITTER GREENS

Did you ever wonder why pregnant women have such opinionated palates? Their legendary cravings for odd foods are only part of what is happening to their bodies. One of our favorite guests, poet and naturalist Diane Ackerman, shared a theory with us one day.

She said there is scientific speculation that a pregnant woman’s heightened ability to pick out bitter tastes during pregnancy is an evolutionary alarm system. Many poisonous plants and fruits taste bitter, and our taste buds may be designed to kick in at a heightened level when a woman is carrying a child, giving her extra protection during those vital months—an early warning system at its very best.

Another piece of science speculates that this explains infants’ innate love of sweet flavors. In nature, sweet is safe.


[image: ]

A Natural History of the Senses 
 By Diane Ackerman (Vintage, 1991)



 

PROVENÇAL TUNA SALAD

Serves 4 or, more truthfully, 2

15 minutes prep time

Holds for 2 to 3 days in the refrigerator



Lazy summers in the south of France—that is what this salad tastes like, and it gets better with time. Chunks of olive, fresh lemon, onion, capers, and tomato all come together to prove that a can of tuna can become a majestic thing.

Dill is the surprise. You’d think this reticent herb from the cold north wouldn’t belong here. Perhaps it’s Scandinavian stoicism at work, but dill corrals together all these raucous children of the Mediterranean in a way no other herb could. Without it, the salad isn’t anywhere near as interesting.


Three 6-ounce cans water-packed albacore tuna, thoroughly drained

1 cup halved grape tomatoes

½ cup whole Kalamata or Niçoise olives, preferably pitted

3 heaping tablespoons drained capers

¼ cup chopped red onion

¼ to ½ light-packed cup chopped fresh dill leaves

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

½ cup fresh lemon juice (about 1½ large lemons)

Salt and fresh-ground black pepper



1. Turn the drained tuna into a large bowl, and break it into chunks with a fork. Fold in the tomatoes, olives, capers, red onion, and fresh dill. Pour in the olive oil and lemon juice. Add salt and pepper to taste; toss to blend.

2. If time allows, let stand at cool room temperature for















THE VINEGAR MAN








The Do-It-Yourself DRESSING KIT
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THE DRESSING COLLECTION













BIG TOMATO SWEET-SOUR SALAD













































RIPE TOMATO STACK WITH PINE NUTS AND MOZZARELLA






































	Ice bath: Bury sliced raw onion in ice water for 20 to 30 minutes.

	Acid treatment: Toss slices with vinegar or citrus, and let stand for 20 to 30 minutes. The onion will wilt, but it will also turn sweet.

	Microwave the onions in a little vinegar for 3½ minutes at high power. For an unusual salad ingredient we call Melting Paprika Onions, toss the onions with the vinegar and some sweet paprika. Microwave for 3½ minutes, cool, and add to a salad.




No More Soggy Greens BAGGING YOUR OWN SALAD









How to Orchestrate Summer Tomatoes





Mellow



Punchy Sweet/Tart



Sweet and Gentle



Rich and Savory


Plum and Paste Tomatoes











SPRING GRILL OF ASPARAGUS AND SCALLION SALAD







































THE ASPARAGUS EFFECT




Measuring in the Palm of Your Hand





CRISP CUCUMBER SHRIMP IN RETRO GODDESS DRESSING































Giving Flavor to FROZEN SHRIMP









AVOCADO SEAFOOD COCKTAIL WITH BITTERSWEET CHIPOTLE DRESSING



















































ASIAN-STYLE CHOPPED SALAD ON LETTUCE SPEARS
















































Babes and the Perennial Sweet Tooth







THAI CANTALOUPE SALAD WITH CHILE




    

















CABBAGE SLAW WITH ORANGE–PUMPKIN SEED DRESSING
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