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How to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





INTRODUCTION





The bright orange pumpkin, that distinctive symbol of fall, belongs to the family of cucurbits (Cucurbitaceae), trailing vine plants that include squashes, gourds, zucchini, gherkins, muskmelons, and watermelons. Strictly speaking, pumpkins are fruits rather than vegetables. The flesh has a mild, sweet flavor and is used for both sweet and savory dishes. The seeds can be toasted to make a crunchy, nutritious snack or a garnish for soups and salads. Pumpkin flowers are also edible.





Grown throughout much of the United States, pumpkins take 90–120 days to mature before ripening between late summer and late fall, hence their popularity at this time of the year. As well as being used in cooking—in pies, cookies, bread, stews, and soups to name a few—pumpkins are often used to decorate homes in the fall and winter, especially for Halloween and Thanksgiving. Miniature pumpkins are commonly used as ornaments and can often be seen in autumnal floral displays, while larger ones are hollowed out and carved to make cheery—or spooky—jack o’lanterns. The earliest use for pumpkins was as animal feed and they are still used as such today.






A HISTORY OF PUMPKINS



Pumpkins are thought to have originated in Central America thousands of years ago. Spanish and Portuguese adventurers first introduced the seeds to Europe in the 14th century and, as a result, pumpkins are now grown worldwide. Native Americans in North America had been growing and using pumpkins long before the arrival of colonial settlers in the early 17th century. Besides roasting and eating the pumpkin flesh and the seeds, they used flattened, dried strips of pumpkin shell for making mats, and whole dried pumpkin shells were used as bowls and containers.





Pumpkins also became important for the Pilgrims. This explains the role of pumpkin—usually in the form of pumpkin pie—in today’s Thanksgiving celebrations, which annually commemorate the thanks offered to God by the Pilgrims in 1621 following their first successful harvest. The first pumpkin pies were in fact pumpkin shells filled with milk, pumpkin flesh, spices, and maple syrup and baked for hours in hot ashes.





The word “pumpkin” is thought to derive from the classical Greek word “pepon”. Pronounced by the French as pompon, this was later anglicized to “pumpion”, and in turn altered by the American colonists to “pumpkin.”





PUMPKIN VARIETIES


Pumpkins come in myriad shapes, sizes, and varieties, the names of which are probably better known to gardeners than to cooks. Some varieties are better for carving, while others are better for cooking. The best-known varieties are bright orange, ribbed, and round (90 percent of these are sold for Halloween jack o’lanterns), but pumpkins also come in shades of white, yellow, peach, tan, and green, and also stripey combinations of these colors. Sizes range from mini pumpkins the size of a tennis ball that weigh less than 1 lb to jumbo fruits grown for competitions that can weigh over 1000 lb. The cultivation of these outsized pumpkins is a popular pastime and the gigantic monsters (usually of the Atlantic Giant variety) are judged at pumpkin weigh-offs around the country at harvest time. The current record stands at 1337.6 lb.





SELECTING AND STORING PUMPKINS


If you are buying a pumpkin for cooking rather than for decorative purposes, its shape is unimportant. However, it should feel heavy for its size and be free of blemishes and soft spots, which can cause it to spoil prematurely. Although big pumpkins are impressive to look at, the flesh from smaller-sized fruits (the so-called pie, sugar, or sweet pumpkins) is usually sweeter and less watery than that from very large ones. The green-stripey cushaw is a long-necked pumpkin with green stripes, whose unique texture makes it ideal for custards and pies.





If possible, choose a pumpkin with 1–2 inches of stem left, because pumpkins without stems decay more quickly. Miniature pumpkins like the Baby Boo and Jack-Be-Little should be used soon after harvesting or purchasing, but larger, whole pumpkins can be stored at room temperature for up to a month or in a cool dry place for 2–3 months. Once a pumpkin is cut open it is highly perishable. It needs to be tightly wrapped, refrigerated, and used within 5 days.






NUTRITIONAL BENEFITS



Pumpkins are 90 percent water and, like most fruits and vegetables, of great nutritional value. They are low in calories and rich in fiber, vitamins C and E, and potassium. Vitamins C, and E are powerful antioxidants that help protect the body against free radicals—the highly unstable molecules that cause both minor infections and serious degenerative diseases like cancer and heart disease—as well as conditions that come with premature aging. Pumpkin seeds are a good source of essential fatty acids, protein, iron, and zinc.





HALLOWEEN JACK O’LANTERNS


The practice of using pumpkins as lanterns at Halloween derives from an ancient Celtic tradition brought to America by Irish immigrants. All Hallows’ Eve on October 31st marked the end of the Celtic year, and it was on this night that the Irish would place hollowed-out turnips, rutabagas, and beets with a light inside in porches and windows. These would welcome the spirits of ancestors into their homes and ward off evil spirits and a restless soul called Stingy Jack. The story goes that Stingy Jack was a miserable, mean drunk who played tricks on the Devil. When Jack died he was refused entrance to Heaven. The Devil also refused him entry into Hell, sending him away with only a burning lump of coal to light his way. Jack was therefore left to roam the dark world between the two and carried his burning coal inside a hollowed-out turnip. When the tradition came to America, the larger and more easily carved native pumpkin became the favorite choice for hollowing out and a candle replaced the burning coal. “Jack o’lantern pumpkin” is now a generic term for the deep orange varieties like the Connecticut Field, the traditional American pumpkin, which is used for making these lanterns. Such varieties have large cavities and thin walls, which make them ideal for carving. Look for a pumpkin with a flat bottom, a hard outer layer with no soft spots, and an intact stem that you can use as a handle for the lid.





To hollow out a pumpkin, first cut out a “lid” that can be replaced. Scrape out the seeds and strings, and scoop out the flesh using an ice-cream scoop, which is stronger than an ordinary spoon. Scrape the inside wall of the area to be carved to a thickness of 1 inch. To carve your pumpkin, make sure you use a sharp knife, always cutting away from your body and using a gentle but firm sawing action. You can carve your pumpkin freehand if you prefer but there are plenty of carving kits containing stencils and saws. A light coating of petroleum jelly applied to the cuts will help the pumpkin last longer. Alternatively, you can buy commercial pumpkin protector spray.






PUMPKIN PUREE



Since fresh pumpkins are available only in the fall and early winter, canned and frozen pureed pumpkin are the next best thing and are available all year round. Solid-pack canned puree with no added salt or sugar is just as tasty and nutritious as fresh pumpkin. However, it is easy to make your own puree, which can be kept in the freezer for up to six months ready for use in tarts, pies, and any other recipe that requires solid-pack canned pumpkin. You will need about 1 lb of raw, untrimmed pumpkin to make 1 cup of pumpkin puree.





First remove the stalk, then cut the pumpkin in half, using a sharp knife, and scoop out the seeds and strings. The pumpkin can be boiled, steamed, or baked before pureeing. To boil or steam the pumpkin, cut it into large chunks (peel the skin now if desired) and place it in a saucepan with about 1 cup of water. Cover and boil for 10–15 minutes or until tender, then drain. Alternatively, steam the pieces for 15–20 minutes. To bake the pumpkin, simply place the two halves, cut-side down, on cookie sheets and bake in a preheated oven at 350°F for 1 hour. When it is cool enough to handle, remove the pumpkin skin using a sharp knife. Work the flesh to a puree in a food processor or blender, or press through a strainer, or ricer.
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