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Sweet Scarlet Berries




When fresh strawberry season arrives, I lock in a date to visit my local U-pick farm to stock up on the plump ruby gems, filling my back seat with quart after quart of the heavenly scented fruit. A glorious time in my kitchen awaits, turning my field-ripened harvest into savory and sweet jams, thick syrups and shrubs, and desserts of every kind holding aloft the scarlet berries in clouds of billowy whipped cream.
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Strawberries are native to North America, and today’s cultivated varieties are descendants of a strawberry variety from Virginia crossed with a Chilean variety. Every US state grows strawberries, but California cultivates roughly 90 percent of the commercial crop (about 34,000 acres), with Florida in second place, producing about 8 percent (about 10,700 acres), including all of the winter crop. A single acre of strawberries can produce as much as 50,000 pounds of fruit in a single season. Each field is picked multiple times, as the berries ripen in stages.


Strawberry plants are low to the ground. During their natural growing season, a little white berry emerges from a white flower and grows into a luscious, red, heart-shaped bulb. You may be surprised to learn that strawberries are a member of the rose family and aren’t even classified as a berry at all. Botanically speaking, they are an aggregate of achenes — those little black seeds (the true fruits) that form on the outside of the receptacle (the fleshy, edible part we enjoy).


Ancient Romans used wild strawberries to treat everything from fever to sore throats and even depression. Native Americans used strawberries to treat sores and steeped leaves and roots into teas that treated gum and internal inflammations. Today we know that the fruit is high in vitamin C — one serving has more vitamin C than an orange — and is a great source of folate and potassium, all of which contribute to bone strength and lower blood pressure. Research suggests that the flavonoids responsible for the red color in strawberries (and the blue in blueberries) have antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties and may improve heart health, help manage diabetes, support brain health, mediate inflammation, and reduce the risk of some cancers. It’s no wonder strawberries are considered a superfruit!




The recipes that follow feature strawberries at their best for any time of day. Savory recipes bring out the more complex flavors of the fruit, while the sweet recipes make for easy breakfasts and snacks and showstopping desserts. So whether it’s Strawberry Gazpacho or Pork Chops with Strawberry-Balsamic Sauce, Strawberry Crumb Cake or Pink Strawberry Pie with Lattice Crust, there’s a recipe here for every taste and occasion.





Tips for Cooking with Strawberries


When purchasing fresh strawberries, choose berries that are firm, plump, fully red, and free from moisture. Organic berries, where available, are pesticide-free and are a healthier choice.


Pick strawberries in the morning, when the fruit is still cool, as the heat of the day makes the berries more fragile. Local U-pick farms are a fun outing for the whole family. To pick a strawberry, hold the stem between your forefinger and thumbnail about 1 inch above the fruit, resting the strawberry in your palm. Pinch the stem to break it apart and release the berry, then move it to a shallow container. Avoid filling a container more than 3 inches deep, to reduce the chance of the berries being crushed.


Strawberries should be stored unwashed and refrigerated, and only washed immediately before use. Fresh berries keep refrigerated just a few days, so use them up quickly or freeze.


To hull strawberries, use the tip of a small knife to score around the edge of the stem end of the berry and lift out the leafy top and hard core underneath. Another method uses a straw inserted into the bottom end of the strawberry up through the stem end. The core and leafy top are trapped in the top end of the straw. Pinch the straw and draw it out of the strawberry to remove the core.


To slice strawberries, place them hulled-side down and slice vertically.


Frozen strawberries are widely available in 3-pound bags, making them ideal for keeping on hand year-round.


To freeze fresh strawberries, slice off the top, place the berries cut-side down on a parchment paper–lined baking sheet, and freeze. When frozen solid, move to freezer bags.


You can substitute frozen strawberries for fresh in recipes where the strawberry is fully cooked, or fully incorporated into a mixture that is whirred in a food processor or blender. Most recipes will note if the berries should be used frozen, or thawed before using.


To boost strawberry flavor in a recipe, add some freeze-dried strawberries that have been pulverized into a powder.


Strawberries are easily substituted for other summer fruit in your favorite recipes for cobblers, crisps, and most other sweet treats.


To dry your own strawberries, wash and hull the strawberries. Cut the berries in half except if they are large: Cut those in quarters. Spread out the cut berries in a single layer on a parchment-lined baking sheet and place in a preheated 200°F (95°C) oven. Rotate the pan every 30 to 45 minutes, drying for about 3 hours. Remove the baking sheet and allow to cool for 30 minutes. Check a thick strawberry by breaking it in half. If any moisture is detected, return the pan to the oven for 30 minutes. Transfer the dried berries to a ziplock bag or plastic container and store in an area away from sunlight. Watch for signs of condensation, which can encourage mold. If it occurs, redry the berries for another hour or so.
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Cook’s Notes




Ingredients


Quality ingredients yield quality results, so purchase the best-quality ingredients your food budget allows. Several baking recipes call for certain ingredients to be at room temperature. This provides for the best texture in cakes and muffins, and it also allows for some ingredients to be more easily integrated with others.


Baking powder and soda. Fresh baking powder and baking soda (less than 1 year old) are essential to baking success.


Butter. Unless otherwise specified, the butter used in these recipes may be unsalted or salted.


Cream and milk. Heavy whipping cream is cream with at least 36 percent butterfat and is the best choice for rich, thick, billowy tufts of cream to be folded into dessert recipes or dolloped atop individual servings. Recipes calling for whole milk are best made with whole milk. Recipes not specifying can be made with any milk on hand.


Eggs. Large eggs are the standard for these recipes.


Freeze-dried strawberries. Pack a punch of strawberry flavor into a recipe by adding freeze-dried strawberries. Sold in many grocery and specialty foods stores around the country, a bag weighing 1.2 ounces is made from 12 ounces of ripe strawberries freeze-dried at the peak of freshness. Not only are they useful for adding taste to less-than-perfect fresh strawberries, they also improve the color, making dishes using paler strawberries appear more robust. Recipes here call for blitzing the freeze-dried strawberries into a powder using a food processor or blender.


Lemon juice. Freshly squeezed lemon juice is preferred in recipes where the juice isn’t heated during cooking, or in recipes where lemon is a dominant flavor.


Self-rising flour. For recipes calling for self-rising flour, you may substitute 1 cup all-purpose flour mixed with 11⁄2 teaspoons baking powder and 1⁄4 teaspoon salt. Flour is best stored in an airtight container and can remain fresh for up to 1 year if stored this way in a dry cabinet. Storing flour in the freezer extends the freshness up to 2 years.


Spices. For maximum flavor, restock spices that are more than 1 year old.


Vanilla extract. Use pure or imitation as your preference dictates. A well-respected food magazine conducted a blind taste test in which the participants preferred imitation vanilla for its simple vanilla taste. Suit your own taste buds.





Methods




Whisk dry ingredients together for at least 30 seconds to encourage the full incorporation of all of the dry ingredients. This is essential when making recipes that include baking powder, baking soda, or salt.


To measure flour by the cup, lightly whisk the flour in its container, then spoon the flour into a dry measure and level it off with the back of a knife. If you are using a scale, 120 grams of flour equals 1 cup.




Equipment


Baking pans. Glass pie pans produce the crispiest crusts. Follow the visual cues for doneness as you get to know any new equipment.


Oven. Temperatures vary widely among ovens, and ovens often have hot spots. To identify hot spots in your oven, line a baking sheet with slices of store-bought white bread and bake the slices at 350°F (180°C). As the bread is toasting, you’ll be able to identify the oven’s hot spots by noticing which slices brown more quickly. Purchase an oven thermometer, an inexpensive insurance policy, to know how far off your oven temperature may be and compensate accordingly. You can also improve results for most baked goods by turning them 180 degrees from front to back halfway through the baking time.


Instant-read thermometer. Use this kitchen essential to determine if ingredients have been cooked to a proper temperature under food safety guidelines. It’s another inexpensive tool to enhance your cooking.


Electric hand mixer. The time cues in the recipes that follow are written with these mixers in mind. If you are using a stand mixer, use the whisk attachment for egg whites and whipping cream, and the paddle attachment for all other ingredients. Watch for the visual cues for doneness as described in the recipes, knowing that a stand mixer will produce results more quickly than a hand mixer.
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Bright Mornings



Strawberry Crumb Cake (a.k.a. Coffee Cake)



Makes one 9-inch square cake


This crumb cake is lovely for a morning coffee break, but it is truly wonderful any time of day. The crumb topping is ample — just like in the big bakeries. Room-temperature ingredients contribute to the light texture of the cake.
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Topping




	
3⁄4 cup all-purpose flour


	
1⁄3 cup granulated sugar


	
1⁄3 cup firmly packed light brown sugar


	
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


	Pinch of ground nutmeg


	Pinch of salt


	
1⁄3 cup unsalted butter, melted







Cake




	
1⁄3 cup butter, at room temperature


	
2⁄3 cup granulated sugar


	
2 eggs, at room temperature


	
1 teaspoon vanilla extract


	
11⁄2 cups all-purpose flour


	
1 tablespoon baking powder


	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt


	
2⁄3 cup milk, at room temperature


	
1 cup fresh strawberries, hulled and chopped







Make the Topping




	
1. Whisk together the flour, sugars, cinnamon, nutmeg, and salt in a small bowl until thoroughly combined, at least 30 seconds. Pour the melted butter over the flour mixture and work the butter into the mixture using your fingers or a fork until completely mixed. Set aside.







Make the Cake




	
2. Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Spray or grease and flour a 9-inch square baking pan.


	
3. Beat the butter and sugar together in a large bowl with an electric hand mixer until light in color and fluffy, about 4 minutes. Beat in the eggs and vanilla until combined.


	
4. Whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl until thoroughly combined, at least 30 seconds. Add the dry ingredients to the butter mixture in thirds, alternating with half the milk, beating until combined and scraping the bottom between each addition. Gently fold in the strawberries.


	
5. Transfer the batter to the prepared pan, leveling with a spatula, and sprinkle evenly with the crumble topping. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, or until a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean (avoiding a strawberry). Cool for 10 minutes in the pan before cutting into squares. Serve warm.
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