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Although cookbook publishers allot a page near the front of the book for the author’s acknowledgments, I’ve never used it for the same reason that I click Mute on my remote during the Academy Awards thank-you speeches. It always seemed to me that thanking your parents for birthing you, your spouse for loving you, and your friends for being just that ought to be private, off-camera moments. On the other hand, one should probably grab any public opportunity that arises to display one’s beneficence and, at the same time, totally embarrass a good friend and colleague.

So I’ve decided to embarrass Fran McCullough, editor extraordinaire and author of the justly acclaimed Best American Recipes cookbook series. Together, Fran and I have written three books, one of which won a James Beard award, but it isn’t that collaboration alone that wins my gratitude. It goes all the way back to my unsolicited-manuscript submission to her when she sat on her deserved pedestal as senior cookbook editor at Harper & Row. I was invited to meet her for the first time at a trendy east-side New York City restaurant to discuss the publication of The Big Cheese Cookbook, based on the food I was serving in my Washington, D.C., restaurant at the time. I was a complete novice in the awesome world of publishing and pathetically nervous to meet one of its editorial icons. I could have spared myself the angst—Fran wasn’t scary in the least.

Although I closed the restaurant before the book was complete, from that afternoon on Fran has been consistently supportive and encouraging while I wondered what on earth I was doing writing cookbooks at all. She knew my passion better than I. She was positive when I had qualms. She generously offered experienced advice when asked, recommended me to others, tossed interesting assignments my way, and was the kind of friend and cheerfully gracious mentor everyone should be lucky enough to have in one’s life.

Thank you, Fran. I hope you like this one. It wouldn’t have been possible without you.




Contents

Introduction

Stocking the Pantry

1 Soups

2 The Amazing Braise

3 Ground Meat and Stuffings

4 Side Dishes

5 Condiments, Salsas, and Sauces

6 Sweets and Treats

Index

Metric Equivalencies

 

[image: Image]

 



Introduction

This is my fourth attempt at writing the Introduction, which, I was told, no one reads anyway. Since, in that case, I was effectively talking to myself, I started off by railing against the wagon train of fast-food kitchens encircling our neighborhoods and threatening family unity by luring us from the hearth with their quick fixes and funky fries. I blamed the pizza delivery boy for the baby turtles housed in our stockpots and the sneakers drying in our ovens. I held the prolific carryout shops responsible for our lackluster diet of gummy pasta salads and incinerated chickens. I speculated that media-driven celebrity chefs in their signature whites, edgy restaurants serving over-the-top food, and dueling culinary magazines may have given home cooks a whale of a complex. Home cooks protest that there’s no time for creative family cooking, let alone entertaining friends, but perhaps they just feel nothing they do will measure up. There was a time when the goal was to measure up to one’s mom, but, even for today’s younger grandmothers, that bib-aproned lady is all but a ghost.

Somewhere in one of those false starts I also wrote lyrically about cooking as a lifetime craft, as an art for the gifted few and always as a gift to the recipient. Not that dedicated cooks needed reminding of the creative and sensual rewards of their favorite hobby. From the rainbow panoply of the marketplace, through the pleasurable touch, discovery, and aroma, to the purring sounds around the table—cooking beats pulling garden weeds by a mile. I can think of no pastime more fulfilling in myriad ways than cooking. It may be a transitory pleasure for cook and diner alike, but memories of a good table can linger for a lifetime.

After a few pages of such reflective nattering came the epiphany. A cookbook introduction is supposed to introduce the book. So, to get back on track, this book is meant to speak to those who know and love good food and the pleasure of preparing it but have reluctantly succumbed to the workday pressure of putting dinner on the table right now. Surely such pressure trivializes the value of families joining at the communal dinner table. It’s for those who, when they do manage to meter out a few hours in the kitchen, end up planning a special weekend dinner which, although undoubtedly appreciated, results mainly in a messy kitchen and an empty fridge. Weeknight pressure and nagging guilt remain.

What this book is not about is cooking on fast forward or creating six degrees of separation from a time-honored dish by subtracting every element of its flavor and complexity. It’s a pity to sacrifice such dishes to a soccer game or the TV remote control. One solution is to deconstruct labor-intensive recipes into components that can be cooked and stored in your spare time and quickly assembled another day. A companion solution is to tackle complex dishes only when you can leisurely enjoy their preparation, choosing recipes that can be safely stored in the refrigerator or freezer. Another way to assure that a simple grilled fish or chop escapes mediocrity is to prepare complementary side dishes, condiments, sauces, and salsas ahead of time to enliven an otherwise dull meal. Any of these options will leave you with a stocked pantry.

My cabinets, refrigerator, and freezer all constitute my “pantry” and, in the best of months, they will be harmoniously stocked. Why defrost the pasta sauce if there’s no dry pasta in the cupboard? The sautéed mixed mushrooms might taste great in a risotto, but is there Carnaroli rice? How can you make ginger caramel sauce without preserved ginger or a chocolate treat without the chocolate? It’s frustrating to hunger for a quick Thai curry when there’s no coconut milk. Every artist works from a varied paint palette and is inspired by different colors. What you keep on your culinary palette will naturally differ from mine, but it’s wise to build a pantry that supports your personal creative style and spontaneity; otherwise, you’re doomed to the tiresome short-order cooking we all strive to escape.

The few recipes selected for this book are purposely diverse—even a bit chaotic. Some are familiar, some hopefully not. They are meant merely to suggest the range of “keeper food” you can work back into your culinary repertoire. Once you embrace the underlying logic you and yours will be eating better and healthier. You’ll revisit the rewards of an essential craft and help to perpetuate it through fond memory.

Above all, you’ll cook again with pleasure, not pressure.
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STOCKING THE PANTRY

If you have to make a big grocery run every time you’re in the mood to cook, you’re likely to trade in the whole idea for a good book. Building a well-stocked pantry takes time, and I’m sure much of what’s on this list, culled from the recipes in this book, you already have at hand. Check off what’s missing, begin collecting, so when you start weekend cooking regularly you’ll only have to go out for a few fresh ingredients—remember, it’s supposed to be a pleasure. Sorry, I have no suggestions for escaping the cleanup. The only pantry advice I can offer is to mark the month and year on every herb jar as you buy it. A year later they should really be ditched—some sooner than others. Take a good sniff and if they’ve lost their bright pungency, just let them go.

HERBS AND SPICES

Allspice

Bay leaves

Beau Monde seasoning

Cayenne pepper

Chili powder

Cinnamon, ground and whole

Cloves, ground and whole

Coriander, ground and whole

Cumin, ground and whole

Curry powder

Dill

Garam masala

Ginger, ground

Mint

Mustard, dry, Coleman’s

Nutmeg, ground and whole

Oregano

Pepper, white, ground

Peppercorns, black

Pepper flakes, red

Saffron threads, Spanish

Salt, kosher

Thyme

Turmeric

EXTRACTS

Almond

Lemon

Pure vanilla

CONDIMENTS

Capers

Dijon mustard

Honey

Hot honey mustard

Horseradish

Ketchup

Maple syrup, pure

Mayonnaise, preferably Hellmann’s or Best Foods

Tabasco sauce

Worcestershire sauce

OIL AND VINEGAR

Olive oil, cooking

Olive oil, extra-virgin

Safflower oil

Balsamic vinegar

Cider vinegar

Red wine vinegar

Sherry vinegar, preferably Spanish

CUPBOARD STAPLES

Anchovies, flat

Apricots, dried

Arborio, basmati, and jasmine rice

Arrowroot

Beef broth

Black turtle beans

Bulgur

Cannellini beans

Chicken broth, low sodium

Clam broth

Clams, chopped

Cornstarch

Crystallized ginger

Currants

Italian plum tomatoes

Jalapeño peppers, bottled

Long-grain white rice, not converted

Orange plums, dried

Orzo

Pinto or kidney beans

Polenta, instant Italian, imported

Porcini mushrooms, dried

Potato starch

Preserved ginger

Raisins

Tomatoes, preferably Muir Glen: diced, Fire-Roasted, sauce, and whole

Tomato paste, tube

V8 juice

SPECIALTY FOODS

Asian chili sauce

Asian fish sauce (nam pla or nuoc mam)

Asian sriracha sauce (Thai or Vietnamese)

Chinese five-spice powder

Chinese hoisin sauce

Chipotle peppers in adobo sauce

Hot dried chilies, small

Rice wine vinegar

Soy sauce, light and dark

Spanish smoked paprika, Pimentón de la Vera Extremadura—sweet, bitter, or hot

Toasted sesame oil

Unsweetened coconut milk, Thai

FROZEN FOOD

Baby lima beans

Corn, white

Green beans

Orange juice concentrate

Petite peas

SPIRITS

Angostura bitters

Dry red wine

Dry white wine

Madeira

Myers’s dark rum

DOT COM SHOPPING

The ability to shop on the Internet for specialty items not readily available in supermarkets is a tremendous boon for the good cook. Here are a few Internet sites worth checking out:

beanbag.com: an intriguing selection of heirloom freshly dried beans

chiliaddict.com: flame roasted fresh and dried New Mexico chilies and other Southwest ingredients

earthy.com: professional chef’s site for wild and exotic mushrooms, truffles, grains, oils, and vinegars, Asian food, edible flowers, ramps, baby veggies, and more

ethnicgrocer.com: around-the-world food shopping and all the gourmet basics

kalustyans.com: NYC’s Indian specialty food store since 1944—now international ethnic foods

kingarthur.com: the premier baker’s catalog

tienda.com: fine food and cookware, other products from Spain

zingermans.com: Ann Arbor’s traditional Jewish deli and bakery on-line
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1 SOUPS

CHICKEN BROTH

BEEF BROTH

VEGETABLE BROTH

CREAM of MESCLUN SOUP

GARLICKY ROASTED FRESH TOMATO SOUP

CRAB and EGG DROP SOUP

SEAFOOD CHOWDER

GRILLED ASPARAGUS SOUP with SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS

FRIED CORN and TOMATO CHOWDER with SHRIMP

PUMPKIN-PEAR SOUP

CHICKEN MULLIGATAWNY

BEEF and VEGETABLE SOUP

BLACK BEAN SOUP CUBANO

MIXED MUSHROOM SOUP with LEEKS

BABY SPINACH SOUP with COCONUT MILK

CHILLED ROASTED BEET and CUCUMBER SOUP with DILL

CHILLED TURKISH TOMATO SOUP

FROSTY MINTED SWEET PEA and CUCUMBER SOUP

 

Soup is the ideal make-ahead, put-away meal, or beginning of one. It’s relaxing to make, comforting to eat, and keeps well either refrigerated or frozen. If you have good soup on hand, you can present a fast family supper with a composed salad and crusty bread or, often, by just adding bits of cooked meat, poultry, or seafood for substance. Nothing makes an easier or more impressive first course for dinner guests than homemade soup.

I prefer storing stock and soup in widemouthed glass jars because they save labeling and freeze perfectly—that is, if you remember to leave expansion room. I plucked a lot of broken glass from my freezer door before catching on. When freezing cream soup, you can avoid possible separation by freezing the base and whisking in the cream after it’s thawed. Dense cream soups with a base like winter squash or potato, with small amounts of cream or milk, freeze and reheat just fine.

It’s worth repeating that making your own stocks will help make you a better cook. The difference between homemade and canned stock is definitely measurable. Not that those cans of broth shouldn’t sit front and center on your pantry shelf for times when intense flavors dominate or the freezer door is empty, but they shouldn’t be your first choice. Making stock is so simple, and you can enjoy its sweet aroma while pummeling herbs into a meat loaf, baking a batch of muffins, or sorting your socks. Although skimming, straining, degreasing, and reducing can be a bit tedious, the compensation is in knowing exactly what went into that nutritious, delicious, endlessly useful elixir.

I use chicken and vegetable broth most often, and whether I reach for it from the cupboard or freezer depends on its flavor value to the dish. I don’t reach for a can of broth when I’m making egg drop soup, nor do I waste my freezer stash on a spicy pork rioja sauce. For pure pleasure both in the preparation and the eating, I occasionally succumb to making beef or duck broth. The former is surprisingly expensive for bare bones and leathery meat that the butchers used to give away, but the latter is totally free when I ask to “ducky bag” the carcass after dining at my local Chinese restaurant.

A deep caramel-colored beef broth that turns to solid (or softly undulating) gelatin when chilled overnight can fill you with a crazy sense of virtue and a maniacal desire to hoard. There’s something Flinstonian about roasting huge animal knuckle-bones and slabs of meat to render one’s supper. Even without the classic clarifying raft of ground beef and egg white, the whole procedure suggests primitive appetites. As for duck broth, it’s sweeter and more elegantly complex than chicken. It’s ideal for Asian soups.

All the recipes in this chapter benefit nutritionally from the use of homemade broth, but where its flavor isn’t imperative, I have indicated that canned broth is acceptable.

Personally, I’m very fond of cold soups and feel they are underappreciated. The word itself may conjure up a steaming bowl of wholesomeness, but it’s hard to beat the refreshing, sprightly taste of a chilled soup.

[image: Image]



CHICKEN BROTH

Makes 2 quarts

Most recipes for chicken broth call for using a whole, uncooked chicken or its parts. For years I’ve done that, but I’m not convinced you get substantially more flavor than you do from the carcass alone, particularly if it’s been oven- or spit-roasted and hasn’t been picked down to bare bones. My habit is to save bones in my freezer so I can make chicken broth when the mood strikes and time permits. You can increase the depth of flavor and the gelatinous quality of the broth by tossing in some uncooked wings, but that isn’t as imperative as starting off with the carcass of a natural, unfrozen chicken. I don’t mean it must be pricey or even free-range, just antibiotic-free, minimally processed, and naturally fed as opposed to those unseemly faux-birds. Even the big supermarkets now offer only marginally more expensive, natural birds.

I also have a hard time tossing all that chicken meat out after an hour or so of rendering its broth, but it’s tasteless and, I’m convinced, nutritionally bereft. However, there is one way this works—see the technique for poaching chicken on page 51. If you do this, save the liquid and use it instead of water for making a super-rich and delicious broth with both the cooked bones and any carcasses you may have stored. Now we’re talking real chicken broth! And there will be enough to get you through several recipes.

I also tend to use the maximum amount of vegetables because I like the flavor. If you have only one carrot, one celery stalk, or half an onion, just make less broth.

1 roast or rotisserie chicken carcass, not picked clean, including leg and wing bones

2 pounds wings or other chicken parts, or a second carcass waiting in the freezer

1 medium onion, peeled and quartered

2 small carrots, scraped and chopped

2 celery stalks, snapped in half

3 garlic cloves, peeled and smashed

1 bay leaf

3 fat sprigs of thyme and several stems of flat-leaf parsley tied together

2 teaspoons kosher salt

½ teaspoon whole black peppercorns

[image: Image]Break up the carcass into small sections, removing any skin or visible fat. Place all the ingredients in a large stockpot and barely cover the contents with water. Bring to a simmer—not a boil—over medium-high heat. Cover and reduce the heat to low to keep the stock slowly simmering with small bubbles gently breaking the surface. Keep the lid ajar. Cook the broth for 2 hours, skimming the surface of foam with a wide, shallow spoon. Taste the broth and adjust the salt, if necessary. If the seasoning is right but it still tastes weak or watery, simmer for another hour. Beyond 3 hours, you can’t hope to extract more flavor. As chickens differ in depth of flavor, so do broths.

Allow the broth to cool slightly before lifting out the bones and vegetables with a slotted spoon or a scoop sieve. (I drop them into a small garbage bag in the sink, where they can cool completely before being thrown out.)

Here’s where a long-handled flat sieve does yeoman service, straining out every last pepper-corn and snippet of debris. Otherwise, you can strain your stock through a fine sieve or a few layers of cheesecloth. At this point, if you want a more intense flavor or prefer storing a smaller quantity and adding water back in later, reduce the stock by one third to one half over medium-high heat.

Pour the broth into widemouthed freezer-proof glass jars and refrigerate overnight. Lift off any congealed fat from the surface, screw on the lid, and freeze for later use, or store in the refrigerator for up to a week. If you’re still not ready to use it, bring the broth back to a full boil for 5 minutes and refrigerate again. Repeat as necessary.


COOK’S NOTES: If you can remember, it’s always smart to put away a couple of half-pint jars of broth for use in sauces.

If you have a gas range without a simmer burner, it’s helpful to use a heat diffuser to assure a steady low flame.

If you plan to use your broth for Asian soups, leave out the thyme and bay leaf and toss in 3 to 4 quarter-size slices of fresh ginger and a split stalk of trimmed lemongrass. Szechuan peppercorns are an interesting alternative to black.
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BEEF BROTH

Makes 2 quarts

French onion soup would be unthinkable without a rich beef broth, and so would country American vegetable soup or Italian minestrone. When I worked in Rome, I survived on late-night suppers of restorative beef broth with a poached egg floating on top and heavily dusted with Parmigiano-Reggiano. It made me purr—audibly.

Besides soup, to have small quantities of reduced beef broth in the freezer for an impromptu sauce is that rare investment paying huge dividends.

Unless you’re striving for consommé, don’t worry if your broth isn’t as clear as topaz. The clarity will improve if you bring the broth to a rolling boil for just a couple of minutes, adding the vegetables and seasonings as you reduce the heat. More often I simply toss everything into the pot at once and pray for full flavor. Regularly skimming any foam that forms on top is important, and I can’t overemphasize that the best results come from preroasting the ingredients.

5 pounds all-beef or beef plus veal bones; knuckles, veal neck with meat, beef shin or shank

1 large onion, peeled and quartered

3 carrots, trimmed, washed, and cut in thirds (no need to peel)

3 heavy celery stalks, snapped in half, any strings pulled off

4 large garlic cloves, peeled and smashed

1 to 2 cups water

1 bay leaf

3 fat sprigs of thyme and several stems of flat-leaf parsley, tied together

½ teaspoon whole black peppercorns

2 teaspoons kosher salt

[image: Image] Preheat the oven to 400°. Place the meat, vegetables, and garlic in a large roasting pan and roast for 45 minutes. Transfer the caramelized bones and vegetables to a stockpot. Pour off only the clear fat and place the pan over two medium-heat burners. Add 1 or 2 cups of water to the pan, scraping the bottom with a wooden spoon to release all the browned bits. Pour the dark brown liquid into the stockpot, barely cover the contents with water, and bring to a boil.

Add the remaining ingredients and reduce the heat until small bubbles gently break the surface, using a flame tamer over gas burners. Regularly skim any surface foam. Slowly simmer the broth, uncovered, for 4 hours, tasting to determine when it reaches a full, rich flavor. Adjust the salt, if necessary.

Remove the large solids with tongs. If you have a long-handled flat sieve, rake through the broth to capture stray bits and pieces. Otherwise, strain the broth into a saucepan through triple cheesecloth or a regular fine sieve. At this point the broth is ready to be reduced, if you choose to do so, or pour it into two 1-quart widemouthed glass jars. Store, uncovered, in the refrigerator until any remaining fat forms a solid coating on the surface. Lift the fat off with a teaspoon. Screw on the lid and freeze for later use, or store in the refrigerator for up to a week. If you’re still not ready to use it, bring the broth back to a full boil for 5 minutes and refrigerate again. Repeat as necessary.


COOK’S NOTES: To reduce the broth, let it simmer, uncovered, until it reaches the desired level of reduction. Take note of the original line of demarcation inside the pan to help determine how far you’ve gone with the reduction.



[image: Image]

[image: Image]



VEGETABLE BROTH

Makes 1½quarts

You’ll need to make this only once to appreciate its ease and value. Using a vegetable broth base can highlight the flavor of hot or cold vegetable soups that don’t necessarily require the enrichment of meat or poultry broth. This is particularly true of cold soup, where a fresh sparkle is often the key to success.

Buying leeks, carrots, and celery in bunches usually means there are leftovers languishing in the refrigerator and, if you’re using this book, you’ll have lots of garlic around. So all you need is fresh thyme, parsley, and a tomato. Vegetable broth is essentially court bouillon without the wine. If you want to poach fish, you can use your stored vegetable broth by simmering 2 cups of it with 1 cup of white wine. Not classic, but it works just fine.

2 leeks, trimmed, washed, and chopped

1 small onion, peeled and quartered

3 medium carrots, trimmed and cut in chunks (no need to peel)

2 heavy celery stalks with some leaves, if possible

1 plum tomato, seeded

4 whole garlic cloves, peeled

1 bay leaf

¼ teaspoon whole black peppercorns

2 sprigs of thyme tied together with several sprigs of flat-leaf parsley

2 teaspoons kosher salt

1½ quarts water

[image: Image] Place all the ingredients in a stockpot, bring to a boil, reduce the heat to its lowest point, and simmer the broth, covered, for 1½ hours. Taste for salt adjustment, if necessary. Allow the broth to cool before straining. If it isn’t flavorful enough, return it to a simmer and reduce the broth by one-third.


COOK’S NOTES: If you have stray herbs in your refrigerator that you would like to use up, add them to the broth in the last half hour. Tarragon or mint works well in limited quantity and so does basil, but hold the rosemary.

When I’m in a high-speed mode and there’s no veggie broth in my freezer, I often turn to the V8 juice in my cupboard, if my dish can handle the preponderance of tomato. An interesting aside: I’m told V8 was one of the late, great Chef Jean-Louis Palladin’s favorite American products.
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CREAM of MESCLUN SOUP

Serves 4 to 6

This is a surprisingly complex and perfectly delicious soup worthy of preceding a dinner party or, because it’s so quick and simple to prepare, a special treat for the family. The addition of slivered ham and croutons transforms it to a satisfying main dish soup.

This soup is just as wonderful cold as it is hot, and either way, it packs a nutritional wallop. It has become a personal favorite of mine because I always seem to have an odd assortment of greens hanging around that never quite made it to the salad bowl. Proportions and individual quantities are unimportant as long as you have at least 3 packed cups of greens.

4 tablespoons (½stick) butter

3 garlic cloves, minced

1¼ cups chopped sweet white onions or shallots

3 tablespoons minced flat-leaf parsley

2 tablespoons minced fresh tarragon or 1 teaspoon dried

1 bunch of watercress, heavy stems removed

2 cups tightly packed mesclun, including some baby spinach

1 quart Beef Broth (page 6) or Chicken Broth (page 4), homemade or canned

2 egg yolks

1 cup light cream or half and half

½ teaspoon kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper

Pinch of cayenne pepper

[image: Image] Melt the butter in a Dutch oven. Add the garlic, onions, parsley, and tarragon and sauté over medium heat until the onion is translucent. Add the greens, reduce the heat, and stir well to combine. Pour in the broth and simmer, uncovered, for 15 minutes or until the greens are thoroughly wilted and soft. Whisk the egg yolks into the cream, add the seasonings, and pour the mixture into the soup. Continue whisking until the soup is slightly thickened. Remove from the heat and allow it to cool for a minute or two before pureeing in the blender or food processor. Reheat to serve.

You can safely store this soup in the refrigerator for 3 to 4 days. If you want to freeze it, puree the soup first, and whisk in the egg-and-cream liaison just before serving.
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GARLICKY ROASTED FRESH TOMATO SOUP

Makes 5 cups

How bad is canned tomato soup? you might ask. Not bad at all. I always kept a nostalgic can of cream of tomato soup in my cupboard until I upgraded to tomato bisque, assuming fewer apologies would be necessary if I were ever caught can-handed. Seriously, canned soup is for the solo grilled cheese sandwich. Homemade soup is a special treat.

When every rural road is lined with summer farm stands, and smart supermarkets bring in local tomatoes, even tomato addicts like me run out of things to do with them. How many BLTs can one endure? Admittedly lots, but this is the time to squeeze some of that luscious ripe tomato taste into freezer jars for winter’s dearth. And you can’t beat cold tomato soups in the dog days of summer, either. Here’s a simple base that can appear in many guises—each as delicious as the next.

2 pounds ripe tomatoes

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

Sugar

Olive oil

1 quart homemade Vegetable Broth (page 8)

2 teaspoons tomato paste

1 tablespoon Roasted Garlic (page 155)

One 5½-ounce can low-sodium V8 juice

Minced parsley and basil, grated lemon zest, and toasted croutons for garnish

[image: Image] Preheat the oven to 225°.

Core the tomatoes and cut them crosswise. If you’re using plum tomatoes, cut them lengthwise. Flick out the seeds and their juice with the tip of your finger or a knife. Lay them out side by side, cut side up, on a foil-lined sheet pan, or use a nonstick silicone liner. Sprinkle the tomatoes with salt and pepper and a few grains of sugar and brush, or spray, a little olive oil around the cut edges to keep them from burning. Roast the tomatoes 4 to 6 hours, or until most of the juice has been evaporated and they are dry enough to pick up. Remove them from the oven and set aside to cool.

The skin should pull off easily, but if some sticks to the edges, don’t worry. Drop the tomatoes and any pan juices into a blender along with a couple of cups of the broth. Puree the mixture until it’s very smooth and you can see only tiny flecks of skin and seeds. Pass the mixture through a food mill. If you have the time and patience, you can work it through a fine-mesh sieve.

Pour the strained soup back into the blender and add the tomato paste, garlic, and V8. Blend well and add the remaining broth. Taste for seasoning. At this point you can freeze the base for future use in soups or sauces. It will also keep in the refrigerator for several days. When you’re ready to serve, hot or cold, garnish as suggested or use any one of the following:

a spoonful of corn kernels or Tomatillo and Green Chili Salsa (page 138)

a dollop of yogurt or sour cream swirled in

small cooked shrimp or lump crabmeat and diced avocado

grated Cheddar cheese or melted cheese toast


COOK’S NOTES: This versatile soup can quickly be converted to a respectable gazpacho. For 4 servings, blend in 2 slices of day-old French bread, crusts removed, 1 rounded tablespoon of mayonnaise, and a splash of red wine vinegar to taste. Adjust the consistency if needed. Add diced, peeled, and seeded cucumber, diced red onion, and green pepper in any combination or quantity that suits your palate.
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CRAB and EGG DROP SOUP

Serves 4

The only way to make egg drop soup even better is to add crabmeat. You could, of course, gild the lily still further by adding slivered shiitake mushrooms and/or snow peas.

Any which way, you’ll be glad you have homemade chicken broth or duck broth on hand, because a cup of this soup—followed by a spicy beef stir-fry or a roast chicken with Thai curry paste rubbed under the skin—makes a sensational start to a dinner party or family meal.

6 cups homemade Chicken Broth (page 4) or duck broth

2 garlic cloves, smashed

1 stalk lemongrass, trimmed, peeled, and split (optional)

3 quarter-size slices of ginger, minced

Salt to taste

1 tablespoon cornstarch mixed with 2 tablespoons broth or water

2 eggs, lightly beaten

¾ cup lump or back-fin crabmeat

2 scallions with 1½ inches of green, minced

[image: Image] Bring the broth to a simmer and add the garlic, lemongrass, and ginger. Allow these to steep over low heat until the broth reaches the intensity of flavor you prefer. Strain the broth and check for salt.

At this point, you could cool and refreeze, or refrigerate for use later in the week.

To finish: Return the soup to a boil and stir in the cornstarch slurry until the soup thickens slightly and becomes clear. Slowly drizzle in the beaten eggs and stir once with a chopstick or the handle of a wooden spoon. Immediately remove from the heat and add the crabmeat. Garnish the soup with the scallions.


COOK’S NOTES: If you want to add slivered shiitakes and/or snow peas, add them to the broth before finishing the soup. They will freeze in the broth perfectly well.

A lovely alternative for this converted Asian-style broth is to simmer it with several handfuls of stemmed baby spinach and a dozen thawed frozen shomai, available now in most supermarkets; just delete the eggs and optional snow peas.
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