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  To my family, past, present, and future, with love . . . and for the farmer in each of us.
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  The Farmer’s Kitchen Handbook

  Growing Up in Farm Country

  When my parents decided to buy a piece of land out in the country, they did my brothers and me the biggest favor we could have imagined. We grew up in Vermont during the 1950s and 1960s, living a rural lifestyle that in many aspects has since disappeared. Folks in our neighborhood were, for the most part, either full-time farming families or those such as my parents who kept gardens; raised a few animals for meat, milk, or pets; and generally felt the benefits of living in the country far outweighed the drawbacks.

  A country upbringing gives you an appreciation of fresh air, fresh water, and good, fresh food. You also learn to appreciate the long hours farm folk put in every day of the week to care for their animals, crops, and the land that sustains them (and us) all. Self-reliance and pride of a job well done go hand in hand in this profession.

  Farming has been around this good green planet for a number of centuries now, and it is probably one of the most universal occupations in the world. It may take many forms, from tiny subsistence holdings in remote areas to immense factory farms that bear little resemblance to the family farmsteads of not so long ago. And a whole lot of it takes place outside of Vermont!
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  My parents, Evelyn and William Wheelock, circa 1935.

  Although I have incorporated a few recipes with an international flavor, much of my perspective is from rural New England, land of my paternal grandfather. You’ll also notice the influence of my immigrant grandparents, from Scotland, Sweden, and Finland. No matter what the origins of any recipe may be, this cookbook is about getting back to the basics in order to produce delicious food. I really like to know just what it is I’m putting in my mouth before I eat it, and preparing food from scratch is a great way to figure that out. You don’t have to spend a fortune at the grocery store in order to do this, although you do need to be willing to take a little bit of time. Understanding how to create your own homemade products can be pleasantly empowering and a lot of fun as well.

  If you’re able to grow a fair amount of your own food as I do, that’s a wonderful thing. However, modern society being what it is, many folks no longer have this option. Fortunately for us all, even as some kinds of farming have slid by the wayside, other types are becoming more prevalent. Farmer’s markets are flourishing, and in many areas, there are local farm stands dotting the roadsides. If you happen to live in an urban area, don’t despair. Community gardens and inner-city farmer’s markets are becoming more viable by the day. Even if all you have is a sunny window, you might just be able to grow a few herbs or some radishes. For when you get right down to it, there’s a little bit of the farmer in us all.
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  General Cooking, Baking, and Preserving Guidelines

  Safety First!

  Safe Cooking Techniques for Eggs

  The issue of possible salmonella contamination from eggs is a tricky one. Ingesting an undercooked salmonella-infected egg may cause unpleasant symptoms like nausea, vomiting, and intestinal cramping. The very young, very old, pregnant women and those with compromised immune systems carry the potential for more serious complications. Approximately one in every twenty thousand eggs may cntain salmonella. Although at one time the shells were considered the sole purveyor of this pathogen, there is now the slim chance a contaminated hen may carry it in her intestines or ovaries, in which case you could become ill from eating any part of the egg. Cooking your eggs to at least 160°F is the safest solution. I’ve read a number of articles on home-pasteurization techniques for eggs, several of which recommend coddling the whole eggs in the shell in water at a temperature of 150°F for four minutes and then chilling them quickly. I’m not sure what the safest technique is, although I strongly recommend not cutting corners when you purchase eggs. Commercially pasteurized eggs are available in some areas of the country, or if you raise your own chickens, you’ll be able to control such variables as growing conditions and freshness. Your chickens and the quality of the eggs they produce will depend on your good husbandry for their good health, and ultimately yours. If you purchase eggs, buy the freshest, best quality you can find and check that the shells are clean and solid. Refrigerate them promptly at 40°F or cooler and maintain cooked eggs at 140°F or higher for brief periods only.

  Pasteurization of Milk

  Commercially sold milk in this country is pasteurized, and with very good reason. Heating the milk to a minimum temperature for a given length of time effectively kills off disease-producing organisms and prolongs the shelf life of the milk. Milk used to be sold either pasteurized (with the cream still floating on the top) or homogenized (pasteurized milk, which had undergone a separate procedure to emulsify the milk and cream together). Over the years, dairy manufacturers have discovered a process called ultrapasteurization. Whereas regular pasteurization would require holding the milk at a steady temperature for about half an hour before chilling it down, ultrapasteurization heats the milk to a much higher initial temperature for a much shorter amount of time. While this saves time and may prolong the milk’s shelf life even longer, ultrapasteurization is a very mixed blessing. The higher temperatures used during this process alter the protein makeup of the milk, rendering it useless for making certain types of cheese, especially hard cheeses. Unfortunately for the home cheese maker, it is increasingly difficult to find milk that has not been ultrapasteurized. While I was constructing the cheese recipes in this book, I was able to purchase raw organic milk, which then I home-pasteurized. I placed the milk in a large double boiler, bringing the temperature to 150°F, and held it there for a full half hour, making sure the temperature of the milk never dropped below that point the entire time. I then quick chilled it by placing the bowl of warm milk in an ice water–filled kitchen sink. Once chilled, the milk was poured into clean bottles and refrigerated (never use same bottles the raw milk was collected in before washing and sterilizing them). I based my pasteurization time and temperature on information from various cheese-making books and extension service websites; if you choose to home-pasteurize milk, I would encourage you to do similar research and to be very sure of your milk source. Unfortunately, there is still so much concern about contamination of raw milk that it can be extremely difficult to obtain if you don’t own your own dairy cows, goats, or sheep. If you don’t have a milk source and really want to try the recipes for cheeses such as mozzarella or cheddar, do a little sleuthing and try to find milk that is pasteurized but not ultrapasteurized; smaller, more local microdairies would probably be your best bet. The milk will be more expensive, but in the end, the results will be worth it.

  Jam and Jelly Preserving Guidelines

  The first and foremost rule when attempting any kind of preservation method is absolute attention to cleanliness! All utensils need to be thoroughly washed at the very least; I generally sterilize all of mine by submerging them in boiling water. If you’re using a cloth to wipe rims, for goodness’ sake, don’t use a ratty old dishrag, but rather the cleanest, freshest cloth you can find. All work surfaces must be clean; and if you place implements on the stove, table, or shelf, make sure they have their own little spotless tray to rest upon. It doesn’t do much good to wash or sterilize them if you then lay them on a contaminated surface. Make sure the fruit you’re preserving is clean as well—freshly washed and free of any insect residue. It goes without saying that it should also be in pristine condition, with no sign of mold or rot.

  For many years, boiling hot jellies and jams were poured directly into sterilized jars. The lids would be applied, and the preserves would be left to seal. I discovered recently the hot jars of jam should also be submerged in a boiling water bath for ten minutes, a procedure I previously utilized for pickles but not sweet preserves. Properly confused, I conducted research, looking for answers. It turns out unpleasant little organisms called mycotoxins have been discovered living in the mold, which grows on underprocessed jams and jellies. Mycotoxins have been shown to cause cancer in animals. Apparently you might be exposed to them even if you scrape off the mold before eating the jam. Now, in all honesty, why would you want to eat a moldy jam in the first place? That being said, I’m not about to scoff at new and improved food safety standards. If the extra processing time ensures a higher probability that mold won’t grow on my preserves, it’s the right thing to do. I guess I can kiss all those cute little jars of Christmas jelly with the cloud of whipped white paraffin wax on top good-bye; you certainly can’t use paraffin in a boiling water bath.

  Therefore, utilizing a canning kettle or other large pan deep enough to submerge your jelly jars with a couple inches of water over the tops would be the final step in making cooked jam or jelly. I can’t fit the little quarter pint jelly jars I use in my canning kettle because they slip right through the canning jar rack, so instead, I use my largest roasting pan with a metal cooling rack set in the bottom and a large baking sheet for a cover. Don’t place jars directly on the bottom of the pan or they may crack open—a sorry state of affairs. Begin heating the water in the pan while you’re making your jam or jelly. Place the filled hot-lidded jars into the very hot (not boiling) water, making sure they are completely immersed. Add extra water if need be for adequate coverage; boiling water is OK for this step. Bring the water in the pan or canner to a boil and continue to boil, covered, for ten minutes. Turn off the heat and remove the jars with tongs to cool on a level surface padded by a dishtowel, again to guard against the hot jars of jelly cracking or breaking apart from the temperature variation. Allow them to cool entirely, checking to make sure they’ve all sealed (the tops will have become concave and will not pop back when pressed with your fingertip). Don’t worry if the rings seem a little loose; what’s important is the seal of the lids.

  Do not store any jars without a proper seal; refrigerate them to use first or reapply fresh lids and process them again in the boiling water bath for the full ten minutes. Poor overcooked jam? Let’s hope it processes correctly the first time around! Jams and jellies prepared in this manner should last on your shelves (cool and dry is best) for a year. Be sure to label them with variety and date; what you think you’ll remember in July may be quite different from what you actually remember in January.

  Pickling Guidelines

  You will need a large, deep kettle in order to safely can pickles. Canning kettles, including a metal or wire jar holder/lifter, are generally available in hardware stores or the housewares departments of larger department stores, especially around harvest time. You must be able to entirely cover each jar with two inches or more of water over the top of the lids to ensure your product reaches safe canning temperatures. This canning method is referred to as a boiling water bath, and it is only effective for fruits and high-acid foods such as pickles. Any home-canning of most vegetables would require a pressure canner, which is a different story altogether! Quality canning jars with screw-type seals and lids, a large-mouthed funnel for pouring liquids, a jar lifter, and a non-corroding large kettle for the initial brining/cooking of ingredients are also important. If this sounds like a lot, just keep in mind that once you’ve made the initial investment, you may reuse everything except for the sealing lids, which can usually be purchased separately from the jars. Follow the initial procedures as outlined for preserving jams and jellies; cleanliness and proper sterilization techniques are very important. And as per jellies, once the pickles have processed for the proper amount of time, remove the jars to a clean, dry, level surface while they cool and seal. Any jars that don’t seal must be used at once or processed again using new seals. Store your jars of pickles in a cool, dry place to use within a year, if they hang around for that long!

  Baking Tips

  Measure Accurately

  Although measuring by weight is arguably the most accurate method for producing fine-baked goods, most folks simply measure by the cup or spoonful.

  Use liquid measuring cups for all liquids—including milk, water, oil, and raw eggs or egg whites—if necessary. The majority of liquid measuring cups are of glass, with a pouring spout and with units of measurement clearly marked on the outside. Hold the cup at eye level when measuring out liquids; if it’s below eye level, you can’t accurately tell if the liquid is level with the indicated line.

  Use dry measuring cups for all dry or solid measures, such as flour, sugar, mayonnaise, or shortening. Dry measuring cups are generally made from metal or plastic and come in sets of graduated sizes: ¼, ⅓, ½, and 1 cup sizes. Combine two for amounts called for such as ⅔ cup or ¾ cup. Spoon white sugar or flour into the desired size and gently level off with a frosting spatula or straight knife blade. Be sure to use a light touch with the flour so as not to compact it down. Brown sugar, on the other hand, should be packed down firmly enough so that it holds its shape when emptied from the cup; all recipes in this book calling for brown sugar should be packed in this manner. Solids such as shortening should be pushed in firmly to avoid air pockets and leveled off. Butter, unless you buy it in bulk, can easily be measured using the handy markings on the side of each stick wrapper.

  Measuring spoons are used for both liquid and dry measures of smaller proportions; again, follow the guidelines above in order to measure each component accurately.

  Temperature Counts

  It’s important to chill dough that relies on butter or shortening for leavening and texture, such as puff pastry, piecrust, and cookie. This enables the butter to remain in solid form, creating air pockets in pastry dough or making the cookie dough sturdy enough to successfully roll out with a minimum of breakage.

  Warming egg whites to room temperature helps to increase their volume when whipping them. Making sure butter and cream cheese are at room temperature before integrating them into cakes, cookies, and frostings will give smoother and better results.

  Bake breads, pies, and cakes on middle shelves of the oven while cookies, cupcakes, and muffins on upper shelves. These smaller pastries are more prone to burning on the bottom, whereas the larger baked goods need the more even heat a middle rack provides. Pies generally bake at an initial higher temperature, which is reduced after ten to fifteen minutes; this will produce a less soggy golden brown piecrust. Evenly gauged oven temperatures are a must for light cakes such as sponge, chiffon, and angel food. If these cakes consistently fall for no apparent reason, you may wish to invest in an oven thermometer to monitor what might be going on in there.

  In general, cookies should be removed from baking sheets as soon as possible after removing from the oven; otherwise, they may stick to the pan or become brittle and break. Butter-based cakes should cool in the pans for about ten minutes and then loosened and turned out of the pans to finish cooling on wire racks. Try to remove them too soon and they will fall apart; leave them in too long and they’ll stick to the pan. If you are using a large rectangular pan, it’s often easier just to leave the cake in the pan, cooling it on a rack, frosting if desired, and serving in pieces right from the pan. Tube cakes such as angel food should be cooled in the tin upside down. Do not remove them until they are thoroughly cooled or the cake may collapse.

  The Right Stuff

  Use the correct ingredients for the recipe. This is especially true when baking, and particularly when it comes to flour. Use all-purpose flour for muffins, quick breads, pancakes, waffles, and cookies. Some cake recipes call for all-purpose flour, but the majority of them utilize cake flour, which is finer and lighter and will therefore give you a finer, lighter cake. If you don’t have any cake flour, you may try spooning two level tablespoons of all-purpose flour from each cup called for and replacing it with two level tablespoons of cornstarch. It’s not a perfect fix, but worth a try. Bread flour is higher in gluten content, the stuff that gives yeast breads their elasticity and spring. Use it for breads and pizza dough. In general, use no more than half whole wheat or rye flour, with equal or greater amounts of the specified white flour in your recipes; otherwise, your bread will come out heavy and rather unpalatable.

  Butter and shortening are not interchangeable, nor are butter and oil. Butter contains a fair amount of air and also traces of milk and salt; hydrogenated shortening is denser and less flavorful. I prefer not to use solid shortening or margarine, as the hydrogenation process has come under increasing scrutiny in recent years. Although there are now non-hydrogenated shortenings out there, I prefer to stick to butter and oil; the more pure the product, the better the end result. Oil is a more concentrated form of fat than any of the solids, which is why recipes frequently call for less of it in proportion to other ingredients than if it were butter or the like.

  Most baked goods require a leavening agent—something that helps the batter or dough to form little bubbles before and/or during the baking process. In general, these agents fall into two main categories. One of them encompasses cakes, cookies, and quick breads, which utilize baking powder, baking soda, cream of tartar, or some combination of the aforementioned. Batters should be baked as soon as they are mixed in order to best utilize the leavening power of these products, although some dough (as for cookies) may be refrigerated or even frozen before use. It’s also important to recognize that cakes and quick breads are very temperature sensitive in the first few minutes of baking time; do not open the oven door or otherwise disturb them for at least ten to fifteen minutes or the baked good may cave in on itself (“fall”) and never recover. The other category includes yeast and sour dough raised products, most often breads. Yeast must be kept within a fairly narrow temperature range in order to activate properly. When bought in bulk, it should be stored in a cool, dry place; I leave mine right in the refrigerator. Yeast must then be warmed to lukewarm to begin the growth process by placing it in liquid to dissolve (some yeast now is formulated to mix directly into the dough). However, if yeast is overheated, it will kill the tiny organisms that cause the bread dough to rise. The liquid should feel warm on the inside of your wrist but not hot; check by placing your wrist on the outside of the bowl or by placing a drop or two directly on the skin. One packet of yeast is the equivalent to about 2½ teaspoons. Because I use bulk yeast, I simply add 1 tablespoon to most recipes. Chances are you could use one packet in place of each tablespoon if you prefer.

  Unless specified otherwise, I use extra large eggs in all my recipes. I also use 1 percent milk, although I suspect in the majority of recipes, the butterfat content of the milk won’t make or break the finished product. Over the years, I’ve frequently utilized instant dry milk while baking, adding an appropriate amount of water; it’s easy and economical. One other important tip: use only pure flavorings; why go to all the trouble of baking from scratch if you’re going to compromise on flavor?
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  JANUARY

  “When the Days Begin to Lengthen, the Cold Begins to Strengthen”

  Another January has rolled around, with the requisite New Year’s resolutions and two and a half feet of snow blanketing my garden, berry bushes, and fruit trees. Following so closely on the heels of December’s winter equinox, I think at first we might wonder if January isn’t just toying with us. Any slight increase in daylight is more than offset by bitter cold, and just when we’ve suffered through entirely too many snowstorms, a deluge of freezing sleet comes along to remind us things really could be worse.

  Hmm . . . when you get right down to it, maybe snow isn’t such a bad companion to have hanging around after all! It buffers the roots of perennial plants, keeping them safe from extremes of cold. It’s great for snowshoeing, skiing, sliding, and snowboarding, and for bragging to our Southern friends and relatives about how many feet of the white stuff we’re suffering through this time around! Judging from the multiple trucks stacked with logs that come roaring down the road in front of my house daily, it isn’t so bad for the loggers, either.

  January is a slow month as far as gardening is concerned hereabouts; the only green things growing at this point are my houseplants and that little tub of mint I dug from my herb garden last fall. Fortunately, the freezer and pantry shelves are still well stocked with pickles, jams, and produce from last year’s gardening ventures. And because by the end of the month the days really are becoming noticeably longer, I can once again look forward to starting seedlings for next summer’s garden sometime soon. What a good thing January’s here after all; when else would I have a chance to look at all those seed catalogs?

  Because January begins in celebration, some of the recipes in this first chapter are of a festive nature. However, festive doesn’t necessarily mean expensive; with a little bit of know-how, you can produce a wide variety of delicious dishes for very little cost and effort. As we journey through the year together, you’re going to learn lots of tricks about producing delicious home-cooked food, whether utilizing what you’ve raised yourself or purchased from others who’ve worked hard to provide it for you.

  January is a month of rest, renewal, and planning. As I plot out next summer’s garden, which of course will be bigger and better than ever, let’s begin our journey together through a country year. With a culinary treat or two getting us off to an optimistic start, even better things are sure to follow.
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  Squirrel trails from the orchard lead to our bird feeders as the apple trees wait for summer.

  January

    1.   Breakfast Delight

    2.   Orange Date Bran Muffins

    3.   Cream Cheese Coffee Cake

    4.   Farmhouse White Bread (Two Loaves)

    5.   Cinnamon Raisin Bread

    6.   Tangy-Herbed Oyster Crackers

    7.   Nutty Cereal Snack Mix

    8.   Creamy Clam Dip

    9.   Roast Beef Tenderloin

  10.   Mushroom Gravy

  11.   Beef Paprikash (Goulash)

  12.   Pot Roast

  13.   Old-Fashioned Pot Roast

  14.   Ridge Beef

  15.   Roast Saddle of Venison with Cumberland Sauce

  16.   Cumberland Sauce

  17.   Venison Stew

  18.   Venison Mincemeat

  19.   Mini Mincemeat

  20.   Meatless Mince Fruit

  21.   Napoleon of Butternut Squash

  22.   Orange Anise–Glazed Carrots

  23.   Brussels Sprouts with Blue Cheese Dressing

  24.   Warm Winter Salad

  25.   Mashed Potatoes

  26.   Scalloped Corn

  27.   Rabbit Casserole Provencal

  28.   Herbed Biscuits

  29.   Country-Fried Rabbit

  30.   Piecrust . . . or Piecrust

  31.   My Favorite Piecrust

  32.   Basic Piecrust

  33.   Piecrust Cookies

  34.   Pineapple Pie

  35.   Puff Pastry

  36.   Chocolate Layer Cake with Fudge Frosting

  37.   Fudge Frosting
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  Breakfast Delight

  January mornings begin with sunlight filtering golden though the trees overlooking my back meadow. The birds are busy eating at the feeders, hoping to get their fill before the squirrels join in the fun. We all know eating a proper breakfast is the best way to start your day. Oatmeal is a great source of fiber and nutrients; adding some fruit and nuts while we’re at it can only improve things. Make an individual serving for one, or multiply the ingredients for the whole family.

  For One

  ½ c. (cup) rolled oats, old-fashioned or quick cooking

  1 c. water

  dash salt

  1 T. (tablespoon) chopped walnuts/almonds

  1 T. raisins or other dried fruit

  ½ c. diced fresh apple

  1 T. maple syrup or honey

  A few drops of vanilla

  A pinch of cinnamon

  A pinch of nutmeg

  Milk or light cream for pouring

  For Four

  2 c. rolled oats of choice

  1 c. water

  ¼ t. (teaspoon) salt

  ¼ c. raisins

  2 c. diced fresh apple

  ¼ c. chopped walnuts/almonds

  2 T. honey

  2 T. maple syrup

  ¼ t. cinnamon

  ¼ t. nutmeg

  ½ t. vanilla

  Milk or light cream for pouring

  Combine the oats, salt, and water in a small saucepan. Bring to a boil and cook from 1–3 minutes, depending on whether you’re using quick cooking or old-fashioned oats. Remove from heat and stir in everything else except the milk or cream. Allow it to stand for about a minute to blend the flavors and then enjoy with milk or cream.

  Orange Date Bran Muffins

  Bran muffins are a great way to add fiber and nutrients to your diet, but only if they’re properly moist and sweet. As with so many foods, the manner in which they’re prepared is as important as the ingredients they contain. There’s nothing like a little zing of orange to help get rid of those winter blahs. These muffins are particularly good with a dab of cream cheese, although you can’t go wrong with butter, either.

  1¾ c. bran cereal

  ¼ c. corn oil

  ¾ c. milk

  1 t. grated orange zest

  ¾ c. orange juice

  1 egg

  1 t. baking powder

  1 t. baking soda

  ½ c. sugar

  1¼ c. flour

  ½ t. salt

  ½ c. chopped dates

  Soak the cereal in the milk and orange juice for 5 minutes. Whisk in the egg and oil. Combine the sugar, flour, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. Stir into the wet ingredients along with the chopped dates and orange zest. Divide evenly among 12 lined or well-greased muffin cups. Bake on an upper rack of the oven at 400°F for 15–20 minutes. Cool in the muffin tin for about 5 minutes before turning out. These are at their best served while still warm, although they’re easier to remove from the wrappers when a bit cooler.

  Cream Cheese Coffee Cake

  If you want something a little rich and indulgent for your winter breakfast or brunch, this recipe is the one for you. It’s based on a recipe given me by Christine Jefferson, a friend of Finnish heritage who understands the value of a stick or two of butter. Try eating some fresh and freezing some for a rainy (or snowy) day. Wrap your extra coffee cake in two layers of foil or plastic wrap, label with the date, and freeze to enjoy within a month. If you cut into serving portions before freezing, you can remove a slice or two at a time.

  Dough

  ½ c. milk

  6 T. butter

  1 egg

  ⅓ c. sugar

  ½ t. salt

  ½ t. vanilla

  1 T. dry yeast

  ¼ c. warm water

  2 c. flour, plus more rolling out

  Cheese Filling

  1 lb. cream cheese, softened

  1 c. sugar

  3 eggs

  2 t. vanilla

  1 t. grated orange or lemon zest

  2 c. preferred fruit; berries, cut-up peaches or pears, etc.

  Crumb Topping

  ½ c. sugar

  1 c. flour

  ½ c. butter

  1 t. vanilla

  ½ c. rolled oats

  Glaze

  1 c. confectioner’s sugar

  ½ t. vanilla

  1 T. orange juice, lemon juice, or milk

  Prepare the dough right in the saucepan. Heat the butter and milk in; it saves on dishes and time. Heat the milk and butter together until the butter is melted and the milk is hot but not boiling. Allow this to cool slightly before stirring in the sugar and slightly-beaten egg. Meanwhile, dissolve the yeast in the ¼ c. of warm water; make sure the water isn’t too hot or it will kill the yeast. It should be about 130°F, or feel pleasantly warm when you put a drop on the inside of your wrist. When the milk mixture has reached a comparable temperature, stir in the yeast and a cup of the flour. This forms what we refer to as a sponge—a soft yeast batter. Allow the yeast to “work” for about 5 minutes; you will see bubbles form on the top of the batter. Now stir in the second cup of flour to make a fairly soft dough. Cover and allow the dough to rise for about an hour. Meanwhile, prepare the cheese filling and crumb topping. For the filling, beat the cream cheese until it is soft and smooth. Add the other ingredients except the fruit and beat again until it is smooth and creamy. Melt the butter in a small saucepan; stir in the rest of the topping ingredients until the mixture is crumbly. To assemble the coffee cake, butter a 9 × 13" cake pan. Punch down the yeast dough and roll it somewhat larger in size than the pan; you want it up over the edges to help contain the filling once it’s poured in. Fit the dough in pan and pour in the filling, smoothing it out toward the edges. Top the filling with your fruit of choice and fold the dough over the edges of the filling (it won’t fully cover it). Sprinkle evenly with the crumb topping. Bake at 350°F for about 40 minutes, until the edges and crumb topping are golden brown. Allow it to cool before cutting; the filling will firm up as it cools. Drizzle with glaze, if desired, and enjoy.
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  Farmhouse White Bread (Two Loaves)

  There’s nothing like a nice, warm loaf of fresh-baked bread to whet your appetite. Whey is a by-product of the cheese-making process and has the added benefit of making absolutely wonderful yeast-raised bread. If you want to try making cheese, there are several recipes included in the “June” chapter of the cookbook; then you’ll have your own whey, as well! However, whey is not readily available commercially, so if you don’t have a source, simply substitute milk and water in the proportions given; the bread comes out just fine either way. Be sure to use bread flour when making yeast-raised breads and rolls; the higher gluten content is what gives these breads their characteristic light, springy texture.

  1½ c. whey or 1 c. water and ½ c. milk

  2 T. butter

  2 T. honey

  1½ t. salt

  1 scant T. (1 pkg.) dry yeast

  Approximately 5 c. bread flour

  In a large heatproof bowl or saucepan, warm the whey or the milk and water until the liquid is just lukewarm; a drop or two dribbled on the inside of your wrist should feel pleasantly warm but not hot. Stir in the honey, salt, and butter until the butter melts. Stir in the yeast until it is dissolved. Next stir in two cups of the flour; set the resulting batter aside in a warm (not hot) place for about 5 minutes, until it begins to form bubbles and becomes springy when stirred. This is referred to as allowing the yeast to “work,” and it helps produce a finished product of a finer quality. Next, stir in two more cups of flour. Now comes the fun part; remove any rings that you don’t wish to become mired in bread dough and knead in approximately one more cup of flour. Kneading is accomplished by using the heel of your hand and the knuckles to push the dough under and over until it is springy and resilient but still fairly soft. Adding too much flour will result in tough bread that doesn’t rise particularly well; adding too little will result in too soft dough that sticks to your fingers and generally makes a mess. If in doubt, go for the softer product. Some folks prefer to turn their dough out onto a floured surface to knead it; over the years, I’ve simply begun using an oversized mixing bowl in which I mix, knead, and allow the dough to raise without having to go through the rigmarole of providing a clean, greased bowl for the rising process. Do whichever feels more comfortable to you. Once the dough is smooth and elastic feeling, place it in a warm (not hot) space, free from drafts, covered with a damp dishtowel, and allow it to hang out for up to an hour. If you find the dough adheres to the dishtowel, you could either place a bit of waxed paper in between the towel and dough, or place a bowl of hot water in the oven along with the dough and not use the dishtowel. Once it has doubled in bulk (when you stick your finger into the dough, it should leave a nice indent), give it a good punch with your fist and turn it out of the bowl onto a lightly floured surface for the shaping process. Divide it in half, kneading and shaping each into a rectangle approximately 9" × 12". Tightly roll the longer side of the dough up to form a cylinder 9" long and fit each cylinder into a buttered 9" bread pan. Again, leave it in a warm place (an unlit oven or the back of the stove works well for me), until the dough reaches to top of the pan, approximately another hour. Bake in a preheated 375°F oven for about 35–40 minutes, until the tops of the loaves are golden brown and the bread sounds hollow when tapped with your knuckle. Brush the top of each loaf with soft or melted butter and turn out of the pans sideways to cool on wire racks. Although it’s delicious still warm from the oven, it will slice better once it’s entirely cooled. Store your cooled loaves wrapped in plastic; I find the 1-gallon-sized plastic bags available in bulk work well, although I prefer the ones with twist ties to the zipper types, as they contour better to the size of the loaf. This will yield two loaves of bread.
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  Farmhouse white bread, plain or swirled with cinnamon sugar, is a treat in both winter and summer.

  Cinnamon Raisin Bread

  Use the farmhouse white bread recipe as the base for your cinnamon raisin bread. You may make both loaves into raisin bread, or just one, leaving the other as is for white bread. The proportions given here are for one loaf of bread, so adjust according to how much you wish to make.

  Per Loaf

  1 T. softened butter

  2 T. sugar

  1 t. cinnamon

  ¼ c. raisins

  Icing (optional)

  ½ c. confectioner’s sugar

  2 t. milk

  When you have kneaded and shaped the bread dough prior to rolling it up, lightly spread the softened butter over the dough. Sprinkle it with the combined sugar and cinnamon and then with the raisins. Roll up and place in the pan, seam-side down. Allow it to rise until doubled and bake in a 375°F oven for approximately 35–40 minutes, as per farmhouse white bread. Once it has been removed from the oven, you may either brush it with butter, or if you prefer, allow it to cool and drizzle it with the confectioner’s sugar and milk, which have been combined to make the icing. Be sure to let the icing firm up before packaging the bread. A looser wrapping is preferable so that the icing doesn’t soften and stick to the plastic; you may wish to use waxed paper or foil, or place the bread in a small air-proof container.

  Snacks and Such

  Somewhere in between eating breakfast and bedtime come those moments in the day when you’d really like a little something savory to snack on. You can enjoy the following tidbits as part of a New Year’s celebration, or just keep them handy for any old time. They’re easy to make and store well. They even mail well, if you’ve some faraway friends or relatives you’d like to surprise with a tasty homemade treat.

  Tangy-Herbed Oyster Crackers

  Little munchies are always fun to have around the holidays. These herbed oyster crackers are also great as toppers for tomato soup, or crumbled as a cracker topping on casseroles. Powdered buttermilk is available in the baking section of most supermarkets and provides an easy shortcut to many dishes. Store it in the refrigerator once opened for a longer shelf life.

  14–16 oz. oyster crackers

  2 T. powdered buttermilk

  1 t. salt

  1 t. sugar

  ½ t. onion powder

  ½ t. garlic powder

  1 t. parsley flakes

  1 t. dill weed

  ¼ t. pepper

  1 c. corn oil

  1 t. lemon juice

  Combine all the dry ingredients, including herbs, whisking well to combine. Using a 2-quart measuring cup or mixing bowl, whisk together the dry mixture with the corn oil and lemon juice. Stir in the oyster crackers, mixing well to coat all. Bake on the upper shelf in a 350°F oven for about 5–7 minutes, until heated through but not browned. Store the crackers in an airtight canister or plastic bag.

  Nutty Cereal Snack Mix

  Just about everybody loves a crunchy, flavorful snack mix. It not only costs less to make your own; it’s also fresher and tastier because you decide on the flavorings. This is a favorite around our house from Thanksgiving through New Year’s.

  8 c. crispy corn/rice cereal

  2 c. salted cashews

  2 T. Worcestershire sauce

  ½ c. butter

  1½ t. seasoned salt

  1 t. onion powder

  ½ t. garlic powder

  ½ t. Tabasco sauce, or to taste

  Melt the butter in a large saucepan. Stir in the seasonings until well blended. Stir in the cereal, coating it well with the butter mixture. Spread on a large baking sheet and bake at 350°F for about 5–7 minutes, stirring once. The mix should be nicely heated through but not browned. Remove from the oven and immediately toss with the cashews. Store airtight once cooled. You may alternatively toasted the mix in your microwave for about 3–6 minutes, again stirring once and mixing in the cashews once it’s heated through. This makes about 10 cups of snack mix.

  
    
    A Bit about Beef

    I suspect the majority of people in this country, if asked to define the all-American meat, would think of beef first. Beef cattle, large animals that require plenty of room and plenty of food, have roamed the Western states for a few hundred years. They first made the trip from Spain to the New World during Christopher Columbus’s second voyage, in 1493. After running wild for the next century or so, they eventually were semi-tamed into range animals. With the increasing interest in locally produced foods, it’s now not uncommon to see a field of grazing beef cattle even in Vermont.

    Here are a few beef recipes for you to try. Since January is a time of celebration and the start of a new year, it seemed a special offering might be in order. If you’re not in the market for such things, there are also some economical and delicious variations on beef included, as well as a few for “ridge beef,” if there are any hunters in our midst.
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    A neighbor’s beef cow grazes near the Ames Hill Brook.

  

  Creamy Clam Dip

  How about ringing in the New Year with a nice dish of creamy clam dip? Add some crackers or chips and a few fresh veggies, and you’re good to go! Although the dip should store, covered, in your refrigerator for up to a week, it goes without saying you won’t be mailing this particular snack to anyone!

  8 oz. cream cheese

  ¼ c. sour cream

  2 cans minced clams, drained

  1 T. chopped fresh parsley or 1 t. dried

  1 T. lemon juice

  ¼ t. salt

  1 t. Worcestershire sauce

  ¼ t. garlic powder

  ¼ t. Tabasco sauce

  Beat the softened cream cheese until smooth and creamy. Beat in the sour cream, clams, and lemon juice. Stir in all the remaining ingredients until everything is well blended. Chill the dip for an hour or two before serving for best flavor. Serve with chips and veggies for dipping. This makes about 2 cups of dip.

  Roast Beef Tenderloin

  I do love beef tenderloin, although admittedly I only splurge about once a year. If you’ve been industrious enough to raise your own beef, this is a great time to remove that special roast from the freezer and enjoy the fruits of your labors. If you’re buying one instead and can afford the initial cost, a larger tenderloin cut will generally cost you less per pound, providing you with more than one gourmet meal. It’s probably the easiest cut to butcher; simply gauge by the total purchase weight how you’d like to divide it, slicing off into either roasts or steaks. Double wrap what you won’t use right away, separating steaks with waxed paper or freezer paper for easier thawing, label with contents, amount, and date, and then freeze. Plan to use within 2–3 months for best results.

  2 lb. (pounds) beef tenderloin

  3 T. olive oil

  1 t. freshly ground sea salt

  ¼ t. freshly ground black pepper

  ¼ c. minced fresh shallots

  1 t. crumbled rosemary

  1 T. Dijon mustard

  Preheat oven to 475°F. Place tenderloin in an oiled roasting pan. You may use a rack in the pan or not, as you wish. Lightly brush the roast with 1 T. of the olive oil. Combine the salt, pepper, mustard, shallots, rosemary, and 2 T. of the olive oil. Rub half of this mixture over the surface of the beef, coating it evenly. Set aside the rest for the mushroom gravy. Roasting the tenderloin for 25 minutes to ½ hour should give you a medium-rare roast. It’s really helpful if you have an instant-read roasting thermometer; with many cuts you can guess at doneness, but tenderloin is too much a treat to risk under- or overcooking. Insert the thermometer at one end of the roast and also in the middle. A 140°F indicates rare and 160°F, medium. You definitely don’t want to go higher than that with a roast this tender. Remove the meat to a serving platter and allow it to rest for about 10 minutes while making gravy and bringing your other dishes to the table.

  Mushroom Gravy

  2 T. butter

  2 T. flour

  2 c. sliced mushrooms

  ½ c. red wine

  ½ c. water or veggie cooking water

  Reserved mustard and shallot mixture

  Salt to taste

  Pepper to taste

  Deglaze the roasting pan with the water. In a small saucepan, melt the butter and add the mushrooms, sautéing them until tender. Stir in the flour to make a roux. Whisk in the mustard shallot mixture, deglazing liquid from the roasted pan and the wine and bring to a full boil. Season the gravy to taste with salt and pepper, pour into your gravy boat, and serve alongside the roast.

  Beef Paprikash (Goulash)

  Goulash is a central European specialty that has broad-based appeal. Use tomatoes from your freezer or fresh ones for the best flavor, although canned may be substituted if necessary. Serve this with noodles or mashed potatoes; add a green vegetable and some crusty bread for a satisfying winter meal.

  1 lb. steak tips or stew beef

  1 lg. onion, sliced

  2 T. olive oil

  1 t. salt

  1½ t. paprika

  ½ t. thyme

  ¼ t. pepper

  1 clove garlic, minced, or ¼ t. garlic powder

  2 tomatoes, cut in chunks (1½ c.)

  1½ c. water

  1 c. sour cream

  In a Dutch oven or large, heavy kettle, heat the olive oil over medium high. Brown the meat on one side, turning it over. Add the onions and seasonings while the meat continues browning, stirring occasionally. Add the tomatoes and water, bring to a boil, lower the heat and simmer, covered, for about an hour, until the meat is tender and the liquid reduced to a thick sauce. Stir in the sour cream and serve to four hungry people.
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  Festive tenderloin of beef surrounded by roasted potatoes—ready for a New Year’s feast.

  
    Pot Roast

    Use tougher cuts of meat for pot roasting: bottom-round, eye-of-round, or tip roasts from the hindquarters or a brisket from just-behind-the-front-leg quarters. Although chuck roasts are also considered pot roast material, I find them too fatty and full of gristle to make a particularly good pot roast; there really is a reason why ground beef has become so popular over the years. I always cook my pot roasts on top of the stove in a heavy pan such as a Dutch oven. After an initial browning, the meat braises slowly for a few hours to tenderize and bring out the delicious flavors only a pot roast can achieve. Another added bonus to pot roasting your meat is that you’ll be assured of plenty of gravy to go around!

  

  Old-Fashioned Pot Roast

  3 lb. beef for pot roasting

  2 T. corn oil

  1–2 bay leaves

  Black pepper

  Rosemary

  2 lg. onions, sliced

  2 t. salt

  2 garlic cloves

  2 stalks celery, chopped, optional

  1 c. red wine or 2 T. cider vinegar

  1 lb. of carrots, scrubbed and sliced lengthwise

  Mashed potatoes or buttered noodles

  Heat the corn oil in a 4-qt. pan or Dutch oven. Season the beef on all sides with the pepper and rosemary; I sprinkle enough on to lightly coat but not overwhelm. Brown it evenly over medium heat. When the browning process is about half completed, add the onions and garlic, allowing them to brown alongside the beef. Once everything is nicely browned, add about 2 t. of salt, the bay leaves, and water just to cover. This is also when you may wish to add a stalk or two of sliced celery and also the red wine or vinegar. It’s your pot roast, so season it as you like! Bring everything to a boil, reduce the heat to medium low, and simmer at a low boil for approximately 2 hours, until the meat is very tender when poked with a fork. During the last half hour, add in the carrots. Remove the meat and carrots to a serving platter. If you have extra vegetable cooking water, as from the potatoes, and you would like extra gravy, add that into the liquid in the pan. To thicken the gravy, use about 1 T. of flour per cup of cooking liquid. Mix the flour with a little cold water until it is a smooth liquid and whisk into the gravy until it’s thickened as you’d like it. Don’t ever add plain flour to a hot liquid, as it will immediately turn into lumps! Some folks may prefer to cook potatoes in with the roast, although I prefer mashed on the side to enjoy with all that good gravy. This will serve 6–8 easily; leftovers are fine too.

  
    
    Ridge Beef

    Now that we’re celebrating beef roasts of all sorts, it’s time to mention the “other red meat.” Out in the country, chances are that will be venison, a.k.a. ridge beef. My husband, Bruce, like so many other country boys, got his hunting license while he was still in high school. The mounted head of the eight-point buck he shot back when he was sixteen has graced our living room wall throughout the entire course of our wedded bliss. Supplementing the family meat larder with wild game is a time-honored tradition here in Vermont, and in many other parts of the country too, I’m sure. Venison is a lean red meat with a rich flavor. It’s important to trim away what fat there may be, as it imparts a rather tallow-like taste. Instead, lard your roasts with thin strips of bacon or salt pork, and don’t overcook the tender cuts.

  

  Roast Saddle of Venison with Cumberland Sauce

  As with all such meats, the tenderloin or saddle of venison is the prime cut, so you’ll want to treat it with due respect. It should be roasted in a similar manner to beef tenderloin, although the accompanying sauce reflects the venison’s unique flavor. I haven’t prepared a saddle of venison in a while, but when I did, I larded it with bacon and roasted it quickly in a hot oven. Although the entire saddle can be in the vicinity of 5–8 pounds, I’m utilizing a smaller roast, which is more manageable and more affordable. Some folks like to sprinkle on a few crushed juniper berries when roasting venison, but I prefer it without; use sparingly if you decide to.

  2 lb. boneless venison tenderloin, trimmed of all fat

  4 slices bacon, halved

  Salt to taste

  Pepper to taste

  Season the venison with salt and pepper to taste and drape the half slices of bacon over the roast at intervals along the length of it. Roast the venison in a 475°F oven for about 30 minutes. This should produce a medium-rare roast. If you’re one of those people who prefer your venison still roaming around the woods blatting when you cut into it, start checking your roast after 20 minutes. Again, an instant-read thermometer is an excellent investment; try 140°F for a rare roast, 160°F for medium. Remove to a serving platter to rest for 5–10 minutes. This allows the juices to remain in the meat rather than running all over the platter when it is sliced.
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  A trio of young white-tail bucks, their antlers still in velvet, wander through our field.

  Cumberland Sauce

  Cumberland sauce is a traditional English recipe containing currant jelly, port wine, and citrus. Homemade crab apple jelly may be substituted for the currant, if you prefer, and/or a sweet wine such as blackberry merlot for the port. Cumberland sauce is also a good accompaniment to turkey, duck, or pork.

  1 c. red currant or crab apple jelly

  2 t. grated orange rind

  ¼ c. orange juice

  1 t. grated lemon rind

  2 T. lemon juice

  ½ c. port wine

  1 t. Dijon mustard

  1 t. fresh grated ginger, or ½ t. powdered ginger

  Salt to taste

  Pepper to taste

  Combine all ingredients in a small saucepan and bring to a boil, stirring until the sauce is smooth. Serve at room temperature; cover and refrigerate leftovers. This will make about 1½ c. sauce.

  Venison Stew

  I freely admit to not being as much a fan of venison as is Bruce. Therefore, when he’d proudly drag his harvest of the year home from the woods surrounding Brattleboro, I’d spend much of my time trying to convince myself it was beef. With this recipe for venison stew, I was almost able to succeed.

  1 lb. venison, trimmed of all fat and cut in stew-sized pieces

  2 T. corn oil

  2 T. flour

  2 c. 1" potato chunks

  1 c. carrot slices

  1 c. ½" cubes rutabaga

  1 T. Worcestershire sauce

  1 lg. onion, chopped (1 c.)

  2 stalks celery, sliced

  1 t. salt

  ¼ t. pepper

  2 c. beef broth

  2 bay leaves

  ½ c. dry red wine (optional, or add more broth)

  6 juniper berries, tied in cheesecloth, optional; they add a slightly bitter, “wild” taste

  Combine the flour, salt, and pepper in a medium bowl. Dredge the venison in this mixture, coating it well. In a heavy kettle or Dutch oven, brown the venison in the hot oil. Add the onions and celery and continue to cook a few minutes longer. Add the bay leaves, juniper berries, broth and wine. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and simmer, covered, for half an hour. Add the vegetables and cook for another half hour, until everything is tender and the stew has thickened somewhat. Remove the bay leaves and juniper berries before serving the stew. This easily serves 4–6.

  Venison Mincemeat

  My father hunted when he was a younger man, at one time bagging a semilegendary 10-point buck. Sadly, as the story went, he sold his trophy head to some collector from down country, so I never was able to view the magnificent beast. By the time I came along, our main supply of venison was courtesy of the local game warden, a man who just happened to have the same last name as we did. Perhaps it was his way of thanking my dad for taking all those wildlife nuisance calls directed to the wrong person. Because this venison was from deer that had been hit and killed by cars, some of it was quite young and tender—good enough to cook as steaks. However, the odd, tough portions were plopped into my mother’s trusty pressure cooker therein to process until the meat literally fell off the bones. Then she would be ready to make one of her specialties—venison mincemeat. Mother used to can hers in glass jars—dark, foreboding little vessels of spiced meat and fruit waiting to cover vanilla ice cream or to be plopped into pie shells. If the thought of it all is too overwhelming, I’ve also included a smaller recipe for those of a more timid persuasion.

  3 lb. venison or beef shoulder meat, boiled tender and chopped fine (not ground)

  6 lb. tart apples—pared, cored, and chopped

  1 lb. suet (beef fat) chopped fine

  1 lb. diced citron*

  1½ c. candied diced lemon peel

  1 ½ c. candied diced orange peel

  ¾ c. cider vinegar

  2 lb. dark seedless raisins

  2 lb. dried currants

  6 c. apple cider or apple juice

  2 lb. brown sugar

  2 T. cinnamon

  1 T. allspice

  1 T. nutmeg

  1 T. salt

  1 T. cloves

  2 c. brandy, optional

  Combine all ingredients except the brandy and portion them into one or two large, heavy pans. Cook over low heat for about an hour, until the liquid is mostly absorbed and everything is quite tender. This will burn easily, so be vigilant! Stir in the brandy at the end of the cooking process. Although old recipes for mincemeat call for keeping it in a crock in a cool cellar, pressure canning is a safer mode of preservation. Follow the directions for canning meat found in your pressure canner guidelines, checking seals to make sure everything is properly canned. Pressure canning is necessary because of the meat in the mincemeat; the pressure canner reaches a higher temperature (240°F) than a boiling water bath is capable of. Alternatively, place your mincemeat in pint or quart freezer containers, seal, and freeze. The texture of the mincemeat may be slightly altered from the freezing process. This recipe will produce about 6 quarts or 12 pints of mincemeat.

  Mini Mincemeat

  Here’s the promised mini-recipe for mincemeat. For this version, simply cook the meat right along with the fruits and spices, another time saver. Although it’s possible to substitute ground beef or venison for the diced meat, the texture and taste may suffer somewhat; make sure to invest in top-quality low-fat ground meat if you do and break it up really well during the cooking process.

  ½ lb. venison or beef, chopped fine

  1 lb. tart apples—peeled, cored, and chopped (3 c.)

  3 T. unsalted butter or 6 T. diced suet

  ½ c. citron*

  ¼ c. candied diced lemon peel

  ¼ c. candied diced orange peel

  1 c. raisins

  1 c. dried currants

  1 c. cider or apple juice

  2 T. cider vinegar

  1 c. packed brown sugar

  1 t. cinnamon

  ½ t. nutmeg

  ½ t. allspice

  ½ t. salt

  ½ t. cloves

  ⅓ c. brandy, optional

  Stew beef works well for this amount of mincemeat. Mincing the meat while raw is easy to do when working with such a small amount and will cut down on cooking time; partially freezing it first makes the process even easier. (Although it’s possible to substitute ground beef, the texture and taste may suffer somewhat; make sure to invest in top-quality low-fat beef if you do and break it up really well during the cooking process.) Combine all ingredients in a large, heavy pan. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and cook slowly until the liquid is mostly absorbed, stirring frequently to prevent burning, about ½ hour. Add the brandy, cool, and use as desired. This amount should produce about 4 cups of mincemeat—enough for one solid-citizen pie, a couple of more modest ones, or several tarts. You could also serve it warm over ice cream. Keep unused portion refrigerated, covered up to two weeks.

  *A note about citron: Citron is the candied peel of an ancient citrus fruit indigenous to India and later the Mediterranean regions. It’s perhaps best known as an ingredient in fruitcake or certain sweet Christmas breads. Although it’s now also grown in the Southern United States, citron is not as popular or widely available as many ingredients; around here we’re most apt to find it during the months of November and December. Although another dried or candied fruit such as apricots or pineapple may be substituted in a pinch, the flavor of your mince will be somewhat altered.

  Meatless Mince Fruit

  If you prefer a meatless version for your mince pies or cookies, here is a nice alternative. An added advantage to meatless mince fruit is that it’s easier to use for filling cookies and the like, as it doesn’t require the refrigeration of mincemeat. The slightly different combination of ingredients used to make mince fruit gives it a characteristic mince flavor with a fresh twist.

  1½ c. diced peeled apple

  1½ c. diced peeled pear

  ½ c. whole cranberry sauce

  2 T. diced candied orange peel

  2 T. diced candied lemon peel

  ¾ c. packed brown sugar

  ½ c. dark raisins

  ½ c. chopped walnuts

  ¼ c. orange juice

  1 T. lemon juice

  ½ t. cinnamon

  ½ t. salt

  ½ t. ginger

  1 T. butter

  ¼ t. nutmeg

  ¼ t. cloves

  ¼ t. allspice

  Combine all ingredients in a large, heavy saucepan. Bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring frequently. Lower heat somewhat and continue to cook and stir for about 10–15 minutes, until the fruits are cooked through and the mixture has thickened somewhat. Allow it to cool before using. This will yield about 3 cups, enough for 1 nice pie or for some tarts and filled cookies. It’s also good warm over ice cream or cold over cheesecake.
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  Napoleon of butternut squash makes a tasty vegetarian alternative to your January fare. Its bright colors and flavors make the winter’s t seem a little more enjoyable.
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  Mince fruit (top), while having many of mincemeat’s characteristics, is lighter and brighter in color and taste.

  Napoleon of Butternut Squash

  Speaking of meatless dishes, are you looking for a vegetarian entrée fancy enough for company? Try these little stacks of roasted butternut squash rounds and savory rice patties, enhanced with cranberries, nuts, and maple liquor. It’ll brighten your winter night, for sure.

  12 ½" thick butternut squash slices (from the neck of the squash)

  2 T. olive oil

  2 T. corn oil

  ½ t. salt

  ½ t. pepper

  2 T. maple liquor

  Or 1 T. each rum and maple syrup

  1 egg

  1 c. cooked rice

  ¼ c. cashews

  ¼ c. walnuts

  ¼ c. dried cranberries

  1 t. soy sauce

  1 t. dried minced onion

  1 t. dried parsley flakes

  6 T. maple syrup

  1 T. cider vinegar

  1 T. butter

  1 T. maple liquor or rum

  Cooked greens such as spinach, kale, or chard

  Combine the olive oil, ½ t. salt, ¼ t. of the pepper, and 2 T. maple liquor in a foil-lined 9" × 13" pan. Add the squash slices, turning to coat well. Distribute the slices so they are all flat and evenly spaced in the pan. Roast in a 375ºF oven for twenty minutes, carefully turn with a spatula, and roast for 15 more minutes, until they are golden and tender. Remove from the oven, leaving the slices on the pan until assembling. While the squash is roasting, prepare the maple vinegar sauce and the rice patties. Chop half of the cashews and half of the walnuts, setting aside the remainder. Stir the chopped nuts and half of the dried cranberries into the cooked rice, along with the soy sauce, onion, parsley, and the egg, which has been beaten first. Place the 2 T. corn oil in a heavy cast-iron skillet or fry pan over medium-high heat. Drop 8 equal portions of the rice mixture onto the hot oil, flattening each with a spatula into a thin patty approximately the same diameter as your squash slices. Fry until golden on one side, turn, and brown on the other. Place the 6 T. maple syrup plus the butter, vinegar, and additional 1 T. maple liquor or rum in a small saucepan and bring to a full boil. Remove from the heat and set aside. Assemble the Napoleons by placing the hot cooked greens on a serving platter. Arrange 4 squash slices evenly on the greens. Top each with a rice patty and then another squash slice. Continue this with remaining squash and rice patties to form 4 stacks with 3 squash slices and 2 rice patties in each. Sprinkle the stacks and greens with the remaining nuts and cranberries, pour the hot maple vinegar sauce over all, and serve. As an entrée complete with soup or salad, crusty bread, and dessert, this will serve 4. By itself, with hearty appetites, it may better serve 2.
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  Orange Anise–Glazed Carrots

  Carrots are an inexpensive and nutritious addition to your winter table. They will last for months in a refrigerator vegetable keeper or, if you’ve enough of them and are industrious enough to construct one, in a root cellar. This side dish is a nice variation on an old favorite. Add a little zip, and plain carrots go from blah to “ah”!

  2 c. sliced carrot rounds

  ½ c. water

  2 T. butter

  ¼ t. salt

  ½ t. anise seed

  1 t. grated orange rind

  3 T. dark brown sugar

  2 T. orange juice

  Cook the carrots in the water for 5–7 minutes, until crisp tender. Drain off any remaining water. Stir all other ingredients into the carrots in the cooking pan. Continue to cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until the liquid is almost all absorbed and the carrots are nicely glazed. Be careful not to let them burn. This makes 4 generous servings.

  Brussels Sprouts with Blue Cheese Dressing

  Brussels sprouts respond beautifully to the creamy tang of good blue cheese dressing. Brussels sprouts are one of those hearty cold vegetables that may be harvested directly off the stalk long after most vegetables in the garden have been destroyed by freezing temperatures. By January here in Vermont, I’ve already harvested them, so my choices are fresh from the store, or frozen; either will work well. A pound of brussels sprouts equals approximately three cups.

  3 c. fresh or frozen brussels sprouts

  ½ c. sour cream

  ½ c. mayonnaise

  2 T. milk

  1 T. snipped chives

  ¼ t. cracked black pepper

  ¼ t. salt

  ¼ t. Tabasco sauce

  ½ c. crumbled blue cheese

  4 slices bacon, crisp cooked and crumbled (optional)
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  Combine all dressing ingredients except blue cheese and milk (and bacon if using) in a small mixing bowl, blending until smooth. Stir in milk to thin slightly and then add in the blue cheese, mixing lightly. Allowing the dressing to rest an hour or two in the fridge will help develop its flavor more fully. Cook the brussels sprouts in water about ⅔ the depth of the sprouts until tender but still bright green—approximately 10–12 minutes. Drain the sprouts well and place in serving dish. Crumble the bacon over the dressing and serve on the side. Generously serves 6. You may well have leftover dressing, which can be refrigerated up to a week. It’s also great on cooked cauliflower, steak, as a dip for crudités or french fries, or as a salad dressing for green and/or winter fruit salads.

  Warm Winter Salad

  Kale, a true winter vegetable, is packed with vitamins and minerals. It’s readily available fresh during those months when other fresh produce may be in short supply. I feel the flavor of the kale is enhanced by brief steaming, as in this hearty salad, just right for a cold winter’s day.

  8 c. lightly packed bite-sized pieces of kale, torn from the stem

  ¼ c. dried cranberries

  ¼ c. crumbled gorgonzola cheese

  1 firm green pear, such as Anjou, cored and sliced

  Dressing

  ¼ c. balsamic vinegar

  ¼ c. olive oil

  2 T. maple syrup

  1 T. and 1 t. soy sauce

  ¼ t. ground ginger or 1 t. grated fresh

  It’s probably easier to make your dressing in advance, as once the kale is steamed you’ll want to assemble your salad and serve. Whisk together the balsamic vinegar, soy sauce, maple syrup, and ginger. Whisk in the olive oil until well blended. Allow it to sit at room temperature for up to a day; for longer storage, place in the refrigerator, but be sure to take it out at least an hour in advance so that the olive oil will again liquefy. Place the kale in a metal strainer or steaming dish. Steam it over boiling water for 5 minutes, until it’s warm and slightly soft but still bright dark green. Divide it evenly between 4 individual salad bowls or place it all in 1 large bowl. Top with the sliced pear and sprinkle with the dried cranberries and the gorgonzola. Drizzle with the dressing and serve at once. This makes 4 generous servings.
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  Warm winter salad is colorful, flavorful, and nutritious.

  Mashed Potatoes

  Because we always had a garden, we always had plenty of homegrown potatoes. We’d carefully dry and then store them, away from light, in a cool closet room on the north side of the house. There are a number of potato varieties, each suited to one or more uses. In order to get the best results from your recipe, it’s important to know your potato types well enough to choose the right one. At least we’ve only a few main varieties to choose from in the United States, unlike Peru, land of the potato’s origin. At last count, I believe that country boasted over a thousand different kinds. Imagine trying to sort that collection for your mashers; it would take until the next New Year’s just to get through them all! My favorite potato for mashing is a variety called purple Viking; it’s a beautiful round potato with purple skin and snowy-white flesh. However, chances are you won’t be finding any of those little guys unless you grow your own. Some folks may prefer one of the mild-flavored “gold” potatoes now increasingly available, although because their moisture content is somewhat higher than many varieties, it’s easy to make that type of potato too mushy when mashed with this ratio of ingredients. Therefore for this recipe, I recommend a russet-type potato, both for flavor and texture. They’re widely available and won’t disappoint.

  1 lb. potatoes—washed, peeled, and quartered

  ½ t. salt

  1½ c. water

  ½ c. milk or half and half

  2 T. butter

  ¼ t. seasoned salt or ¼ t. pepper
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  Place the potatoes in a medium saucepan. Add the salt and enough of the water to almost cover the potatoes; you don’t want to drown them. To me, there’s nothing more pathetic than a pan full of waterlogged, anemic potatoes staring sadly at you. Bring the potatoes to a boil, reduce the heat, and boil gently, covered, for 20–30 minutes, until the potatoes are very tender and the liquid has partially cooked away. Just don’t let the liquid totally cook down; a pan of dried-out, burned potatoes staring at you is almost as depressing as their waterlogged cousins. Here is where my years of 4-H cooking lessons come into play; when you drain your potatoes, save the cooking water for use in gravy, soup, or even making bread. Don’t throw all those valuable nutrients down the drain! With the potatoes still in the pan over low heat, add in the milk, butter, and seasonings; cover; and let the mixture heat through for a minute or so. Now it’s time to mash or whip your potatoes until they’re as smooth or lumpy as you wish. Add another pat of butter to the top, if you wish, and serve them while they’re hot! If you must make these a little in advance, place the covered pan into a larger pan of simmering water. Once the potatoes start to cool down, they become hard and not nearly as appetizing. This recipe is very easy to halve or double, as you wish.

  Scalloped Corn

  Scalloped corn is a tasty side dish on a cold winter night. Extra corn from last summer’s garden is easy enough to freeze. Blanch your ears in boiling water for 5 minutes, chill in icy water for another 5, drain, and cut from the cob. I freeze my kernels spread out on cookie sheets, ready to pop into sealed freezer bags once they’ve frozen. This method is referred to as “loose pack.” You may use either loose-pack frozen corn or canned, drained whole kernel corn for this recipe. If using frozen, there’s no need to thaw in advance; you can thaw it stove-top during preparation.

  [image: image]

  2 c. corn

  ¼ c. butter

  ½ sleeve saltine crackers, crushed

  ¼ t. celery seed

  ¼ t. Tabasco sauce or black pepper

  1 t. dried minced onion

  ½ c. milk

  Melt the butter in a medium-sized saucepan over moderate heat. Stir in the crackers and seasonings, coating the cracker crumbs well. Add the corn and milk. If the kernels are still frozen, you may heat them a few minutes, stirring occasionally. Turn into a well-buttered casserole dish. Bake in a 375°F oven for about ½ hour, until heated through. This serves 4 generously or 6 moderately.

  
    The Tale of the Rabbit

    Rabbit is a rather ignored meat in this country. Perhaps this is a bit of a shame; rabbit meat is very lean, with a delicate flavor. Rabbits are also much more economical to care for than some of the larger meat-producing animals. The flavor is somewhere between dark meat chicken and light meat pork, although the texture is more dense. Rabbit should either be brined before frying or braised in a stew, as it has a tendency toward dryness. You should also beware of the rabbit’s fragile bones; they splinter easily when you’re busy cutting the meat. An increasing number of specialty meat shops and even some supermarkets now offer rabbits, whole or cut up. If you choose to raise your own, as we did for one incredibly brief period of time, you’ll need to learn to skin and gut the little critters. However, that is another kettle of rabbit entirely. In general, if you need to cut up your rabbit, remove the large hind legs and much smaller front legs at the joints where they connect into the main body. These portions of meat are especially good for frying. The rest of the rabbit can be braised or stewed to make a flavorful pot pie.

  

  Rabbit Casserole Provencal

  The white wine adds a bit of an exotic flavor, although you can as easily substitute water or chicken stock. Serve the rabbit as is with an accompaniment of crusty bread, or top it with herbed drop biscuits.

  1½–2 lb. rabbit parts (white meat, backbone, and ribcage, or add some leg meat)

  ½ c. dry white wine

  1½ c. water

  2 bay leaves
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  A nice casserole of rabbit Provencal is waiting to warm you up.

  3 small sprigs fresh thyme

  3 slices bacon

  1 small onion, chopped: ½ c.

  1 medium carrot, sliced in rounds: ½ c.

  ½ t. salt

  ¼ t. white pepper

  1 c. sliced mushrooms

  Dice the bacon and place in a large skillet or saucepan. Fry it gently along with the rabbit, onions, celery, and carrot. After the vegetables have softened and browned somewhat, add in the water, broth or wine, seasonings, and mushrooms. Bring to a boil, reduce heat, and simmer for 30–40 minutes, until the rabbit meat is very tender. Remove the rabbit from the broth and allow it to cool enough so that you can pick it with the meat off the bones. Add the rabbit back into the pan. You may now either reheat the rabbit in the pan and serve with crusty bread or turn the hot mixture into a casserole dish, top with the herbed biscuits, and bake at 375°F until the biscuits are browned and cooked through—about 20 minutes. This serves around 4.
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  Herbed Biscuits

  These biscuits are also nice accompaniments to a chicken stew or served as is for breakfast or brunch. You could even drop teaspoons of the dough onto simmering soup, cover tightly, and cook for 7–9 minutes, until your little herbed dumplings are cooked through.

  ¾ c. flour

  1 t. baking powder

  ¼ t. salt

  ¼ t. dried thyme

  1 t. chives

  1 t. parsley

  2 T. butter, melted

  ½ c. milk

  Stir together the dry ingredients and seasonings. Combine the milk and melted butter and stir into the flour mixture. Drop spoonfuls onto the hot rabbit in the casserole and immediately place it in the oven to bake. You could also gently pat out the dough to about ½" thickness on a floured surface and cut it into circles or squares. Bake the biscuits separately for about 10 minutes, until they are puffed and golden brown.

  Country-Fried Rabbit

  A good presoak in salted water is the trick to producing moist fried rabbit. Set your rabbit to soaking early on the day you plan to serve it.

  1½ lb. rabbit legs

  1 qt. water

  2 t. salt

  ¼ c. corn oil

  ½ c. flour

  ½ t. paprika

  ½ t. salt

  ¼ t. poultry seasoning

  You may wish to cut the much-larger hind legs of the rabbit in half, using a good, sharp knife. Place the rabbit legs, water, and salt in a plastic or stainless steel container, preferably with a tight cover, and refrigerate for 8 hours. Drain the legs well, patting them lightly to somewhat dry them. Combine the flour and seasonings in a bowl or plastic bag and dredge the rabbit legs, coating them well. Heat the oil in a heavy skillet over medium, adding the rabbit pieces when it is hot. Fry the rabbit, covered, until it is deep golden brown on one side. Turn the rabbit and brown the other side. Keeping the pan covered during the frying process will help the meat to cook more evenly and to retain moisture. Remove the rabbit to a serving plate. If you wish gravy, add a tablespoon or two of flour to the cooking pan. Cook and stir a minute or two and then deglaze the frying pan with a cup or so of chicken stock or water. Serves 3–4.

  Piecrust . . . or Piecrust

  Once upon a time, I thought the only way to make a good piecrust was with solid shortening. As time went by, I began to appreciate more the effect of butter on a pastry shell. Eventually, as news of the ills associated with hydrogenated foods swirled about, I decided to eliminate solid shortening from my cooking entirely. The only two foods this proved difficult for were whoopie pies and piecrust. I’ve now settled on satisfactory recipes for both, ironically just as non-hydrogenated solid shortenings such as those made from palm oil have made their way to the grocery store shelves. I’m sharing two of my piecrust recipes here. There’s still plenty of room for others, if you prefer. For years lard was the standard utilized in turning out a flaky crust, and some folks swear by a crust made with just oil. However, for now we’ll take a middle-of-the-road approach with one shortening and one shortening-less crust recipe.

  My Favorite Piecrust

  This crust takes a little extra effort to prepare properly. If the butter and water aren’t cold enough, or if your proportions are off by just a little, you may end up with piecrust that tastes good but is somewhat tough. However, when properly prepared, this is a golden, slightly crispy crust with a wonderful flavor. Always chill it before rolling for best results.

  ½ c. cold, unsalted butter

  ¼ c. corn oil

  2 T. milk

  2 c. flour

  1 t. salt

  2 t. sugar

  4 T. ice-cold water

  Combine the flour, sugar, and salt in a large mixing bowl. This will give you adequate space to cut in the butter and to mix the crust without it spilling over the edges of the bowl. Using a pastry cutter or two sharp knives, cut the butter into the flour mixture until it forms tiny lumps the size of baby peas. In a small bowl, stir together the oil and milk with a fork; it will become a creamy white. Mix this quickly into the flour/butter mixture. Add the ice water and stir again with the fork; the dough should form a nice stiff, slightly crumbly consistency. Divide the dough in two and quickly roll each half into a ball. Cover with waxed paper or plastic wrap and refrigerate at least half an hour before rolling it out. This recipe is easy to double or triple, which I frequently do. Wrap each single crust-sized ball of dough separately and freeze them for up to two months. When you need some piecrust dough, allow it to thaw in the fridge overnight or at room temperature for a couple of hours. In a pinch, carefully microwave it, a few seconds at a time, until the dough is soft enough to roll out but still cold. Be wary of this method! It’s awfully easy to let the piecrust overheat, which spoils the whole purpose of having chilled it in the first place.

  Basic Piecrust

  This is a standard piecrust, enough for one 2 crust pie or for two pastry shells. Save any scraps to make piecrust cookies!

  2 c. flour

  ½ c. solid shortening

  ¼ c. cold butter

  1 t. salt

  1 t. sugar

  Approximately 4 T. ice-cold water

  Combine the flour, salt, and sugar in a large mixing bowl; this will give you plenty of room to work without spilling your flour. Use a pastry cutter or two knives to cut the shortening and cold butter into the flour mixture until they resemble the size of baby peas throughout. Sprinkle on the ice water and toss together with a fork until everything is just blended; you don’t want to overmix. Gather up the piecrust dough with your hands and form it into two balls; wrap in plastic or waxed paper and refrigerate until firm, at least ½ hour. If you wish, you can make your piecrust in advance. Store it 3–4 days in the refrigerator, or wrap it airtight and freeze it for up to a couple of months.

  Piecrust Cookies

  Whenever I make piecrust, any scraps of dough are saved to be made into these delectable little pastries. They’re especially popular with the under-twelve set, although “adults” enjoy them too.

  Leftover scraps of piecrust

  Milk

  Sugar or cinnamon sugar

  Roll out the scraps of dough into as large a circle as necessary to make a thin crust. Brush the top of the circle with milk and sprinkle it generously with sugar or cinnamon sugar. Cut the circle pizza style into thin wedges. Carefully transfer to a cookie sheet and bake on the upper shelf of your oven at 375°F for about 8–10 minutes, until they are golden brown and slightly crispy. Cool just slightly before removing them to enjoy.

  Pineapple Pie

  My mother-in-law, Lucretia “Kitty” Lawrence, generally made three pies for special occasions: pumpkin, pecan, and pineapple. Pineapple pie provides a welcome spot of bright color and flavor in the midst of a cold New England winter. I use crushed canned pineapple in mine, as I believe Kitty did too. Although she also added egg to hers, I prefer to simply use cornstarch for thickening, along with just a hint of lemon and spice for added flavor. This makes a nice big pie with lots of tasty fruit filling.

  2 crust pie pastry

  2 20-oz. cans crushed pineapple in juice

  1 c. sugar

  5 T. cornstarch

  1 T. butter

  1 T. lemon juice

  ½ t. pure lemon extract or 1 t. grated lemon zest

  ¼ t. mace

  ¼ t. ginger

  Combine everything but the piecrust in a large, heavy saucepan. Bring to a full boil over medium-high heat, stirring frequently to prevent burning. Once it has thickened slightly, remove from the heat and allow it to cool to room temperature. Roll out the crust half at a time, fitting one loosely into a 9" pie plate. Pour in the filling and cover with the top crust. If you wish, cut a decorative shape from the upper crust before fitting it on top, or simply cut a few slits in it afterward. Brush the top lightly with milk and sprinkle with sugar. Bake at 375°F until the top is nicely browned, about 45 minutes. It’s best to allow the pie to cool before cutting, as the filling is quite soft when hot. This will serve 8–12, depending on slice size and appetites involved. It’s quite tasty with a scoop of vanilla ice cream, if you feel like splurging.
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  How about ringing in the New Year with a slice of golden pineapple pie?

  Puff Pastry

  Classic puff pastry contains very simple ingredients: flour, salt, butter, and water. It is the way in which these are combined that will produce heavenly results. Do not try to hurry puff pastry; it can’t be done. However, by allotting small spaces of time over a day or two, you’ll produce fine puff pastry with relatively little effort. As this freezes easily, it can be prepared well in advance, wrapped and frozen to be used at your leisure. For years I followed a “single-batch” recipe, having read somewhere or another that my pastry would be ruined if I tried doubling it. Now older and wiser, especially since having produced 300 of the little delicacies for son Timothy and daughter-in-law Abigail’s wedding, a larger batch has become my standard. For all this commitment, you deserve a plentiful finished product.

  2 sticks cold salted butter (no substitutes!)

  1½ c. all-purpose flour

  ½ c. and 1 T. ice-cold water

  You will note I don’t add salt to this recipe, choosing instead salted butter to add that component. The flavor to me is just fine when made in this manner. Begin by placing the flour in a large mixing bowl. Stir in the water to form dough that is stiff but malleable. Cover this mixture and allow it to “rest” at room temperature for at least 5 minutes or up to ½ hour. This allows the gluten in the flour to develop and will result in a more elastic product for the next step. Next, knead the dough a few times and roll it out on a lightly floured surface to a 12" square. To me, this is the most difficult part of the whole procedure: don’t be afraid to pull at the dough’s edges with your fingers to get it large enough. It will take quite a bit of tension—just don’t pull it too hard; you don’t want to rip any of the edges if you can help it. Slice each of the sticks of cold butter lengthwise into three equal parts. Place them side by side on one-half of the dough’s surface, leaving about ½" around the outer edges. Fold the dough up and over the butter, pinching the edges all around to seal it entirely. Roll the dough out to twice its height again (you’ll discover it spreads out in the direction of the butter sticks). Fold the dough over on itself into thirds starting with the pinched edge and then turn it one-quarter turn on your work surface. The turning is done so that the next time you roll out the dough, you’ll fold it over on the opposite edges from the previous turn. Lightly flour your work surface as needed and roll the dough out one more time. Fold the previously unfolded edges over in thirds to make a neat flat package of dough about 6" on each side. You have officially completed two “turns” of your pastry. Now comes your first break: wrap the dough airtight in plastic wrap, waxed paper, or foil and then place it flat in the refrigerator for at least a couple of hours to firm up the butter again. Trying to roll out puff pastry dough filled with soft butter is a recipe for buttery disaster; it will leak out the edges, and you never will attain the exquisite layers, which make this pastry so unique. Once it has sufficiently chilled, again roll the dough out to double or triple its original size, folding it over in thirds. Give the dough a quarter turn and repeat one more time before again chilling. You will repeat this chilling, rolling, and folding procedure one more rotation (two more turns), which in the end will yield you 729 gloriously buttery layers within your pastry, if I’ve done my math correctly! The puff paste is now ready to be used; refrigerate it again until ready to roll it out if using within a couple of days. For longer storage, securely wrap it and lay it flat on the freezer shelf to use within a month or two.
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