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Of course, I called her when I wanted to know how to roast a chicken (Ah! First you have to take the package of chicken parts out of the chicken’s cavity) or make a pot roast (I see: The reason the meat burned on the bottom was because I used a thin aluminum pot), but I also wanted to make Southern fried chicken and lobster fra diavolo, strawberries Romanoff, and pumpkin chiffon pie.


Even before Julia Child arrived on the scene, I was taking classes with Dione Lucas, a Cordon Bleu-trained Englishwoman. She may have been the first television chef, and from her I learned how to bone a chicken and turn it inside out, a skill I have never used since. I also learned how to make her chocolate roll (you’ll find it on page 172).


Of course, after Julia I completely Frenchified my kitchen with copper pots and imported knives and dishes for soufflés and gratins, and molds for crême caramel and mousse au chocolat. But I still use some of the tools my mother passed on to me and have been eternally sorry I did not keep her potato masher.


It wasn’t until I went to work on this book and back to the dishes I have loved best that it came to me: I am my mother’s daughter, even in the kitchen. This love of cooking has been passed on to both of my children; it always makes me smile when my daughter, Ann, calls and asks for advice on making a dish. She is an instinctive cook and probably never reads recipes.


My son, Michael, the lawyer, cooks in his restaurant kitchen in Spain. He is the owner and chef of O Cabaliño do Demo, in Santiago de Compostela, in Galicia, the northwest corner of Spain, where he has far surpassed my cooking skills. (Honestly, it’s not a mother’s pride talking; my son’s food at his vegetarian restaurant is superb.)


Along with the recipes that credit my mother—the meat sauce and the brisket, the chicken soup and the mushroom and barley soup, the coffee cake and the lemon meringue pie—you will note a number that come from Michael—chocolate and butterscotch puddings, mocha brownies, and eggplant lasagna, among others. Influence goes both ways.


There are many other people I am eager to thank, most especially Susan Simon, whose professional name is SueChef. As in the past, she not only tested recipes for me that I wanted a second set of taste buds to try, but she contributed a few of her own. And I also thank my son, Michael, for providing some of the best recipes in the book and for testing a few others.


Thanks to Roy Coleman, my significant other, for sampling the experiments, good and bad, and for making the wine suggestions.


To Sam Sifton, editor of the “Dining In, Dining Out” section of The New York Times, I am particularly grateful for his deft and graceful editing of the Introduction to the book.


I am indebted to Harold McGee, the author of On Food and Cooking (Simon & Schuster, 1997) and scientist extraordinaire, who graciously answered all my chemistry questions.


To Elsa Castro, who has made my life easier in the kitchen for more than twenty years, special thanks.


My agent, Amanda Urban, and my book editor, Sydny Miner, have always been there as sounding boards and to lean on.


But my most special thanks go to my mother, who taught me the importance of family meals and cooking with love—even if it took me decades to realize my debt to her.


Marian Fox Burros
 Northeast Kingdom, Vermont
 November 2002




To my mother, Dorothy, who taught me how to cook


And to my children, Michael and Ann, who carry on in her tradition in the kitchen  [image: image]







COOKING for COMFORT











INTRODUCTION



Roughly three years ago, for reasons that now seem as unfathomable and obvious as a shift in the weather, I began to long for the simple, straightforward food of my childhood. After spending close to two decades putting together recipes for quick-cooking dinners appropriate to a fast-paced urban lifestyle—food that could be put on a table 20 minutes after coming home from work—I just wanted to take the kind of time my mother could afford to put a meal on the table. I wanted the food my mother made for me.


This return to simple pleasures has been under way in America’s restaurant kitchens for a couple of years. It is part of an evolutionary process. Now that American chefs know they can cook as well as anyone in the world, they don’t have to prove it anymore. As consumers, we’ve gone from coveting food from abroad to coveting food from the local farmer. Today, in the culinary world, the phrase “locally grown” has as high a standing on menus as fancy ingredients like foie gras and truffles. We want artisanal food, not corporate ingredients. We want meat that is organic and grass-fed, not stockyard-raised or bioengineered.


In fact, in some ways we have come to a point where the quality of the ingredients is more important than any fussing done with them. These two directions—on the one hand a desire to return to the satisfying, family-based meals of America’s past; and on the other hand the desire to eat healthy, family-farm-based ingredients—have led to the reappearance of what has commonly come to be called comfort food. We are embracing dishes particular to America, reinterpreting them in some instances, leaving them as they stand in others. This process is part of a natural cycle, too. Many of us have become bored with the refinements that some chefs had been visiting on their dishes, just to one-up their colleagues, it seemed. Eating out at some restaurants required too much work.


Not coincidentally, this change in viewpoint has also led to the publication of this book—which brings me back to my mother again. When she started cooking, most of what was available fresh was regional. Not much was being shipped across the country, and almost nothing came from abroad. That meant we ate corn in the summer, and it meant that she bought it at the farm on which it was grown, about 15 minutes away from our house in Waterbury, Connecticut. The farmer sold corn that he picked twice a day, nothing else. My mother always went to him late in the afternoon, after the final picking, so that the corn was just out of the field and half an hour later was in the pot. And she examined every year, pulling back the husk a little to see if there were worms. (Pesticides had not yet arrived on the scene.) Today, if I see a worm in the corn, I’m thrilled!


My mother’s chickens and eggs also came from a nearby farm, though she bought them at a market; we thought a double-yolk egg a happy miracle then. The milk was delivered by a milkman, and it had cream on the top, a big treat for cereal in the morning.


After World War II, though, something happened to our food—the way we grew it, processed it, and shipped it. None of it was good. Only in the last 20 years, in fact, have we started to react to the terrible crimes against taste that were committed on American farms in the name of efficiency, cheap prices, and uniformity. Today, thank goodness, we can find food as good as, and often better than, what my mother had available to her. That makes simple cooking far more rewarding than trying to create restaurant meals at home.


This craving for simplicity and for Mother’s cooking crystallized for me on September 11, 2001. Not just for me, it seems, but for other Americans as well. First our desire for comfort food was an effort to assure ourselves that the world had not come to an end, even if the world as we knew it had. Now it is an assurance that everything is still, somehow, all right.


In the days and weeks that followed, in my kitchen, as in others around the country, recipes for meat loaf, tapioca pudding, lemon meringue pie, toasted cheese sandwiches, and tomato soup were retrieved from the dusty recesses of kitchen cabinets.


A month after the attack I wrote a column for The New York Times about this rush to pamper ourselves at the table. Recounting a story told to me by Joan Hamburg, the WOR radio talk-show host in New York City, I wrote: “Even the X-ray thin have thrown caution to the winds, in search of the familiar, the comfortable.”


Joan had been clucking over the behavior of guests at lunch during a football game. “All those thin women dove into the chicken potpie and the corn bread and the double chocolate mousse pie,” she said. “That potpie with its wicked crust—you can’t believe how they were mopping up the sauce from it with bread.”


The article struck a chord with readers, one my editor at Simon & Schuster, Sydny Miner, heard right away. “It’s the stuff that makes me feel safe,” she said. Cooking for Comfort was born.


When life gets more uncertain, more stressful than usual, we look to foods that made us feel secure as children. For those of us who were brought up on the twentieth-century American diet, that means meat loaf dressed with catsup, buttery mashed potatoes, and chocolate chip cookies.


I went rummaging through my recipe box, which had been sitting on the top shelf of a cabinet, well out of reach. In it I found the treats of my childhood, many of which I had abandoned in the first flush of my own independence and adulthood. The writing on many of the 3-by-5 cards was in my mother’s hand.


But Cooking for Comfort couldn’t be just about my family’s cooking, and so I queried my friends, and sometimes perfect strangers, to come up with a list of recipes about which most people would agree: macaroni and cheese, spaghetti with marinara sauce, brownies, crab cakes, onion soup, cheesecake, and, of course, meat loaf and mashed potatoes, as well as dishes that are not so universally applauded, like tapioca pudding and cheese grits.


There are probably some comfort foods you will look for on the pages of this book that you will not find. My editor said that nothing made her feel more comfortable than the smell of coconut roasting in the oven, because her mother made coconut cake every Christmas. Others told me how much they loved Grape-nuts pudding or tongue sandwiches. But those didn’t make the final cut.


No, this book, for all my attempts to broaden its appeal, is a very personal one; it comes from my family heritage and from where I was brought up. As a result, it appears well anchored in an East Coast tradition, though I have striven mightily to include recipes from elsewhere in the country. (A friend from the Northwest said that turkey burgers were a great comfort food out there. I must have had the wrong recipe.)


There are, however, some East Coast classics that I could not in good conscience include. Chicken tetrazzini really is an awful creation. Three tries and it was out. I attempted to resurrect a molded potato salad with which I won a trip to Europe but today cannot imagine why. And what ever did I see in my recipe for pumpkin chiffon pie? On the other hand, when the twentieth or twenty-third person told me that grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup were definitely comforting, I produced a recipe for cream of tomato soup. Campbell’s it is not. It’s better.


Much of this food is not food anyone would want to eat every day because, by definition, most comfort food is creamy and buttery and often sweet. Still, there are some recipes that fit right into a healthful diet, and I learned as I went along that there are substitutes that can be made to lower a dish’s calorie count without destroying its integrity. In the book most of these recipes are described as “streamlined.”


Of course, for some people it is not just the act of eating the meat loaf or lemon meringue pie that is soothing; it is the act of cooking them. Taking time to put something together offers concrete proof of effort. Cooking takes a certain amount of concentration; it’s hard to think of the complex and sometimes frightening problems of the day over which you have no control when you have to think about something over which you actually can exercise control—what you are doing right now. I had, frankly, forgotten how satisfying and peaceful it is to take my time when cooking. I loved every moment of recipe testing for this book …


With one possible exception, that is. Eight tries at popovers and I never got one I liked well enough to include without buying cast-iron muffin pans, even though popovers were once a favorite of mine.


Comfort food is here to stay, it seems. Though the immediate fear and depression that followed 9/11/01 have receded, people are still uneasy because we are living at a time of enormous uncertainty. We are in the midst of a new kind of war, even as we experience the aftereffects of a burst economic bubble and the sometimes illegal activities of the captains of industry who have let us all down.


Meals with family or friends help us forget about that. We want to go back to a time when life was not so complicated—or, at least, when we look at it from a distance, it was one that seemed much simpler. One of the few ways most of us can get there together is through our food.


And, in fact, what we can have on our tables today is a good deal better in some ways than what we could have had in the good old days—there are many more quality ingredients available to us as a nation and greater knowledge within it about cooking. My mother couldn’t buy fresh mozzarella or fresh goat cheese. She had only one baking chocolate from which to choose. In the last fifty years we’ve learned a lot.


There is progress in Cooking for Comfort, too.








HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



Some of the recipes in this book, like the Plum Torte, are classics. Some have been tweaked, like the shortcake, because even with simple and old-fashioned recipes there are more sophisticated techniques, and sometimes better ingredients, with which to work. A few dishes have had a major overhaul, like the chicken potpie. The head notes of each recipe go into some detail about changes.


Because I spent so many years creating good, healthful, low-calorie food, I couldn’t resist playing with some of the recipes to create what I have called a “streamlined” version, without disturbing the integrity of the flavor and texture of the finished dish. It’s possible to make coleslaw and potato salad with light mayonnaise and no one can tell the difference. Other recipes are just naturally healthful, like Mushroom Barley Soup (page 60) or Linguine with Red Clam Sauce (page 108). But it is not possible to make a low-fat coconut cake, or at least not one that you would want to eat.


You may notice that some recipes call for olive oil; others call for extra virgin olive oil. For cooking I use olive oil, because cooking destroys the delicate flavors of the extra virgin. In salads, or for drizzling on an already cooked dish, extra virgin olive oil is preferred.


Some recipes call for sifted flour. That means to measure after sifting. Some call for unsifted flour. That means to measure before sifting. Even if the instructions then say to sift again after measuring, there is no need to measure a second time. The delicacy of the finished product determines whether sifting before measuring is necessary.


Roy Coleman, my significant other, selected generic wines that sell for $10 or $15, appropriate, he says, for comfort food.


Some recipes can be prepared ahead and refrigerated and/or frozen. Instructions on how to do that are given with each of those recipes. In a few places I have said reluctantly that a dish, like mashed potatoes, could be made ahead and reheated, but warned that it would not really be as good. Sometimes you have to be practical and compromise.


Most of this cooking is the kind you want to do when you want to cook or when cooking will give you pleasure, not when you need to throw something together in order to eat. For most of us that means cooking on the weekend, or cooking when you have to bring a single dish to a party. This is not food to be rushed. It is food to be savored, both while it is being prepared and when it is eaten.


After working with dozens of brands of key ingredients, I’ve decided to name names because often the brand does make a difference. There are a few commercial foods—mayonnaise and sour cream, in particular—that are head and shoulders above their competitors. You probably figured that out a long time ago, but for those who haven’t, they are Hellmann’s mayonnaise on the East Coast, Best Foods mayonnaise west of the Rockies, and Breakstone’s sour cream in the East, and Knudson’s in the West. Hellmann’s Light is also excellent if you want to cut out some calories, and Breakstone’s low fat is quite good. I also prefer Grand Marnier to other orange liqueurs. Whenever a recipe uses an ingredient that might not be available in smaller cities, I have tried to offer a Web site where it is possible to order it by mail. See Sources, pages 203-4.





COMFORT FOOD FOR EVERYDAY GOOD HEALTH



Comfort food does not always mean butter and cream and sugar, large quantities of which you may not want to eat every day. Many comfort foods are dishes that would fit into anyone’s sensible diet.


The following dishes belong on everyone’s healthy eating plan. Some require the change in the variety of mayonnaise or yogurt; others are perfect as is.


Cocktail Sauce for Shrimp, page 32


Chicken Salad Spread, page 33


Hummus, page 35


Cold Sesame Noodles, page 40


My Mother’s Chicken Soup, page 49


Matzo Balls, page 50


Chinese Egg Drop Soup, page 51


Chilled Beet Soup, page 58


a Chilled Cucumber Soup, page 58


Mushroom Barley Soup, page 60


Tuna Sandwiches, pages 62 and 63


Cucumber Onion Salad, page 65


Tarragon Vinaigrette, page 71


Green Goddess Dressing, page 73


Marinara Sauce for Pasta, page 107


Linguine with Red Clam Sauce, page 108


Lobster (or Shrimp) Fra Diavolo, page 110


Polenta, page 121


Green Beans Amandine, page 125


“Oven Fried” Zucchini, page 126


Cauliflower Puree, page 127


Carrot Puree, page 128


Roasted Potatoes, page 129


Streamlined Mashed Potatoes, page 131


Classic Potato Salad, page 133


Potato and Fennel Salad, page 134


Cranberry Orange Relish, page 135


Terrine of Summer Fruit, page 187





BREAKFAST and BRUNCH









BLUEBERRY PANCAKES


Buttermilk makes a much lighter and more tender pancake than plain milk. With or without the blueberries, these are the pancakes everyone remembers but hardly anyone gets to eat anymore.


yield: 15 pancakes


1½ cups sifted unbleached all-purpose flour


3 tablespoons sugar


1¼ teaspoons baking powder


¼ teaspoon baking soda


¼ teaspoon salt


1½ cups buttermilk


3 tablespoons unsalted melted butter, cooled a little


2 lightly beaten eggs


1 cup fresh blueberries


¼ to ½ teaspoon finely grated lemon rind


Pan spray or oil


Maple syrup and butter for serving


1. Sift together the sifted flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt.


2. Gently mix in the buttermilk, butter, and eggs. Do not over mix


3. Fold in the blueberries and the lemon rind.


4. Over medium-high heat, heat a large nonstick skillet until it is hot. Spray or rub with a little oil.


5. From a large mixing spoon, gently drop the batter into the pan. Do not crowd the pancakes. Reduce the heat to medium. Cook until bubbles begin to form. Flip the pancakes and continue cooking for another couple of minutes. Pancakes should be golden brown. Serve with maple syrup and butter.


VARIATION: You can substitute raspberries for the blueberries, or make the pancakes without the berries and lemon rind.


HELP NOTE: If blueberries are not in season, use frozen berries. Fresh blueberries out of season are often unbelievably sour.


To make ahead, mix all the dry ingredients together the day before and store in a covered container. Wash and dry the blueberries and set aside. Just before cooking, add the wet ingredients.


Adding lemon zest to the batter perks up the blueberries. Adjust the amount according to sweetness of berries.


Make sure the butter and syrup for topping the pancakes are at room temperature. [image: image]





POTATO PANCAKES


My favorite potato pancakes have always been very thin and very crisp. They remind me of potato chips—you can’t eat just one.


In a story Joan Nathan did for The New York Times about the potato pancakes made by Daniel Boulud of the four-star Restaurant Daniel in New York City, I discovered a chef who likes them the same way. Boulud uses chives in place of the traditional onion, and I have appropriated the idea.


I’ serve these for brunch, breakfast, or supper.


yield: 4 pancakes


2 pounds new potatoes, peeled


3 lightly beaten eggs


6 tablespoons chopped fresh chives


Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste


Olive oil for sautéing


1. Grate the potatoes on the thinnest grater of a food processor. Place the potatoes in a mixing bowl and combine thoroughly with the eggs, chives, salt, and pepper.


2. Over high heat, heat about 1 tablespoon or a little more oil in a medium nonstick sauté pan. Divide the potato mixture in quarters and scoop up one quarter of the mixture in your hands. Squeeze out the liquid.


3. Reduce the heat to medium-low. Place the potato mixture in the middle of the pan and with a spatula and your hands spread it out as thinly as possible to reach the sides of the pan.


4. Cook about 5 minutes, until the bottom browns (you will be able to see the browning).


5. Place a plate the same size as the pan over the pancake and flip the pancake onto the plate, then slide the pancake back into the pan and continue cooking about 4 more minutes to brown the bottom. Flip the pancake out onto a plate. Repeat with the oil and remaining potatoes until all the batter is used.


6. Serve plain or with any of the usual accompaniments.


HELP NOTE: What did we do before we had nonstick pans? They make cooking like this so easy!


This is the kind of dish that calls for cooking in the kitchen with guests gathered around.


I confess I can do without the usual accoutrements: These pancakes are sensational without adornment. However, the following garnishes are delicious: thinly sliced strips of smoked salmon; sour cream or a mixture of sour cream and plain nonfat yogurt, using a ratio of 3 to 1; Creème Fraîche (page 167); or even caviar. [image: image]





REUBEN’S APPLE PANCAKE


My first encounter with the Reuben’s Pancake is recounted in a 1986 column I wrote for The New York Times.


A college friend invited me and another girl to join her, her father, and her grandfather for a weekend in Manhattan. “Because of the weather we had to take a train from Boston and arrived too late to eat anywhere but in a restaurant open twenty-four hours a day.


“While I remember a great deal about the restaurant’s décor, I remember nothing about the food except the sublimely rich twelve-inch pancake.


“Italian marble, gold-leaf ceiling, lots of walnut paneling, and dark red leather seats—to a small-town girl it was the quintessential New York City restaurant.”


I had devised a recipe in 1986 for this once nationally famous 12-inch pancake filled with apples and covered with caramelized sugar (it took five tries, 30 eggs, and 2½ pounds of butter), so you can imagine my surprise upon seeing it in a December 2001 issue of The New York Times Magazine. Without credit!


My own newspaper!


I confess, it offered a slight improvement that was not spelled out in my version: how to flip a 12-inch pancake easily. And it took advantage of a nonstick skillet, a piece of equipment that was not available in 1986.


After my recipe appeared in the Times, Libby Hillman, a cookbook author and cooking teacher, wrote me a letter: “Before I wrote my first cookbook (in 1963) I was invited into the kitchen to witness the apple pancake from beginning to end.


“Everything you said was absolutely correct, but Arnold Reuben, Jr., forgot one important fact. The caramelization was accomplished by setting the entire pancake in flames. Plenty of butter and sugar produced a great flame and heavy candy coating. Oddly enough I do not remember the raisins.”


Restaurants come and go and so do food fads, but that 12-inch pancake has never been topped, not even equaled.


Though it’s too rich for breakfast, it is perfect for brunch or for supper, or maybe for a late night if you forgot to eat dinner.


The night I made it again, I ate half of it; there are some who eat the whole thing.


yield: 2 servings


1 large green apple


tablespoons raisins, optional (I like them)


1½ tablespoons PLUS about 6 tablespoons sugar


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


3 eggs


½cup milk (1 used 1 percent because it was what I had in the house; you can use whatever you have)


½ cup unbleached all-purpose flour


1/8 teaspoon pure vanilla extract


8 teaspoons (1 stick) unsalted butter


¼ cup rum


1. Peel, quarter, and core the apple and slice it into ¼-inch-thick quarter-moon-shaped slices. Place in a bowl with raisins, if using, 1½tablespoons sugar, and the cinnamon. Stir well; cover and marinate for at least an hour but up to a day if you like. Stir occasionally.


2. Whisk the eggs. Mix a little of the milk with the flour to make a paste. Whisk in the rest of the milk. Whisk the eggs into the milk-flour mixture to make a smooth batter and beat in vanilla.


3. In a 12-inch nonstick skillet, heat 2 tablespoons butter until it sizzles. Add the apples and raisins and cook over medium heat, stirring, about 5 minutes, until the apples soften. Add another 2 tablespoons butter and melt. Pour in the batter and cook over medium-high heat, pulling the sides of the pancake away from the edges and allowing the batter to flow under and cook. When the pancake begins to firm up, sprinkle 2 tablespoons of the sugar evenly over the top.


4. Flip the pancake by placing a cookie sheet over the skillet and turning the pancake onto the sheet. Add 2 more tablespoons of butter to the pan; melt it. Slip the pancake back into the pan; allow the bottom to caramelize, about 2 minutes.


5. Sprinkle the top of the pancake with another 2 tablespoon of sugar and repeat the flipping procedure. Melt another 2 tablespoons butter in the skillet and slip the pancake back into the pan and caramelize the bottom, another 2 minutes.


6. Sprinkle with 2 tablespoons sugar and repeat the flipping. Return to the heat. Sprinkle with the rum and flame. When the flames die, serve the pancake.
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