COOKING HINTS

General:
· Try a recipe as written the first time, then change it according to your own preferences.  Read a recipe through before preparing and set out all ingredients.  

· If a soup or stew is too salty, add a cut up potato and cook for 5 minutes and remove.   A pinch of sugar may also help. 

· When adding liquids to solids or dry ingredients, adding gradually while stirring will keep mixture from lumping.  Especially works for gravies, canned soups, salad dressing mixes, etc..  Biscuits are an exception to the rule—add all liquid at once.

· Always chill the bowl and beaters before whipping cream.

· Mechanical ice cream scoop (1/3 cup size) is a tidy way to fill muffin tins.  

· To substitute for buttermilk, put 1 Tbsp. lemon juice or vinegar in 1 cup measure and fill with homogenized milk.  Let set a few minutes.
· Mini-tart pans are more easily managed on baking sheet than on oven rack.
· When baking quick or yeast breads, cakes, or cookies, it is best to have all ingredients at room temperature.
· Dark colored baking pans will cause the end product to be darker on the bottom and cook somewhat faster.  Reduce the oven temperature 25 degrees.
· To keep packages of dry yeast fresh, store in freezer.  Let set out at room temperature before using.  Can be kept for at least a year this way.  If yeast is bought in “bulk”, measure 2 1/2 tsp. to equal one small package of yeast.
· For pastry and pie making hints, see “Pies”
· When baking in glass, reduce oven temperature 25 degrees (glass bakes hotter).
· “Stir-fry” in a small amount of chicken broth instead of oil to save calories.
· Butter has more milk than margarine so it will brown (and burn) faster on a baking sheet when used for biscuits, rolls, etc.  
· When pan frying, use olive oil, canola (made from grape seed) or corn oil, or vegetable shortening.  For extra flavor, add a tablespoon of butter.
· Spices will stay fresh longer if stored in the refrigerator or freezer.  Paprika and chili powder can get bugs in it if kept at room temperature.
· Keep corn meal and flour in sealed containers to keep weevils out.
· Box of opened baking soda kept in the refrigerator will keep down odors, discarding after two months. 
· Place a slice of fresh bread in cookie jar or sealed box of cookies to keep them soft.
· Coffee:  Rule of thumb - 1 Tbsp. per cup of coffee.  2 Tbsp. equals 1 coffee scoop.  For weaker coffee, use a scant less.  Coffee strengthens with volume, so a larger amount requires fewer scoops.
· EGGS:

The yolk contains the fat and the white contains water.  One medium egg equals approximately one-fourth cup.  Two egg yolks equal one whole egg.

Store eggs in the carton and not on the door of the refrigerator.  They pick up fridge odors.

There is no difference in brown or white eggs in quality.  The main difference in eggs is in the size - small, medium  or large.  Eggs are sold by weight and grade, even though we know them by size.  Jumbo eggs weigh the most and small eggs weigh the least.  Large eggs are my personal choice and most recipes are based on large eggs.  If large eggs are more than five cents per dozen more expensive, then the medium eggs are a better buy.  May have to compensate for the size by adding an extra egg to a recipe.  Grade AA  is the top quality egg, and Grade C is the lowest.

To separate yolks and whites:  Chilled eggs are easier to separate.   Crack egg on counter or side of dish (not edge of bowl).  May carefully move yolk back and forth between each half of shell, letting the white slip into a clean, grease-free bowl.  OR,  may break egg and put into cup of hand, letting the white slip into a bowl through your fingers, putting the yolk into a separate bowl.  If a little bit of the shell gets into the bowl, use the egg shell half to scoop it out.

Egg whites may be frozen by putting one white into each compartment of an ice cube tray.  After frozen, pop them out and put into ziplock bag in the freezer.  To store leftover raw whites, put into a small container with a tight fitting lid.  Use within 3 days.  Eight egg whites equal approximately one cup. 

Whites need to be at room temperature before beating for high volume.  If eggs are cold and don't have time for them to warm up, set whole egg in cup of warm water for a few minutes before cracking and separating.  A pinch of Cream of Tartar will stabilize the whites and make more volume.  May separate egg while it is cold, then set bowl into a bowl of shallow warm water.  Be careful not to get any of the yolk in the white, or they will not beat well.  Must have clean, grease-free beaters and bowl.

Leftover raw egg yolks can be covered with a little water in a container with a tight fitting lid in the refrigerator for two or three days.  Drain off water before using.

Sixteen egg yolks equal approximately one cup.

Do not put salt in eggs before scrambling, because it toughens them.  `Sprinkle with salt just as they finish cooking or after cooking.  Also, may add a teaspoon of water to beaten eggs for softer scrambled eggs - do not add milk, this also makes them tough.

To hard-cook eggs on cook top:  Prick a tiny hole in the large end of the egg to prevent cracking.  Cover the eggs with one inch cool water.  Over medium-high heat, bring water almost to a boil then remove from heat.  Cover and let stand 18-20 minutes.  Drain off hot water and run cold water over the eggs, to prevent yolk from discoloring.  Cool for several minutes before peeling.  Left in the shell, they may be stored 2 or 3 days.  Adding 1 tbsp. vinegar to water may prevent green sulphur ring from forming around yolk.

May poach or hard-cook eggs in the microwave:  Put 2/3 cup water in a two cup Pyrex measuring cup.   Break egg into the water and poke the yolk twice with a toothpick.  Set measuring cup on a saucer or small plate; also cover with another saucer or vented plastic wrap.  Microwave on high for 1 1/2 minutes for soft cooked and then turn dish and cook for another minute for hard cooked.  Adjust length of time to your personal taste.  Warning:  These can explode and make a mess.

· Flour:

To measure flour, scoop it into measuring cup and level off with a straight edge.  Do not shake or pack it down.  Flour contains gluten.  Better for Bread flour contains more gluten than other flour.  The gluten is developed by kneading and promotes the rising and lightness of yeast breads.  Flour will hold moisture, according to the humidity in the air, so a 5 lb. of flour will measure differently according to weather. 

All-Purpose flour is fine for all baked goods.  Self Rising Flour has baking powder and salt already in it and is good for muffins, pancakes, and biscuits, but when substituting it in a recipe, it is necessary to adjust the salt and baking powder in the recipe.  Better for Bread flour is to be used in making yeast breads and rolls because it has a high gluten content.  Do not use it for muffins or pie crust or they will be very tough.  Whole wheat flour is a dense flour and baked goods made from it will be heavier.  Sometimes mixing it half and half with all-purpose flour gives a good finished product.  Unbleached flour has most of the nutrients left in, instead of bleached out and then artificially enriched.  It bakes approximately the same as all-purpose flour.  Cake flour is a finer, lighter flour and all-purpose flour can be substituted for it by removing 2 Tbsp. from each cup in the recipe.

· Fruits:
Most fruits ripen faster in a paper bag, because they put off a gas.  Ripening is slowed in the refrigerator.  
Apples give off a gas and should not be in a refrigerator where a corsage or other flowers are being kept.  The gas from the apples will cause the flowers to wilt.  To prevent darkening of peeled apples, place in a mixture of water with lemon juice or Fruit Fresh in it.  Red or Golden Delicious apples are best for snacking or in salads.  Firmer apples such as Granny Smith and Rome are best for pies and baking.  One medium equals approximately 1 cup chopped.  

Bananas get sweeter as they get black flecks on them and are best stored at room temperature.  To slow the ripening process, they can be stored in the refrigerator for a day or so--they will turn dark, but only the peeling will darken; the inside will stay fresh. Lemon juice also helps sliced bananas from turning dark.  Two small or one large equals approximately 1 cup slices.

Berries are usually sold by the pint container and are best served when fresh, but most can be frozen for a few months.  They need to be handled carefully to keep from bruising.  Rinse with cool water to clean before eating.  Blueberries are good in fresh fruit salads, muffins  and coffeecakes.  To freeze:  wash and drain well.  Spread out on a cookie sheet and place in freezer for an hour or more.  Put into freezer ziplock bag.  Blackberries are best in cobblers or jam.  Use the same process to freeze.  Cranberries are seasonal and are usually fresh in the stores prior to November.  They can be frozen in the bag they come in.  They are good in muffins, nut breads, relishes, congealed salads, and mixed with apples in pies.  Raspberries are a very tender fruit and don’t have a long shelf life.  They are usually sold in smaller quantities than other berries and are more expensive.  Special desserts and jams are their best use and they too will freeze.  Strawberries are usually most available from May through the summer. They are often shipped in from other states after the Texas berries have stopped producing.  With stems on, wash the fruit carefully with cool water.  Remove stem and cut away any “white” flesh.  Slice or quarter to use in fruit salads or desserts.  To freeze:  sprinkle generously with sugar, let set for 15 minutes and put in ziplock bags or wash and let set until dry, freeze spread out on baking sheet covered with wax paper.  After frozen, put into freezer container or bag.

Lemons:  To get more juice from a lemon, firmly but gently roll it on a countertop several times.  Also may put in the microwave and heat for thirty seconds.
Melons:  Come in a variety of flavors and size.  They can be ripened at room temperature and chilled.  Are usually served alone or in fruit salads, but can be used to prepare cold soups.  Cantaloupe should have a firm skin, but not green, with no soft spots.  To check for ripeness, press the stem end with your finger.  If it "gives" some, it is probably ripe enough to eat.  Also, smell the stem end to see if it smells like a cantaloupe.  If it smells sour or has soft spots, do not choose it.  Honey Dew has a similar flesh to the cantaloupe but is green in color.  To choose a ripe melon, pick one that has a whitish to a yellow-green color skin.  It too should be slightly soft around the stem end.  Usually, the darker green inside flesh indicates a less than ripe melon and will not be as sweet.  Watermelon comes in various sizes and flesh color.  To pick a ripe one, look for one with a stem that is shriveled.  This should indicate that it was vine ripened.
Peaches:  May be picked or purchased somewhat unripe and set out for a few days.  May be frozen whole and unpeeled in a ziplock plastic bag.  Let set out to thaw then peel, or put in microwave for 1 minute.  The peaches will be darker than fresh.  The peel should come off easily and it is an icy treat.  Sliced peaches turn darker after being exposed to the air.  To prevent this, slice them into a bowl of cool water with juice from a lemon.  This is not necessary if they are going to be cooked.

· VEGETABLES         

Asparagus:  Is lower in calorie than most vegetables.  When the stalk is large and tough, peel them with a vegetable peeler.  If stalks are tender and young, do not peel, but cut off dried bottom of stalk before cooking.   They will break at the point where the tender part begins, so bend them until they break.  They are good cut up in stir-fry.

Beans:  Fresh  - Break off the end and peel off any strings.  Leave whole or cut or break into 2” pieces.  Simmer in a small amount of salted water, adding 1 tsp. margarine or bacon drippings to season.  Dried  pintos or blackeyed peas - Pick out any bad beans and rocks.  Rinse in a colander, cover with water 2” above the beans.   Bring to a boil and then simmer for five minutes.  Turn off heat, cover and let soak for one hour. Pour off soaking water and add fresh water to cover 2 “.   Return to heat and simmer for one or two hours, or until tender, with bacon drippings or ham (do not add salt until the last 30 minutes because it toughens them).  Add pepper and salt to taste.  Diced jalepenos peppers and chopped cilantro (Mexican parsley) are nice additions.  Chunks of ham or smoked sausage make a good main dish.

Broccoli:  Cut off and wash the portion to be cooked.  Steaming over a small amount of water keeps in the vitamins better than simmering in water.  Cook until tender crisp.  It turns yellow when overcooked.  To reserve calories, mix a little lemon juice and lo-cal margarine (heated) to pour over broccoli instead of using cheese sauce.  Salt after cooking.
Carrots:  For the freshest carrots, buy with tops still on them, but the already trimmed in a package are quite acceptable.  After being stored in refrigerator for awhile, they can become limp.  To refresh them, let them set in a bowl of ice water until crisp.  There is natural sugar in them and a pinch of sugar while cooking will bring out the sweetness.  For eye appeal, cut them on the diagonal.

Celery:  If it is less than crisp, let it set in ice water for a few minutes to revive it.  

Garlic:  To separate the cloves in a head of garlic - place on counter and press down firmly with the palm of the hand.  To remove the peel or skin from the individual cloves - place clove of garlic on the counter and placing the flat side of a wide knife on top of it then give it sharp whack.  It should release the peeling.  Hitting it too hard will crush it.

Lettuce:  The darker the green color, the more vitamin content.  Iceberg is the most popular, but has the least food value.  It can easily be “cored” by forcefully banging the core side against the kitchen sink or countertop.  It should easily twist out so that it can be washed.  After it has been washed, it is best to use the whole head at the time.  Wet lettuce doesn’t store as well.  Leaf lettuce and Romaine are very versatile and can be mixed with Iceberg to add more color and food value.  The red-tip varieties make a nice contrast in a salad.  There are many varieties in most supermarkets, but some are quite a bit more expensive or have a bitter flavor.

Mushrooms:  To remove dirt, brush with damp paper towel.  Do not wash them, they absorb water.  When slicing them, an egg slicer does a quick job of it.  When sauteing them with other vegetables, note they will put out a good bit of water and may need to add them after the other vegetables are almost cooked.

Onions:   White onions are not as strong as the yellow Spanish onions.  Store them in a dry place (not in plastic bag).  Put a couple in the refrigerator awhile before using.  If refrigerated, they should not cause as many tears.  Cut onions in half lengthwise, then peel.  Leaving on a small portion of the root will help keep the onion together when cutting slices into the onion for dicing.  Store a leftover piece of onion in a double layer of plastic wrap or a small plastic bag.

Potatoes:  Do not store fresh potatoes in the refrigerator because this turns their starch into sugar and makes them taste sweet.  Do not store them in a plastic bag because they will sprout more quickly.  Put them in a dry storage bin.

Idaho potatoes are best for baking.  It is not necessary to wrap in foil. This was started by restaurants to keep them warm longer.  Simply wash them and poke a few holes in them with a fork, then rub lightly with shortening or margarine (to prevent drying out and to make a tasty skin). Bake at 400 degrees on foil or baking dish for around 45 minutes or until tender.  White and sweet potatoes are prepared in this manner. 

When boiling potatoes, start the cooking with cool water.  Heating the water ahead cooks the outside of the potatoes before the inside is tender and they begin to crumble.

Tomatoes;  Store tomatoes out on the counter and not in the refrigerator.  They become dehydrated more quickly and the flavor is also not as good.

