Independence Day Feast II

When it begins to get dark, it will be time to think about the fireworks that will fill the night sky. However, before then, the picnic basket needs to be filled and ready to grab on the way out the door. This week we will plan that picnic basket.

First and foremost, our concern needs to be food safety. Remember that anything that contains milk, eggs and mayo needs to be kept cold or hot. Not lukewarm, not room temperature and certainly not trunk of the car temperature.

Recipes and ideas for recipes come from some pretty unusual places. A few days ago, I was in The Book Trader, a used bookstore in Rocky Mount. I was talking to the owner about this column and the upcoming holiday recipes. She suggested adding pickled beets to the picnic basket. It’s a great addition to a picnic and one that we probably often overlook. For ease of use and time saving, unless you eat a lot of pickled beets, I would probably just buy a jar from the supermarket.

Our picnic basket this week will include wonderful Buttermilk Fried Chicken. It sounds a little odd, but the acid in the buttermilk tenderizes the chicken and gives it a wonderful taste. It is important to use shortening instead of oil. I tried the recipe with oil and the chicken burned more easily and absorbed more of the fat. Surprisingly, the shortening is not absorbed as much and has a higher smoke point.

We will also take along Bacon Potato Salad.  It can be made with the potato wedges almost whole or they can be cooked a little more and have them almost the consistency of lumpy mashed potatoes (my family prefers them this way). The baked beans are different because we use four different beans, but they are still quite easy to make.

The Berry Glazed Picnic Cake takes a little more planning, but it is not hard to make. Don’t let the steps of the recipe make you think it is time consuming or difficult to create.

It will be worth the effort when you start pulling homemade food out of the picnic basket. To make it even easier, everything but the chicken could be made the day before, just reheat the baked beans and you’re ready to go.

Buttermilk Fried Chicken

1 Broiler/Fryer Chicken, Cut Into 8 Pieces 
2 Cups Low Fat Buttermilk 
2 Tbsp Kosher Salt 
2 Tbsp Hungarian Paprika 
2 Tsp Garlic Powder 
1 Tsp Cayenne Pepper 
Flour, For Dredging 
Vegetable Shortening, For Frying  (this is important, do not substitute)

Place chicken pieces into a plastic container and cover with buttermilk. Cover and refrigerate for 12 to 24 hours. 

Melt enough shortening (over low heat) to come just 1/8-inch up the side of a 12-inch cast iron skillet or heavy fry pan. Once shortening liquefies raise heat to 325 degrees F. Do not allow oil to go over 325 degrees F. 

Drain chicken in a colander. Combine salt, paprika, garlic powder, and cayenne pepper. Liberally season chicken with this mixture. Dredge chicken in flour and shake off excess. 

Place chicken skin side down into the pan. Put thighs in the center, and breast and legs around the edge of the pan. The oil should come half way up the pan. Cook chicken until golden brown on each side, approximately 10 to 12 minutes per side. More importantly, the internal temperature should be right around 180 degrees. (Be careful to monitor shortening temperature every few minutes.) It is important to wash your hands and forearms with warm water and soap after handling raw chicken. Also, be sure to clean the counter top and other utensils the raw chicken has come into contact with.

Drain chicken on a rack over a sheet pan. Don't drain by setting chicken directly on paper towels or brown paper bags. If you need to hold the chicken before serving, cover loosely with foil but avoid holding in a warm oven, especially if it’s a gas oven.

Bacon Potato Salad

3 Lbs. Russet Potatoes 

6 Slices Bacon, cooked crisp & crumbled
6 Hard-Boiled Eggs 
1/2 Medium Red Onion, minced 
3 Heaping Tbsp Dill Relish 
1/4 Cup Duke’s Mayonnaise

2 Tbsp Margarine 

Salt & Pepper to taste

Cook the potatoes in a large pot of boiling water until potatoes are fork tender. Drain potatoes and place in large mixing bowl. Boil eggs for 10 minutes. After eggs have cooled, peel, dice and add to bowl. Add the onions and then salt and pepper to taste. Add the crumbled bacon reserving some to scatter on top for presentation. Add dill relish and margarine. Add mayo to the consistency that you prefer--some people like their potato salad dry, some like it very moist. Refrigerate overnight for best flavor. 

Easy 4 Bean Baked Beans

1 Cup Onion, chopped

6 Slices Bacon, cut into 1-inch pieces

1 8-oz Can Pork & Beans in tomato sauce

1 16-oz Can Garbanzo Beans, drained

1 8-oz Can Lima Beans, drained

1 8-oz Can Kidney Beans, drained

1/2 Cup Green Pepper, chopped

1/2 Cup Packed Brown Sugar

1/2 Cup Catsup

1/4 Cup Vinegar

In a skillet cook onion and bacon until bacon is crisp and onion is tender, but not brown; drain.

In a 1-1/2 quart casserole combine onion mixture and all four types of beans. Add brown sugar, catsup and vinegar. 

Bake, covered, in a 375-degree oven for 1 hour. Uncover and bake about 10 minutes more or until desired consistency.          

Berry-Glazed Picnic Cake

Bottom Layer:

1/2 Cup All-Purpose Flour

2 Tbsp Sugar

1 Tsp Finely Shredded Lemon Peel

1/2 Tsp Baking Powder

1/4 Cup Margarine, softened

1 Egg Yolk, beaten

1/4 Tsp Vanilla

Cheese Layer:

1 8-oz Package and one 3-oz Package Cream Cheese, softened

1 Cup Sugar

2 Egg Yolks

1 Tsp Vanilla

2 Tsp Lemon Juice

Topping:

2 Cups Fresh Strawberries, sliced

1/4 Cup Currant Jelly

2 Tbsp Sliced Almonds, toasted

For bottom layer, in a medium mixing bowl stir together flour, sugar, lemon peel, and baking powder. Cut in margarine or butter until mixture resembles coarse crumbs. Make a well in the center.

In a small bowl combine egg yolk or egg, milk and vanilla; add all at once to flour mixture. Stir just till dough clings together. Spread into bottom of an 8x8x2-inch baking pan. 

For cheese layer, in a small mixer bowl, combine cream cheese, sugar, egg yolks or egg, vanilla and lemon juice. Beat on high speed till smooth and cream. Spread over the dough in the pan. Bake in a 350 degree oven for 30-35 minutes or until top is golden. Cool completely on a wire rack. Cover and refrigerate 4 to 24 hours.

Not more than 3 hours before serving, arrange strawberry slices on top of cake. Stir jelly to soften; brush over berries. Sprinkle with almonds. Chill.

To transport, pack well-chilled cake into an insulated cooler with ice packs.

Once you’ve enjoyed your meal, be sure to clean up around your picnic area by properly storing all left over foods and properly disposing of all food scraps and paper/plastic products.

Did You Know?

CLEANING & MESS PREVENTION TIPS

If you use disposable scouring pads cut them in half first. This way you get double the amount of pads, you can throw them away after each use, no more rust and you sharpen your scissors at the same time. 
To remove burnt on food from stove top electric burner pans mix cream of tarter with water to make a paste. Spread paste on burner pans and let set overnight. Next morning wipe clean. 
For non-drip trash disposal, place newspapers at the bottom of empty trash bags before using.  This way, all liquids will seep onto the newspaper and not drip when you remove the bag from the bin. 
Microwave messes can easily be cleaned up by boiling water in a bowl or mug. Let it stand in the microwave a few minutes. Steam allows the mess to be easily wiped away. 
Tired of digging through all those pot lids for the right one? Store them neatly in a dish drainer next to your pots and pans. 

To keep white potatoes white, add a bit of white vinegar to the cooking water. It can’t be tasted. I use a small Worcestershire sauce bottle with a dispenser top.

When using only part of a bell pepper, cut it from the bottom or the sides, leave the seeds attached because they hold the moisture. You can put the rest in a resealable plastic bag and use it up to 4 days later. It won’t be mushy.

My new favorite tip (and it is not my own) is to open the dishwasher door before spraying pans or dishes with nonstick spray and hold the pan or dish over the door. There is no mess on the counter or sink and it all washes away when you wash the dishes!

When adding salt to water for cooking (pasta or potatoes, etc) wait until water comes to a boil, and then add. Adding salt to a pot before water boils can cause pitting and discoloration on the bottom of the pan.

