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BOOK REVIEW The Can Opener Gourmet: More Than 200 Quick and Delicious Recipes Using

Ingredients from Your Pantry By Laura Karr Hyperion, 261 pp., $16.95 Cooking out of the Box:

The Easy Way to Turn Prepared Convenience Foods into Delicious Family Meals By Bev Bennett

Prima Publishing, 240 pp., $14

Slow fooders, beware. Two time-saving cookbooks have arrived, trailing cans behind them.

With their arsenal of nonperishable goods, and tales of burgeoning pantries, these books offer

up a new look at winter cooking.

Granted, I'm hardly the right person to ask. At this very moment I have three separate

sourdough starters fermenting in my kitchen, to use in a few days - or maybe a week. For

years I wouldn't buy a pepper mill because I thought that a mortar and a pestle were "purer."

It's a wonder I don't start dinner each night rubbing two sticks to make fire. So when it comes

to the quick and easy world of convenience foods, I confess I'm no expert.

But after I got over the terror of being lost in the middle aisles of the supermarket with the

long rows of boxes and tins, I looked over my neatly stacked purchases and began to

understand.

My first dinner was Mediterranean roast chicken (from "Cooking out of the Box") marinated in

Italian dressing. To go with it, I made samosas, the flaky Indian potato-and-pea turnovers

(from "The Can Opener Gourmet"). Here the crust involved refrigerated croissant dough.

I started my usual 90-minute countdown to dinner, which would scarcely have sufficed were I

preparing these items from scratch. After removing my marinated chicken from the fridge, I

looked for potatoes to peel.

But there were no potatoes to peel. They came presliced in one of those cans. The peas

needed only to be drained. I mixed them together, seasoned everything, stuffed the croissant

dough. I still had one hour before my family expected dinner. So I went and got the Sunday

paper, which I hadn't been able to read on Sunday because I had been making bagels from

scratch. I had the distinct sensation that I was getting away with something unspeakable.

Everything came out of the oven at once. The samosas were golden- brown, the chicken was

done to a turn. My father who knows little of these things, said I had outdone myself. I



wordlessly opened a jar of chutney. Getting the lid off was probably the hardest thing I had

done all night.

Over the following nights, we ate ginger-glazed pork over cornbread stuffing ("Box"), whole-

Wheat spaghetti with parsley and walnuts ("Can Opener"). My husband looked a little skeptical,

but my father raved.

Meanwhile, I developed a can-opening callus on a forefinger, and learned all about the UN

resolution on weapons inspections.

Now, I have to be honest:

In general, these dishes looked a bit better than they tasted. This is true of many prepared

foods. The textures weren't quite right, and I didn't feel 100 percent happy about the fine print

on the boxes.

But I was rather taken with Bev Bennett's breezy concoctions, clearly dreamed up by a mind

unfettered by hours of chopping. (Bennett is a contributor to the Globe's food section.) And

Laura Karr's way with evaporated milk left me speechless.

Quick and easy, I discovered, doesn't necessarily mean unsavory and depraved.

In the end convenience foods score pretty high marks for looks and ease of preparation.

With the extra time they give you, they can make you a more informed person. But if there is

one weakness in the hassle-free world of boxes and cans, it may be this: You still have to do

the dishes.

SIDEBAR: SAMOSAS This makes a sizable samosa; for small pastries as appetizers, use only

one triangle, enclosing the filling with its edges. Serve with mint sauce, mango salsa, chutney

or other condiments. Makes 12.

1 can (14.5 ounces) sliced potatoes, drained and diced

1 can (8.5 ounces) sweet young peas, drained

3 tablespoons currants or chopped raisins

3 tablespoons canned diced green chili peppers

2 tablespoons bottled lemon juice

1 tablespoon soy sauce

1 tablespoon ground coriander

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon chili powder

1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon



3 cans ready-made

refrigerated croissant dough

1. Set the oven at 400 degrees.

2. In a bowl, combine the potatoes, peas, currants or raisins, and chilies. Toss gently.

3. In another bowl, stir together the lemon juice, soy sauce, coriander, cumin, chili powder, and

cinnamon.

4. Separate the pastry triangles in the croissant dough. Place about 3 to 4 tablespoons of the

mixture in the middle of a triangle, then cover it with another pastry triangle. Crimp the edges

together with your fingers, then press the edges with the tines of a fork. Place the samosas on

a baking sheet.

5. Bake for 15 minutes or until the pastry is golden brown.

Adapted from "The Can Opener Gourmet"

WHOLE-WHEAT SPAGHETTI WITH PARSLEY AND WALNUTS Serves 4. 8

ounces whole-wheat spaghetti 1/3 cup finely chopped walnuts 1

tablespoon dried parsley 3/4 teaspoon garlic powder 1/4

teaspoon salt 1/3 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese 1/3 cup

olive oil Extra Parmesan (for serving) 1. In a large pot of

boiling water, cook the pasta according to the package directions. Note that whole-wheat pasta

may not take as long to cook as regular pasta. 2. Meanwhile, in a bowl combine the walnuts,

parsley, garlic powder, salt, cheese, and oil. Stir until blended. 3. Drain the pasta and transfer it

to a bowl. Add the walnut mixture and toss. Serve with more Parmesan sprinkled on top.

Adapted from "The Can Opener Gourmet"

TEX-MEX EGGS Serves 4.

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

1 box or package (12 ounces) precooked Mexican-

seasoned ground beef

1 cup chopped canned tomatoes

8 eggs

1/2 cup chopped scallions

1/2 teaspoon salt



1/2 teaspoon pepper

1 cup crumbled tortilla chips

1 cup grated Cheddar cheese

1/4 cup sour cream (for serving)

1/2 cup salsa (for serving)

1. In 12-inch nonstick skillet, heat the oil and saute the beef and tomatoes for 5 minutes or

until the meat is hot.

2. Meanwhile, in a large bowl, beat the eggs, scallions, salt, and pepper.

3. Pour the egg mixture in the skillet and scramble gently over low heat until they are almost

set.

4. Stir in the chips and let the eggs set. Sprinkle with cheese. Remove from the heat and serve

with sour cream and salsa.

Adapted from "Cooking Outof the Box"

MEDITERRANEAN ROAST CHICKEN Serves 4.

2/3 cup bottled Italian salad dressing

3 pounds chicken, cut into pieces

1. In a large bowl combine the salad dressing and the chicken pieces. Turn well to coat them.

Cover and refrigerate for 4 to 5 hours.

2. Set the oven at 400 degrees.

3. Remove the chicken from the dressing and place it on a rimmed baking sheet. Baste it with

the dressing.

4. Roast the chicken for 40 minutes or until thoroughly cooked and browned. Serve at once.

Adapted from "Cooking Outof the Box"
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