MEASUREMENTS

In a recent class Joan Horton asked why recipe writers were not clearer? Why did they not indicate how much onion, such as a ½ cup, rather than one onion? Joan was right onions come in different sizes and a ½ cup measure would be more accurate.  But some writers recognize that a little more or less onion will not adversely affect a recipe but of course there are times that a mis-measurement can cause a disaster.  

A few days earlier another student said, “You measure?  Don’t you just estimate?”   It is true that not all cooks measure.  Some cooks can indeed estimate how much is required but, unfortunately, most of you do not have a clue as to how much a measurement is and often it is apparent in the result.  The person, who announces that there is never too much garlic, usually did not have to tell anyone.  There is no question that measuring, and measuring accurately, is always a good idea.     

This savoir-faire attitude towards measuring often does not work; literally, the phrase means to know-to do.  To most students I would say; “You do not know so do not do.”  You think I am joking.  Yes, I can often estimate correctly on the amount in a tablespoon, cup etc, but I have been cooking for over 50 years. My advice is that after the first 40 years of measuring, you can estimate, until then, measure! Students of long standing often note that I measure most of the time.  I also know when a little extra, makes no difference, and when it is vital.  That knowledge comes from experience.  We were not born knowing measures.

To check your measuring ability try this: according to the food pyramid people (The authors of that gem, have no contact  with reality.) a portion is a ½ cup.  Cut enough broccoli to make ½ cup, now measure it.  Go a step further and divide the broccoli into 8 portions to make 8 tablespoons.  Or even better, measure a teaspoon of salt.  Gee, those two finger pinches do not even make an 8th of a tablespoon. Measure! So now that you know that you do not know what a quantity is, let us learn.  

MEASURING CUPS

You need two types of measures: one to measure dry ingredients and the other is used for liquid ingredients.  They each measure the same quantity but if you use them incorrectly, you get different usually inaccurate measurements.  For dry ingredients, which means anything that is not liquid, sour cream for example, or mayonnaise as well as flour, sugar, nuts, and the like.  You need a set of graduated measuring cups.  They are usually sets of ¼, 1/3, ½ and 1 cup measures.  They also make a 2 cup measure, which, when I am baking, I find extremely convenient. These cups are made of metal or plastic and they usually  nest together nicely.  On the other, hand liquid measures are clear glass or plastic measuring cups with lines painted into the sides indicating specific amounts and plenty of room above the top measure so you can move around without spilling the liquid..  They come in one cup, two cup and quart sizes.  Some manufacturers produce cups with open handles so they can also be nested.


Why do the different measures make a difference?  Because dry ingredients need to be scooped and leveled evenly to get an accurate measure. When you use a glass measuring cup and shake the cup to level the ingredient you pack the material and change the measurement.  Ok, why not just use the dry measures for everything?  Because the liquid has to be filled to the top, the very top, and you will spill it.

To use dry measures: scoop the ingredients into the cup and with the flat side of a spatula, or knife scrape off the excess.  The material in the cup is the measure.  It is level, which means there are no gaps.  I watch students scoop flour and instead of overfilling and scraping off the excess.  They often have a gap they think is unimportant which can be as much as 1/8th of the total measurement and can make a real difference in the recipe. True, not always, a few more or less nuts in a brownie do not end the world, but a tablespoon or less of flour in a recipe for a rich chocolate dessert can lead to chocolate soup.

To use liquid measures: Place the measure on a flat level surface and fill it up to the appropriate line. Check it by bending over to see that is level to the line.  If you check it from a standing position you may lack as much as 1/8th of the amount.  One manufacturer has a new cup with a sloping ring that allows you to read the measure from a standing position, if you like gimmicks….

Measuring spoons are usually sold in sets of ¼, ½, 1 teaspoon and 1 tablespoon.  They are used for both dry and liquid ingredients. Occasionally manufacturers add extra measures such as ½ tablespoons and some truly gimmicky ones add spoons that measure an 1/8th a dash, a pinch and a smidge.  Get the standard four spoon set.  They come attached to a ring so you can pick and choose from the set easily.  You fill them to the top, again, the very top.  When measuring liquids, do it over the bowl into which you are putting the ingredient so you do not spill.  Pouring the liquid into the spoon and walking across the kitchen often means cleaning the floor; so much for being lazy and saving time.

For all of you who think you can estimate and need not measure answer these questions.  How many tablespoons in a cup? How many cups in a quart? How many teaspoons in a tablespoon? How much is 1/3rd cup?  It is regrettable that these measurements are not taught in schools or even at home anymore.  I often find that students do not know because they have never learned.  Which is why you take cooking classes (If I were smart I would stop here and just write up sign up now).  

The answers are: 16 tablespoons in a cup, 4 cups in a quart.  There are 3 teaspoons in a tablespoon, so a ½ tablespoon, which is found fairly often in recipes, is 1½ teaspoons and 1/3rd cup is 5 1/3 tablespoons.  For some reason current recipe writers seem to be avoiding the 1/3rd measure and use 6 tablespoons.  I prefer to make one measure so use 1/3rd cup instead of counting 6 tablespoons.  

Got those?  How about how many pints in a pound, a quart or quarts in a gallon? A pint is a pound the world around helps as a mnemonic.  And two pints make a quart and 4 of those make a gallon.  Ain’t this fun?  You will love metrics.  By the by since we are there, if you have a recipe in metrics from a cookbook from almost anywhere else in the world. Do not panic, it is easy.  Most of your measuring equipment has metric measures as well.  

Where does it matter?  Frankly in most recipes it is important to measure accurately to get a reliable result.  Most of us who write recipes work very hard to create accurate recipes that will provide you with the same result we get.  Yes there are ingredients that are subjective, so you add salt and pepper to taste.  How do you know what that is?  Taste the food.  If it has a dull flavor add a small amount of salt and pepper and taste again.  Just dumping in a lot is never a good idea.

Remember this essay is about the fact that you do not have a clue about the correct amounts.  But there are occasions when you can be a little loose in the measurement.  The recipe that calls for 2 teaspoons of oil to sauté 4 chicken breasts will not be ruined if you use a tablespoon, the recipe should have been written enough oil to film, the bottom of the pan about 2 teaspoons, which would allow you some leeway. Also the writer often states a large skillet, but if your skillet has a heat hump in the middle, you may need more oil to cover the center surface.  Usually all you want is enough to prevent the food from sticking.

A clove of garlic is always subjective, but it does not mean two cloves unless they are truly tiny.  And for that garlic person who thinks there is never too much. Wrong!!! Some hints on what to consider, a clove of garlic is about 1 teaspoon minced, a pinch of salt is about ¼ teaspoon, an onion is about ½ cup minced.  

Finally when baking, it is always better to measure accurately, yes even the nuts.  If you decide you like more nuts in the brownies, then the next time, make that decision, but follow the recipe exactly the first time.  The same goes for reducing ingredients.  People who try to reduce fat or other ingredients often end up with a barely edible product.  A few summers back, when Barbara decided to lower the fat content in the bread, the result was a bread that did not rise properly and that went stale within a day or two.  Measure accurately, eat less. 

TABLE OF EQUIVALENTS

WEIGHTS

STANDARD           
METRIC           FAHRENHEIT          CELSIUS        GAS MARK

1 ounce

30 grams 
 250


120

½

2 ounces

60 grams
 275


140

1

3 ounce

90 grams
 300


150

2

4 ounces ¼ lb

125 grams
 325


160

3

5 ounces 1/3 lb
155 grams
 350


180

4

6 ounces

185 grams
 375


190

5

7 ounces

220 grams
 400


200

6

8 ounces ½ lb

250 grams
 425


220

7

10 ounces 

315 grams
 450


230

8

12 ounces ¾ lb
375 grams
 475


240

9

14 ounces

440 grams
 500


250

10

16 ounces 1 lb

500 grams
 

1 ½ lb


750 grams

2 lb


1 kg

3 pounds

1.5 kg

LIQUIDS                                                                               LENGTH MEASURE

STANDARD

METRIC

UK

STANDARD

METRIC

2 tbsp


30 ml


1 fl oz

1/8 in


3 mm

¼ cup


60 ml


2 fl oz

¼  in


6 mm

1/3 cup


80 ml


3 fl oz

1/2 in


12 mm

½ cup


125 ml


4 fl oz

1 inch


2.5 cm

2/3 cup


60 ml


5 fl oz

2 inch


5 cm

¾ cup


180 ml


6 fl oz

3 in


7.5 cm

1 cup


250 ml


8 fl oz

4 in


10 cm

1 ½ cups 

375 ml


12 fl oz
5 in


13 cm

2 cups


500 ml


16 fl oz
6 in


15 cm

4 cups/ 1 qt

1 liter


32 fl oz
7 in


18 cm









8 in


20 cm









9 in


23 cm









10 in


25 cm









11 in 


28 cm









12 in/1 ft

30 cm

And 

A tablespoon is 3 teaspoons.  A cup is 8 ounces or 16 tablespoons.  One-third of a cup is 5 1/3 tablespoons which is close enough to 6 tablespoons to use the measure interchangeably.  Two cups is a pint, 2 pints or 4 cups is a quart and 4 quarts is a gallon.

