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A SOUPCON ON SOUP'S ON 
 

I love soup.  I have it almost every week for lunch and often serve it as a first course at dinner.  But of course not all soups.  I am sorry to say I have never had a fruit soup that invited me to a second tasting.  Also the soups in many restaurants are relatively poor choices, at least in New England.  The offerings tend to be a clam chowder almost thick enough to hold the spoon up straight.  As a meal starter it is a finisher.  The second for is often some form of winter squash paste that once again is thick and heavy.  Years ago they offered French onion soup.  Sometimes it was wonderful and other times watery and thin with way too much cheese in hopes you would not notice how bad it really was.  But more upscale restaurants offered cups of consommé a grand starter to a meal.

 

With chowders, I suspect the thickener is added so the cook does not have to worry about the milk curdling while sitting on the heat for long periods of time.  At lunch recently a friend complained about the chowder being too cold.  He thought a deeper scoop into the pot would have produced a hotter version.  I am more inclined to think that they do not keep so it will not curdle and because it is so thick you can easily burn your mouth if it is really hot. Soups should be served at different temperatures depending on type.  Consommé should be almost boiling because it cools down so quickly, but soups made with broth and other ingredients such as vegetables and meat are served a bit cooler.  Bisques are somewhat cooler and thick soups like thickened chowder are served much cooler.

 

I find that students often shy away from soups because they perceive them as a lot of work. Not so, the recipe below is a fine example of a simple, quickly made soup with great flavor consistency and fullness.  It makes a lovely supper or lunch; however I would not serve it as a first course.  It is easy, as long as you have a few basic ingredients.  Chicken stock is of course vital.  If you must use canned/packaged stock at least be sure to buy reduced sodium.  Of course those who take the Cooking Ahead Course learn how easy it is to take a few of the right ingredients add them to a pot, add the correct amount of water and simmer until it is done while they read a book, watch a movie or go for a run. The rest of you may have to use the package and some of you may actually like it.  Also you may need to get some chicken.  Other than that the soup is ready in about 30 minutes.  You should even have time to make some biscuits to serve with the soup which I teach you to do in the Breads class.

 

A few caveats.  The pinch of saffron does provide a hint of color, but not much flavor, unless you are willing to use a very generous pinch, forget it.  If you are making it on a cold rainy night, there is no need to hop into the car in search of a vial of saffron.  When I prepared this for a guest and myself last night, I poached a couple of chicken thighs and used the meat to shred for the soup.  I returned the bones to the stock and reduced it to almost a syrup to enhance the chicken flavor.    I chose chicken thighs because they remain moist instead of becoming dry and tough as chicken breast does.  Also remember that you will eat this with a spoon so be sure to cut the ingredients small enough to fit the spoon comfortably.  It can save you buying a new tie.  When a soup has pasta, it is almost always better to cook it separately and add it to the soup just before serving to prevent it from getting soggy and limp. So here is a quick, light refreshing soup for any day of the year.

CHICKEN CORN AND ORZO SOUP   

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 celery ribs, diced

1 onion, diced

1 pinch saffron threads, optional

½ teaspoon dried thyme

2 quarts chicken broth/stock

2 cups diced shredded cooked chicken

½ cup orzo, cooked in boiling salted water

1 cup corn kernels

¼ cup chopped parsley

3 tablespoons lemon juice

Salt and pepper to taste

  

In a saucepan heat the oil cook the celery, onion, saffron and thyme until vegetables soften, about 5 minutes.

Add the broth and bring to a simmer.

Add the chicken and heat until hot.

Just before serving add the orzo, corn and parsley and cook until heated.

Stir in lemon juice and correct the seasoning with salt and pepper to taste.

Yields 5 to 6 servings. 

You can prepare the soup a day or two ahead; just wait to add the orzo, corn and parsley until just before serving.    
