Better Hash Browns

How do you make a crispy, creamy shredded potato cake
that isn't greasy and is a cinch to flip? It starts with a cake pan.
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ash browns make people

crazy, at least according

to esteemed 19th-century

domestic science expert
Mrs. Sarah Tyson Rorer. In an 1892
lecture, she recounted her research vis-
its to psychiatric hospitals, where the
patients appeared to be addicted to the
fried potato patties they were served,
leading her to conclude that the hash
browns had caused the inmates® mad-
ness. There’s an obvious flaw in Mrs.
Rorer’s logic, but she wasn’t completely
mistaken: Hash browns do have the
power to unhinge.

There’s not even consensus on what
hash browns are. Some insist the potatoes
are diced; others say shredded. Some
claim the potatoes go into the skillet raw,
while others say they’re cooked first. Hash
browns must be fried in a large disk. No,
they’re formed into individual patties.
They never contain onions. They always
contain onions.

For the purposes of my recipe, hash
browns are shredded potatoes fried in a
round until crispy and brown on both
sides and tender and moist (but not wet)

Molding our hash browns in a cake pan not only makes them easy to handle
but also allows you to make them ahead and cook them the next day.

The Big Squeeze

Many recipes call for squeezing the potatoes
before frying to remove excess moisture
and thus give the cake a crispier outside
and fluffier interior. But is it worth it} I
made two batches, one with 215 pounds
of shredded russet potatoes that I squeezed
dry in a towel and the other with russets
that went straight from food processor to
skillet. I tossed cach batch with a teaspoon
of salt and then fried each in a nonstick skil-
let with Y4 cup of oil, just enough to coat
the bottom. To flip the potatoes, I slid the
cake onto a plate, inverted it onto another
plate, and then slid it back into the skillet
with a bit more oil. I did this a second time
using Yukon Gold potatoes, a variety with
less starch, to see if it made a difference.

All four batches had serious problems.
The cakes fell apart when I tried to flip
them, and the outsides scorched before the
innermost potatoes were fully cooked. All
of the samples were underseasoned, and
they were also pretty greasy.

The good news was that the squeezing
step seemed worthwhile. The potatoes
(both varieties) that I had wrung dry pro-
duced hash browns with exteriors that were

on the inside. The cake is transferred to a

plate, cut into wedges, and served. And as far as I'm
concerned, they are simply seasoned with salt and
pepper—no herbs, no onions.

But settling on these guidelines led to a series of
questions. How do you flip a mass of shredded, par-
tially cooked potatoes without it falling apart? How
do you ensure that the inner potatoes are cooked
through at the exact moment that the exterior has

Flipping Out

turned crispy and golden? And how do you make
the hash browns crispy but not greasy?

Such questions might make you wonder if being
a bit unbalanced is a prerequisite for making hash
browns at home when, after all, they’re available at
every diner. But diner hash browns are often soggy
and anemic. I prefer to elevate a simple homemade
breakfast with ingredients that I always have on hand.

M-

Flipping a potato cake can seem intimidating,
but our cake is extra-sturdy and the steps
are actually pretty simple. After cooking the

potato cake on one side until it's
brown and crispy, here's
what you do.

3. Carefully slide
cake, browned side
up, back into oiled
skillet.

slightly more crispy and brown and interiors
that were a bit fluthier than those of the cakes made
with unsqueezed potatoes. That said, they were all
still a bit gummy and wet. There was also an unfore-
seen problem: All four batches of potatoes had turned
an unappetizing color after shredding; the Yukons
were a pinkish brown and the russets a purplish gray.

Saltwater Cure

A coworker had come up against the discoloration
problem once, and she found that briefly swishing
the shredded potatoes in a saltwater solution kept
them pristine. Our science editor explained that when

Keeping the Potatoes Pretty
When potato cells are broken and exposed to
the air during grating, an enzymatic reaction leads
to discoloration. We prevent this by dunking the
shreds in salt water, which inhibits the enzyme.

2. Cover with (See “Making Better Hash Browns” to learn about
second large another role the salt water plays in our recipe.)
I Slide cake onto large plate. plate; invert.
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potato cells are broken and exposed to the air during
grating, an enzyme called polyphenol oxidase mixes
with other compounds in the potatoes, resulting in
discoloration. Salt, especially salt in solution, inhibits
the enzyme and thus reduces discoloration.

Putting the idea into action, I prepared two batches
of salt water made with 4 teaspoons ot salt and 2 cups
of water. I grated a pound of Yukon Golds and a
pound of russets (both were performing equally up
to this point) and tossed cach in the salt water before
wringing them dry. The solution was remarkably
effective. Both batches retained their color for more
than an hour. Though it was a close call, I settled on
Yukon Golds for their buttery, slightly sweet flavor.

The saltwater wash had a couple of additional
advantages: The cakes were now seasoned through-
out, and the shreds were a bit more cohesive. It
turns out that salt decreases the temperature at which
potato starch geladnizes (swells with moisture and
bursts). That gelatinized starch acts as a glue that helps
the shreds adhere.

Things were looking up, but the cake could have
been casier to tlip, and the interior was still wet and
unevenly cooked. I was not ready to fuss with fully
cooking the potatoes by boiling or baking them
before frying, but I wondered if a quick stint in the
microwave might help.

Stick Together

I transferred a batch of shredded potatoes from their
towel to a bowl; after 5 minutes in the microwave, the
shreds were steamy and a bit sticky. After 10 minutes
they were quite cohesive. I transferred them to the hot
skillet and carefully pressed them into a cake.

This batch was easier to flip, and because a lot of
moisture had cooked off in the microwave, it also
browned more readily. The exterior was crispier, and
the inner potatoes were evenly cooked and far less
gummy. The only problem? The potatoes had cooked
too much and had thus lost the distinctive shredded
texture that characterizes hash browns. Inside, they
were more like mashed potatoes.

For my next batch, I cooked half the potatoes for
5 minutes, added the remaining potatoes, and then
cooked this mixture for another 5 minutes. When I
pressed the potatoes into the skillet, the softer, more
cooked portion bound the shreds together. This cake
had a crispy brown crust and the texture I was after.

But shaping the potatoes into a cake in the hot
skillet didn’t feel terribly safe, and T wondered if I
could make the cake even easier to flip. So instead of
transferring the next batch of microwaved potatoes to
the skillet, I placed them in a greased 8-inch cake pan.
After they had cooled a bit, I pressed them firmly into
a smooth disk. After about 20 minutes in the refrig-
erator the potatoes were completely cool, and I tipped
the disk out onto a plate and slid it into the hot skillet.

I discovered that this technique had virtues beyond
making the cake easier to handle. This smooth,
compact potato cake didn’t have as many nooks and
crannies, so it wasn’t as likely to stick to the skillet,
which meant I could fry it in just 2 tablespoons of

sTep By sTEr  MAKING BETTER HASH BROWNS

Here's how we make a potato cake that isn't greasy or soggy and holds together without added binders.

|. TOSS the potatoes in a saltwa- 2. SQUEEZE the potatoes to

| ter bath, which allows the potato
starch to gelatinize more readily
when heated and results in a more
cohesive cake.

remove excess moisture and then
microwave half of them until

almost fully cooked. These sticky
shreds bind the cake together.

Sl

3. PRESS the potatoes into a

cake pan to mold them into a com-
pact, uniform disk with a smooth
surface that is less likely to stick to
the pan.

oil per side, provided I used a conventional stainless-
steel skillet instead of a nonstick one (see “Skip the
Nonstick™). Using less ol also meant that the cake was
less greasy. Another bonus: make-ahead potential. I
found I could leave the potato cake in its pan in the
fridge overnight. In the morning all I had to do was
flip it out of the pan and fry it.

Mrs. Rorer probably wouldn’t endorse my hash
browns recipe, and she might even worry for my
mental health, but with a recipe this good, I'd be
crazy not to make them.

BETTER HASH BROWNS
SERVES 4 TO 6

We prefer using the shredding disk of a food proces-
sor to shred the potatoes, but vou can use the large
holes of a box grater if you prefer.

4 teaspoons salt
22 pounds Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled and
shredded
Y4 teaspoon pepper
Y4 cup vegetable oil

1. Spray 8-inch round cake pan with vegetable
oil spray. Whisk 2 cups water and salt in large bowl
until salt dissolves. Transfer potatoes to salt water and
toss briefly to coat. Immediately drain in colander.
Place 2Y4 cups potatoes in center of clean dish towel.
Gather ends together and twist tightly to wring out
excess moisture. Transfer dried potatoes to large
bowl. Add pepper and toss to combine. Microwave
until very hot and slightly softened, about 5 minutes.
Place remaining potatoes in towel and wring out
excess moisture. Add to microwaved potatoes and
toss with two forks until mostly combined (potatoes
will not combine completely). Continue to microwave
until potatoes are hot and form cohesive mass when
pressed with spatula, about 6 minutes, stirring halfwvay
through microwaving.

2. Transfer potatoes to prepared pan and let cool
until no longer steaming, about 5 minutes. Using

When Skipping Nonstick
Means Less Oi

Because oil beads up in most nonstick pans
rather than coating them evenly, we had to use
at least ¥4 cup of oil per side to ensure an even
coating and thus even browning. A conventional
skillet required half as much oil to cover its
surface and thus produced an evenly browned
potato cake that wasn't greasy.

your lightly greased hands, press potatoes firmly int
pan to form smooth disk. Refrigerate until cool, a
least 20 minutes or up to 24 hours (if refrigeratin;
longer than 30 minutes, wrap pan with plastic wraj
once potatoes are cool).

3. Heat 2 tablespoons oil in 10-inch skillet ove
medium heat untl shimmering. Invert potato cak
onto plate and carefully slide cake into pan. Cook
swirling pan occasionally to distribute oil evenly anc
prevent cake from sticking, until bottom of cake i
brown and crispy, 6 to 8 minutes. (If not browning
after 3 minutes, turn heat up slightly. If brownin;
too quickly, reduce heat.) Slide cake onto large plate
Invert onto second large plate. Heat remaining 2 table
spoons oil until shimmering. Carefully slide cake
browned side up, back into skillet. Cook, swirling pa
occasionally, until bottom of cake is brown and crisp'
5 to 6 minutes. Carefully slide cake onto plate an
invert onto serving plate. Cut into wedges and serve

© See How It Works
A step-by-step video is available
at Cookslllustrated.com/apr|7
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