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ZUNI RoasT CHICKEN with BREAD SALAD

Thie zuni Roast cricken pErENDS ON THREE THINGS, BEGINNING WITH THE
small size of the bird. Don’t substitute a jumbo roaster~ it will be too lean and
won't tolerate high heat, which is the second requirement of the method. Small
chickens, 2-3/4 to 3-1/2 pounds, flourish at high heat, roasting quickly and evenly,
and, with lots of skin per ounce of meat, they are virtually designed to stay suc-
culent. Your store may not promote this size for roasting, but let them know
you’d like it. I used to ask for a whole fryer, but since many people don’t want to
cut up their own chickens for frying {or anything else}, those smaller birds rarely
make it to the display case intact; most are sacrificed to the “parts” market. But it
is no secret that a whole fryer makes a great roaster~it’s the size of bird favored
for popular spit-roasted chickens to-go. It ought to return to retail cases.

The third requirement is salting the bird at least 24 hours in advance. This
improves flavor, keeps it moist, and makes it tender. {For more on this idea, see
The Practice of Salting Early, page 35.}) We don’t bother trussing the chicken~
I want as much skin as possible to blister and color. And we don’t rub the chicken
with extra fat, trusting its own skin to provide enough. Our brick oven does
add a lovely smoky flavor, but it is its tender succulence that really distinguishes
this chicken, and this you can achieve at home. I have shared our method with
many home cooks, who report the results are startling and delicious when they
prepare a chicken this way in their gas or electric ovens. And over the years,

I've cooked at least a hundred of these preseasoned chickens in a 1940s O’Keefe
and Merritt oven at home, roasting variously in a cast-iron frying pan, a tin pie
pan, a copper Tarte Tatin pan, and a 10-inch All-Clad skillet, with no anxiety,
or apologies, and with fine results. {For a general discussion of roasting, see
page 391.}

But if the chicken is about method, the bread salad is more about recipe. Sort
of a scrappy extramural stuffing, it 1s a warm mix of crispy, tender, and chewy
chunks of bread, a little slivered garlic and scallion, a scatter of currants and pine
nuts, and a handful of greens, all moistened with vinaigrette and chicken drip-
pings. Tasting as you make it is obligatory, and fun. I recommend you allow a lit-
tle extra bread and vinaigrette the first time you make the recipe so you can taste
with impunity. For the best texture, use chewy peasant-style bread with lots of
big and little holes in the crumb. Such Joaves are usually about 1 or 2 pounds, so
plan on a half or a quarter loaf, respectively, per chicken. I don’t use sourdough or
levain-type bread for this recipe, finding the sour flavor too strong and rich for
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this dish. And make sure to use day-old bread; fresh bread can make a soggy,

doughy salad.

Although everyone seems to love bread salad, it is optional here. The roast

chicken is so versatile and appealing you’ll want to serve it often, and with your

own favorite side dishes.

Wine: Handley Anderson Valley Pinot Noir, 1999

FOR 2 TO 4 SERVINGS:
For the chicken:

One small chicken, 2-3/4 to 3-1/2-pounds

4 tender sprigs fresh thyme, marjoram,
rosemary, or sage, about 1/2 inch
long

For the salad:

Generous 8 ounces slightly stale
open-crumbed, chewy, peasant-style
bread {not sourdough}

6 to 8 tablespoons mild-tasting olive oil

1-1/2 tablespoons Champagne vinegar
or white wine vinegar

Salt and freshly cracked black pepper

I tablespoon dried currants

I teaspoon red wine vinegar, or as
needed

I tablespoon warm water

Salt

About 1/4 teaspoon freshly cracked
black pepper

A little water

2 tablespoons pine nuts

2 to 3 garlic cloves, slivered

1/4 cup slivered scallions {about 4 scal-
lions}, including a little of the
green part

2 tablespoons lightly salted Chicken
Stock {page 58} or lightly salted
water

A few handfuls of arugula, frisée, or
red mustard greens, carefully

washed and dried

Seasoning the chicken (1 to 3 days before serving; for 3-1/4- to 3-1/2-pound chickens,

at least 2 days}:

Remove and discard the lump of fat inside the chicken. Rinse the chicken and

pat very dry inside and out. Be thorough~a wet chicken will spend too much time

steaming before it begins to turn golden brown.

Approaching from the edge of the cavity, slide a finger under the skin of each

of the breasts, making 2 little pockets. Now use the tip of your finger to gently
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loosen a pocket of skin on the outside of the thickest section of each thigh. Using
your finger, shove an herb sprig into each of the 4 pockets.

Season the chicken liberally all over with salt and the pepper {we use 3/4 tea-
spoon sea salt per pound of chicken}. Season the thick sections a little more heav-
ily than the skinny ankles and wings. Sprinkle 2 little of the salt just inside the
cavity, on the backbone, but don’t otherwise worry about seasoning the inside.
Twist and tuck the wing tips behind the shoulders. Cover loosely and refrigerate.

Starting the bread salad {up to several hours in advance}:
Prehear the broiler.

Cut the bread into a couple of large chunks. Carve off all of the bottom crust
and most of the top and side crust {reserve the top and side crusts to use as crod-
tons in salads or soups). Brush the bread all over with olive oil. Broil very briefly,
to crisp and lightly color the surface. Turn the bread chunks over and crisp the
other side. Tim off any badly charred tips, then tear the chunks into 2 combina-
tion of irregular 2- to 3-inch wads, bite-sized bits, and fat crumbs. You should get
about 4 cups.

Combine abour 1/4 cup of the olive oil with the Champagne or white wine
vinegar and salt and pepper to taste. Toss about 1/4 cup of this tart vinaigrette
with the torn bread in a wide salad bowl; the bread will be unevenly dressed.
Taste one of the more saturated pieces. If it is bland, add a litcle salt and pepper
and toss again.

Place the currants in a small bowl and moisten with the red wine vinegar and
warm watert. Set aside.

Roasting the chicken and assembling the salad:

Preheat the oven to 475° {Depending on the size, efficiency, and accuracy of
your oven, and the size of your bird, you may need to adjust the heat to as high
as 500° or as low as 450° during the course of roasting the chicken to get it to
brown properly. If that proves to be the case, begin at that temperature the next
time you roast a chicken. If you have a convection function on your oven, use it
for the first 30 minutes; it will enhance browning, and may reduce overall cooking
time by S to 10 minutes.}

Choose a shallow flameproof roasting pan or dish barely larger than the
chicken, or use a 10-inch skillet wich an all-meral handle. Prehear the pan over
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medium heat. Wipe the chicken dry and set it breast side up in the pan. It should

sizzle.

Place in the center of the oven and listen and watch for it to start sizzling and
browning within 20 minutes. If it doesn’t, raise the temperature progressively
until it does. The skin should blister, but if the chicken begins to char, or the fat
is smoking, reduce the temperature by 25 degrees. After about 30 minutes, turn
the bird over {drying the bird and preheating the pan should keep the skin from
sticking}. Roast for another 10 to 20 minutes, depending on size, then flip back
over to recrisp the breast skin, another 5 to 10 minutes. Total oven time will be 45

minutes to an hour.

While the chicken is roasting, place the pine nuts in a small baking dish and
set in the hot oven for a minute or two, just to warm through. Add them to the

bow] of bread.

Place a spoonful of the olive oil in a small skillet, add the garlic and scallions, and
cook over medium-low heat, stirring constantly, until softened. Don’t let them color.
Scrape into the bread and fold to combine. Drain the plumped currants and fold in.
Dribble the chicken stock or lightly salted water over the salad and fold again. Taste a
few pieces of bread ~a fairly saturated one and a dryish one. If it is bland, add salt,
pepper, and/or a few drops of vinegar, then toss well. Since the basic character of
bread salad depends on the bread you use, these adjustments can be essential.

Pile the bread salad in a 1-quart baking dish and tent with foil; set the salad
bowl aside. Place the salad in the oven after you flip the chicken the final time.

Finishing and serving the chicken and bread salad:
Remove the chicken from the oven and turn off the heat. Leave the bread

salad to continue warming for another 5 minutes or so.

Lift the chicken from the roasting pan and set on a plate. Carefully pour the
clear fat from the roasting pan, leaving the lean drippings behind. Add about a
tablespoon of water to the hot pan and swirl it.

Slash the stretched skin between the thighs and breasts of the chicken, then
tilt the bird and plate over the roasting pan to drain the juice into the drippings.
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Set the chicken in a warm spot {which may be your stovetop}, and leave to rest
while you finish the bread salad. The meat will become more tender and uni-
formly succulent as it cools.

Set a platter in the oven to warm for 2 minute or two.

Tile the roasting pan and skim the last of the fat. Place over medium-low heat, add
any juice that has collected under the chicken, and bring to a simmer. Stir and scrape to
soften any hard golden drippings. Taste~ the juices will be extremely flavortul.

Tip the bread salad into the salad bowl. {It will be steamy-hot, a mixture of
soft, moist wads, crispy-on-the-outside-but-moist-in-the-middle wads, and a few
downright crispy ones.] Drizzle and toss with a spoonful of the pan juices. Add
the greens, a drizzle of vinaigrette, and fold well. Taste again.

Cut the chicken into pieces, spread the bread salad on the warm placter, and
nestle the chicken in the salad.

Capitalizing on leftovers: Strain and save the drippings you don't use, they
are delicious tossed with spitzle or egg noodles, or stirred into beans or risotto.
You also can use them, plus leftover scraps of roast chicken, for the chicken salad
which follows.





