HIGH COUNTRY COOKING TIPS 
Submitted by Dot Barnett
 

     The “never fail” cake recipe has been a family favorite for years. But the last time you baked it -- what a shock to behold the batter rising, and then running over the sides of the pan, creating a smoky mess in the oven.


     Could this culinary catastrophe have anything to do with the fact that you recently moved to a higher elevation, such as Wolf Laurel?  Indeed it would and no doubt the elevation caused the failure.


     Newcomers to high country areas always want to know what adjustments need to be
made in cooking. The fact is, there are only guidelines to be followed, and they don’t always insure perfect results. (Even food technologists at institutions such as Colorado State University, where a lot of scientific investigation of high-elevation cooking has been conducted, acknowledge the vagueness of the subject.)


     However, those who have dealt extensively with high-elevation cookery usually agree that experimentation -- along with the guidelines -- results in the best solutions to problems of all kinds.  Adjustments need not be drastic and often are not necessary at all. So, if you move to a higher elevation, hang onto your favorite recipes and just plan on the “adventure” of experimentation.

  
     The culprits mainly responsible for high-elevation cooking failure are decreased atmospheric pressure and lower boiling point. For example, water boils at about 202 degrees F at 5000 feet compared with 212 degrees F at sea level. Therefore, potatoes cooked on top of the stove in boiling water won’t get done as fast as they could at sea level.


     It doesn’t help to increase the heat because once the boiling point is reached; water maintains that temperature and doesn’t get any hotter. This principle doesn’t apply to oven cookery, however. At high elevations it is often helpful to increase the oven temperature by about 25 degrees in order to speed up the cooking process, and to prevent the food from becoming dry.


     The three main guidelines to remember when cooking at higher elevations are: many foods take longer to cook; they loose moisture faster; and they tend to expand too much if they contain leavening.


    Following are some general rules for cooking specific types of foods at elevations above 3000 feet. (Note: Wolf Laurel is 3750 feet at the gate and over 5000 feet at some homes near the top of Big Bald, which is 5516 feet elevation.)
 

 CAKES MADE WITH SHORTENING AND SWEET BREADS: Use all-purpose or regular cake flour.  Don’t use self-rising flour because the amount of leavening it contains can’t be measured.


    Liquid evaporates faster at higher elevations, sometimes resulting in a greater concentration of sugar in the batter or dough. This can weaken the cell structure, causing the cake to collapse. Cell structure also can be adversely affected by lower atmospheric pressure, which may cause a cake to rise too fast, then fall either during or immediately after the baking period. Thus, more liquid, less sugar, less baking powder and/or soda may be required. The chart included here is to be used as a guide for making adjustments on cakes and sweet quick breads. Use the smaller modification first, then use the larger one, if necessary, the next time the cake is baked.

 

ANGEL FOOD AND SPONGE CAKES: Avoid beating too much air into the egg whites and egg yolks. It is also helpful to reduce the sugar slightly, to add a small amount of flour and to increase the baking temperature. Sponge cakes also may require more liquid and less baking powder when the recipe calls for it.

 

YEAST BREADS:  Because flour absorbs more liquid at high elevation, slightly less flour may be needed. Yeast bread dough rises more rapidly at high elevations, resulting in a 10- to 20-minute shorter rising period. Let the dough rise just until it is double in bulk or until indentations of two fingertips remain when pressed into dough. For some recipes that call for fairly lengthy rising periods in order to develop flavor in the bread, maintain those rising periods by punching down the dough twice.

 

COOKIES: A slight reduction in sugar and/or baking powder may be helpful along with a slight
increase in the oven temperature. Like pie crust, which absorbs moisture faster at high elevations, a small amount of extra liquid may be added.

 

CAKE MIXES: Follow package directions for making high-elevation adjustments

 

MUFFINS AND BISCUITS: The structure of these foods withstands increased internal pressure fairly well; however, it may be helpful to decrease baking powder and sugar slightly.

 

CREAM PUFFS AND POPOVERS: Recipes for cram puffs usually do not need to be adjusted since the heavy batter holds in the steam as its main source of leavening. Sometimes it is helpful to increase the amount to egg and decrease the amount of shortening in popover batter to strengthen it long enough for a crust to form.

 

CANDY AND SYRUP MIXTURES: The old-fashioned, cold water test for determining the soft ball, hard ball, crack stage, etc., is still reliable for high-elevation candy making since sugar solutions, like water, boil at a lower temperature at high elevations.  The sugar mixture gets too concentrated by the time the specified temperature is reached, if sea-level directions are used. When a candy thermometer is used, certain adjustments need to be made in reading it to correspond with the elevations in which the candy is being cooked. County extension services are usually a good source of detailed information on this.

 

Elevations:   4000 to 6000 feet (Note: includes most homes in Wolf Laurel. If below 4000 feet, adjust to slightly less than the amount suggested. Remember, experimentation may be required for success.)
 

Reduce baking powder:  1/8 to 1/4 teaspoon for each teaspoon

 

Reduce sugar:    1 to 2 tablespoons for each cup

 

Increase liquid:   2 to 4 tablespoons for each cup

 

Oven temperature:    Sometimes it is helpful to increase the oven temperature 15 to 25  
    degrees, but do not increase it above 375 degrees unless specified.

 

Shortening:   For very rich cakes, it may be helpful to reduce the shortening
    1 to 2 tablespoons.     

