Baked Potatoes

- serves 4, or serves 2 with enough left to make 2 twice-baked potatoes -
Ingredients

4 medium russet potatoes (2-2 1/2 pounds total), scrubbed and dried
Toppings: butter, grated cheese, salt, pepper, bacon, sour cream, chives

Procedure

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F and make sure a rack is in the middle position. Prick each potato 4 or 5 times with a fork.

2. When the oven is hot, put the potatoes right onto the middle rack. Bake for 1 hour (if your potatoes are especially large, bake for 1 hour and fifteen minutes). Sometimes I flip them over and move them about in the middle of cooking, but in my oven it doesn’t seem to make much of a difference.

3. Remove the potatoes from the oven. As soon as you can handle them without hurting yourself, split each one down the middle and squeeze the ends towards the middle to fluff up the insides. (Nigel Slater says giving the whole potato a little karate chop will fluff the insides nicely and split it open at the same time, but I have never had success with this intriguing maneuver.) Top your potato as you like. I like plain butter, cheese, salt, and pepper, but if I had bacon, sour cream, and chives hanging around I would certainly add them.

4. If you are saving the 2 extra potatoes for twice-baked, leave them whole and store them in the refrigerator for up to 3 days, well wrapped or in Tupperware.

Twice-Baked Potatoes

- serves 2 -
Adpatedfrom The America’s Test Kitchen Family Cookbook
Obviously, you can double and probably triple this recipe if you have enough potatoes. The book recommends "baking" the potatoes in the microwave and oven, but I prefer to start with real baked potatoes. I have also made this recipe without buttermilk, without scallions, and/or substituting plain yogurt for sour cream. It’s still good.
Ingredients

2 baked potatoes, sliced in half lengthwise
2 ounces grated cheddar cheese (about 1/2 cup)
1/4cup sour cream
1/4 cup buttermilk
1tablespoon unsalted butter, softened
2 scallions, sliced thin
Salt
Pepper

Procedure

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. While you wait for the oven to heat up, use a spoon to scoop the flesh out of each potato half into a bowl, leaving about 1/4 inches of flesh attached to the shell. Arrange the shells upright on a baking sheet and set them aside. 

2. Mash the potato flesh until smooth. Stir in the cheddar, sour cream, buttermilk, butter, and scallions and season with salt and pepper to taste.

3. When the oven is hot, slip the sheet of shells in and bake for 10 minutes, until they are dry and slightly crisp. Remove the shells from the oven and increase the temperature to 500°F. Carefully spoon the potato mixture into the shells. Bake the stuffed potatoes until they are spotty brown and crisp, about 15 minutes. Allow to cool for 10 minutes before serving (this is the hardest step).

Crisp Potato Skins

- serves 4 -
Adaptedfrom Martha Stewart Living March 2008
Ingredients

4 baked potatoes
1/4 cup extra-virgin olive oil
Coarsesalt
Freshly ground pepper

Procedure

1. Preheat the oven to 450°F and put a rack in the highest position. While the oven heats, cut each potato in half lengthwise and use a spoon to scoop out the insides, leaving about 1/4 inch flesh attached to the shell. Save the flesh for some other use (fish cakes, twice-baked potato casseroles, plain old eating). Slice each potato shell in half again lengthwise to make 16 long wedges and put them on a baking sheet.

2. Combine the oil, salt, and pepper in a small bowl and brush this mixture all over the potato wedges. Bake on the high rack until crisp and the edges are golden, about 20 minutes. Season with more salt if desired. 

