Cream of Tomato Soup with Souffléed Cheese Toasts

Makes about 6 cups

This quick soup, an American classic, makes a fine pairing with a grilled cheese sandwich or crisp romaine salad. Here the grilled cheese sandwich takes a different form—a souffléed Cheddar topping on a good piece of toasted sandwich bread. 

Use an organic brand of tomatoes, one that's thick with puree as well as chunks of tomato.

2-1/2 tablespoons butter 

1 small onion, chopped 

1 celery rib, chopped 

1-1/2 teaspoons dried basil, crumbled between your fingers 

Pinch of ground cloves 

2 tablespoons flour 

Two 15-ounce cans diced tomatoes in purée or juice 

Pinch of baking soda 

2-1/2 cups Vegetable Stock (recipe follows) or water 

1-1/2 cups milk 

Salt and freshly ground pepper 

Tomato paste if needed

1 egg, separated, or 1 egg white only 

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard 

Pinch of cayenne 

1 cup grated sharp Cheddar cheese 

1 teaspoon minced scallion or shallot 

4 slices sandwich bread, lightly toasted 

1. Melt the butter in a soup pot over medium heat. Add the onion, celery, basil, and cloves; cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion is limp, about 5 minutes. Stir in the flour, then add the tomatoes, baking soda, and stock. Bring to a boil, lower the heat, and simmer, partially covered, for 20 minutes. Let cool briefly, then purée in a blender until smooth.

2. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Return the soup to the pot, add the milk, and season with salt. If the soup is too thick, thin it with additional milk or stock. If the tomato flavor isn't as rich as you'd like (if the tomatoes were packed in water instead of purée), deepen it by stirring in a little tomato paste.

3. For the toasts, combine the yolk, if you're using it, with the mustard and cayenne, then stir in the cheese. Whisk the white until it holds soft peaks and fold it into the mixture along with the scallion. Spread the mixture on the toasted bread and bake until puffed and golden, about 5 minutes, while you reheat the soup. Serve the soup piping hot, with a piece of cheese toast, cut in half on the diagonal, and fresh pepper ground into each bowl.

Vegetable Stock

From Vegetable Soups from Deborah Madison's Kitchen by Deborah Madison. Published by Broadway Books, a division of Random House, Inc. © 2006 by Deborah Madison. Used with permission.

Makes about 6 cups

The steps in this basic stock can intermingle with the preparation of a soup as you'll be adding trimmings from the soup ingredients as you produce them. Begin making your stock before you organize your soup ingredients and it can be simmering while you prepare the soup vegetables.

As for the pot, what I'm calling a stockpot is simply a pot that is narrower than what you'd typically use for soup, which is a wide-bottomed pot more like a Dutch oven. However, since the volume is not likely to be more than 3 quarts, you needn't rush out and buy something special.

1 tablespoon olive or other oil suitable for the soup, optional 

1 large onion, cut into 1/2-inch chunks 

2 large carrots, chopped 

2 celery ribs, including a few leaves, chopped 

1 bunch of scallions, including half of the greens 

6 garlic cloves, smashed 

8 parsley sprigs, with stems 

6 thyme sprigs or 1/2 teaspoon dried 

2 bay leaves 

Additional soup vegetable trimmings, herbs, etc., if available 

1 teaspoon sea salt 

1. If you're using the oil, heat it in a stockpot, add the next 4 ingredients, and cook, stirring frequently, over medium-high heat for 10 minutes, or until they take on some color and glaze the pan. Then add the rest of the ingredients plus the water. If you're not using oil, put the ingredients in a stockpot and cover with 2 quarts cold water.

2. Take a look for other ingredients in your recipe that might amplify the soup—an herb that's called for, vegetable trimmings such as squash seeds and peels, or something from the garnish, such as scallion greens or chervil stems. Also check the refrigerator for useful tidbit—leftover chopped shallots, a lone mushroom, some chard stems, etc.—and add them to the pot.

3. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and simmer slowly, partially covered, while you go back to the soup. Give the stock at least 30 minutes if time allows, then strain it and add it to the soup. Still warm, it will quickly come to a boil.

LYNNE'S TIPS

Check local markets for canned organic tomatoes. One brand I particularly like is Muir Glen. I favor their whole peeled tomatoes for a dish like this one. Crush the tomatoes as they go into the pot.

Vegetable stock cooks fast, usually 30 minutes. So do a double or triple batch to freeze for later. Use it as the liquid in other soups, stews and braises.

Excellent American-made sharp Cheddars include Grafton Village Cheddar and Shelburne Farms Raw-Milk Farmhouse Cheddar, both made in Vermont, Sonoma Cheese Factory and Vella Cheese Company from California, and Oregon's Tillamook County Creamery.

THOUGHTS FROM LYNNE

Collecting vinegars is not solely for obsessive types like me. Each vinegar brings a different character to salads, but also each one is potentially a new pan sauce. After you've sautéed, pan grilled, or roasted something, scrape up the brown bits on the bottom of the pan by boiling down a little vinegar. If the sauce is too acidic, whisk in a teaspoon of cold butter for balance.

Three vinegars to try for their distinctive characters are Spanish sherry vinegar, Chinese black vinegar (similar to Balsamic, but with more spice and molasses character), and Banyuls vinegar (Vinaigre de Banyuls) from the south of France. With a hint of sweetness and lots of complex wine flavors, this is the vinegar for the simplest salads and seafood dishes.

