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By J.M.Hirsch
The Associated Press

Most people consider polenta a
restaurant food. That’s because as
good as this creamy, cheesy Italian
staple is, few of us have the hour
needed to crank it out.

But hidden on the grocer’s
shelves is a shortcut that can help
get polenta — prepared polenta —
on your dinner table any day of the
week in minutes. This is different
— and far better than — a related
product known as instant polenta.
But first, some polenta basics.

Polenta is a traditional starch in

Italian cooking, an alternative to
pasta, rice and potatoes that pairs
deliciously with robust sauces and
meats. Polenta is made by slowly
simmering and stirring cornmeal
with chicken broth or water. It usu-
ally also is seasoned with Parmesan
cheese and butter.

Freshly made, polenta resem-
bles a thick porridge. This variety
often is topped with thick sauces,
especially meaty ones. But if you
let the polenta set up or chill a bit,
it becomes firm enough to cut into
grill-worthy slabs or wedges. The
trouble is the slowly simmering and
stirring part of making it.

While there is a dry product
called instant polenta (just add
water!) that promises results in 5
minutes or less, it tends to be grainy
and flavorless. The better choice is
tube-style precooked polenta, usu-
ally sold in the grocer’s natural foods
section. This product is ready to
slice and toss on the grill, under the
broiler or into a skillet to pan-fry.

It also can be reconstituted to its
soft (porridgelike) form by heating
it with a bit of liquid, such as milk
or broth. For ideas on how to use
prepared polenta, check out the Off
the Beaten Aisle column on the Food
Network’s website: bit.ly/Nfg8Ka
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H
er long blond hair fell
down to her shoulders
in waves, framing her
face with a golden hue

reflected from the soft light of the
restaurant candle. As she raised the
glass to her lips, her perfectly fash-
ioned nose caught the first scent of
perfume from the wine and aMona
Lisa smile spread slowly across her
angelic face like a sunrise gently
inching up over the horizon. Her
first sip confirmedwhat she already
knew… her husband had created yet
another masterpiece.

The former paragraph confirms
two things; first, I should definitely
stick to wine writing, and second,
some wines are worth looking for.
This occurred tome during a recent
trip to San Francisco, where I met
Kristen Green and her winemaking
husband, Jamie Kutch, for dinner
one night. I was tasting Kutch’s
latest release of pinot noir from
California and I knew I wanted to
share it with my readers. But there
was just one small problem: His
wine is hard to find in the D.C. area.
Not impossible, but difficult.

This is not isolated to just Jamie’s
wine. There are many wines I want
to review but am reluctant to write
about because they may not be
readily available in our metropoli-
tan area. While this is certainly a
dilemma, it should not be a deter-
rent. After all, there are some very
good wines that just may be worth
the hunt.

Because many states now allow
consumers to have wine shipped
directly to them, within reason,
acquiring a prized wine is easier
than it has been in the past. How-
ever, shipping costs definitely add
to the total price of the wine and
weather may limit when you can
receive the wine. Many wine shops
in our area are also fairly accom-
modating when it comes to hunting
down a particular wine, so definitely
ask your favorite merchant if they
can help you locate something spe-
cial. Retail prices are approximate.

Kutch (kutchwines.com) fell in
love with wine in a chat room on
the Internet. It’s not as strange as it
seems, asmany budding oenophiles
often meet and get together for

“offline” tastings through Internet
postings. But Jamie was bit harder
than most by the wine bug and left
a good job in NewYork, with Kristen
in tow, to pursue a dream of mak-
ing high-end pinot noir in California.
The 2009 Kutch Sonoma Coast Pinot
Noir ($40) is sourced from several
vineyards throughout the Sonoma
Coast and sports a lovely nose of red
berry and bramble scents. Pretty
flavors of cherry, raspberry and
red plumwash over the tongue and
finish with notes of toasty oak and
minerality, balanced by moderate
tannins. QPR 9

The good news is that the 2009
Alex Gambal Bourgogne Chardonnay
($30) from Burgundy, France, is
available in a few local wine shops.
The bad news is that due to its
exceptional value, it can sell out
rather quickly. In 1993, at the ten-
der young age of 40, D.C. native Alex
Gambal moved to France with his
family for what was supposed to be
a “one-year sabbatical.” Fortunately
for wine lovers, he stayed and is
nowmaking world-class wines. His
entry-level chardonnay is charm-

ing, with delicious flavors of green
apples and nectarine on the front
of the palate and lemon/lime citrus
notes that pop in on the back of the
palate and on to the bright, medium
finish. QPR 10

Whenmy children were younger,
they really wanted a dog. They con-
vinced my wife to go along with
the idea by telling her they would
name him in honor of her favorite
zinfandel. And that’s howwe ended
upwith Turley. Today, we still enjoy
Turley Wine Cellars’ creations,
including the 2010 Turley Old Vines
Zinfandel ($26), produced from old,
dry farmed vineyards from Napa,
Sonoma, Paso Robles and several
other spots in California. This bar-
raising red wine is full of character,
including flavors of blackberry
jam, black licorice and mocha
that seduce the palate. Firm tan-
nins support highlights of cracked
black pepper and dried sage on the
lengthy finish. QPR 9.5

Note: QPR is a rating system that
compares the quality a wine delivers
relative to the price. A QPR of 10 is
considered an excellent value.
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Prepared polenta: What it is and how to use it

MATTHEW MEAD/AP

Learn how to make spicy pork cutlets with polenta by following the recipe at right.

Spicy pork with polenta
For the crushed pepper sauce, I

used Pastene’s Crushed Peppers.
You’ll find jars of it alongside
other Italian ingredients or next
to the jarred peppers. If you can’t
find that, substitute any jarred
crushed pepper sauce, such as
sambal.

» Start to finish: 45 minutes
» Servings: 4
» 1/2 cup mirin
» 1/4 cup crushed pepper sauce
» 1/4 cup seasoned rice vinegar
» 2 tablespoons soy sauce
» 1 pound thinly sliced

pork cutlets
» 18-ounce tube prepared
polenta, cut into chunks

» 1 cup milk
» 2 tablespoons toasted
sesame oil

» 4 ounces crumbled feta cheese
» Salt and ground black pepper

In a large glass or stainless
steel bowl, stir together themirin,
crushed pepper sauce, vinegar
and soy sauce. Add the pork, toss,
then refrigerate for 20 minutes.

Meanwhile, in amedium sauce-
pan over medium heat, combine

the polenta and milk. Stir until
soft and heated through, 6 to 7
minutes. Cover and set aside.

In a large skillet, heat the oil
over medium-high. Remove the
pork from themarinade (reserve
themarinade) and add to the pan.
Brown the cutlets on each side for
3 to 4minutes. Add themarinade
from the bowl to the skillet and
bring to a boil.

Stir the feta cheese into the
polenta, then seasonwith salt and
pepper. To serve, spoon polenta
onto each plate, then topwith pork
cutlets and sauce from the pan.

A few wines that are worth the hunt


