Potatoes

Solanum tuberosum

Zen. . . does not confuse spirituality with thinking about God
while one is peeling potatoes. Zen spirituality is just to peel
the potatoes.

Alan W. Watts,
The Way of Zen, 1957

Nutrition:

Potatoes provide an easily digestible source of protein and are an excellent source of potassium,
vitamin C and dietary fiber, particularly when the skins are eaten. Despite the fact that they contain
high levels of sugar and starch, they are remarkably low in calories. Potatoes are a good source
of B-vitamins (especially vitamin By and Bg), which help reduce the risk of heart disease. Just
under the potato skin are housed significant quantities of manganese, chromium, selenium and
molybdenum. Potatoes are reportedly the source of most of the vitamin C consumed in the
American diet. However, approximately sixty-five percent of America's potatoes are not sold fresh,
but in various "convenience" forms such as potato chips and French fries. Do not eat potatoes
with a green skin. Green coloring anywhere, as well as any sprouts, should be removed before
using. Green on a potato is an indication of the presence of “solanine”, a naturally occurring toxin
that results when the potatoes have been exposed to sunlight. (1,2,5)

Varieties:

Starchy: Starchy potatoes, such as Russets, have a high starch content which gives them a
drier flesh. They make an excellent choice for baking and mashing, and are also good when
used to thicken a soup or stew. Their skins tend to be thicker than other types of potatoes.
Waxy: Waxy potatoes, such as red skin potatoes, have a lower starch content and a higher
sugar and moisture content, which makes them the best for boiling or steaming. They are firm
in texture and are less likely to break up, making them a good choice for salads, casseroles or
scalloped potatoes. All-purpose Potatoes: These potatoes are in- between being starchy
and waxy, having been developed for commercial sale due to their storage qualities and multiple
uses. These potatoes are best used for boiling and frying, though they can also be baked.
New Potatoes: New potatoes are potatoes that have been freshly harvested. Their skins are
thin, and they have a high moisture and sugar content, making them sweet in flavor and quick
to cook. (1,5)



Storage:

Potatoes are best when stored in a cool, dark and dry location, instead of in the refrigerator.
Moist locations will encourage sprouting and daylight will cause them to form a toxin called
solanine which give them a greenish colored skin and flesh. Potatoes can be kept in brown paper
bags, burlap bags or perforated plastic bags, but they should not be stored near onions. Gases
given off by onions and potatoes cause each to decay prematurely. Be sure to check your
potatoes occasionally, removing any that have developed sprouts or bad spots. Unwashed mature
potatoes can last for 2 to 3 months, while the younger new potatoes should be eaten within a
week to 10 days of their harvest. Washing the potatoes before storing can cause them to decay
faster. (1,4,5)

Preparation;

The less you do to a potato in the way of preparation, the better, as the skin is an excellent
source of nutrients and fiber. New potatoes, in particular, should not be peeled before cooking.
If you must peel potatoes, be sure to take as little of the outer part of the potato as possible,
since more of the nutrients are stored close to the skin. Be sure to wait and peel the potatoes
just before you plan on cooking them, to prevent them from turning brown with exposure to
oxygen. As an alternative, you can peel potatoes and keep them in a bowl of ice water for up
to 30 minutes before using them, however the potatoes will lose some of their vitamins when
prepared in this way. Some sources also suggest adding a little salt, lemon juice or vinegar to
the water, to help keep the potatoes white. If you choose not to peel the potatoes, all you need
to do is to run them under cold water, scrubbing them gently with a vegetable brush. Also, if
the potatoes have developed sprouts or “eyes”, be sure to remove these with a sharp knife.
Peel or cut out any portion of a potato that has turned green. (3,5)

Cooking Methods:

Sometimes potatoes will turn a gray color when boiled. This is believed to be caused by the
way they were stored or the conditions under which they were grown. Although the discoloration
is unattractive, it does not adversely affect the flavor or nutritional value of the potatoes. Cooking
potatoes in aluminum or iron pots can also cause potatoes to discolor, so be sure to use stainless
steel cookware and knives when preparing potatoes.

Bake: Pierce baking potatoes several times with a fork to allow steam to escape as the potatoes
bake, producing a drier and fluffier potato. If you forget to pierce them, the potatoes may burst
while cooking! A baking “nail” inserted lengthwise in a potato will help the potato cook quicker
and more evenly. You can also use a metal skewer. A baked potato is done when it gives slightly
when squeezed. Bake in a 400 degree oven for 45 to 60 minutes. For a softer skin on a baked
potato, lightly rub the outside of the potato with oil or butter before baking. Some sources advise
against using foil when baking potatoes, as the foil traps in moisture which steams the potatoes
instead of baking them.






