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I texted my kids. No one answers the phone 
anymore. “I’ve decided to make something differ-
ent, to counter all the frenetic chaos this season. 
They were dubious; suspicious. What is it?

Me:  I’m making Comfort and Joy.
They:  What’s that?
Me:  Comfort?  Two words. Bread. Pudding.
They:  And joy?
Me:  Another two words. Taste it.

IT WAS A WARM, sunny Saturday in early  
September. I was puttering around my kitchen, 
half listening to “Wait, Wait Don’t Tell Me” 

on the radio. One of the panelists mentioned the 
necessity of having all your Christmas presents on 
hand by the end of the month, or you’d be handing 
out IOU’s. I snapped to attention. WAIT! This can’t 
be right. It’s too soon. I haven’t spent hours perusing 
the candy aisles for the Trick or Treaters that have 
not come to my door for 45 years. Nevertheless, I 
buy bags of my favorite candies. You never know.

I hadn’t even thought about the size turkey I’d 
be ordering, or the number of times I’d change that 
order as my family inevitably altered their plans. 
Where did I put all the food magazines that clutter 
every flat surface of my house while I look at glossy 
photos of dishes I know I won’t make. We have to 
have the same things every year, or there’s disbelief 
followed by mutiny at the table. (“What kind of pie 
is this? How come we’re not having Aunt Ida’s apple 
pie?”) Nevertheless, I look at those pictures. Last 
year was surreal...Zooming with each other across 
4,000 miles. Hopefully, we’d be together this year.  

Tidings of Comfort and Joy

KATHY HARRISON is a Barrington 
Hills resident  who teaches the fine art of 

cooking. For more information, 
call 847-381-4828.

WHAT’S COOKING BY KATHY HARRISON
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Leek and Mushroom Bread Pudding 

INGREDIENTS:

Begin preparing a day in advance.

1 cup leeks, white and light green parts only, sliced ½ inch 
thick

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, plus more for greasing the 
pan 

½ pound mixed fresh mushrooms, such as cremini, button, 
and shiitake, trimmed and sliced

6 fresh sage leaves, sliced

1 tablespoon chopped chives

1 teaspoon thyme leaves

1 ½ teaspoons kosher salt or to taste

Freshly ground black pepper

6 eggs

1 ½ cups whole milk

1 ½ cups heavy cream

Pinch grated nutmeg

¼ teaspoon ground cayenne 

1 cup grated Gruyere cheese

12 ounces brioche, challah, or soft sandwich loaf, torn into 
1-inch pieces

INSTRUCTIONS
1. Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Swish the leeks in a large bowl 

of warm water so that any dirt falls to the bottom. Lift the 
leeks from the water and drain.

2. Melt the butter in  a large skillet over medium-high heat. 
Add the leeks and sprinkle with salt. Cook, stirring often for 
5 minutes. When the leeks are softened, reduce the heat to 
medium and add the mushrooms. Add the sage, chives, and 
thyme. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Cook, stirring 
often until the leeks and mushrooms have released their 
liquid and are quite soft, about 15 minutes. Remove from heat 
and set aside.

3. In a large bowl, whisk the eggs until blended. Add the milk, 
cream, nutmeg, and cayenne. Season with some salt and 
pepper. Add the Gruyere cheese.

4. Grease the bottom and sides of a 9 x 13-inch baking dish 
with butter. Sprinkle with half the Gruyere. Place half the 
leek mixture in an even layer on the bottom of the dish and 
top with the brioche in an even layer. Sprinkle the remaining 
leek mixture over the bread. Ladle enough of the egg mixture 
on top to cover the bread. Let soak for 15 minutes, then add 
more of the egg mixture to cover.  (You might not use all of 
the egg mixture.) Top with the remaining Gruyere. At this 
point, you can cover the dish and refrigerate overnight, or 
allow the mixture to sit at room temperature for 30 minutes.

5. If the dish has been refrigerated, set out on the counter for 
30 minutes before baking.  Bake for about 1 hour until pud-
ding is set in the center. Let sit for 10 minutes before serving.  
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