
 Cook’s Illustrated

But while pectin may be the only thickener in 
ketchup, it�s not the only thing that can affect 
consistency. The amount of tomato solids and 
the presence of calcium (often added during the 
processing of tomato products) also play a role. 
Determined to quantify the thickness of each 
brand, I hit upon a promising lead when a source 
mentioned that the thickness of ketchup is actu-
ally regulated by the federal government. In fact, 
there�s a tool used to measure consistency in 
ketchup (and other products), and I was able to 
borrow it from the food lab. Called a Bostwick 
consistometer (see photo on page 26), this stain-
less steel trough is marked with centimeters and 
measures the viscosity of  foods. The federal regu-
lation calls for ketchup to �ow no more than 10 

centimeters in 30 seconds at room temperature 
while the Bostwick is level on a �at surface. 

Maybe government experts have all day, but 
I don�t. Because none of the ketchups budged 
when the Bostwick was placed on a level surface, I 
decided to differentiate the �sort of� thick ketch-
ups from the really thick ones by setting the con-
sistometer at 28 degrees (so the ketchups would 
�ow more quickly) and then timed each sample to 
see how long it took to travel 24 centimeters�the 
entire length of the trough. Most of the ketchups 
took between one and 21�2 minutes to traverse the 
trough, but Muir Glen and Westbrae were notice-
ably slower, taking about 10 and eight minutes, 
respectively. Yes, ketchup should �ow slowly, but 
there is such as thing as too thick and too slow.

Ketchup is best when it�s smooth, thick, and tangy, 
with balanced, bold �avors. The parameters are 
tight�not too thick or too thin, not too tangy or 
too sweet. Bright red but no chunks. Brands that 
deviated from this formula, such as World�s Best 
and Westbrae, fell to the bottom of the rankings. 
They failed to meet tasters� expectations for this 
condiment we�ve all enjoyed since childhood.

The remaining brands might look alike, but 
our tasters noted some signi�cant �avor differ-
ences. None were unacceptable, but Hunt�s pos-
sessed a balance of sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and 
umami �avors that stood out among the pack. 
We now have a new brand of ketchup in the test 
kitchen. 
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