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Praise for Back to the Table




“In Back to the Table: The Reunion of Food and Family, Art Smith gives wonderful recipes for sharing love, warmth, and tradition over a table of sumptuous food. His big heart and generosity overflow from these pages. I definitely recommend taking a copy home to your family!”


—Charlie Trotter, author of Charlie Trotter Cooks at Home


“In Back to the Table, Art Smith shows how the preparation and sharing of food can express love—an old-fashioned notion with contemporary application to modern life. For joyous meal-planning and sharing with loved ones, Back to the Table is full of meaningful ideas and delicious, fool-proof recipes.”


—Natalie Dupree, author of Natalie Dupree’s Comfortable Entertaining


“Recipes that bring us back to home.”


—Marion Cunningham, author of Learning to Cook with Marion Cunningham
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List of Recipes



Table Favorites


Seeded Cheddar Cheese Straws


Garden Refrigerator Pickles


Farm Apple Butter


Sun-Dried Tomato Pesto


Tomato-Ginger Chutney


Salsa Roja


Hot and Sweet Mustard


Homemade Ketchup


Spiced Maple Pecans


Homemade Mayonnaise


Ice Box Buttermilk Dressing


Roasted Tomato Sauce


Oven-Roasted Tomatoes


Walnut and Late Harvest Riesling Vinaigrette


Red Pepper Vinegar


East Hampton Strawberry Jam


Beverages for the Table


Holiday Hot Chocolate


Tropical Fruit Sun Tea


Vanilla Citrus Punch


Sparkling Lemonade


Mulled Apple Cider


Mango Kiwi Smoothie


Kitchen Basics


Vegetable Broth


Chicken Broth


Beef Broth


Breads


Fluffy Yeast Biscuits


Golden Challah


Cheddar Batter Bread


Naan


Grilled Parmesan Flatbread


Focaccia with Roasted Tomatoes and Onion


Classic Southern Cornbread


Boarding House Biscuits


No-Knead Dinner Rolls


Homemade Corn Tortillas


Egg Dishes


Zucchini and Tomato Frittata


Sausage, Egg, and Cheese Pie


Baked Eggs with Garden Vegetable Hash


Chicken Strata


Huevos Rancheros


Waffles, Pancakes, Muffins, and Cereal


Sweet Potato-Pecan Waffles


Sour Cream Waffles


Coconut Waffles with Mango-Strawberry Compote


Lemon Pancakes with Raspberry Sauce


Jalapeño, Cheddar, and Cornmeal Pancakes


Sesame Orange Granola


Maple, Walnut, and Thyme Muffins


Mixed Berry Muffins


Soups


Oxtail Soup with Barley and Mushrooms


Green Pea Soup with Little Vegetables


Grilled Tomato and Vegetable Soup


Seafood Gumbo


Zucchini, Potato, and Parmesan Soup


Carrot-Ginger Soup with Minted Yogurt


Vegetable-Grain Soup


Spicy Winter Squash Soup



Salads



Romaine with Lemon-Parmesan Vinaigrette


Chopped Grilled Vegetable Salad with Yogurt Cucumber Dressing


Green Bean Salad with Tomatoes and Feta


Fennel, Watercress, and Orange Salad with Citrus Vinaigrette


Bibb Lettuce Salad with Pecans, Blue Cheese, and Pears


Mixed Herbs and Baby Lettuces with Balsamic Vinaigrette


Fish


Baked Crab Cakes with Spicy Remoulade Sauce


Grilled Shrimp on Arugula with Lemon Vinaigrette


Gulf Shrimp Stew


Broiled Fish Fillets with Tomato Vinaigrette


Grilled Fish Fillets with Watercress Mustard and Fresh Tarragon


Spicy and Crispy Catfish Fillets


Baked Cod with Thyme-Walnut Butter and Baby Spinach


Seared Tuna Niçoise Salad with Lemon Vinaigrette


Baked Salmon in Parchment with Julienned Vegetables


Herbed Salmon Cakes


Meat and Poultry


Grilled Chicken Burgers with Tomato Chutney


Asian Barbecued Ribs


Herb Mustard Breast of Chicken with Potatoes and Mushrooms


Smothered Chicken


Beef Brisket with Vegetables


Spiced Pork Loin with Vidalia Onion Sauce


Flank Steak with Lime Marinade


Lamb Chili with Hominy and Zucchini


Vegetable Main Courses


Italian Vegetable Casserole


Stuffed Eggplant and Roasted Tomato Sauce


Potatoes in Tomato Sauce


Fettuccine with Roasted Asparagus and Mushrooms


Spaghettini with Olive-Pine Nut Tomato Sauce


Red Beans and Brown Rice


Vegetable Sides


Scalloped Potatoes with Sun-Dried Tomato Pesto


Grilled Zucchini with Balsamic Vinegar and Mint


Fava Beans with Pecorino Curls


Broccoli Rabe with Sweet Chile Sauce


Mashed Potato Casserole


Basmati Rice and Peas


Roasted Vegetables with Cider Glaze


Indiana Spoon Bread


Families Cooking Together


Fresh Pasta Dough


Homemade Ravioli, Three Ways


Handmade Chicken Tamales


Cuban Paella


Tomato-Smothered Catfish


Butternut Squash and Sage Risotto


Matzo Ball Soup



Traditional Foods



Buttermilk Fried Chicken


Deviled Eggs


Chicken in Red Wine Sauce


Roast Chicken with Fresh Herbs


Cranberry and Pear Chutney


Roast Turkey with Pan Gravy


Cornbread Dressing with Turkey Sausage and Apples


Sunday Dinner Pot Roast


Tropical Pork Roast with Black Beans


Mushroom, Provolone, and Rosemary Pizza


Foods to Carry


Turkey Shepherd’s Pie


Reunion Chicken and Rice


Chicken and Dumplings


Seven-Layer Salad with Dill-Caper Dressing


Chicken and Biscuits


Sweet Potato Salad with Pineapple and Red Peppers


Old-Fashioned Potato Salad


Pies, Puddings, Cobblers, and Quick Breads


Perfect Cream Cheese Piecrust


French Chocolate-Almond Pie


Chocolate Pecan Pie


Southern Sweet Potato Pie


Creamy Custard Pie


Strawberry-Rhubarb Pie


Raisin Bread Pudding with Orange Butterscotch Sauce


Banana Pudding


Peach Buckle


Pear and Cranberry Cobbler


Pear, Ginger, and Pecan Loaf


Banana-Chocolate Chip Cake


Spicy Zucchini Quick Bread


Blueberry Crisp


Foods as Love


Summer Squash and Lemon Thyme Soup


Garden Vegetable-Beef Soup


Chicken Noodle Soup


Yellow Squash Casserole


Auntie’s Chocolate Cake with Chocolate-Pecan Frosting


Spring Vegetable Lasagne


Macaroni and Cheese


Celebration Cakes


Coconut Cake with Fluffy Icing


Love Goddess Cake


Lemon-Sour Cream Pound Cake


Hummingbird Cake


Red Velvet Cake with Chocolate Frosting


Tropical Upside-Down Cake


Triple-Layer German Chocolate Cake


The Smith Family’s Twelve-Layer Cake


Kumquat-Ginger Pound Cake


Little Sweets


Buttermilk Pralines


Pecan Divinity


Peanut Brittle


Five Pounds of Fudge


Pecan Shortbread Cookies


Thin Sugar Cookies


Chocolate, Cherry, and Chile Biscotti


Gumdrop Cookies


Lemon Tea Cakes







Back to the Table



The table has always served as a symbol of congregation, the place where we celebrate our loved ones through the generations-old tradition of sharing a meal.
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Dining together allows us to better understand who we are, regardless of our social status. The food does not have to be elegant, complicated, or fancy. I find that busy people like simple food–the busier they are, the simpler the food. None of the recipes in this book are difficult; most are straightforward, down-home Southern food with a few more contemporary dishes.


Getting back to the table allows us to love and nurture each other and renew connections to our families–however they may be configured in this diverse and ever-changing society. Such connections are crucial in a fast-paced world where we feel more disconnected every day. One of the best ways I know to restore that daily balance is to sit down at the table.


As a child growing up in rural Florida, I learned the importance of the family table. It was there that I felt love matched only by my family’s appreciation for fresh, wholesome food, a love of good cooking, and a fellowship just not possible at a restaurant table or at the drive-in window of a fast-food outlet. These early experiences started me on my life’s journey of cooking for families.


I have cooked for families in times of celebration and times of great sadness, and always these families came together to embrace the food and each other. The table is a place of communion for life’s large and small events: holiday meals, weddings, birthdays, and everyday get-togethers.


We should all think about returning to the sanctity of the table, where we can rebuild our families, heal spiritually and physically, and reconnect with those we love. The table is a familiar, uncomplicated, and friendly place where we can celebrate family, friends, food, and life’s many blessings.
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Setting the Table



Warm, welcoming meals begin with the table. An empty table is like a canvas, but if you take a few minutes to consider who will be sitting at it, what food will grace it, and what the mood of the meal is likely to be, your instincts will guide you as to how to set it.





And you won’t go wrong, especially if love is part of the mix. When a table is properly set, both adults and children approach it with eagerness. This gives reverence to the meal and the family–and reverence is something I find missing from much of life these days.


A well-set table does not have to be graced with bone china, sparkling crystal, and vases of fresh flowers. You must ask yourself: What are the needs of those gathered? Is this a celebration? A simple meal? One to which you are welcoming old friends or new? Is it a time for comfort and advice? Or one where you hope laughter will rule? Whatever your intention, let the table setting reflect it. Simple cutlery and crockery, soft colors, and hand-picked wildflowers may be as effective as the most formal tableware.


I developed my reverence for a properly set table as a child. Every Sunday after church, our family gathered at Grandmother Georgia’s house for dinner. She had run a boarding house for years in a big old brick Victorian in Jasper, Florida. By the time I appeared on the scene, those days were behind her, but I realize now it was this training–and not magic–that made those abundant Sunday dinners miraculously appear on her table. More than the platters of perfectly cooked Southern food, more than the bowls of colorful, flavorful condiments, the Sunday table represented the care my grandmother and my mother took when feeding their family. They set a table of love and nourishment, and it showed.


Grandmother set the table with endless bowls of homemade “put ups”–relishes, jellies, chutneys, and jams–with farm-raised meats, fresh vegetables, and all manner of baked goods and sweets, many of which were made with sugar from locally grown cane. Today, I make many of my grandmother’s recipes as a way to recapture her spirit. The ingredients may seem old-fashioned and limited, but remember they were what was available in a small, rural pocket of northern Florida. What wizardry that woman could conjure with just a few ingredients! There were always plates of juicy sliced tomatoes lightly sprinkled with salt, and shallow bowls of sliced cucumbers soaking in a simple dressing of water, vinegar, and sugar.


A great table is full of surprises. This goes beyond the main dish or a special dessert waiting in the wings. It includes homemade condiments that perk up a meal and give it a personality all its own.


In the South, no table is considered “set” until it’s accented with tasty little dishes that tickle our tastebuds with sweet, hot, and sour sensations. Condiments such as Farm Apple Butter and Garden Refrigerator Pickles appear at every meal, not just on special occasions. I believe that every meal is special, and so out goes the notion of “saving things” for just the right time.


Today, you will always find some sort of old-fashioned pickle or relish on my table, but you are just as likely to see bowls of marinated olives, Salsa Roja, or East Hampton Strawberry Jam. Oh, how good that jam tastes on freshly baked Boarding House Biscuits! I developed the jam one summer when I cooked for a family in East Hampton, Long Island. The strawberries grown in the soil there, nourished by the salt air and temperate climate, are among the sweetest and best I’ve ever tasted. The vegetables grown out on the southern end of Long Island are wonderful, too, but I think what I liked most about living out there for a summer was sleeping with the windows open, smelling the salt air, and hearing the waves crashing on the wide Atlantic beaches.


No table is complete without pitchers of cold beverages, either. Where I come from, iced tea is sometimes called “the wine of the South,” and it’s always sweetened. They say the closer you live to a cane field, the sweeter the tea.


In the morning we drink our tea hot, and every now and then we serve piping-hot afternoon tea with small sandwiches or sweets. But, by and large, we down gallons of sweet, icy tea.


This is a tradition that is barely a century old, but ever since iced tea was introduced at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, it has been embraced by Southerners who crave cold drinks in their steamy climate. When I was growing up, every small town in the region had a local diner where the waitress set a large pitcher of cold tea on the table before you even had time to grab the menu. Most of these eateries are closed now, having given way to fast food outlets; but whenever I come across one, I make a point of stopping for a big glass of amber-colored sweetened iced tea–the sweeter the better.


My formula for iced tea is basic. The two most important ingredients are good quality black tea (which is ordinary tea, called black tea as opposed to the less fermented green tea) and spring water. I figure eight tea bags for every quart of water. After it steeps for about fifteen minutes, I sweeten the tea with white cane sugar. When you serve it over ice, dress it up a little with sprigs of fresh mint or lemon slices, if you like, but however you serve it, remember it’s a drinkable piece of culinary history from my beloved South. For me, the best sweetened tea conjures up images of church ladies frying chicken in the parish basement, sharing their time, their skill, their laughter, and their love–and keeping cool by sipping iced tea. Today, I serve other beverages, too, such as Sparkling Lemonade, Tropical Fruit Sun Tea, and when the weather turns cold, Mulled Apple Cider.


Alcohol was rarely served openly when I was a child. Generally, it was sipped discreetly on the porch without much notice. My grandmother Mabel made a blackberry brandy that, I learned when I got older, could make you call out the Lord’s name! Made from blackberries we kids picked along country roads and fence rows and sweetened with lots of white cane sugar, it was brought out only after fermentation in a secret place, hidden from curious tasters. We drank it after dinner, and at special times, and the cooks in the family were known to drizzle it over the Christmas fruit cake.


Although I am a strong proponent of meals eaten around a table, there are times when other options are acceptable. When I was growing up, we ate Sunday supper in front of the television so we could watch the Wonderful World of Disney. My mother indulged us with doctored-up store-bought frozen pizza–today, I make my own pizza to mark this memory. As I watched the magic created by Disney unfold before my young eyes, I didn’t realize that the groundwork was being laid for equally magical memories and emotions for my family and me.


Later, when I moved to Chicago, I had a friend from a well-to-do background whose family hired a chef to cook their meals. My friend described the food coming from the kitchen as “angry food.” By this he meant small portions of pretentious little dishes. Nothing comforting and familiar. Just the idea of those meals makes me sad.


I recall a supper I had years ago that was the exact opposite of an angry meal–one that left an indelible impression on me. In North Florida during tobacco-picking season, everyone worked in the fields, and one very hot summer day I was working alongside an African-American family. The men and youngsters were in the hot fields and the women were under the big oak trees, weaving the green tobacco leaves onto long yellow pine stakes for drying. It was hard work, and at the end of the day, the family I worked with invited me home for supper.


They set a place for me at their table that evening and won a spot in my heart forever. This was my first taste of real soul food and my first experience of how that food is connected to a rich culinary past–a past important to a culture other than my own. Smothered Chicken served with rice and fried okra was set before me, and my mouth still waters at the memory. At that meal I made a connection so strong that it has never been broken: We all share a common thread, regardless of race or creed, when we sit down at a table to eat together.
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The table is a familiar, uncomplicated, and friendly place where we can celebrate family, friends, food, and life’s many blessings.





Seeded Cheddar Cheese Straws



Makes about 4 dozen straws


When I was working in Governor Bob Graham’s kitchen in Florida, we used to bake these by the hundreds and freeze them. When the governor’s staff added a reception at the last minute to the schedule, we were ready! These flaky appetizers could be the all-time perfect partner for your evening cocktail.




2 cups (8 ounces) shredded sharp Cheddar cheese


6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature


1 cup all-purpose flour


¼ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon baking powder


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


⅛ teaspoon cayenne


1 tablespoon water


1 large egg yolk beaten with 1 teaspoon water, for glaze


3 teaspoons sesame seeds, poppy seeds, or black onion seeds (see Note), for topping





Stir the cheese and butter together in a medium bowl to combine. Sift the flour, salt, baking powder, pepper, and cayenne together. Stir into the butter with the water to make a soft dough. Divide the dough into 2 rectangles and wrap each in plastic wrap. Refrigerate until chilled, at least 1 hour and up to 8 hours. (If well chilled, let the dough stand at room temperature for 10 minutes before rolling.)


Position racks in the center and top third of the oven and preheat to 350°F.


Roll out 1 rectangle on a lightly floured work surface into a ¼-inch-thick rectangle about 12 x 7½ inches. Brush the top of the dough with some of the yolk mixture, and sprinkle with 1½ teaspoons of seeds. Using a pizza wheel and a ruler, cut the dough into strips about ¾-inch wide and 3 inches long. Place the strips 1 inch apart on ungreased baking sheets. Repeat with the remaining dough, glaze, and seeds.


Bake until crisp and lightly browned, switching the positions of the baking sheets from top to bottom and front to back halfway through baking, about 20 minutes. Cool on the baking sheets. (The straws can be prepared up to 3 days ahead and stored in airtight containers at room temperature. They can also be frozen, wrapped airtight, for up to 2 months.)


Note: Black onion seeds (not really onion seeds but a spice properly called nigella or kalaunji) are available by mail order (see Sources, here).
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Garden Refrigerator Pickles



Makes 1 quart


Many folks make such a big deal about pickling. I rarely put up a huge batch of food that takes hours to bottle and process in a boiling-water bath (imperative for storing at room temperature). Instead, I pickle batches to refrigerate for quick consumption. These pickles are a good example. One tip–do sterilize the jar in boiling water before packing, even though you won’t be water-processing afterwards.




2 cups cider vinegar


2 teaspoons plain (non-iodized) or pickling salt


½ teaspoon whole coriander seeds


½ teaspoon black peppercorns


2 Kirby cucumbers, scrubbed but not peeled and cut into ¼-inch rounds or sliced into spears


1 small onion, cut into thin half-rounds


1 cup yellow or red grape tomatoes or use a combination of both colors


8 garlic cloves, crushed under a knife and peeled


¼ cup (packed) sprigs of fresh dill





Bring the vinegar, salt, coriander, and peppercorns to a full boil in a medium saucepan over high heat. Cool completely.


Sterilize a 1-quart glass canning jar by immersing it in a pot of boiling water for 10 minutes or by running it through a full cycle of the dishwasher. The jar should be hot when adding the vegetables.


Layer the cucumbers, onion, tomatoes, garlic, and dill in the hot jar. Pour in enough of the vinegar to cover them completely. Screw on the lid. Refrigerate for at least 3 days before eating. (The pickles can be stored, covered and refrigerated, for up to 1 month.)


 


Farm Apple Butter


Makes 3 cups


Apple butter is worth making simply for the aroma it sends throughout the house. Not to mention what it does for muffins, toast, and even pancakes and waffles. You might want to try it on Sweet Potato-Pecan Waffles (see here) some morning.




3 pounds McIntosh apples, peeled, cored, and sliced


3 cups natural apple cider


¼ cup honey


¼ cup (packed) light brown sugar


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


½ teaspoon ground allspice


⅛ teaspoon ground cloves





Bring the apples and cider to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat to medium-low. Simmer, uncovered, until the apples are soft, about 20 minutes.


Stir in the honey, brown sugar, cinnamon, allspice, and cloves. Cook until the apples break down for a very thick sauce, 45 minutes to 1 hour.


Cool just until warm. In batches, purée in a food processor fitted with the metal blade or a blender. If the mixture seems watery, return it to the saucepan and simmer until it thickens. (The apple butter can be prepared up to 2 months ahead, covered tightly, and refrigerated.)


 



Sun-Dried Tomato Pesto



Makes about 2 cups


Keep a container of this brick-red pesto in the refrigerator to toss with pasta, to stir into soups or salad dressings, or even to make a dish of scalloped potatoes into an event (see here).




2 cups sun-dried tomatoes packed in oil, drained


1 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup (packed) fresh basil leaves


¼ cup (packed) fresh parsley leaves


2 garlic cloves, crushed under a knife and peeled


Freshly ground pepper, to taste





Process all the ingredients in a food processor fitted with the metal blade until the mixture forms a coarse paste. (The pesto can be stored in an airtight container and refrigerated for up to 1 month.)


 


Tomato-Ginger Chutney


Makes 3½ cups


This exotic chutney will liven up many dishes. Serve it with chicken burgers, pork chops, or even with grilled swordfish.




¾ cup sugar


¾ cup cider vinegar


½ teaspoon salt


4 cups ripe tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and chopped (see Note, here)


1 medium onion, finely chopped


6 garlic cloves, finely chopped


3 tablespoons peeled and finely chopped fresh ginger


½ teaspoon ground chipotle powder (see Note)


¼ cup golden raisins


¼ cup (2 ounces) sliced almonds, toasted





Bring the sugar, vinegar, and salt to a boil in a large nonreactive saucepan over high heat. Reduce the heat to medium and cook until reduced by half, about 10 minutes.


Stir in the tomatoes, onion, garlic, ginger, and chipotle powder. Simmer until thickened, stirring often, about 30 minutes. Stir in the raisins and almonds. Cool, cover, and refrigerate until ready to serve.


Note: Chipotle chiles are smoked jalapeño chiles. They are sold dried, whole, and ground, or processed and packed in a spicy sauce (adobo).


Ground chipotles are available at Latin markets and by mail order (see Sources, here).


 



Salsa Roja



Makes 3 cups


Here’s an authentic Mexican salsa from my friend Nydia Cahue that uses tomatillos as the main ingredient. Tomatillos are actually related to gooseberries and have a husk that must be removed before serving. They’re available at Latin grocers and at many large supermarkets.




1 pound tomatillos, husks removed


10 dried chiles de arbol (see Note)


One 8-ounce can tomato sauce


½ medium white onion, coarsely chopped


1 garlic clove, crushed


Salt





Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil over high heat. Add the tomatillos and cook just until softened, about 10 minutes. Drain.


Heat a heavy skillet (preferably cast iron) over high heat until very hot. Cook the chiles, turning frequently, until they turn a darker shade, about 3 minutes. Do not burn them. Transfer to a plate and cool. Cut open and discard the seeds and stems. (Wear plastic gloves if your hands are sensitive, and do not touch your eyes or other delicate parts of your body until you wash your hands well.)


Purée the tomatillos, chiles, tomato sauce, onion, and garlic in a blender or food processor. Season to taste with salt. Cool completely. (The salsa can be prepared up to 3 days ahead, covered, and refrigerated.)


Note: Chiles de arbol are small dried hot chiles. They are available at Latin markets and by mail order (see Sources, here).


 


Hot and Sweet Mustard


Makes 1¾ cups


Another everyday condiment that can be made quickly. This great sandwich spread was first served to me by Annella Schomburger of Tallahassee, Florida. She made me a wonderful baked ham sandwich one day when she thought I needed nourishment. Well, I have never forgotten this mustard and will never forget Annella’s love for me.




1 cup dry mustard powder, preferably Coleman’s


1 cup apple cider vinegar


4 large egg yolks


1 cup (packed) light brown sugar





Whisk the mustard powder and vinegar together in a bowl. Cover and refrigerate overnight.


Whisk the egg yolks and brown sugar into the mustard mixture. Place in a double boiler and insert over a saucepan of simmering water. Cook over medium heat, stirring constantly with a rubber spatula and scraping down the sides, until the mustard is thickened (an instant-read thermometer will read 160°F), about 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and cool completely.


(The mustard can be stored, covered and refrigerated, for up to 1 month.)


 



Homemade Ketchup



Makes about 4 cups


What’s nice about homemade ketchup is that you can fool around with the spices and sugar to get the flavor you like. This one is on the sweet and spicy side. If you don’t like the strong taste of pickling spices, remove them halfway through the cooking period.




2 tablespoons pickling spices


10 large ripe tomatoes (about 5 pounds), peeled and coarsely chopped (see Note)


2 large onions, peeled and thinly sliced


2 celery ribs with leaves, chopped


1 cup distilled white vinegar


¼ teaspoon ground cloves


¼ teaspoon ground ginger


¾ cup (packed) light brown sugar


Salt





Wrap the pickling spices in a square of rinsed cheesecloth. Place the tomatoes in a large pot along with the pickling spices, onions, celery, vinegar, cloves, and ginger. Bring to a boil and cook for 1 hour.


Add the brown sugar and cook for 2½ hours, stirring often, until the ketchup thickens. Season to taste with salt.


Remove the bag of pickling spices. Purée the ketchup in a food processor fitted with the metal blade. Strain through a wire sieve to remove the seeds. Return the strained purée to the pot and cook for 15 to 20 minutes. Pour into a container and refrigerate.
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Note: To peel tomatoes, bring a large pot of water to a boil over high heat. Add the tomatoes and cook until the skins loosen, about 1 minute. As each tomato is ready, lift it out of the water with a slotted spoon and place in a bowl of ice water. Core, peel, and coarsely chop the tomatoes.


 



Spiced Maple Pecans



Makes 4 cups


While these are irresistible any time of the year, you’ll find it wise to make a batch at the beginning of the holiday entertaining season to have ready for drop-in visitors.




1 pound pecan halves (about 4 cups)


¼ cup light corn syrup


¼ cup pure maple syrup


3 tablespoons sugar


2 teaspoons ground cumin


2 teaspoons sweet paprika


2 teaspoons chile powder


1 teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon cayenne





Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 350°F.


Spread the pecans in a large roasting pan and bake until lightly toasted, about 8 minutes.


Combine the corn and maple syrups. Pour over the nuts and toss to coat well. Bake, stirring occasionally, until the nuts have absorbed most of the syrup, about 10 minutes.


Mix the sugar, cumin, paprika, chile powder, salt, and cayenne. Pour the nuts into a bowl. Toss with a spoon, gradually adding the sugar mixture, until the nuts are coated with the sugar. Cool slightly and break apart any nuts that are sticking together. Pour onto a baking sheet and cool completely. (The nuts can be stored in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 1 week.)
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Homemade Mayonnaise



Makes about 1½ cups


I think you’ll be surprised at how easy it is to make your own mayonnaise–and it tastes fantastic. Because it is made with raw eggs, never allow a recipe that contains it to stand out for more than two hours at room temperature.




1 large egg, at room temperature (see Note)


2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


2 teaspoons Dijon mustard


¾ cup canola oil


¾ cup olive oil (not extra-virgin)


¼ teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper





Put the egg, lemon juice, and mustard in a food processor and pulse to blend.


Combine the canola and olive oils in a glass measuring cup. With the machine running, add the oil in a slow steady stream until the mayonnaise thickens. Season with salt and pepper. (The mayonnaise can be prepared up to 3 days ahead, covered, and refrigerated.)


Note: This recipe uses a raw egg. Eggs have been known to carry the harmful salmonella bacteria. To reduce the risk of infection, use only fresh, clean, refrigerated eggs that are free of any cracks.


If a recipe calls for room temperature eggs, place the uncracked eggs in a bowl of hot water for 5 minutes so they can lose their chill.


Do not serve raw eggs to very young or elderly people or to anyone with a weakened immune system.


 


Ice Box Buttermilk Dressing


Makes about 2 cups


Fans of thick and creamy salad dressing will love this. I like to make it in a glass jar to store in the refrigerator–just give it a good shake to mix everything up before serving.




½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


½ cup reduced-fat mayonnaise


½ cup buttermilk


2 tablespoons grainy mustard, such as moutarde de Meaux


2 tablespoons red wine vinegar


2 tablespoons chopped rinsed capers


2 tablespoons minced shallots


2 teaspoons chopped fresh oregano


1 teaspoon chopped fresh basil


1 teaspoon chopped fresh tarragon


1 teaspoon sugar


Salt and hot red pepper sauce, to taste





Place all the ingredients in a jar and shake well to blend. (The dressing can be prepared up to 1 week ahead, covered, and refrigerated.)
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Roasted Tomato Sauce



Makes 3 cups


I used to make my tomato sauce like everyone else, simmering fresh tomatoes in a big pot until I discovered the big, intense tomato flavor of sauce made with roasted tomatoes.




5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


3 pounds Roma or plum tomatoes, cut lengthwise in halves


Salt and freshly ground pepper


2 garlic cloves, minced


¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper


¼ cup fresh basil leaves, cut into thin ribbons





Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 450°F. Generously brush a large baking sheet with 1 tablespoon of the olive oil.


Season the cut sides of the tomatoes with salt and pepper. Place, cut side down, on the baking sheet. Brush the skins with 2 tablespoons of the olive oil. Bake until the tomato skins are lightly browned and the tomatoes are tender, 30 to 35 minutes. Cool completely. Pull the skins off the tomatoes and discard.


Meanwhile, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil, the garlic, and red pepper in a small skillet over medium heat until the garlic has softened but has not browned, about 2 minutes. Purée the tomatoes and garlic oil in a food processor fitted with the metal blade. Stir in the basil and season to taste with salt and pepper. Serve hot. (The sauce can be prepared up to 3 days ahead, cooled, covered, and refrigerated, or frozen for up to 2 months.)


 


Oven-Roasted Tomatoes


Makes 2 cups


Roasting tomatoes at a high temperature brings out their natural sweetness. Preparing tomatoes this way is especially good when you use farm-stand tomatoes, but it does wonders with the ones from the supermarket, which aren’t as tasty.




¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil, as needed


2 pounds ripe Roma or plum tomatoes


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme, marjoram, or oregano





Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 450°F. Generously brush a large baking sheet with some of the oil.


Cut the tomatoes in half lengthwise. Season the cut sides with salt, pepper, and chopped herbs. Place, cut side down, on the baking sheet. Brush the skins with oil.


Bake until the tomato skins are lightly browned and the tomatoes are tender, 30 to 35 minutes.


Cool completely. Pull the skins off the tomatoes. Use immediately, or store in a covered container, covered with additional olive oil. (The tomatoes can be stored, covered with oil, and refrigerated, for up to 1 week. To remove from the oil, let stand at room temperature until the oil melts.)


 



Walnut and Late Harvest Riesling Vinaigrette



Makes 1½ cups


This slightly sweet salad dressing allows me to indulge in two of my favorite ingredients, walnut mustard and late harvest Riesling vinegar. Even with Dijon mustard and any fruit-flavored vinegar, you will get a great vinaigrette.




1 tablespoon of mayonnaise


2 tablespoons Laurent de Clos Walnut Mustard (see Note) or Dijon mustard


1 garlic clove


¼ cup Cuisine Perel Late Harvest Riesling Vinegar (see Note)


1 cup extra-virgin olive oil


Salt and freshly ground pepper





Put the mayonnaise, mustard and garlic in a blender and process until smooth. Add the vinegar and process to combine. With the blender running, slowly add the olive oil in a steady stream until the dressing thickens. Season to taste with salt and pepper. (The dressing can be prepared up to 3 days ahead, covered, and refrigerated.)


Note: Laurent de Clos Walnut Mustard and Cuisine Perel Late Harvest Riesling Vinegar are available at specialty food stores and by mail order (see Sources, here).


 


Red Pepper Vinegar


Makes about 2 cups


This simple sauce, which can be made in no time and keeps forever, is found on every Southern table. It adds a picante flavor to all types of food.




2 cups white wine vinegar, preferably champagne vinegar


4 garlic cloves, peeled


2 teaspoons salt


8 whole black peppercorns


1 cup whole fresh serrano chiles





Combine the vinegar, garlic, salt, and peppercorns in a medium saucepan. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Remove from the heat.


Place the chiles in a glass or other nonreactive container. Pour the hot vinegar mixture over the chiles, cover, and allow to steep for 2 weeks before using. (The vinegar can be stored for up to 6 months in a cool, dark place.)
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