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			Man is nostalgia and a search for communion.
			—Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude

		

			Good cooking is the result of a balance struck between frugality and liberality. . . . It is born out in communities where the supply of food is conditioned by the seasons.
			—Patience Gray, Honey from a Weed
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Cooking to the Beat of Life
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			The seasons on the bayou are not necessarily summer, fall, winter, and spring. They are marked by nature, traditions, and distinct emotions. They are rituals playing out on a stove every day. We mark years with dishes and celebrations—some so small they are personal to my own table, and some, like Fat Tuesday, world-­renowned. We commemorate, reminisce, and harvest through the year. We celebrate holidays and memorialize the days life marks for us, like the passing of a loved one or the date a hurricane made landfall. We never need an excuse to gather and toast to life, love, and supper.

			There are countless versions of Cajun life and Cajun food. But all the parishes that make up Cajun country sit on delta soil and have bayous running through them, old pathways and tributaries of the Mississippi River that appear as arteries through South Louisiana.

			On the bayou, folks are tethered to the heart of Cajun life: food, family, and the rhythms of a year. Neighborhoods, homes, and industry flank the bayous. Directions are given as “up the bayou,” “down the bayou,” and “across the bayou,” and folks identify themselves by the bayou they come from. Chauvin is nestled on Bayou Petit Caillou; Montegut and Bourg are to the west of us on Bayou Terrebonne. Lower south is Bayou Pointe-aux-Chenes, an epic, lush Amazon-like area, and Isle de Jean Charles, an island cut off from the mainland that is near extinction and home to American Indian tribes. To the west of Chauvin is Dulac on Bayou Grand Caillou. Louisiana is home to countless bayous; they all spill into the barrier waters of the Gulf of Mexico and all are home to fishing communities. The bayou is part of our identity and a lifeline to our culture.

			The variations in dialect and in food are vast in this tiny twenty-mile radius, but we all start our New Year feasting with family. In my case, it’s a simple meal of black-eyed peas and cabbage rolls to digest the holidays and preceding year. We look forward with great hope that life’s cycles of solitude and resilience will restore us in our complicated world. It takes a bit of grace and fortitude to call South Louisiana home, but these qualities become us. Our work in kitchens breathes life back into us, we contemplate and create, then we bring together our family at tables to share in the act of communion, to fill our inner state with the love around us. Communion with others restores us; gathering in small groups on a birthday or in large groups for Carnival brings equilibrium, the abundance of love, laughter, and pure joy. These moments create stocks of resilience and jubilation. Time alone is precious, but time together is warm and restorative. There is a certain euphoria to each.

			After the New Year comes Carnival, spring, and Lent, events of both feasting and fasting. When yellow sprays of butterweed bloom, blanketing our landscape after our patchy winter, we know spring is coming. February rain arrives to fill swamps and ditches, and crawfish come out to feed on the flowers; the cycle of life continues. Purple irises and spider lilies fringe the edges of the bayou; soon crawfish are ready for harvest along with spring’s first peas. There is abundance and simplicity as we make our way out of winter, masking and parading ourselves and our shrimp boats, from Epiphany through the Blessing of the Fleet.

			When swamp mallows are in full bloom, we’re in summer. We don’t need their brilliance to alert us—we are well aware of the heat. Summer means blackberries, muscadines, okra, shrimp, seafood boils, and stocking the larder. Filling freezers with fish and shrimp is as important as picking up milk at the grocery store. Water lilies congest the bayou to signal hurricane season, and a bit of anxiety sets in. The heat is thick and life is stripped down to mere basics: Stay cool and calm and feast on the sea’s offerings.

			Fall is marked with tradition as we drive through a sea of sugarcane and boats are adorned with roseaus and palmettos. In October we trudge through heat and summon cooler weather. Citrus and pecan trees hang thick with fruit; okra, peppers, and tomatoes still line the bayou; and Cajuns ready themselves to hunt alligator, squirrel, duck, deer, and turkey. Fall means boucheries; big fairs like the Andouille Festival in Laplace, Louisiana; and small-town Cajun fairs where folks gather for things like the Black Pot cookoff, to see who can make the best gumbos, stews, and desserts in cast iron, then two-step the night away to Cajun and zydeco bands. Sometimes there is no rhyme or reason to these traditions—but if it resonates, you respect it and keep the ritual going year after year.

			We surround ourselves with love and sharing during the holidays stretching from Allhallowtide through the ringing in of New Year’s. I mark the winter solstice as my mother’s birthday. We take a break and head home for Christmas to tables surrounded with family and filled with food. An air of celebration and fellowship envelops the bayou over the winter holidays. We gather in cemeteries to clean our loved ones’ tombstones and light candles. We go to church. We bake pies for no other reason than to give them away to neighbors. We eat a lot. Then we prepare for New Year’s and let the cycle begin anew.

			Food at my family’s table in Chauvin, the bayou community where I grew up, is marked by consistent flavors and timeless dishes. Our tastes mirror our lives and our relationships to the seasons and the extreme conditions we face—one minute we’re having watermelon under the gazebo to cool off and the next we’re packing up our lives to evacuate. Our foods are marked by simplicity, resilience, and a fortitude that runs deep. A commitment to this tradition preserves our culinary identity and roots: An achingly simple shrimp okra gumbo brings me straight home and can also illustrate a world history lesson.

			I’m often asked if I ever get bored cooking traditional Cajun food, if I feel penned in. How much creativity can one really have within a genre, especially while running Mosquito Supper Club, my traditional seafood restaurant in New Orleans? The answer is that I never feel limited. The discipline itself is liberating. Maintaining a commitment to sustainable seafood in South Louisiana means that I cook with an abundance of ingredients directly from farmers in my region. I carry on food heritage with shrimp, flounder, and crab and create new dishes with sustainable seafood and seasonal produce. Many of the most satisfying preparations of food the world over are based in “peasant” foods, cuisines created by people making the most of their terrain, ingredients, and climate. Homes are where peasant cuisines started, and peasant cuisines are the basis from which all other foods have evolved. I take the raw materials and recipes from home kitchens and the bayou and thrive in that discipline.

			No matter how many books we publish about traditional cuisine, it’s the act of cooking food that keeps it alive, as we learn from elders the nuances and complexities of a dish, a time, and a season. Cajun food will therefore never bore me. I feel a privilege and responsibility to bear these foods like a peasant queen. I continue to be a student of this culture and cuisine, and my job is to record, practice, and share. Anyone cooking Cajun food across South Louisiana (or preparing these foods in their homes across the world) is continuing this culinary tradition. The old ways are being lost, and salt water is washing away our roots. When I peer into the future, I know that cooking this food and sharing these recipes are acts of radical historical preservation. I am a daughter of the bayou. If not me, then who? When you cook and serve and savor these foods, you, too, are keeping the Cajun spirit of communion alive. I invite you into a year of cooking in South Louisiana: a place where communion is at church, but also at the table, on a boat, and anywhere we gather, tethered together, bayou to bayou, by the rhythms of life.
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My Cajun Table
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			If a kitchen is the heart of a home, then a table is its arteries. Cooking, eating well, and nourishing ourselves bring us to the table of life. “It’s the table and the bed that count in life,” the author Marlena de Blasi writes. “And everything else we do, we do so we can get back to the table, back to the bed.” The table is sacred space. We come together in communion and acknowledgment of labor, bringing food from farms to our homes, from stoves to our tables. To share a meal with family after a long, hard day—or a leisurely Sunday—is to participate in and savor the greatest riches this life has to offer.

			I grew up on Bayou Petit Caillou, where my family cozied up at a Formica snack bar and then later a round table from Pier 1 Imports. We preferred the kitchen to the dining room and never had an heirloom piece passed down from generations. Even if we had, the hurricanes would have certainly carried it away. It’s not important that your table be laid with fine china or decked out worthy of a social media post. What’s important is that your table be a place of togetherness, presence, and love; mine is marked by a pile of freshly boiled seafood on newspaper, unbreakable Corelle bowls steaming with a perfectly cooked gumbo, or a strong hot cup of coffee and a sweet treat.

			The idea of a table is not limited to furniture; a table can be a picnic blanket, an overturned bucket, or a bar corner you stand around polishing off a dozen raw oysters. A table can expand to accommodate anyone; it’s the Cajun way to make room for another and feed folks. I invite you to create your own table with these recipes. But first, here are some cooking guidelines to get you set up that have helped me along the way.

			A Passion for Pots and Pans

			Almost all the recipes in this book feed six to eight people, which requires one good, large heavy-bottomed pot. You can easily cut a recipe in half and cook for fewer, but if you’re putting in the effort, you’ll want leftovers. I use my trusty Magnalite pot for almost everything I cook at home: soups, gumbos, stews, dips, and smothered chicken. I use my Magnalite so much that it rarely leaves the stove: I wash it and return it to its place, ready for action. You don’t need a Magnalite, but you do need a heavy-bottomed pot. Any nice wide heavy-bottomed pot with a tight-fitting lid will do the trick. It’s imperative you get to know your pot and its cook times. Aluminum-based Magnalites need constant heat, but because they’re dense on the bottom with thinner sides, the heat is distributed quickly. I’m amazed how yellow onions cook down in stainless steel versus aluminum. Same number of yellow onions, same heat: widely different cook times. Enameled cast iron makes great heavy-bottomed pots; a Dutch oven (9½ to 15 quarts/9 to 14 L) is perfect. You can also find pots used; a nice heavy copper one can be passed down through generations and remain achingly beautiful.

			A boiling pot is essential for boiling pasta, corn, and shrimp. It needs to hold a good amount of water. Get something that is heavy and spacious and use it for all boiling needs. Having two boiling pots can speed things up: When making potato salad, for example, you can boil your eggs and potatoes at the same time, maybe choosing a slightly smaller pot for the eggs. Or simply boil the eggs in one pot, remove them with a slotted spoon, then add the potatoes to the same water.

			Get yourself a solid cast-iron skillet with a lot of surface area. Cast iron heats up slowly but maintains its temperature with ease. It is second to none for searing fish, steaks, pork chops, chicken, shrimp, and more. It also goes from stovetop to oven seamlessly and is not as difficult to clean as some people make it out to be. I’ve even finished pasta in my cast iron—when I’m making a quick pan sauce, pasta goes straight from boiling water into the cast-iron pan. I have never been one for a nonstick pan; seasoned cast iron works just as well. Look for an old one with history that you can season and give new life to. You can also buy lightweight cast iron—a great option for tired arms.

			I’ve worked with stovetop cast-iron fryers all my life, and my mother always kept one ready to go with oil, but they take up a lot of space on a cooktop. If you prefer them, by all means cook in a cast-iron fryer, but use it with an appropriate thermometer and learn the heat levels of your stove. In my growth as a chef, I have come over to the side of a tabletop fryer because of its ability to regulate temperature. If I were to recommend one thing that plugs in, it would be a tabletop fryer. I like the simple Winco or Galaxy countertop commercial fryers, and my mom swears by the FryDaddy. The recipes in this book will suggest a tabletop fryer.

			I cook on a gas stove, but of course these recipes will work on any range. I don’t have a lot of experience on an electric range, but if you cook on electric or induction, knowing the power of your stove and its abilities to sear and be brought to its lowest temperature for simmering and smothering is critical. When I make gumbo or anything smothered, I use a cast-iron diffuser, a disk placed over the flame on a gas stove. This ensures that the pot does not heat up too much on the lowest flame. Often, you cannot bring the flame down really low without it shutting off. The diffuser acts almost like a French cooktop, shielding the pot from high heat and keeping it at a steady low cooking temperature. Smothering in a sense creates a stovetop pressure cooker, keeping the heat as low as possible while building up steam.

			When I’m baking, I use minimal equipment. A stand mixer and food processor are helpful, as are silicone spatulas, offset spatulas, a whisk, and a Silpat mat for baking. Pan spray is a great invention, but you can also grease with a paper towel and cooking oil. For all the baking in this book, I used aluminum baking pans. Know that baking times in a glass, cast-iron, or enameled cast-iron pan will differ from those of an aluminum, metal, or nonstick baking pan. If you love baking, you probably have a lot of vintage and beautiful pans that present well, from oven to table. Get to know their best cooking times and make adjustments to my recipes accordingly. Glass and ceramic pans retain heat very well, but the bottoms of foods will brown much faster than with metal, and that can sometimes leave you with burnt biscuit bottoms if you’re not paying attention.

			On Ingredients

			All butter will be unsalted in these recipes. Cream and milk should be the best quality; you will taste the difference. I mostly use raw, unrefined cane sugar because it is readily available in the sweet state of Louisiana. Meat should be free of antibiotics and raised properly. If possible, your fruits and vegetables should come from a garden, farmers’ market, or reputable grocery, preferably without stickers—aren’t stickers on our fruits and vegetables the worst? If you buy from the farmers’ market, you will be astounded at how long your greens, vegetables, and fruits last. All onions are yellow, unless otherwise stated. Expect to finish a dish with flat-leaf parsley and green onions. Bell peppers are green, unless specified otherwise. Fish is sustainable and preferably line caught. It is urged strongly for the sake of bayou Cajun culture that seafood be domestic and from your own fisheries—always shop local if possible, and I refer you to online resources (see page 359) for domestic wild-caught seafood.
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			We party and then we fast. It may come as a surprise to people converging on South Louisiana for debauchery that Mardi Gras is a religious holiday dating back to pagan festivals of revelry and excess, followed by forty days of fasting. Today we move from one delicious religious season to the next—Allhallowtide to Christmas, Christmas to Epiphany, Epiphany to Mardi Gras, and then Ash Wednesday to Good Friday and finally Easter.

			Once we reach Epiphany, we say, “It’s on, pecan,” and embrace the season of parties, parades, and hangovers that all culminate in Fat Tuesday. It’s a marathon, best taken slow and steady. The consumption of crawfish, Popeyes chicken, and king cake ramps up as Carnival season rolls on, and the urge to eat and live abundantly with a little extravagance is our daily norm.

			Throwing backyard crawfish boils, making entrées of crawfish fettuccine, decadent crawfish po’boys, or traditional crawfish étouffée, is an extravagance best enjoyed with company. Seafood platters and dishes like oyster and Herbsaint soup, barbecue shrimp, and jambalayas filled with chicken and sausages can satisfy a hungry parade-going crowd. There is no dieting during Carnival season, only a desire to fill yourself to the brim with ritual, culture, and food—a living feast, reveling through the greatest party on earth.
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Carnival Crawfish Boil

			Serves 12 to 24

			Some say that if you roll down your windows while driving in Cajun country, you can hear the hum of propane burners. That’s because folks up and down the bayous and across South Louisiana are gathering for crawfish boils. Newcomers are always invited, but you may want to eat before you arrive—peeling crawfish is an art form best learned in childhood, and a rookie will need to learn quickly to fill up.

			Unlike shrimp, which can be frozen and stored, crawfish must be boiled while alive; freezing them is not an option. When crawfish fishermen start offering sacks for sale, everyone gets excited. For connoisseurs, the beginning of the season, in January, is too early because the crawfish are still a bit soft and so peeling them is challenging. By the end of the season, in May and June, the crawfish are too hard. The best crawfish come in the middle, right around Mardi Gras and early spring.

			Notes: Soaking crawfish is important to imparting flavor—do not skip this step. You want them to be flavor-forward and spicy, but not too spicy.

			Peel these and use the tails for recipes calling for boiled crawfish tails.

			

			10 pounds (4.5 kg) yellow onions, quartered

			4½ pounds (2 kg) lemons, halved

			4½ pounds (2 kg) kosher salt, plus more as needed

			2 pounds (910 g) celery, chopped into 4-inch (10 cm) pieces

			1½ pounds (680 g) garlic heads, halved

			2 cups (480 ml) hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce

			1 cup (240 ml) Zatarain’s crab and shrimp boil seasoning liquid

			1 cup (120 g) paprika

			½ cup (45 g) cayenne pepper, plus more as needed

			½ cup (120 ml) white vinegar

			¼ cup (60 ml) canola oil

			10 bay leaves

			60 pounds (27 kg) live crawfish

			10 gallons (38 L) ice

			Potatoes

			Shucked corn

			Dipping sauces, for serving

			Crackers, such as Ritz and saltines, for serving


			In a pot large enough to hold 20 gallons (75.7 L) of water set over a large propane burner, combine the onions, lemons, salt, celery, garlic, hot sauce, boil seasoning liquid, paprika, cayenne, vinegar, oil, and bay leaves. Fill the pot halfway with water using a hose. Bring the water to a full boil over high heat, then reduce the heat to low and simmer until the stock is fragrant, 1 hour.

			Empty the crawfish into an ice chest or tub large enough that the crawfish won’t be crowded and with enough space to add water to cover them. Use a hose to fill the ice chest with water, then continue to run water through it for about 45 minutes, until the water is clear and the crawfish are clean. If some of the crawfish make it to the top and escape, just wrangle them back into the water. 

			Return the stock to a rapid boil over high heat. Use a large strainer or net to remove 30 pounds (13.6 kg) of the crawfish from the ice chest and add them to the stock, pressing them down firmly. (Leave the rest of the crawfish in the water in the ice chest until you’re ready for the second batch.) Bring the water back up to a rolling boil, then cook the crawfish for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat and add 5 gallons (19 L) of the ice to cool the crawfish. Let them soak for 30 minutes, tasting one crawfish after 20 minutes. Does it need more salt or more heat? If so, stir in more salt or cayenne. Don’t remove the crawfish until you really love the flavor; remember that crawfish will be only as good as the stock it’s cooked in. Use a spider to transfer the crawfish from the pot to a big platter. Bring the water back up to a rolling boil, and repeat with the remaining 30 pounds (13.6 kg) crawfish.

			Boil the potatoes and corn to round out the meal (see below).

			Get your table ready: Cover it with newspaper and set out your favorite dipping sauces and crackers. You’ll need lots of paper towels and some ice-cold beer, alcoholic and non-alcoholic, please. Crawfish also go well with white wine, rosé, and champagne.

			Transfer the crawfish to the newspaper-covered table for eating, with the potatoes and corn alongside.

			How to Boil Potatoes and Corn

			After boiling crawfish, crabs, or shrimp, reserve the boiling stock to cook the potatoes and corn. You can put the potatoes and corn in a strainer directly in the shellfish pot or you can transfer some stock to a smaller boiling pot. For 5 pounds (2.3 kg) small red potatoes, boil for 10 minutes, or until a knife or fork can easily be inserted. For 8 to 12 whole corncobs, break them in half and boil for 5 minutes, until they turn bright yellow. 
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Crawfish Rolls

			Serves 6

			A crawfish roll is decadent, the kind of sandwich that earns audibly voiced approval. Make these during Carnival season and put them out for your friends. What makes a crawfish roll so special is knowing the amount of work that went into peeling the crawfish. To give someone a roll slathered in spicy mayonnaise and filled with buttery crawfish is a bit extravagant and a celebration unto itself. If you’re feeling extra, top this roll off with caviar.

			

			½ pound (225 g) peeled boiled crawfish tails (from about 3 pounds/1.4 kg of crawfish)

			2 ounces (60 ml) unsalted butter, melted

			Juice of 1 small lemon wedge

			½ teaspoon kosher salt

			Cracked black pepper

			Cayenne pepper

			⅓ cup (80 ml) homemade mayonnaise

			2 tablespoons hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce

			6 soft rolls, such as split-top hot dog buns

			2 tablespoons finely chopped green onion

			In a medium bowl, gently mix together the crawfish, melted butter, and a small squeeze of lemon juice. Taste the crawfish and season with the salt, a crack of black pepper, and a touch of cayenne.

			In a small bowl, mix together the mayonnaise and hot sauce.

			Toast the rolls. Butter the rolls with the butter from the bottom of the crawfish bowl. Then spread the spicy mayonnaise in the rolls. Fill the rolls with the crawfish and garnish each with a bit of the green onion.
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Soft-Shell Crawfish Po’Boys

			Makes 4 po’boys

			The po’boy I dream about when I’m not at my mom’s table is one from the long-gone soft-shell crawfish po’boy stand at the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival. That po’boy was dressed with lettuce and mayo, loaded with deep-fried crawfish and fried jalapeños, and served on French bread. I never crave white bread until we start talking about po’boys. I did not grow up in New Orleans, so I never lean toward the kind of French bread that is crumbling around you as you eat it, nor do I prefer the hard-shell, airy variety used for most po’boys and banh mis. I want a soft French bread, the kind baked at Clement’s in Chauvin, the kind my mother uses for our homemade po’boys, and the kind most of the shops on the bayou and prairies choose for their sandwiches.

			Soft-shell crawfish are a real delicacy. If you come across some while crawfishing in the wild, you are lucky. LTE in Ethel, Louisiana, is the only remaining producer in the state that packages them for sale. If you purchase from them, the crawfish will already be cleaned (Louisiana Direct Seafood carries LTE crawfish online; see Resources).

			Note: You’ll need to soak the jalapeños overnight.

		

		24 soft-shell crawfish (about ¾ pound/360 g)

			2 cups (480 ml) whole-fat buttermilk, or as needed

			2 tablespoons hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce, plus more for serving (optional)

			2 pickled jalapeños from a jar, sliced into ½-inch (1.3 cm) pieces

			Canola oil or peanut oil, for frying

			4 cups (500 g) all-purpose flour, plus more as needed

			2 teaspoons kosher salt

			¾ teaspoon finely ground black pepper

			¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

			Sea salt

			1 loaf soft French bread or similar

			Homemade mayonnaise

			1½ cups (90 g) shredded iceberg lettuce

			Place the crawfish in a bowl and pour in enough of the buttermilk to cover them completely. Add the hot sauce, gently stir, and let marinate overnight in the refrigerator.

			Place the jalapeños in a small bowl and pour in enough buttermilk to submerge them. Let soak overnight. Pro tip: Use a plate or jar lid as a weight to keep the jalapeños submerged. 

			When you’re ready to make the po’boys, prepare a tabletop fryer with oil and heat to 350°F (180°C). Alternatively, fill a large heavy-bottomed pot with 4 inches (10 cm) of oil and heat the oil over medium-high heat to 350°F (180°C). 

			In a large shallow bowl, combine the flour, kosher salt, black pepper, and cayenne.

			Remove each crawfish from the buttermilk and dredge liberally in the flour mixture. Be sure to get flour into all the crevices, then place on a sheet pan. Dredge the remaining crawfish.

			Now repeat the steps. This is called double battering. Dip the crawfish in the buttermilk and then the flour mixture. If you need to add more flour to the flour mixture, go right ahead; you do not want a gummy coating.

			Working in batches of 6 to 8, place the crawfish in the hot oil and fry until crispy and golden, about 3½ minutes. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the crawfish to brown paper bags or a paper towel–lined plate to absorb excess oil. Season the fried crawfish with sea salt. Repeat with the remaining crawfish.

			Now fry the jalapeños. Remove them from the buttermilk and batter them with the remaining flour mixture. Fry for 30 to 40 seconds, until golden brown. Use a slotted spoon to transfer them to a brown paper bag or paper towel–lined plate. Sprinkle on a little sea salt.

			Assemble the po’boys. Using a bread knife, cut the loaf of French bread into 4 pieces. Cut the pieces lengthwise in half. Liberally spread some mayonnaise on the bottom of each sandwich, then layer on some crawfish and jalapeños and top with shredded lettuce. If you want your crawfish a bit spicier, hit them with a couple dashes of hot sauce.

			
Mim & Eunola’s Étouffée

			Serves 8 to 10

			Deep in Breaux Bridge, they tell a legend of two fierce Cajun friends named Eunola and Mim who fished the Atchafalaya Basin, of locals trying to ride their tails and learn their secrets, and of them speeding away in their outboard. Eunola’s family remembers a time when folks would go deep into the woods to boil crawfish. This is when it was a faux pas to eat “mudbugs,” and Cajuns wanted to hide the delicacy they knew about. Peasant food has always evolved with a little bit of humiliation on the back side, such as how lobster was once considered a desperate person’s food. It wasn’t until Breaux Bridge started holding an annual crawfish festival that the rest of the state, country, and world caught on to the exquisiteness of crawfish. Cajuns know how to handle crawfish, and the crustaceans are wild and plentiful in the Atchafalaya Basin. Mim and Eunola’s étouffée requires a bit of crawfish fat to thicken and make this dish rich and extravagant. The friends created the recipe at home in Breaux Bridge while staying up late playing cards.

			Note: Carrying on Mim and Eunola’s recipe traditions, Eunola’s daughter takes boiled crawfish and lets them sit in a strainer with a bowl underneath. The fat on the crawfish will seep off and collect in the bowl below. You can also just use your fingers to lift off the beautiful bright orange fat from the heads and tails. You’ll need some fat to give your étouffées and bisques a beautiful golden hue and rich, complex notes.

		

	4 ounces (110 g) unsalted butter

			1 pound (455 g) yellow onions, finely diced

			3 pounds (1.4 kg) peeled boiled crawfish tails, with about ¼ cup (2 ounces/60 g) fat reserved (see Note)

			2 tablespoons all-purpose flour, plus more as needed

			1 cup (240 ml) chicken stock or crawfish stock, plus more as needed

			1 tablespoon kosher salt

			½ teaspoon cracked black pepper

			½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

			Cooked rice, for serving

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped flat-leaf parsley, for garnish

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped green onions, for garnish

			Warm a heavy-bottomed 5-quart (4.7 L) Dutch oven or pot over medium-high heat for 1 minute. Add the butter and yellow onions and cook, stirring frequently, until the onions start to take on a golden hue and become translucent, about 10 minutes. Stir in the crawfish fat. Cook for 10 minutes more, stirring often and reducing the heat if the fat and onions start sticking.

			In a small bowl, stir the flour into the stock and mix well. Add this mixture to the onions and simmer until the mixture starts to thicken and resemble a loose cheese sauce, about 5 minutes. You may need to add a little more stock to thin the mixture or a little more flour to thicken it. You want a consistent sauce that’s thicker than gumbo and more on the stew side. Continue cooking until the onions are completely translucent, 10 to 15 minutes more. You are not looking for color on the onions.

			Stir in the crawfish, salt, black pepper, and cayenne and cook for 2 minutes. Reduce the heat to medium-low and cook for 3 minutes more so the flavors marry.

			Taste and adjust the seasoning and consistency, if necessary. Serve over rice, garnished with the parsley and green onions.
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Crawfish Fettuccine

			Serves 8 to 10

			I updated our bayou crawfish fettuccine recipe for a lighter, quicker version that eliminates processed cheese. The best method for making a perfect fettuccine is to follow the Italian way, tossing the pasta with some of its cooking water on warm platters to make a quick, velvety sauce. Adding crawfish tails and Parmesan cheese makes a filling recipe. It’s a good way to use up those extra tails from a crawfish boil, and it feeds a crowd, too. This pasta with all its cheese and butter goes well with a bitter, acidic green salad to help cut the fat.

		

	2 pounds (910 g) peeled boiled crawfish tails and fat, at room temperature

			Kosher salt

			Cracked black pepper

			Cayenne pepper

			Hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce

			1 pound (455 g) quality fettuccine noodles, dried or fresh

			8 ounces (225 g) unsalted butter (with highest fat content available), cut into 10 square flat pieces

			8 ounces (225 g) freshly grated Parmesan

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped flat-leaf parsley, for garnish

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped green onions, for garnish

			Place a large platter, casserole dish, or cast-iron skillet in the oven on the warming setting; the dish should be warm enough to melt butter but not warm enough to cook food.

			Taste the crawfish: Does it need more salt? More pepper or heat? Add salt, black pepper, cayenne, or hot sauce to your liking. Boiled crawfish tails are usually seasoned already and do not need additional seasoning, but peeled crawfish tails from a store will need doctoring up.

			Bring a large pot of water to a boil over high heat. Add enough salt (about 2 tablespoons) so that the water tastes as salty as the sea, then cook the fettuccine according to the package directions. Drain the pasta, reserving 1 cup (240 ml) of the cooking water.

			Scatter the butter in the warm platter. Add the fettuccine and top with the Parmesan. Using tongs, quickly combine the fettuccine, butter, and Parmesan, thoroughly lifting and folding the pasta and adding ¼ to ½ cup (60 to 120 ml) of the reserved cooking water until a beautiful velvety sauce forms. Add more cooking water if needed. Once the sauce has coated the pasta, stir in the crawfish and season to taste. Serve immediately, garnished with the parsley and green onions.
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The Intensity and the Reverie of Carnival
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			Carnival shakes off the holiday season. A certain euphoria takes over from indulging in king cake at Twelfth Night (Epiphany) to joining in the last parade on Mardi Gras day. You can’t keep still. A trance sets in at the first parade. The tunes of Professor Longhair and Jon Batiste ring out everywhere, so you break open your costume box, glitter your face, and hit the streets. It’s time to “rôder,” as Cajuns say, parade yourself around town. You may assemble your own krewe and join a parade, party on the fringes, or make your way to neutral ground and wait for some good loot. Either way, you buckle in for the ride.

			Carnival is intoxicating and addictive. You lust for the cadence of marching bands and live for costumes, feathers, and beads. You forget you have a job or responsibilities, your home becomes a disaster, and you heed a wild call to get lost in celebration until Fat Tuesday rings its closing bells. You let yourself get swept away. A king cake adorns your kitchen island, a butter knife tucked inside the box at the ready. Your coffee is anointed with liquor, Bloody Marys become a new food group, wine travels in a go-cup and tastes great on ice, and a dark beer fulfills your breakfast food group. Biking becomes your best mode of travel. You can easily find one-pot meals of beans, gumbo, and jambalaya as you walk down the street from folks leaving their doors open or those preparing and selling the dishes in makeshift kitchens under tents. You will feast like royalty.

			When Rebirth Brass Band sings “Do Whatcha Wanna,” they mean it. Carnival is a no-judgment zone. If your Carnival is Uptown with tricolored vests and golf shirts, extravagant balls, and silver cups engraved with your family’s initials, then this is Carnival. If you participate in mock pageantry, call yourself a king, queen, duke, or knight, dress in the fashions of a long-ago era, and join a krewe that calls itself by a god or goddess name, this is Carnival. If your Carnival is a flutter of glitter and boxes of wine, Battle of the Bands, and a chase to catch our cultural bearers, Mardi Gras Indians, this is Carnival, too. If a brass band showing up at your favorite bar at two a.m. seems normal, it’s Carnival time. If you try your hardest to get to Jackson Street at some ungodly hour to see Zulu, catch a coconut, and have a drink at famed bartender Chris Hannah’s house, this, too, is Carnival. If you are an esteemed Zulu member and have been carrying on a tradition that started in 1909, remembering that Louis Armstrong was once your king, this is Carnival. If you are a reveler who costumes every year, struggling over which feathers and fabric to buy and deciding that spending that extra fifty dollars is okay, even if you need it for rent, this is also Carnival. And if you are a parade­goer with your children in a wagon, cursing ladders and spending your whole Sunday afternoon saying, “Throw me something, mister,” this, too, is Carnival.

			From the first bite of king cake to getting ashes on Ash Wednesday, South Louisiana knows how to throw a party. The feasting and parading prepare you for the solemn time of Lent. That’s when you clean your home the best you can, the costumes make their way to the attic, and a simpler rhythm rolls in. You recover and reminisce, and you just might begin imagining what you’ll wear next year, vowing to start your costume earlier this time.
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Hearty Oyster, Herbsaint, and Fennel Soup

			Serves 8

			New Orleans was considered an absinthe capital before Prohibition. Following the dry years, New Orleanian J. Marion Legendre is credited with distilling the first Herbsaint, an anise-forward liqueur that “replaced” absinthe but did not include the possible wormwood side effects. Herbsaint is herbaceous and was extremely popular in its heyday. It remains an important base spirit for many New Orleans cocktails. This soup is a handshake between the liqueur and fennel, an ingredient that has a short growing season in South Louisiana and must be celebrated in timely fashion. The Herbsaint lends subtle yet complex notes to the soup, and the fennel helps balance it and keep it earthy. Try adding a couple drops of Herbsaint to finish the soup also.

			Make this decadent soup when celebrating Carnival. Have a dinner toasting the season with a bit of crawfish, and slot this in as a course along with barbecue shrimp and king cake. It’s a meal fit for Carnival royalty—and by that I mean your friends.

			Notes: Be careful when deglazing a pan with alcohol because it may flame up. Not to worry, though: The flame will go out as soon as the alcohol burns off.

			If you would like your soup thinner, add another cup (240 ml) of oyster liquor or stock.

			

			2 tablespoons canola oil

			¼ pound (115 g) salt pork, diced into ⅝-inch (16 mm) cubes

			2 pounds (910 g) yellow onions, finely diced

			½ pound (225 g) celery, cut into 1-inch (2.5 cm) pieces on a bias

			½ pound (225 g) fennel bulb and stalks, cut into 1-inch (2.5 cm) pieces, fronds reserved for serving

			¼ cup (60 ml) Herbsaint or Pernod, plus more for serving

			1 pound (455 g) shucked oysters, liquor reserved

			2½ cups (600 ml) oyster liquor or chicken stock

			1 bay leaf

			½ teaspoon to 1 tablespoon kosher salt (depending on the saltiness of the oysters and oyster liquor as well as the salt pork)

			¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper, plus more as needed

			Cayenne pepper

			10 ounces (285 g) red potatoes, peeled and diced into 1-inch (2.5 cm) cubes (about 2 cups)

			1 cup (240 ml) heavy cream

			1 cup (240 ml) whole milk

			Freshly grated nutmeg

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped flat-leaf parsley, for garnish

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped green onions, for garnish

			Good finishing olive oil, for drizzling

			Warm a heavy-bottomed 5-quart (4.7 L) Dutch oven or pot over medium heat, then add the oil and heat for 1 minute. Add the salt pork and cook, turning as needed to brown on all sides, about 8 minutes. Add the yellow onions and stir to coat them with the pork fat, then cook, stirring occasionally, until translucent, lightly caramelized, and golden, about 20 minutes. Add the celery and fennel bulb and stalks and cook until they are just starting to get soft, about 10 minutes.

			Stir in the Herbsaint to deglaze the pot and scrape up any bits stuck to the bottom. Add the oyster liquor, bay leaf, ½ teaspoon of the salt, the black pepper, and a pinch of cayenne. Bring to a simmer, then add the potatoes, cover the pot, and simmer until the celery and fennel are al dente and the potatoes are easily pierced with a fork, about 20 minutes.

			Reduce the heat to low and pour in the cream and milk. When the soup comes to a slight simmer, stir in the oysters and cook just until they start to curl and seize up, about 2 minutes. Taste the soup: Does it need salt, black pepper, or heat? Season to your liking.

			Ladle the soup into bowls. Sprinkle nutmeg over the top and, if you like, stir in a teaspoon of Herbsaint. Garnish with the fennel fronds, parsley, and green onions and swirl in a drizzle of olive oil.
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Shrimp Sauce Piquant

			Serves 8

			If you were crowned queen of the Sauce Piquant Festival, a community fair in Lafourche Parish in the 1970s, you were judged on your cooking abilities, too. Beauty and swagger only going so far, the stove and pots were the real deciding factor. You had to know how to make a sauce piquant. There are many sauce piquant recipes gracing tables all over South Louisiana, from home kitchens to well-established fine-dining restaurants. Here’s a simple one to build up some good heat and satisfy a hungry crowd.

		

	¼ cup (60 ml) canola oil

			3 pounds (1.4 kg) yellow onions, finely diced

			¼ cup (35 g) finely diced green bell pepper

			¼ cup (25 g) finely diced celery

			3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

			1 bay leaf

			1 (14½-ounce/410 g) can whole tomatoes

			1 (6-ounce/170 g) can tomato paste

			1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce (optional)

			3 pounds (1.4 kg) peeled medium shrimp

			2 tablespoons kosher salt

			½ teaspoon cracked black pepper

			½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

			2 tablespoons hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce

			1½ cups (360 ml) chicken stock or shrimp stock

			4 to 6 cups (800 to 1,200 g) cooked rice, for serving

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped flat-leaf parsley, for garnish

			¼ cup (15 g) thinly sliced green onions, for garnish

			Warm a heavy-bottomed 5-quart (4.7 L) Dutch oven over medium heat for 2 minutes, then add the oil and heat for 30 seconds. Add the yellow onions and cook, stirring often, until they are soft, translucent, lightly caramelized, and taking on a golden hue, about 20 minutes. If the onions start to stick to the pot, deglaze the bottom with 1 tablespoon of water at a time.

			Add the bell pepper, celery, garlic, and bay leaf and stir to combine. Reduce the heat to low, cover, and let the vegetables smother together until the celery and bell pepper have lost their bite, about 20 minutes. Add the tomatoes, tomato paste, and Worcestershire (if using), then smother the tomatoes for 20 minutes more, breaking them apart with a wooden spoon and mashing them against the sides of the pot.

			In a medium bowl, season the shrimp with the salt, black pepper, cayenne, and hot sauce. Add the shrimp to the pot and increase the heat to medium-low. Stir well so the shrimp get coated with the sauce and cook for 5 minutes. Pour in the stock, bring to a simmer, cover, and cook for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat and let the shrimp rest for 10 minutes.

			Taste, adjust the seasoning to your liking, and serve over rice, garnished with the parsley and green onions.
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New Orleans–Style Barbecue Shrimp

			Serves 8

			Pascal’s Manale is located a couple blocks away from Mosquito Supper Club. The team there has helped us with many last-minute restaurant needs, and there is no finer place to eat raw Louisiana Gulf oysters in the city of New Orleans. Legend has it that this recipe was invented at Pascal’s Manale in the 1950s and spread like wildfire, each chef in New Orleans creating their own version and putting it on their menu.

			We call this preparation “barbecue” shrimp because the sauce is sweet, spicy, and tangy. It’s prepared in a flash, so the key is to have all your ingredients ready. This is a dish to share—beautiful shrimp that asks you to be present—plus I love a dish that requires you to dig in and viscerally eat with your hands, sopping up the sauce with crusty bread. If you imbibe, wash it down with a dry white wine or a pilsner.

			Note: You’ll need a very large sauté pan or brazier, at least 16 inches (40 cm) in diameter, to cook this amount of shrimp; if you have only a large sauté pan, consider cutting the recipe in half.

		

	3 pounds (1.4 kg) head-on medium-to-large shrimp

			2 tablespoons hot sauce, preferably Original Louisiana Hot Sauce

			1 tablespoon kosher salt

			½ teaspoon cracked black pepper

			⅛ teaspoon cayenne pepper

			1 bay leaf

			3 tablespoons canola oil or olive oil

			2 cups (110 g) finely chopped green onions

			8 garlic cloves, finely chopped

			⅓ cup (80 ml) honey

			⅓ cup (80 ml) hot water

			⅓ cup (80 ml) Worcestershire sauce

			Juice of 1 large lemon, about ¼ cup (60 ml)

			½ cup (120 ml) Coca-Cola, beer, or white wine

			8 ounces (225 g) unsalted butter, cut into cubes and kept in the freezer

			¼ cup (15 g) finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

			Crusty bread and lemon wedges, for serving

			In a large bowl, combine the shrimp, hot sauce, salt, black pepper, cayenne, and bay leaf.

			Warm a very large heavy-bottomed sauté pan or brazier over high heat. Let it get very hot. At this point, things are going to move really fast, so have all the other ingredients ready to go. If you have a hood fan, now is the time to turn it on and maybe open a window or door. This preparation can cause some smoke.

			Add the oil to the pan, then stir in the green onions and garlic and cook for about 30 seconds. Do not let the garlic burn—keep moving it with a wooden or stainless steel cooking spoon. Add the honey, hot water, and Worcestershire and cook for 30 seconds.
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