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			For my mom,


			Maxine M. Martin,


			who made feeding six kids 


			Her full-time job


	

			Introduction


			The first thing I think when someone refers to the states below the Mason-Dixon Line is “that’s the north.” As a child in one of the southernmost parts of Louisiana, I didn’t understand the concept of the American South. To me, everything above Baton Rouge was the north. I grew up with leftover gumbo in the fridge and an oil rig drilling just outside my window. I didn’t know it was special to eat cold crabs for breakfast and be surrounded by water and bayous, ibis and pelicans, receding land and dying cypress trees. I also didn’t know I was Cajun.


			I was born and raised in South Louisiana in Terrebonne Parish. Terre bonne means “good earth” in French, and situated as it is on delta soil, the parish is aptly named. The Terrebonne my dad remembers growing up in sounds like a fairytale land: cypress- and oak-lined waterways; squirrels jumping from tree to tree overhead; egrets, cranes, and herons hiding in hues of green, blue, and emerald. Now the 100 million migratory birds that use South Louisiana as a wintering habitat lack landing pads in Terrebonne Parish. Most of the cypress and oak trees that are still standing are stripped to bare branches, and the majority of the islands and bayous that encompassed the barrier waters have become lakes. Terrebonne Parish is hanging on to the coastline for dear life.


			Louisiana is losing more good earth than any other place on the planet. Louisiana’s coast, a thick, ever-changing blanket of marsh, is disappearing, and our wetlands and bayous are disappearing along with it. A whole list of places in South Louisiana that once held history are now covered in water. Before Cocodrie and Chauvin—the lands on which my grandparents, parents, siblings, and I were born and raised—join that list, I want to make sure we put the Cajun food I grew up with and the people responsible for it on record. It’s imperative that the small fishing villages that push out so much seafood, tradition, and culture be recognized and remembered before time and tides take their toll.


			Louisiana has already lost a landmass the size of Delaware. Unless the Mississippi River is diverted and allowed to flow into areas dependent on sediment, the delta lands, swamps, marshes, and bays on which our ancestors settled will disappear, submerged in the Gulf of Mexico. In the next twenty-five years, if the water continues to rise at the current rate, a majority of Terrebonne Parish could be gone, and New Orleans could become a seaside town.


			A Brief History of Cajuns


			“Cajun” is derived from the Acadian word for the French descendants of Acadiana. In Louisiana, we have many remnants of Acadian life, especially in our foodways. But before Cajuns could exist, Acadian life was cultivated by French settlers who took a risk to move or migrate to North America.


			In the early 1600s, French explorers sailed to the New World in the hopes of gaining a monopoly on the fur trade. They landed in the Bay of Fundy and settled in the Canadian Maritimes. They did not show up to an empty country. When French settlers arrived in what would become Acadia, they met the Mi’kmaqs, one of Canada’s many indigenous peoples, and the relationship they built with the tribe was instrumental in their survival. The French, who in time became known as Acadians, brought their cooking and agricultural skills to the region, where they lived simple lives and built an uncomplicated cuisine using minimal ingredients. This is a cuisine still served today in the Canadian Maritimes, and its influence is seen on tables in South Louisiana.


			The Grand Dérangement



			At the same time that French settlers were arriving in Acadia, the American South was being colonized, and the American slave trade had begun, dispersing enslaved Africans all over the southern United States. Native lands were being appropriated by strangers, and immigrants were flooding North America.


			In the mid-1700s, the Seven Years’ War between the French and the English put the French settlers in Acadia in a raw position, and as a consequence, the English demanded that the Acadians bend the knee to the British Crown. They refused, despite the fact that the region was, at the time, a British colony, so the Crown ordered them to be expelled. More than eleven thousand people were exiled from Acadia, and half of them died from consequences directly related to the trauma of the expulsion. (On December 9, 2003, 248 years later, a proclamation delivered by a representative of Queen Elizabeth acknowledged the forced exile of the peaceful Acadian people and designated July 28 “A Day of Commemoration of the Great Upheaval”—without, however, explicitly apologizing.)


			Over the years, many Acadian exiles made their way south into America, and by the early 1800s, more than four thousand Acadians had settled in South Louisiana. In 1785, along with Catholic missionaries, two thousand French settlers arrived by ship from France. The Spanish, who were at that time ruling in Louisiana, welcomed the French and many other immigrants and sent them to live in the countryside. These settlers built communities alongside the American Indian tribes who had been inhabiting Louisiana since at least 700 BCE. Together, these groups—as well as people of Spanish, Basque, Croatian, German, Irish, Portuguese, African, Creole, Cuban, and Pacific Island descent, among others, who also migrated to the area—lived along the bayous and waterways in semi-isolation for more than 175 years, sharing their respective skills and practices and intermarrying. Cajun folks and what we know as the Cajun way of life are the result of this intermingling of nations and peoples and the cultures and traditions they brought to South Louisiana and shared with their new neighbors.


			American Indians are the beginning of everything in North America, in South Louisiana, and in what we know as Cajun country. They extended their friendship to French settlers so long ago on the Canadian shores and then again centuries later in South Louisiana. Cajuns are products of their hospitality. A new culture, new traditions, and a new cuisine were born in the bayous and swamps of South Louisiana. 
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			Tales from the Bayou


			The word bayou is likely derived from the Choctaw word bayok. Physically, it refers to a body of water, which could be a slow-moving stream, a swampy marsh inlet, a river arm, or even some former paths of the Mississippi River. Bayous can be mammoth or tiny. The bayous are a braided network of waterways that push sediment across South Louisiana and form delta land. Communities settled on these passageways, building their homes on the banks and their livelihood on the water. Louisiana’s bayous are a thoroughfare into history, an artery to the heart of the Cajun life I know.


			The bayou and its Cajun settlers are often misunderstood, a condition not helped by how horribly Cajuns are portrayed on television and in films (Adam Sandler’s 1998 movie The Waterboy, for example, is not an accurate depiction of Cajun people). But this inaccurate portrayal is not limited to the screen: Cajun food and culture are misrepresented on  menus, in recipes and spice concoctions, and by businesses across the globe—as if in a  word one could brand three hundred years  of culture and tradition!


			In South Louisiana, we have Cajun music, the Cajun language, and Cajun food, an evolving cuisine in which the ingredients and dishes differ from parish to parish, bayou to bayou. The people I grew up around are hardworking. They can erect a home without blueprints and rebuild it after a storm. They don’t sit in despair and wait for help; they take action. (I suggest you read up on the Cajun Navy.) The people of the bayou have a bone-deep understanding of the water and its passages, the changing of the seasons, and the weather. They know the names of all the fish swimming in our waters, the birds gracing our skies, and the flora and fauna holding South Louisiana together. They live by the moon, and they have a distinct passion and joy for living. Cajuns became Cajuns because of many other nations, which means you can be Italian Cajun, German Cajun, Portuguese Cajun, and so on. Our traditions and cultures are shared among all our people; we are all hybrids of one another.


			The Cajun community I belong to is rooted in the work of fishermen. I feel fortunate to have been raised in the seafood industry. To get to Terrebonne Parish, you leave the city limits of New Orleans and head south, along Highway 90 and then down Louisiana 56. The highway winds along the bayous through Houma, then Chauvin, Robinson Canal, and finally Cocodrie, which dead-ends at the Gulf of Mexico. As you make this journey, you can really feel the earth being stripped away. Cocodrie and the other towns bordering the Gulf of Mexico aren’t the bustling centers of the industry that they used to be. Many fishing villages have been turned into destinations for sportfishing, but many working-class fishermen are still there, holding on to a life passed down to them through generations. Although the land has been depleted, there are still a handful of folks living in Cocodrie, where my parents grew up, but most folks have moved up the bayou to higher ground, places like Chauvin, where I was raised.


			Chauvin is on Bayou Petit Caillou, a slow-moving fork of water that stretches due south and spills into the Gulf of Mexico. Those of us who live there have a complicated relationship with water: it ebbs and flows around everything in South Louisiana; it gives and it takes. Water is our lifeline and our dark shadow. Homes and businesses line the banks of the bayou. Yet when seen from above, the land is completely surrounded by water, and Chauvin is barely recognizable as a place of habitation. One might wonder how a community could exist inundated by so much water. But it is a community grounded in the convergence of salt water, brackish water, marsh, land, people, and traditions, and is one of the oldest and most influential culinary places in the country.


			A Cook’s Journey


			Growing up on the bayou was an insular experience. I was immersed in the culture—we didn’t leave the bayou very often. It was an eye-opening experience when I left home to study English literature at Loyola University in New Orleans. I struggled with my harsh Cajun accent and dialect, and I was confused by what the cafeteria was calling food. Nothing had flavor, and everything seemed so far from the cooking I knew. I began looking for real food with real ingredients, the kind I had eaten growing up. I realized how hard it was to find the kind of seafood and produce I remembered from home, ingredients with integrity. I got involved with the Crescent City Farmers Market in New Orleans and began to form relationships with fishermen and farmers, people who felt familiar to me. I started cooking with 100 percent farmers’-market ingredients and piecing together work in the culinary field.


			After Hurricane Katrina devastated our region, everything I owned could fit into a couple of suitcases. I was a single mother with a five-year-old son, and I was at a crossroads in my life. But I welcomed being upended by the storm—I had no other choice but to open my mind (and my palate) to new experiences.


			I followed my winemaker friend Sarah Vandendriessche to Napa, a culinary mecca, to take a mental and physical break from New Orleans. I worked as a harvest intern at her husband Christopher’s winery, White Rock Vineyards, and stayed with them in their impossibly perfect tiny house on the Silverado Trail. Christopher loaned me a copy of Cooking by Hand by Paul Bertolli, and I read it from cover to cover through tears in a room that was only big enough to hold a full-size mattress. I was in heaven. Bertolli’s words triggered an awakening in me, and that book, with its black-and-white photos and essays on seasonality and the simplicity of a meal anchored by time, patience, and real ingredients, changed the way I thought about the food and the place where I grew up.


			I extended my stay in Napa Valley to learn as much as I could in West Coast kitchens. I credit Michelin-star chef Kelly McCown and Sarah Walz of Rubicon for having the patience and humor to train a young cook on the proper practices for preparing food in a professional kitchen. I wrestled my way through a year with these seasoned chefs and absorbed everything I could. We had a lot of laughs at my expense, and I made a lifetime of memories.


			In Napa, I began to see how the dishes that land on a dinner table are truly the sum of all their parts—the work of farmers, fishermen, and millers that colors a cook’s palette, whether that meal is served in a home kitchen or in the finest restaurant. Food (and eating it) is our common denominator, and all ingredients have a story. For me, that story always returns to the tiny fishing village where I was raised. And at some point, I knew I had to fly south and cook with the ingredients I knew best.


			Cooking in New Orleans


			A question New Orleanians are asked often is “Where can we get good Cajun food?” My answer would be “Do you know someone from down the bayou? Someone whose house you can go to?” That’s where you find real Cajun food. You can eat incredible Cajun food throughout South Louisiana on any given day—but it’s being prepared by busy, industrious women tucked away in home kitchens.


			Every recipe in this book, I learned from a woman. Those of us who grew up on the bayou know that women run the kitchens. I am at the mercy of their knowledge, wisdom, and strength, and I’ve been fortunate to be on the receiving side of their kitchen mastery. Women are the backbone of the tiny village in which I was raised, and they are the masters of sustaining and ensuring the survival of bayou communities.


			The Cajun food I ate growing up wasn’t loud or flashy—no bam!—and it was not consumed with copious amounts of beer or alcohol. We ate simple, whole foods, and we ate with the seasons. We ate a cuisine rooted in the hard work of fishermen and the palates and grace of mothers and wives commanding their stoves.


			I opened Mosquito Supper Club because I wanted people to learn about the real Cajun food I grew up with. And I wanted to present that food in the context in which we eat it on the bayou—with a woman in charge of the menu and the stories. I wanted to bring this simple Cajun food out of home kitchens and onto a restaurant table for folks from around the world to enjoy. I wanted to cook with Louisiana seafood and local produce; I wanted to forage for blackberries when they were in season and process okra when it was abundant and serve them both in ways that feel familiar to me. I wanted to bring the best of the bayou to the table and shine a light on what was happening to the place where I grew up and the people who live there.
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			The iconic Louisiana boot shape is being lost to the Gulf of Mexico. The areas in light blue indicate land already gone and at-risk wetlands.





		Bittersweet Louisiana


			When I was a kid, we were accustomed to dealing with hurricanes and flooding. When a storm was imminent, we moved our possessions as high as we could and waited for the water to topple the levees. When we were sure the water would keep rising, we’d leave our home for a place where the water couldn’t reach us. Sometimes we even boarded our family’s houseboat on Bayou Petit Caillou and just rose right along with the water. We kids thought it was an adventure.


			At one time, my homeland had dense marsh, wetlands, and barrier islands that helped absorb a hurricane’s intensity. Our islands are now underwater, and our marshes and wetlands are a jagged mess or have wholly disappeared into the Gulf of Mexico. Now even small Category 1 hurricanes, storms that in the past would give us little cause for concern, cause flooding, and places like Bayou Cook, Jacko Bay, Lake Barre, Last Island—barrier islands, fishing villages, dense marsh—have disappeared. They are gone.


			When you imagine the outline of Louisiana, you probably think of the iconic boot shape, but that notion is out of date, and continuing to depict the state this way is a joke. Louisiana’s borders have been irrevocably altered, and the state is now a misshapen boot, a spiderweb of land trying to stay afloat as the Gulf of Mexico encroaches. The new map of Louisiana shows a delta in distress.


			Deltas are meant to be in flux, to naturally grow and subside, but South Louisiana’s delta is contending with too many adversaries: the damming of the Mississippi River, the oil industry’s negligence, and the government allowing the misconduct to happen.


			Over a seven-thousand-year period, the Mississippi River drained most of the continent between the Appalachians to the east and the Rockies to the west, eventually creating the United States’ delta region, which includes South Louisiana. The river naturally jumped courses, meandering across South Louisiana and depositing soil as it went. This soil built the delta, and when the Mississippi flooded every spring, flush with snow from the north and the spring rains, the soil it left behind rebuilt the land along the river’s banks. Delta soil—referred to as “chocolate gold”—is fertile and magic. The Mississippi River levee system was the first of many dire alarm bells for Louisiana, robbing the delta of the natural sediment the river delivered each year.


			Then came the oil industry. South Louisiana has been contending with the quest for this fossil fuel since 1901, when the first successful well was drilled in the state. After that, the industry wasted no time in cutting canals through our marshes and drilling everywhere they thought oil might be lurking. Permits issued by the state mandated that after drilling was complete, the oil companies restore our swamps to how they had found them. But to this day, no one has ever enforced this requirement, and in the span of a hundred years, more than fifty thousand permits have been issued for oil exploration in Louisiana. The industry has dredged more than ten thousand miles of canals, exposing Louisiana’s interior to the Gulf of Mexico and creating severe saltwater intrusion that kills marshes. One canal, the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO), washed out 618,000 acres of marshland, an area three times the size of all five of New York City’s boroughs combined. In 2005, Katrina’s twenty-five-foot storm surge overflowed through the MRGO and flooded St.Bernard parish.


			Louisiana loses a football field’s worth of land every hundred minutes—that’s sixteen miles of lost barrier islands, swamps, and ground each year. In the past two hundred years, we have destroyed an ecosystem that took seven thousand years to build, and 36 to 60 percent of the total lost can be attributed to the oil industry.


			Our marshes are breeding grounds for shrimp, oysters, crabs, fish, and more seafood—these creatures not only make up a large part of our diet in South Louisiana but also comprise our traditional industries. Louisiana is responsible for 50 percent of the United States’ wild shrimp crop, 35 percent of the nation’s blue crabs, and 40 percent of the nation’s oysters. Louisiana also provides a home for 90 percent  of all estuary-dependent gulf marine species from Florida to Texas.


			The environmental and physical scope of the region has changed. Only when fishermen started noticing lakes widen and bayous and marshes disappearing did we realize that Louisiana was sinking. A $100 billion energy infrastructure is at risk from rising sea levels and land erosion. Ninety percent of the nation’s offshore energy is from Louisiana’s coast, as is 20 percent of the nation’s natural gas. Louisiana’s refineries make up almost 20 percent of the nation’s refining capacity. This is not just a problem for bayou Cajuns. This is a problem for our entire country.


			Losing land means water is creeping at Louisiana’s back door. The federal government has built massive levee protection systems to try to reroute water or hold it out of communities. However, the levee system leaves some communities—Cocodrie, Lafitte, Plaquemines, and Isle de Jean Charles, to name a few—defenseless against storms and the rising sea. Isle de Jean Charles, the small town portrayed in the movie Beasts of the Southern Wild, is home to a mix of American Indian and Cajun peoples who represent the heart of Louisiana. But Isle de Jean Charles is nearly gone—98 percent of its land has been eroded in the past sixty-five years, and what was once an abundant fishing village is now just a narrow two-mile-long strip of land surrounded by an expanse of open water and dead trees. The residents of Isle de Jean Charles are the first climate refugees in the United States, and the loss of their culture and traditions will be huge. Isle de Jean Charles is a vision of the future for all villages outside the levee protection system.


			It is time to recognize the problem and the risk: when this land disappears, it takes with it a portion of our nation’s safety and food supply, and a long legacy of culture and traditions. If we narrow our focus from the world to North America, then to Louisiana, then to the state’s tiny bayou parishes, we can illustrate a universal threat to communities bound by culture and tradition. A tradition paying homage to fishermen, farmers, hunters, and trappers.


			To be Cajun is to be so many things. I tell the stories in this book to recognize the challenges and to shine a light on all that is good. And to lead a call to every one of us to recognize that our environment is in dire straits, and in South Louisiana, our homes and Cajun culture are at risk of another expulsion. We must learn from the past and recognize how it shaped us. This cookbook is how I distilled my life as a Cajun woman and how I choose to tell it. After all, the best part of life is our stories and how we pass them on.
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			The Cajun Larder


			Keeping a pantry and freezer stocked with key ingredients is the way we create our everyday meals in Terrebonne Parish. You’ll find our staples in this list. The recipes I cook honor the foods I grew up eating, but I have adjusted some ingredients to modernize the dishes, create a more sustainable meal, or bring in more nutrition. For example, if the ladies down the bayou used bouillon cubes in a dish, I update the recipe to include homemade chicken stock. The same goes for frying batters; most folks I know use Zatarain’s Fish Fri mix, but it’s easy enough to make your own. And with grain mills being resurrected all over the country, I recommend using freshly milled flours instead of commercial white flour because the freshly milled varieties are packed with flavor and nutrition; most mills offer online ordering, so you can have these flours delivered straight to your door.


			At Mosquito Supper Club, we’re always chasing the best possible local ingredients. That means going to the farmers’ market and buying ingredients directly from farmers and fishermen. We set up relationships with butchers we trust, and we are always trying to tighten the net of how and where we source. You, too, should look for the best-quality products, the most sustainable ingredients, and the ones grown or bred or caught closest to you. Cooking with these principles is the norm for Cajuns down the bayou.


			Dry Storage


			Bay Leaves


			We put a bay leaf in almost every dish in this cookbook. There are many different types of bay trees. I use bay laurel. I’m always foraging the city of New Orleans looking for a bay tree, and I’m thrilled when the farmers at the Crescent City Farmers Market bring in branches that we can dry and use.


			Beans


			White beans, red beans, lima beans—beans are a staple in the Cajun pantry. My mom swears by Camellia Brand beans; Rancho Gordo is another great producer (see Resources). I like to use non-GMO and heirloom varieties, and recently at my local market, I’ve been able to buy shucked fresh beans. They are so fresh, I usually use them in salads and they never see heat.


			Cane Sugar


			I use only Louisiana raw cane sugar in any recipe that calls for sugar. Louisiana is a sugar state, so we have access to high-quality unbleached and unrefined sugar to bake with, cook with, and stir into our coffee or tea.


			Cane Syrup


			Cane syrup is made from juicing cane stalks and boiling down the cane juice. It is bitter and sweet at the same time. Steen’s (see Resources) has been producing cane syrup in Abbeville, Louisiana, since 1910. Its yellow can is iconic in the Cajun pantry. We use the syrup in many desserts, our Steen’s Butter, and vinaigrettes.




				Cane Vinegar
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			We need a steady supply of vinegar for pickling okra, beets, and peppers, and my preference is cane vinegar. Recently, Steen’s (see Resources) added cane vinegar to its product line, and you’ll see it called for in some of the recipes in this book. If you don’t have access to cane vinegar, you can use apple cider vinegar or distilled white vinegar as a substitute.





		Coffee


			Dark coffee is always brewing in Chauvin. When I was a kid, I would sweeten it with condensed milk or PET evaporated milk and too much sugar. My mom’s choice of coffee has always been Community Coffee, and I’m comforted by the scent of it brewing. It’s not single-origin or tiny-batch coffee, but it jogs memories of my Cajun home.


			Cornmeal, Corn Flour, Grits, and Cornstarch


			South Louisiana folks always have cornmeal, corn flour, and grits in the pantry. We are known for our fried food, so you always need some corn flour or cornmeal on hand to whip up a dredge for fresh shrimp, fish, or oysters. I use Bellegarde Bakery (see Resources) freshly milled coarse-ground cornmeal made from heirloom corn from Bayou Cora Farms in Baldwin County, Alabama, that has been grown by the same family since 1876. And I buy organic cornstarch from Whole Foods Market.


			Crackers


			Ritz, saltines, and Lance Captain’s Wafers are always in our pantry, ready to be served alongside seafood boils.


			Evaporated Milk


			Bread custard was a staple dessert when I was growing up, and my mom always made it with PET brand evaporated milk. I still crave her custardy bread pudding, which she cuts into little slices and leaves out on the island in her kitchen. It’s a good idea to have evaporated milk in your pantry in case you have a late-night craving for a Cajun snack of PET milk, sugar, and bananas.


			Filé Powder


			Filé powder is ground dried sassafras leaves. It was traditionally used as a thickener for gumbo when okra wasn’t in season and when folks wanted to add extra flavor. You can put a tiny bottle of filé powder on the table when you serve your gumbo for your guests to sprinkle in as they like.


			Flour


			We ate a lot of white flour in my childhood home. My mom made pancakes, biscuits, beignets, king cakes, monkey bread, rolls, and so many desserts with white flour, and white flour is also used to make a roux. When I use store-bought white flour, I prefer King Arthur brand, but nowadays, if a recipe calls for white flour, I try to use nutritious freshly milled flours to replace as much of it as I can without losing the heart and flavor of the recipe. Graison Gill started Bellegarde Bakery (see Resources) in New Orleans. It’s been a welcome addition to the food scene, and I love using Bellegarde’s freshly milled flours in place of white flour when I’m re-creating my mom’s traditional breads and desserts. I buy flour locally from Bellegarde.




				Hot Sauce
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			Original Louisiana Hot Sauce is my number one choice for adding flavor to a dish. It’s produced in New Iberia, and it’s made the same way it has been for the past eighty years. Louisiana Hot Sauce has a sweet, low heat I love for seasoning poultry or seafood, flavoring marinades, or dipping fried shrimp.





			Mustard and Ketchup


			When it comes to condiments, we make our own mayonnaise but buy our ketchup and mustard. If a recipe calls for ketchup, choose one without corn syrup or any artificial ingredients.


			Rice


			In South Louisiana, we eat rice with everything. I remember one of my brother’s girlfriends making fun of us for our rice consumption. But the fact is, rice stretches food. It is present in many cultures where peasant or provincial food became the national cuisine. (I use the word peasant in a glorifying sense, no disrespect meant.) When you have hungry mouths to feed, rice is a savior. We eat rice in gumbo, jambalaya, étouffée, and stew, and we serve our beans over rice. I like Baker Farms (see Resources) popcorn rice from Gueydan, Louisiana. The rice is nutty and fills your house with the faint scent of popcorn while you’re cooking it. But you can use any type of rice for these recipes; I prefer medium-grain varieties that are organic or natural.


			Seasonings


			The go-to seasonings in my Cajun pantry are cayenne pepper, kosher salt, fresh cracked black pepper, bay leaves, and Original Louisiana Hot Sauce. Some people also use dehydrated onions or garlic for seasoning, but I stick to fresh.


			At the end of each recipe, you should adjust the seasoning. “Seasoning” usually refers to the salt, black pepper, cayenne, and hot sauce that you have already put in the dish. Instructions to “adjust the seasoning” mean to make a judgment call based on the way you like things to taste. We all prefer a different level of saltiness or spiciness in our dishes. My recipes are on the mild side; make adjustments to fit your preference. 


			Vanilla


			Always buy the real stuff.


			Freezer


			The Cajun larder includes what you keep in the freezer. Almost every home in Chauvin has the largest chest freezer available, and it’s easy to find homes that have two of them! Inside, you’ll find a lot of the same things: shrimp, gumbo crabs, crawfish, and a variety of fish; beans of all kinds; corn; blackberries; little bottles of filé powder; stocks; and leftover gumbo, stew, cooked beans, and more. If there’s a hunter in the family, Cajun freezers will be stocked with deer sausage and all kinds of venison and boar cuts, too. Some people also keep alligator meat, turtles, squirrel, rabbit, duck, and other wild game.


			Crab


			Crabs are plentiful in South Louisiana. Crabmeat is available through fish markets and online. Use only local crabmeat or meat from crabs caught in the United States. Use white meat and claw meat (it has so much flavor packed into it). Gumbo crabs are readily available in supermarkets and from fish markets. They keep well in the freezer.


			Crawfish


			We have as many crawfish boils as we can during the crawfish season and then peel the leftovers and freeze them for making stews and étouffées during the summer, fall, and early winter.




				Fish
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			It’s a luxury to have a freezer stocked with fish. My parents have never purchased a fish in their lives, but they eat fish daily. We catch fish, fillet it, eat some fresh, and freeze the rest for suppers another time. But if catching your own isn’t an option, buy fish local to wherever you are from a nearby fisherman or a trusted fish market—there’s no need to eat a Louisiana fish if you’re in New York or California.





			Poultry


			Every time you purchase a chicken, you have an opportunity to turn back the clock on industrialization and to support families making their living by raising and growing good, sustainable food. So do your research and find a farmer who raises poultry and will sell to you directly, or look for one selling poultry at your local farmers’ market or food cooperative.


			Otherwise, choose the best possible option in your grocery store—that means chickens that are free of antibiotics and were fed quality ingredients and allowed to roam while they were alive. Quality chickens may cost a little extra, but they will be worth their salt in flavor, and you’ll be supporting farmers trying to reinstate real food as our societal norm.


			Salt Pork


			You’ll need salt pork for many dishes in this book. You can make your own or buy it (see Resources). I keep a healthy supply of salt pork in the freezer.


			Shrimp


			Always buy fresh seafood when it’s available. But seafood keeps well in the freezer, too. During shrimp season, folks in Chauvin buy five hundred pounds of shrimp, remove their heads, and freeze them for the year. We have a white shrimp season and a brown shrimp season (see Shrimping by the Moon), and folks usually have both varieties in their freezers. We prefer inland shrimp that are caught in the bayous and lakes, the barrier waters of the Gulf of Mexico, rather than offshore shrimp, which are a little more bleached out from salt water. And of course we prefer shrimp from Lake Boudreaux, specifically from a long-gone Rabbit Bayou.


			When buying shrimp, first seek out shrimp from local fishermen; if you aren’t near a fishing town, try a farmers’ market or local fish market. Otherwise, look for wild-caught shrimp from the United States and avoid nondomestic varieties. Try to buy small or medium shrimp, as they pack a lot of flavor.


			Refrigerator


			Dairy


			Look for local milk and buttermilk. Unfortunately, we have a shortage of local butter available in South Louisiana, so I use European salted butters, such as Plugrá. If you can find local butter, it will add terroir to any dish. And if you have a few minutes and some local heavy cream on your hands, you can easily turn it into butter—just pour it into your mixer and blend on high and you’re on your way.


			Eggs 


			Always cook with local eggs. There is no easier way to start changing the way you eat than by simply buying local eggs. Find a good farmer who feeds their chickens well and allows them to roam freely. Chickens that eat a lot of great compost and natural feed produce delicious eggs—you’ll know by their glowing yolks.


			Leaf Lard


			I use leaf lard in my rolls and some desserts. Leaf lard is rendered from the soft fat around a pig’s kidneys and makes pie doughs extra flaky and rolls extra soft.


			Produce


			Use as many in-season fresh fruits and vegetables as you possibly can. Shop first at your local farmers’ market, food cooperative, or grocer. Think on your toes and make substitutions in these recipes based on what’s in season and available. For example, if you need green onions but there are spring onions popping up all over your yard, go ahead and swap in the spring onions.


			When a vegetable or fruit is in season, “put away”—meaning can, preserve, pickle, or otherwise process for long-term storage—as much as you can. Put away corn and tomatoes, okra and blackberries, fresh beans and peas if you can. Make marmalade. Pickle everything. Put away vegetables like green beans that are harder to come by in the winter months. When the market is looking bleak in the winter, you’ll be happy you made some plum jam to spread on hot buttered bread.


			If you can, plant an herb garden. It is healthy and therapeutic to always have fresh herbs at your disposal. When it gets cold, bring the plants inside and sit them by a sunny window, or create a greenhouse outside. Preserve fresh herbs from your garden by hanging them upside down in bunches and letting them dry; then use them throughout the year in soups and stews.


			Blackberries, Figs, and Satsumas


			Perfect for in-season desserts, making quick compotes, or freezing.


			Garlic


			We Cajuns don’t cook with a lot of garlic, but I learned to use it from my grandmother. She told me she learned about garlic from some Italian ladies in New Orleans, and after that it slipped into her recipes when she could get her hands on some.


			Okra


			Find okra in the summertime and enjoy it, then put some away to make a gumbo or two during the year.


			Onions, Bell Peppers, and Celery


			Louisianans swear by this mixture, known as the “holy trinity” (although we never referred to the mix by that name in my home when I was growing up), and use it as the base for every one-pot dish, especially the ones paired with seafood. Onions especially make up a large part of all our one-pot dishes.


			Parsley and Green Onions


			We garnish almost every Cajun dish with flat-leaf parsley and green onions. As chef John Folse once said, if you go into a kitchen in Louisiana and there isn’t a perfect pile of diced parsley and green onion on the counter, you should just grab your purse and get out of there.


			Pecans


			We grow pecan trees on the bayou, and as a kid, I thought it was loads of fun to fill buckets with pecans and then sit around, talking and cracking them. Use them for all kinds of sweet treats (see Pecan “Go Fast” Macaroons, Classic Pecan Pie with Cane Syrup, Candied Pecans, and Pecan Candy).




				Tomatoes, potatoes, and corn
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			We keep potatoes in stock to make quick stews, soups, and fried-potato po-boys. Corn is always on hand to make as a side dish to fried fish or to add to soups. Tomatoes from the garden (or put up from the garden) are used for salads, soups, and gumbos, or to neutralize the acidity in our smothered okra.





			Pots and Pans


			I am a minimalist; I don’t believe in having anything in my kitchen that I don’t use. I’m not much into gadgets or things that plug in. But I believe in having the essentials, which includes lots of wooden spoons and a heavy-bottomed pot. I cook in Lodge or Cajun cast-iron, Le Creuset enameled cast-iron, or Magnalite aluminum pots. You should decide which pot is best for you. The main pot you will need to make the recipes in this book is a heavy-bottomed pot for slow cooking. These recipes will not work with flimsy pots. After that, consider investing in a great cast-iron skillet, Le Creuset Dutch oven, or Magnalite pot. And learn the nuances of each.


			Cast Iron


			My mom didn’t cook much with cast-iron pans (cleaning them was probably one more step that she couldn’t commit to while raising a large family), but I love cast iron. Cast-iron pots and pans take a bit longer to heat up than stainless-steel or other pots, but once cast iron is at temperature, it holds the heat, and that’s a great thing when you’re cooking. Cleaning cast iron doesn’t take long: wipe out the pan, rinse it with water, dry it on the stove over high heat, and give it a quick polish with lard or canola oil.


			Magnalite


			Cajuns hold the Magnalite aluminum pot in great reverence. It came into popularity because it’s easier to clean and lift than cast iron. I am nostalgic about my Magnalites. I have a soup pot from my grandmother that I still use. I had it sitting on my stove for years as a bit of comfort and a beautiful reminder of so many delicious meals. Magnalite pots are a true symbol of Cajun cooking.


			Tabletop Fryers


			While you can definitely deep-fry in a cast-iron pot (with a thermometer to test the oil temperature), a tabletop fryer is a smart investment. It doesn’t require a lot of oil and makes it easy to maintain the oil’s temperature.
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				Shrimp


			Boiled Shrimp


			Fried Soft-Shell Shrimp


			Fried Spiders


			Shrimp Boulettes


			Fried Shrimp Po’Boys


			Shrimp Jambalaya


			lucien’s Shrimp Spaghetti


			Shrimp Stew


			Dried Shrimp


			Shrimp Dip
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			The bayou is like a watery main street that runs through Chauvin, Louisiana, all the way to the Gulf of Mexico, and it reveals the history of our shrimp industry. Modern shrimp nets, booms, and paupières frame the sky. Boats in disrepair, half-sunken boats, and boats ready for shrimping can all be seen on the bayou, as can shrimp docks, processing plants, and abandoned industry of the past.


			Paupières means “eyelids” in French, and when these nets are raised and lowered, they resemble blinking eyelids. Paupières were used for fishing, and, like many things on the bayou, are now almost extinct. In season, a few shrimpers still manually lower paupière nets into the water, and when the shrimp pass through Robinson Canal, the paupières catch delicious brackish sweet Louisiana shrimp.


			Shrimpers once fished with paupières, seines, and cast nets. They fished with boats that could provide for a family and a community. They fished in pirogues, Lafitte skiffs, and modest wooden single-rig trawlers built locally, without the aid of blueprints, architects, or engineers. The same hands that made fishing nets repaired them. During the off-season, the bayou was lined with emerald-green nets stretched taut for repair and fishermen sewing their nets in solitude. Some of this pageantry is still alive on the bayou, but the traditions of a working fishing village are changing as a younger generation moves away from the bayou and traditional ways. You’ll still find folks making a living on the water, but the industry is struggling.


			My dad remembers a time when boat captains gauged the depth of the water using a weight tied to a string. A time when land and thick marsh were everywhere, and in the densest fog, you used intuition and a handheld compass when traveling Louisiana waters. Fishermen lived by the moon, fished by the tides, and inherently understood sustainability—fishing without overfishing. They took care of the environment that provided for their families and livelihoods. There was a time when you asked for permission if you wanted to go into another fisherman’s home waters, but that time has passed. 


			The one thing that hasn’t changed over the years is the food we prepare with shrimp. We boil shrimp whole in heavily seasoned vegetable stock with potatoes and corn, then use any leftovers in dip or to bind crab cakes. We make stock rich with the essence of shrimp heads that gets used in jambalaya and shrimp stew and spaghetti sauce. Delicate soft-shells are fried whole and consumed in their entirety. Any leftover catch is frozen to use all year round. 




				Boiled Shrimp
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			The secret to boiling any seafood is a flavorful stock. Your stock should taste good before you add the shrimp. My mom claims that adding butter to the stock makes the cooked shrimp easier to peel—and I would venture to say it adds some flavor, too.


			When you serve them with crackers, seafood dip, corn, and potatoes, it takes just a couple dozen shrimp to fill you up. If it’s summer, serve some watermelon topped with a sprinkle of sea salt for dessert. Any shrimp you have left over can be used in another meal—maybe a shrimp omelet for breakfast or shrimp dip for a snack. You can also peel and freeze shrimp, then use them as a binder in crab cakes. Try not to waste a single shrimp.


		Serves 6


			1½ bunches celery (about 11 stalks), cut into 4-inch (10 cm) pieces


			6 pounds (2.7 kg) yellow onions, quartered


			12 lemons (3 pounds/1.35 kg), halved


			1 tablespoon cayenne pepper, plus more as needed


			1 tablespoon whole black peppercorns


			5 pounds (2.3 kg) medium head-on shrimp


			½ pound (2 sticks/225 g) unsalted butter


			1 to 1½ cups (240 to 360 g) kosher salt


			12 ounces (340 g) small red potatoes (about 6), scrubbed


			6 ears corn, husked


			Crackers, for serving


			Maria’s Seafood Dip, for serving


						Fill a heavy-bottomed 4-gallon (15 L) stockpot halfway with water. Add the celery, onions, lemons, cayenne, and peppercorns to the pot. Bring the water to a boil over high heat, then reduce the heat to low and simmer until the vegetables are soft, about 1 hour. Taste the stock; it should have a subtle bright vegetable flavor and taste clean, with hints of onion and celery. If it’s nicely flavorful, you’re ready to boil the shrimp; if not, simmer for 30 to 45 minutes more, then taste again.


			When the stock is ready, raise the heat to high and return it to a boil.


			Rinse the shrimp briefly under cold running water and drain (don’t overwash them—you don’t want to rinse away all their flavor). Add the shrimp to the boiling stock and use a spoon to submerge them so they can release all their flavor. Let the liquid return to a boil, then boil the shrimp for 4 minutes.


			Add the butter to the pot, stir and cook for 2 minutes more, then pluck a shrimp out of the stock and check for doneness. The shrimp should be bright pink and firm; if needed, cook for up to 2 minutes more, then turn off the heat. (They can get mushy quickly, so don’t overcook them—from the time the stock returns to a boil after you add the shrimp, the total cook time should be no more than 8 minutes.)


			Stir ½ cup (120 g) of the salt into the stock and let the shrimp soak for about 6 minutes. Taste the shrimp for flavor: your shrimp are done when they taste buttery and sweet, with hints of cayenne and the perfect amount of salt. At this point, you may need to add more cayenne or salt. Add cayenne to taste. Add another ¼ cup (60 g) of the salt and let the shrimp soak for 2 to 3 minutes more; repeat as needed. The amount of salt you use is relative: some folks want only a little, and some want a bit more. Finding the perfect balance is a matter of taste, but if your shrimp taste bland, they probably need a little more salt and a longer soaking time.
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