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I’m very excited to share the twentieth anniversary edition of my first cookbook, LaBelle Cuisine: Recipes to Sing About, with you! I can’t believe it’s been twenty years. I know so much has happened in all our lives during this time. But one constant in mine is that I continue to be asked to prepare many of the recipes in this book.


I will share with you that the most exciting thing that has happened in my life during this time is the birth of my grandchildren. My two granddaughters, Gia and Leyla, live close by and we spend lots of time in the kitchen “experimenting” with different ingredients and “make-believe recipes.” None of our recipes are ready to be included in a book quite yet (although I did include a few new ones of my own in here) but stay tuned to see what the girls and I come up with!


Because everyone seems to like these recipes so much, several years ago we launched Patti’s Good Life. The Good Life brand includes desserts, frozen foods, spices, and of course my sweet potato pie! Many of those items were recreated from recipes in this book.


Cooking has always been one of the joys of my life. There is nothing like preparing a meal for those you love and see them really appreciate it. I hope you enjoy the recipes in this book. And I hope the folks you prepare them for shower you with as much love as I feel whenever I prepare a meal for those I love. Happy Cooking!


Love always,


Patti
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Gia Edwards (Patti’s granddaughter), Patti, and Leyla Edwards (Patti’s granddaughter) sampling “Glam-mom’s” new line of frozen waffles.
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This book is dedicated to all the cooks who have come before me who practiced and perfected this ancient healing art we call cooking. To them, I offer my heartfelt gratitude for showing me the true magic of meals: that how we prepare and present them nourishes the spirit as much as the stomach. And the most important ingredient of any recipe is love.
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Introduction


From the time I was a little girl, I knew there were two things in this world I was born to do: sing and cook. I’ve spent my life developing my voice and my recipes and, to tell you the truth, I’m hard pressed to say where I’m happiest—in concert or in the kitchen; making music or making meals. Whether cooking or singing, I feel at ease, at peace, at one with the world.


While reminiscing for this book, I realized why cooking has always been such a labor of love for me. Because it’s as much about friendship and fellowship as it is about food. Because, behind the whole process—the shopping, the planning, the preparing, the serving—cooking is really about love. Cooking is a way to show it, share it, serve it. Cooking is as much about nourishment for the soul as it is the stomach.


Especially the kind of cooking I grew up on. We’re talking Southern, country cooking. Authentic, down-home, Southern country cooking is a generation-to-generation pass-it-down gift, and I have so many people in my family to thank for mine: my grandmothers, my mother, my father, my aunts Hattie Mae and Joshia Mae. I don’t mean to brag, but the people in my family have always been some cooking folks. And that’s no idle boast.


Do you know that, to this day, people still talk about my Grandmother Tempie’s biscuits? And, let me tell you, that is high praise when you consider that at the time she was making them she was living on a farm in Piston, Georgia, where everybody, and I do mean everybody could cook. Especially the Sisters. A Sister in Piston saying you could cook would be like Maya Angelou saying you could write.


But let me get back to those biscuits. When my father was a little boy, he couldn’t get enough of his mother’s biscuits. Whenever Grandmother Tempie baked a batch, he would park himself at the big kitchen table and eat a dozen biscuits at a time. And Daddy wasn’t the only one who had a jones for those biscuits. People would come from miles around just on a chance they’d get to taste one. My Aunt Hattie Mae says Grandmother Tempie’s biscuits were so light they could fly. And people swore that one day, one biscuit actually did.


Now, I can’t vouch for the truth of the story, but I do know this: Folks used to eat an entire biscuit at once—just pick up the whole thing and stuff it in their mouth—ever since what people who were there that day refer to as The Incident. It happened at a Fourth of July picnic, and a whole bunch of folks say they saw it: the flying biscuit. As the story goes, one of Grandmother Tempie’s neighbors was eating one of her biscuits when he set it down to reach for a glass of lemonade. It didn’t take long—maybe fifteen, twenty seconds tops. But it was twenty seconds too long, because when he went to pick the biscuit back up, it was gone. Legend has it, while he was sipping his lemonade, that biscuit just floated away.


I feel so blessed that, before Grandmother Tempie got sick, she taught my father almost all of her secret recipes. Aunt Hattie Mae says Daddy practically lived in the kitchen with her. After school, all the other kids would head outside to play, but not Daddy. He’d stay right in the kitchen with Grandmother Tempie soaking up all her cooking secrets. Years later, growing up in Philly, I did the very same thing. Until I was 12, I spent hours at a time in my mother’s kitchen. Where I grew up, in the closely knit, working-class community of Elmwood, out by the airport, there was a park right across the street from our house on South 84th Street where all the neighborhood kids used to play. All of them, that is, but me. All I wanted to do was hang out in the kitchen.


My mother and her best friend, my adopted Aunt Naomi, would offer to pay me to get me to go outside. Fifty cents apiece was the going rate. Some days the bribes worked, but most days they didn’t, and, like Daddy, I would spend most of my free time sitting at our kitchen table watching as my mother and Naomi cooked up another mouthwatering meal. And, oh Lord, the dishes they would make! Fried chicken and fried corn. Barbecue pork smothered in barbecue sauce. Hot ribs and hot rolls. Greens, grits, and go-tell-it-on-the-mountain good gravy.


Thanks to Grandmother Tempie, my father knew his way around a kitchen, too. When my sisters and I were little, every morning before school, he would fix our braids and our breakfast. Whatever we wanted—pancakes and sausage, grits and eggs—Daddy would make for us. I don’t know if we loved eating those breakfasts or Daddy loved cooking them for us more.


Daddy loved cooking so much that, before he got sick, he opened two restaurants, one in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, called “The Broadway” and the other, “Baby Henry’s Place,” back home in Georgia. His customers in both places always said the same thing: They didn’t know which was better, Daddy’s food or Daddy’s stories. He always put a lot of spice in both.


In the summer, he would buy a whole pig, dig a hole in the middle of the backyard, and roast the pig to golden-brown perfection. While everybody waited for it to get done, Chubby—that’s what everybody called my mother—would pass around pitchers of homemade ice tea. When she poured Daddy’s glass, he’d wink at his buddies and say: “I like my tea like I like my women: sweet, brown, and good to the last drop.”


Had Grandmother Tempie lived to see him cooking in his restaurants, I know she would have been proud. I never even got to meet her; she died of leukemia when she was only 33. But there’s one thing I know for sure and for certain, and I believe in my heart that my grandmother knew it, too. When she was in the kitchen cooking, she wasn’t just making her family’s meals, she was making their memories. She wasn’t just blending spices, she was blending generations. And every time she heaped food on a plate, she heaped love on a person.


That’s why I wrote this cookbook. To heap as much love on as many people as I can. To carry on Grandmother Tempie’s tradition. To say thank you to my family, my friends, and my fans for the priceless gifts they have given me: the love, the laughter, the light that got me through my darkest days.


It’s why I decided to share so many of my ancestors’ treasured recipes—my mother’s candied sweet potatoes (luscious), my father’s bread pudding (legendary), Grandmother Tempie’s flying biscuits (like nothing you have ever tasted).


But most of all, it’s why I decided to reveal my secret recipes—the special ones, the cherished ones, the ones I have spent a lifetime perfecting and, until now, saved for family, special times, and special friends.


Like the time back in 1972 when I gave Laura Nyro one of my top secret recipes as a wedding gift. This recipe was for potato salad, and Laura had been begging me for it for almost a year, ever since the day she came to Philly to hang out with me for the day and I served it, along with some serious barbecue chicken, for lunch.


“Oooooh, Pat,” Laura shrieked, when she tasted it. “I am not leaving here until you give me this recipe. I have never had any potato salad like this.”


“Well, Girlfriend, I guess you better call the moving van because, if you think you’re getting my potato salad recipe, I have three words for you: Ain’t no way.”


“Come on, Pat,” she persisted. “Why not?”


“For one thing, it’s a family secret,” I told her. “And for another, you’re used to White people’s potato salad; this recipe is for Sisters.”


Of course, to me Laura was a sister. In both senses of the word. We were as close as family and, the first time I heard her play the piano and sing, I told her I was going to make her an honorary Sister. “Honey,” I said, “you are a Black woman in a White girl’s body.”


If you’ve ever listened to Laura’s music, you know exactly what I mean. It is so soulful. And, whenever we were together, that’s what Laura always wanted to sing—soul music.


Right after I got married, Laura used to come and stay with Armstead and me in our tiny little one-bedroom apartment on Johnson Street. Now, you could have fit my apartment into hers twenty times and still had room left over but, for some reason, Laura loved that place. She said it had a certain peacefulness about it, a spiritual vibe that she loved.


Sometimes, she’d come and stay for weeks at a time, and we’d spend all day in the kitchen doing what we loved best: singing, harmonizing, and trying out new recipes. One day, after we’d cooked some fried chicken that would put the Colonel’s to shame, Laura and I decided we were going to open up a restaurant. Fortunately, before we sank any money into the idea, we came to our senses. “Between the two of us,” Laura said, polishing off a wing, “we’d eat all the profits.”


Laura loved soul food as much as she loved soul music. Which is why when she called to tell me she was getting married, I knew what I had to do. And I did it without a moment’s hesitation. But first, I swore her to secrecy. After she’d taken an oath of silence, I took her through my potato salad recipe—ingredient by ingredient, step by step.


“My money is funny right now,” I explained, “so this will have to be my wedding gift to you and David. You’re the only person outside the family I’ve shared it with. You know I love you like a sister and I always will.”


By the time we hung up the phone, I don’t know who was crying hardest, Laura or me. Almost two years later, when my son Zuri was born and I went into a serious postpartum depression, it was Laura who saved my sanity. Just as she had threatened to do that day at the kitchen table, she moved in with me. But not to get my potato salad recipe; to care for Zuri and me until I was strong enough to care for us both. The day Laura left, I told her even if I gave her every single one of my recipes I would never be able to repay her.


“Don’t worry about it, Pat,” she said, kissing me on the cheek and waving good-bye. “That’s what friends are for.”


Laura died not long ago, but my memories of her and our special times together in my kitchen on Johnson Street will live in my heart forever.


What’s amazing to me, though I guess it shouldn’t be, is how many of my happiest memories have occurred in the kitchen. Starting with that tiny little apartment on Johnson Street, wherever I’ve lived, the kitchen has always been the center and soul of my home, the place where everybody congregates—I don’t care how many other rooms there are in the house.


It doesn’t matter how crowded the kitchen gets, either. Folks will just keep squeezing inside until it’s standing room only. For the longest time, I can’t tell you how much that annoyed me. Many a day just getting from the stove to the table without spilling a pot of hot greens or hitting somebody upside the head with it was a real test of skill, patience, and endurance.


For the longest time, the way people jammed themselves into my kitchen like French fries when I was trying to get dinner on the table drove me absolutely crazy. It used to make me so mad I could scream, until Armstead made me see why the kitchen is everyone’s favorite spot in the house.


“People gather in the kitchen,” he said, “not just to put food in their mouth but to put joy in their spirit. To feed their hunger for connection as well as refection.”


I’ll never forget the day Armstead told me that. I was in no mood for any of his sociological analysis. It was ninety degrees outside, the air-conditioning had gone on the fritz, and I was cooking dinner for twenty people, fifteen of whom were sitting in my kitchen. “If you don’t get all these people out of my kitchen by the time I count to twenty,” I told Armstead, “they’re going to be wearing my macaroni and cheese instead of eating it.”


That night, after my dinner guests departed and the air-conditioning repairman arrived, I thought about what Armstead had said. And the more I thought about it, the more I knew he was right about “the call of the kitchen.” People gather in the kitchen to be nurtured as well as nourished. Since the day I grasped that truth, I haven’t put a single soul out of my kitchen. I did, however, enlarge it to three times its original size!


Now, every time I look around my new kitchen, I feel so blessed that my friends and family want to be there. The truth is, I need them in my kitchen as much as, if not more than, they need to be there. It’s just like the award-winning playwright/novelist/poet Ntozake Shange says in her book If I Can Cook/You Know God Can: “When my house starts to smell like no one’s cookin’ in it, no one’s sighed deeply after a dish of blueberry cobbler or sweet potato puffs, I find myself questioning my own value, what I value, what is a well-lived life.”


I know what Sister Ntozake means. If I didn’t cook, I’d probably be crazy. Depending on when you ask Armstead, he might tell you I am. Seriously, though, if I didn’t cook, I don’t know what I’d do. Like singing, cooking has always been my therapy, the thing that kept me sane whenever life got crazy. Usually, when people are feeling stressed out they want a pill, but honey, give me a pot. For me, time in the kitchen is like time on the couch. Better, since I don’t have to pay somebody 100 bucks an hour to be there.


I can’t explain it, but there is just something about the slicing, the stirring, the baking, the brewing that stills my soul; something about the rhythm of mixing the ingredients that calms me, comforts me, cools me completely out. Armstead says I am the only person in the world who has found her panacea in a pan.


Cooking has had that effect on me since I was little girl. As a kid, I fantasized about cooking almost as much as I fantasized about singing. I would make believe I was a celebrated singer and a celebrated chef. On those days when the bribes Chubby and Naomi offered me to get me to go outside didn’t work and they threatened to beat my behind unless I got out of the kitchen, I would head straight for my hideout: the shed in our backyard. Of course, in my mind it wasn’t a shed. Depending on what day it was, in my mind, it was either a concert hall or world-famous restaurant. And not just any concert hall—Harlem’s world-famous Apollo Theater. And not just any restaurant—my world-famous restaurant: Patsy Holte’s House of Fabulous Foods.


And fabulous it was, at least in my imagination. I would make believe all my favorite singers came there to eat. In my daydreams, all the divas of the day—Gloria Lynne, Dakota Staton, Sarah Vaughn—came to my restaurant to dine. It was the place to go, the place to eat, the place to see and be seen.


While the other kids played house, I played restaurant. I’d chat with my favorite singers, then I’d “cook” them a meal fit for the stars they were. A bucket was my sink, a Sterno can was my stove, and my hairbrush served double duty as my microphone or whatever utensil I needed to stir, slice, or serve my feast. I would spend hours in that shed making believe I was talking with my idols about their music and my meals.


After “dinner,” I would make believe someone would ask me to sing.


“Pick anything you want, Patsy,” I imagined Gloria or Dakota saying. “We just want to hear you sing something.”


Of course, I never said yes the first time they asked me. Even at that young age, I guess there was a little diva in me who wanted to be coaxed.


“Come on, Patsy,” I imagined them insisting. “Just one song.”


How could I refuse? They weren’t just my idols, they were my best customers! And so, as fast as you can say “just my imagination running away with me,” Patsy the world-famous chef would become Patsy the world-famous singer. Using my hairbrush as my mike, I would sing my heart out. Who would have guessed that, forty years later, I’d still be cooking and singing? The only difference is now my mike and my stove are real.


So are the stars I’ve cooked for: Elton John, Gladys Knight, Toni Braxton, and Oprah Winfrey, to name a few. Back in the eighties, I cooked a feast for the Rolling Stones. They had come to Philly to give a concert at RFK Stadium, and I had just come off the road myself. I was deep down into a serious sleep when the phone woke me up.


“Patti,” the voice on the other end said. “How about cooking us one of your fabulous meals?”


I have to be dreaming, I thought. There is no way this could be who I think it is.


“Mick Jagger,” I said. “Is that you?”


“It’s me,” he answered.


I was too through. “No, you didn’t have the nerve to wake me up in the middle of the night to ask me to cook you some food,” I said.


But I didn’t mind. Mick and I went way back. All the way to the mid sixties when Sarah Dash, Nona Hendryx, and I were touring the country as Patti LaBelle and the Bluebells and we were the Stones’ opening act. Mick, Keith, and the guys were always good to us, and I will never forget how angry Mick got when Jim Crow laws forced us to stay in different hotels when we were performing in the South.


As soon as I hung up, I started making my grocery list. Armstead was not happy when I asked him to go to the market with a list as long as his arm. And he was really mad when he saw the bill.


I wish you could have seen all the food I cooked for Mick and the guys: platters of pasta, baskets of bread, kettles of greens, pans of shrimp, chicken, turkey, and fish. I didn’t know what they were into—meat, fish, pasta, salads—so I just fixed everything. I cooked so much food that Mick had to send a van over to my house to pick it all up.


While Armstead wasn’t happy, I was in heaven. I’d never tell Mick, of course, but I had as much fun cooking that food for the Stones as they had eating it. That sense of wonder I felt as a kid “cooking” in our backyard shed has never left me. If anything, over the years, my passion for cooking has only gotten stronger.


I know people think I’m kidding when I tell them I take my pans out on tour with me, but I am as serious as a heart attack. Not only do I take them with me, they’re the first thing I pack. If you open my suitcase, you’ll find three or four pans right beside my designer gowns. They’re like my American Express card—I don’t leave home without them.


That’s because I cook on tour as much as I do at home; I just do it for different reasons. For one thing, I cannot stand hotel food—it’s too bland, too tasteless, too much money. But there’s another reason I cook so much when I’m out on tour, a reason that’s much more important to me than my problem with hotel food. Singing for a live audience is such a spiritual experience for me, cooking is the only way I can come down from the high I’m on after I give a concert. I’ve tried everything—bubble baths, massages, saunas—but nothing relaxes me the way cooking does. Nothing.


When I finish a show, I like to come back to the hotel, put on my pajamas, and spread out my goodies: my seasonings, my pans, all the fabulous food finds I’ve discovered in whatever city I’m in for the night. Many a night I’ll cook until the wee hours of the morning. When I’m feeling really good, I’ll prepare enough food for the whole band, and the guys will drop by my room and pick up a plate to go.


If I have a really strong craving for something, or if I don’t have the ingredients I want, I’ll go grocery shopping after a show. Sometimes, if the show runs long and I don’t want to go back to the hotel and change my clothes, I will go grocery shopping in my gown. It drives my bodyguard crazy. “Relax,” I always tell him. “Nobody is going to bother me in the vegetable aisle.”


People have the funniest reactions when they see me in the grocery store. Some stare, some scream, some run up and down the aisles. A lot of people just don’t believe it’s me. “Patti, that’s not really you, is it?” I’ve been asked more times than I can count.


Sometimes, when I’m really in a hurry, I’m tempted to pretend I’m a Patti impersonator. But I don’t; at least I haven’t yet. I always tell the truth. “Yeah, Sugar, it’s me. But don’t tell anybody; I just want to get my onions and tomatoes and get out of here.”


Once, I gave a mini concert in the seasoning aisle. Some of my die-hard fans, fans from way back in the sixties, spotted me searching for some sea salt. The next thing I knew, they were telling me about all the shows they’d come to over the years. We’re talking dozens. They remembered concerts I had forgotten. “You all have been to almost as many shows as I have,” I told them.


Of course, that they would come to see me all those times just touched my heart. So, when they asked me if I would please sing a little something, what could I do? My bodyguard didn’t speak to me the whole way home.


I love to grocery shop. It takes me back to the days when Chubby used to take me with her to the Italian market to buy our food for the week. Every Saturday morning, the two of us would head over to Henry Colt’s Poultry Market down on Ninth and Washington Avenue. Chubby refused to buy her chickens anywhere else. She said Henry had the freshest chickens in town.


For meats, we went over to Phil’s Market on 84th Street. Phil’s meats were as fresh as Henry’s chickens. When you cut into a piece of Phil’s beef, I swear it would moo. Chubby never went home without an armful of bags. “Child,” she used to say, “we’ve got to have plenty of food in the house. You never know who’s coming over.”


I’m the same way today. At home, I keep two freezers full of food. Like Chubby said, you just never know when folks are going to drop by. Besides, I might wake up at two in the morning and feel like cooking. And since I can’t drive (I haven’t been behind the wheel of a car since the day Armstead tried to teach me to drive and I crashed his brand-new Thunderbird into a tree), I’d have to wake him up and ask him to take me grocery shopping. And you can guess how that would go over. Like Pat Boone at the New Orleans jazz fest.


Now if I’m out on the road that’s a different story. If I’m out on the road, odds are better than fifty-fifty that I can talk my traveling companion/hairdresser/best friend, Norma, into going shopping with me no matter what time it is. So, if you hear I’m in town, look for me at a grocery store near you.


I have so many more stories—and recipes—to share and they’re all in this book: setting off the fire alarms in Caesar’s Palace while cooking liver and onions for Arsenio Hall, sending Armstead out for hard-shell crabs on our wedding night, spilling a pot of boiling grease on my neck (I still carry the scars) trying to fish out a piece of fatback, to name a few.


Some stories—like the flying biscuits—are hard to believe. Some stories—like the kindness of Laura Nyro—are hard to forget. But the recipes that go with them are all precious to me. And now they’re my gift to you.


Before you head for the kitchen, though, we need to talk about the recipes. They’re all fly-you-to-the-moon good. But some, like my five-cheese Over-the-Rainbow Macaroni and Cheese, are not for everyday eating. You have to remember, back when I started cooking, we thought fat was something God put in food to make it taste good. Of course, now we know better. Now we know that dishes high in calories and fat should be special treats, not everyday indulgences. And since I learned I was a diabetic, I know that more than most.


Now get your apron, Sugar, and let’s do some cooking Patti-style. [image: ]










Sensational Salads, Soups, and Sandwiches











Sunday Salad with Versatile Vinaigrette


When you have a crowd coming for a Sunday dinner and you want a big green salad, you can’t do better than this one, packed with everything a salad should have in it. The vinaigrette will probably become your “house dressing,” as it has mine. [image: ]


Makes 8 to 10 servings


VERSATILE VINAIGRETTE




	¼ cup red wine vinegar


	2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar


	1 garlic clove, minced


	¾ cup olive oil


	Salt and freshly ground black pepper


	16 cups assorted salad greens, preferably equal amounts of spinach, curly endive, arugula, and iceberg lettuce


	2 large ripe tomatoes, chopped


	1 medium cucumber, peeled and sliced


	1 medium onion, thinly sliced


	One 2.25-ounce can sliced ripe olives, drained


	2 tablespoons chopped fresh oregano


	2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro


	2 tablespoons capers, drained


	2 garlic cloves, minced





To make the vinaigrette: Combine the wine vinegar, balsamic vinegar, garlic, and oil in a glass jar. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Close the jar tightly and shake well until the dressing is thick and emulsified. (Or, in a medium bowl, whisk the wine vinegar, balsamic vinegar, garlic, salt, and pepper. Gradually whisk in the oil.) Use immediately, or refrigerate, covered, for up to 3 days. Shake well before serving.


In a large bowl, toss the salad greens, tomatoes, cucumber, onion, olives, oregano, cilantro, capers, and garlic. Drizzle with the vinaigrette and toss again. Serve immediately.
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