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				On a cold, bleak December night that perfectly mirrored our feelings, my scattered family converged on Charleston to be with my younger brother as he faced surgery for cancer. We were all bone-tired, worried, and, needless to say, food was the last thing on our minds.

				Everyone else was at a hotel, but I, unable to face what lay ahead in such an impersonal atmosphere, had called my friend and mentor Nathalie Dupree. She immediately insisted that I come and stay at the cozy Queen Street single house that she and her husband, Jack Bass, are suffered to share by Minou, the fat, lazy cat who really owns the place. They had dinner obligations and had gone out, but Nathalie promised that supper would be waiting even though she knew I didn’t feel like eating.

				Sure enough, her wonderfully crowded, sun-yellow kitchen was filled with the rich aroma of a still-warm casserole of shrimp and grits. The room’s bright color reminded me so much of my grandmother’s kitchen from my early childhood that just sitting down at the small table by the fireplace was a comfort. With the happy jumble of a cook’s kitchen added in (there were at least six pepper mills, an enormous bottle of bourbon stuffed to its neck with vanilla beans, and a china butter dish scattered amid stacks of blue enameled iron and weathered copper cookware), not to mention the unmistakable essence of a beloved friend and mentor, it was exactly where I needed to be.

				As the distinctive flavor of the season’s last fresh shrimp, simply seasoned and folded into rich, creamy cheese grits, met my tongue, my appetite revived and some of the dull ache of uncertainty eased. It was not the same as having Nathalie take my hand and tell me that everything would be all right, but it was close.

				My life as a writing cook has been touched by many people, and I treasure all those friendships, especially the many other Southern writers who have undertaken to champion our regional cuisine in cookbooks and other publications. But Nathalie has been the big sister I never had, a constant touchstone in my life, the colleague and friend I turn to in joy and in trouble. We don’t always agree; in fact, part of what I treasure about her friendship is that she loves it when we do disagree, because that means we’re going to have a great time arguing and will probably both come away from it all the wiser, even (and especially) when we never find common ground. I cannot imagine my life without her, and whatever merit my work might have owes a good deal to her.

				When I think back on that moment in her kitchen, and reflect on a lifetime of writing about moments like it, I realize that there’s something in the times we share over food that stays with us. I remember another evening in that same kitchen, when Nathalie whipped up a batch of apples in caramel cream for a friend who had been cheated out of dessert at a banquet. I remember sitting down with my mother to a steaming bowl of vegetable soup and hot corn bread after a long, tiring drive. I remember sharing dreams, laughter, and tears over an all-the-way chili dog with fellow author Ronni Lundy. These moments leave their mark even when the food itself is not memorable: I still fondly recall laughing with Southern writer John Shelton Reed and his wife, Dale, over a much-anticipated meal that had turned out to be so pretentious and deeply unsatisfying that it left us wishing we’d just settled for a pizza at the place where we stopped for iced tea on the way.

				What I hope to have accomplished on the pages that follow is that they will inspire you to go into your own kitchen and make not just memories, but good ones that will stay with you and with those for whom you cook. Keep in mind that they will probably not remember how you set the table; they will almost certainly not recall how clever or inventive you have been; what they will remember is how it tasted—and how much care you took in making a meal for them, even when you aren’t actually sitting with them.

				After all, physical hunger is only a small part of what we hope to satisfy when we gather around the table.

				 

									Damon Lee Fowler

									Savannah  ~  June 2013
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				A Southern Kitchen

				The American South is a land famous for its sharp contrasts, glaring contradictions, and great eccentrics. To begin to understand it, you must first understand that Southerners don’t see those facts as handicaps, but as points of pride. When Southern humorist Florence King observed, “Build a fence around the South and you’d have one big madhouse,” it wasn’t a criticism: The greatest compliment one Southerner can pay another is to call them eccentric. We might put on a show of being affronted, but somewhere deep inside, we’re thinking, Why, thank you!

				Possibly the only other place on earth with as many sharp contrasts, glaring contradictions, and great eccentrics is Italy, which is probably why this Southern boy immediately felt at home when he first went there as an impressionable young architecture student. Southerners get along in Italy because we relate to Italians on a gut level: We understand domani mattina; we know it doesn’t really mean “tomorrow morning.” At any rate, it didn’t take any time for me fall in love with the country, its people, and, most of all, its cooking.

				Given all that, it will not, perhaps, seem at all improbable that one of my earliest and greatest mentors when I started writing about Southern cooking was an Italian. After I came home I literally stumbled onto Marcella Hazan’s groundbreaking books The Classic Italian Cook Book and More Classic Italian Cooking. They very quickly became my kitchen bibles, and ever since, Marcella has been a quiet, guiding hand in my life as a cook, at first only from the pages of those books, but later as a real mentor and friend. While I wouldn’t call that friendship intimate, and my direct study with her consisted of a single afternoon in my own kitchen more than twenty years ago, her culinary voice has been with me in my kitchen for the whole of my adult life—sharing equal footing with (and at times even overriding) those of my mother and maternal grandmother.

				Through all those years, one of the things that I’ve come to realize is that her voice resonated not because it was different from Mama’s and MaMa’s but, once one got past accents, because it was essentially the same. There’s a common culinary language of shared ingredients, techniques, and flavors, but it goes much deeper than that. The key to grasping it can be found in Marcella’s arresting opening to The Classic Italian Cook Book: “The first useful thing to know about Italian cooking is that, as such, it actually doesn’t exist.”

				She goes on to explain that the Italian peninsula is a study in contrasts. From its chilly Alpine north, through its fertile central plains, to the warm, rocky landscape of its southern tip, the terrain and climate change drastically. More significantly, until Garibaldi’s unification in the nineteenth century, Italy had not been under a single government since the fall of the Roman Empire. For more than a thousand years it was divided into a patchwork of fiercely independent, and often hostile, city-states. In short, while it’s not a very large country, the Italy we know today was forged from a confederation of many smaller countries, each with its own culture, language, and cooking. There are places in Italy where factory pasta and pizza did not exist until very recent times. The thing we loosely call “Italian cooking” is therefore not a single cuisine, but a collection of many.

				All that is why Italy resonates with Southerners: The particulars are a little different, and the time line is compressed into centuries rather than millennia, but the same exact things can be said of the South. After a lifetime of living with, cooking, and eating this elusive thing we call “Southern cooking,” and more than twenty-five years of writing about it, the one thing I can say of it with any certainty is that “as such, it actually doesn’t exist.”

				The South is also a study in contrasts, amplified by its sheer size, which is more than five times that of the Italian peninsula. Until the Civil War ended arguments over the nature of our central government, the Southern region was composed of a loose confederation of more than a dozen states that more or less saw themselves as independent. Though bound together by common economic interests and therefore never as hostile toward one another as were those Italian city-states, each had its own culture, dialect, and cooking styles. And that’s without factoring in the social divisions and harsh undercurrents of racial and ethnic tensions that were the ugly fallout of more than two centuries of legal slavery and another century of legal segregation.

				The startling contrasts of climate and terrain that divide Italy also divide the South, not just across the states but also within them. Except for Texas and Louisiana, which are cases all to themselves, and the interior states (Tennessee, Kentucky, West Virginia, and Arkansas), which have their own divisions, each state from Maryland to Mississippi has rugged mountains, fertile central plains, and balmy coastline. The part of the South where I was born and raised was the rolling, red-clay hills of upstate Georgia and South Carolina; the part of the South where I have lived the lion’s share of my adult life is the capital of Georgia’s moss-draped, marsh-laced Lowcountry, a place of black, sandy soil as flat and regular as a tabletop. Though the distance between them is barely three hundred miles, their climatic, terrestrial, and cultural differences could not be sharper if they were separated by the Atlantic Ocean.

				In short, the South is a complicated patchwork; to suppose that it could be united in a single cuisine would be simplistic if not downright naive. It cannot be summed up (as has so often been attempted) in a glass of sweet tea, bunful of pulled pork, and platter of fried chicken any more than one could sum Italian cooking with a glass of Chianti, slice of pizza, and platter of marinara-topped spaghetti.

				But just as there’s a great deal of common ground among the many cuisines of Italy, things that make its thousands of regional wines, cheese-topped flatbreads, and platters of pasta recognizably Italian, there’s a great deal of common ground in the regional cuisines of the South, things that make sweet tea, barbecued pig, and fried chicken recognizably Southern to the extent that they’ve become stereotypical icons and unifying elements on our table.

				Most of that common ground lies in the fact that all the cuisines under the Southern cooking blanket, from the exuberant Cajun cookery of the Louisiana Bayou, to the forthright, humble fare of Appalachia, to the refined, seafood-enriched, rice-based cuisine of the Carolina and Georgia Lowcountry, have come out of home kitchens. These foundations were not created in a moment, and despite the posturing of some professionals, have nothing to do with restaurant cooking, but have evolved organically over the centuries, sustained and nourished by simple techniques and remembered flavors that have passed from generation to generation—mother to daughter, father to son.

				The other key factor is that the South has traditionally been an agrarian economy, so its cuisines have remained close to the land, even when radical, massive urbanization in the last quarter of the twentieth century swept across its pastoral landscape like Sherman’s army. The farm-to-table movement that has become the fashion among our professional chefs is nothing new to Southern home cooks. The farmers’ markets that have sprouted in the South’s urban centers, once again making local, freshly harvested produce readily accessible to those without the luxury of a garden plot or so much as a gardening relative, are not a new idea, but a welcome return to an old one.

				All that is why, until recently, these cuisines have remained singular and territorial, and why they remain grounded in the face of a flood of new ideas and ingredients unleashed by our age of mass media and by new immigrants to the South. As the cooking continues to evolve and territorial lines soften and blur, even (and especially) in a professional setting, the things that adapt and endure are those that remain close to the land and rooted to the ageless patterns that have been a part of our home kitchens for more than three centuries.

				That is where I see the closest kinship between the cooking of Italy and the South. Both these complex collections of cuisines resonate with so many people because they are firmly rooted to the land and grounded by the home kitchens from which they have sprung. This cooking comes from people who have a comfortable sense of who they are and what they are about in the kitchen. We have no interest in being fashionable, trendy, or clever. Even better, we have no interest in “reinventing” anything. When we embrace a new ingredient, technique, or dish, it’s because it rings true to the traditions passed down by our ancestors.

				I wish I could say that I came to that place of comfort on my own, but I didn’t. It took Marcella and Italian cooking to give me that. I’d thought that the keen self-awareness and comfortable sense of identity that had drawn me to Italian cooking had done so because it was generally lacking in Southerners. But as it turns out, they were mainly lacking in just one Southerner—me. The more I learned of the patterns of Italian kitchens, the more I began to respect and revere the patterns of my own culinary heritage. That is why Italian cooking is a common theme here on these pages and throughout these recipes: It’s what brought me home to my Southern kitchen.

				One of the proudest moments in my life was the afternoon that I picked up the telephone to hear Marcella’s voice saying, “I am so proud of you.” She was not talking about my mastery of the fluffy egg pasta that I teach in my cooking classes or the pesto alla Genovese or spaghetti alla carbonara that are as routine in my home kitchen as shrimp and grits. I would hope that she’s proud of what she has taught me about her native cooking, and that I do her justice whenever I teach an Italian dish. But in that moment, her pride was for what she had taught me about embracing and celebrating my own heritage.

				There will be those who read this and see absolutely no connection between Italy and the South, who will perhaps think that I’m merely playing an angle or have become more eccentric than even a Southerner ought to be. It doesn’t matter. All cookbooks are personal: Each of us who undertakes to share what we know about cooking carries with us a legion of voices and teachers who have shaped our kitchen patterns, but in the end the experience we bring to the pot is singular and unique. What follows here is what I know of this complicated jigsaw puzzle that we call Southern cooking. And what I know of it has been inextricably woven with what I know of Italian cooking. You don’t have to agree or disagree with that fact, but what I do hope is that you’ll take what I’ve shared here into your own kitchen, cook it, savor it, and let a little of my Southern kitchen become a part of yours.
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				A SOUTHERN PANTRY
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				Pantry is such a snug, old-fashioned word, conjuring for most of us images of neat rows of amber, red, gold, and green homemade conserves sparkling like jewels; barrels of flour and cornmeal; fragrant hams hanging from the ceiling; and strings of dried beans, okra, and herb bundles draped like Christmas garland. Nowadays, it exists only in our imaginations: Most of us today have never actually seen such a wonder. Indeed, our “pantry” may not be a room at all, but little more than one or two cabinet shelves. Yet that old-fashioned image, however archaic, remains firmly fixed in most of our minds, and actually, when we begin sorting through them, we realize that our one or two shelves still hold essentials that have not changed in four centuries.

				Giving Your Pantry a Southern Accent

				No matter how much or how little things change, the one thing that historians, students of social patterns, and home cooks will all agree on is that the language of Southern cooking—like the languid spoken language that rolls off a Southern tongue—is derivative. It’s a language of flavors gleaned from Africa, Native America, England, France, Spain, and Asia, and its accent varies subtly from region to region and often even from community to community. The comforting thing for us is that despite its far-flung origins, none of that flavor vocabulary is exotic or hard to come by. Just as you can turn your accent into a Southern one by slowing it down and subtly changing its inflection, adding a few idioms here and there along with a touch of attitude, turning the average pantry into a Southern one is a matter of adding a little attitude and a few key elements. What follows are a few of those key elements that you’ll absolutely need. This is by no means comprehensive; some essentials are so particular to a recipe or technique that they’re discussed with the recipe in which they are used.

				The attitude you’ll just have to develop yourself.

				Flavor Bases, Prepared Condiments, and Conserves

				Broth

				Good broth is the foundation on which virtually every great cuisine in the world is built. When I was an architecture student, our design professors didn’t spend much time on the foundations of buildings. Occasionally, one who could think of nothing else to criticize would make a point of a structure that looked insubstantial, but for the most part, the attitude was “leave all that stuff to the engineers.” Far too many good cooks are willing to do the same with their cooking, never thinking much about the broth they use. Yet, just as the most beautiful building has no substance without a solid foundation, so it is with cooking. Bad broth will undermine the best soup or stew and weaken it.

				That is not to say that good cooking doesn’t allow for shortcuts. There are times when having a process already completed, particularly a time-consuming one such as puff pastry, can be a blessing, if not an outright lifesaver. But too many good cooks take for granted that commercially prepared broth is one shortcut that is always safe. I remember reading a survey of packaged chicken broth in which the author chastised cranks like me, asserting that there wasn’t a cook left in the country who routinely made his or her own and we all should stop pretending otherwise. Well, at the risk of sounding like my Baptist-preacher father, “everyone is doing it” is an excuse, not a justification.

				All that said, we don’t live in an ideal world where every cook in the country can always have a stockpot on the back of the stove. For many recipes, there’s nothing wrong with using packaged broth. Some frozen ones may even be as good as most people would make themselves, and for some of us, storing quantities of homemade broth is not always feasible. Most cooks (me included) occasionally resort to a can. The gourmet-food police aren’t going to come break down your door and carry you away. With care and good judgment on your part, the results will be just fine.

				But it doesn’t follow that packaged broth is always desirable, and there are times when homemade broth is the difference between a good dish and a great one. From all the fuss, you’d think that broth making was difficult. But it’s just about the easiest task in the kitchen, and its rewards are large.

				Doctoring Store-Bought Broth

				Here are a few tips on getting the most from it when you resort to purchased broth. First, look at the label before buying: The first ingredient (after water) should be chicken or beef, or, if water isn’t listed, chicken or beef stock. If salt comes first or if the meat is followed by the words “bouillon powder,” pass it by. You’d be as well off to use a bouillon cube. Also avoid broth containing monosodium glutamate (MSG). Not only is it a cheap way of boosting the flavor of a weak broth, it often lends a harsh aftertaste, and many people are sensitive to it.

				Some of the recipes for this book indicate that canned broth can be used if it is diluted half and half with water even if the label says to use it full strength. There are two reasons for this: First, the broth is not the starring ingredient, it’s there to underpin and boost the other flavors; second, there is often additional cooking involved in which the broth will be reduced and concentrated. If you don’t dilute it, the result will taste tinny and often be too salty, even, oddly enough, when you’ve used a low-sodium broth.

				Where the broth itself will be more pronounced in the finished recipe, canned broth will need more help than merely diluting it, and the recipe will call for doctored broth. Here’s how to do that: For each 15- to 16-ounce can of broth, add an equal amount of water; 1 small yellow onion, thinly sliced; 1 clove garlic, mashed and peeled; 1 small carrot, peeled and thickly sliced; the leafy top from 1 rib celery; 1 large sprig parsley; and 1 quarter-sized slice ginger. Bring the broth to a boil over medium heat and simmer for at least 20 minutes. Depending on how you plan to use it, and whether you have them on hand, you may also add a sprig of parsley and thyme, the trimmings from a leek, half the peel of a medium tomato (if the broth is beef), or an extra carrot (if the broth is chicken).

				Chicken Consommé

				Consommé is broth that’s enhanced and reduced until it’s rich enough to jelly when chilled. The strained broth is simmered, often with fresh meat and other flavorings added, until it’s concentrated and is then clarified. It’s often served chilled and jellied. It can be a much more involved process than this, but for the recipe in this book that requires it, simply strain and degrease the broth and then simmer until it is reduced by 20-25 percent.

			

		

	
		
			
				basic (beef, chicken, or pork) broth

				When you do choose to make your own broth, here is the basic recipe for a truly good one. Use it to make any kind of broth you may need, chicken, beef, veal, or pork, varying the ingredients where noted depending on which meat is used. Happily, broth is at its best when made from scraps and trimmings, which are very inexpensive and even, at times, available from the butcher for the asking. You can freeze your own trimmings until you have enough for the stockpot, but make sure they are well wrapped and use them within 3 months: Freezer-burned scraps will result in a broth that tastes freezer-burned. When using fatty scraps, don’t trim off the fat because it will help flavor the broth. The fat itself will be easily removed when the broth has been strained and chilled.

				5 pounds meat scraps and bones (chicken, beef, veal, or pork, or a mixture of all)

				2 large yellow onions, 1 peeled and thinly sliced, 1 peeled but left whole and stuck with 4 whole cloves (for veal, pork, or beef, use 3 onions, 2 sliced)

				1 large carrot, peeled and thickly sliced (2 for chicken broth)

				1 large rib celery, including the leafy top (2 for chicken broth)

				1 large leek, split, thoroughly washed, and sliced, including the green top

				3 to 4 large cloves garlic, lightly crushed and peeled but left whole

				1 quarter-sized slice fresh ginger root (2 for chicken broth)

				1 large sprig parsley with at least 3 inches of leafy stalk, or use leftover parsley stems

				2 large sprigs fresh thyme (at least 3 inches long), or leftover thyme stems, or 1 teaspoon dried thyme tied in cheesecloth or placed in a stainless steel tea ball

				2 bay leaves

				8 whole black peppercorns

				5 quarts water

				Salt

				1. Put all the ingredients into an 8–10 quart stockpot, adding a small handful of salt. Loosely cover and bring slowly to a simmer over low heat, about 30 to 45 minutes.

				2. Adjust the heat so that the liquid simmers very slowly, the bubbles not quite breaking the surface. With the lid askew, let it simmer for a minimum of 2 hours, 3 or 4 will only improve it. For concentrated broth, leave the lid off. (You can interrupt the simmer at any point after the first hour, cool, cover, and refrigerate and finish it later.)

				3. Turn off the heat and let the broth settle for 30 minutes. Strain it through a wire mesh strainer and let it cool completely. Cover and refrigerate until it’s chilled and the fat on the surface is congealed. Lift off and discard the fat. The broth will keep for up to a week in the refrigerator and for up to 6 months if frozen in small portions.

				Brown Beef or Pork Broth: For added depth of color in beef or pork broth, brown the bones and scraps before using them. Position a rack in the upper third of the oven and preheat to 450°F. Spread the bones and scraps on a rimmed baking sheet or roasting pan, lightly drizzle them with a tablespoon or so of peanut oil, and toss until they are coated. Roast until well-browned but not scorched, about 30 minutes. You may also brown the sliced onion, carrot, and celery in 1 tablespoon of peanut oil or butter over medium-high heat before adding the other ingredients to the stockpot. Be careful not to scorch them or the broth will have a sharp, acrid aftertaste.

				Makes about 4 quarts

				
					
					

					additions to broth 

					Many scraps, vegetables, and aromatic flavorings can be employed in the stockpot, though some of them fight one another or may not be compatible with all meat bases. Here are a few notes on additions that are useful.

					Leftover roast or stew bones: These can be wiped clean, frozen, and saved to boost flavor, but be careful of the seasonings used in the roast; either wipe them away or make sure that they will not dominate the broth.

					Tomatoes: Some traditional Southern cooks also add the parings from a large fresh tomato to beef, veal, or pork broth, which deepens the color and gives a rosy tint to veal broth. But add them sparingly and with caution; they can easily overpower everything else.

					Onion parings: Substituting the fleshy parings of onions for all or part of the vegetable is a good way of using scraps, but don’t use the dry, papery skin.

					Salt pork: For a strong beef or pork broth, a ¼-inch-thick slice of lean salt pork or country ham (about 2 by 4 inches) will add a fine underpinning and will make it especially useful in seasoning stews and slow-cooked vegetables. Don’t use it in chicken or veal broth, however. It would overpower them.

					

					Periodically, additions to broth turn up in printed recipes that I cannot recommend. Here are the worst offenders and why you should avoid them.

					The dry, papery skin of onions or garlic: Though these deepen the color, they lend a harsh, almost artificial flavor as if the broth was made with powdered dried onion or garlic.

					Turmeric in chicken broth: Though turmeric gives chicken broth a lovely yellow color, it has a distinct taste that will make the broth less versatile. Good chicken scraps will lend a fine golden color on their own, but if you want a deeper yellow broth, add an extra carrot or a cup of carrot parings and scraps.

					More herbs: Added herbs, particularly strongly flavored ones such as tarragon, rosemary, sage, or oregano may fight with other ingredients when you use the broth in a soup or other recipe. If additional herb flavoring is wanted, those herbs are added in the individual recipe, not to the broth.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				ham broth

				The rich aroma and subtle flavor of salt-cured pork is a characterizing element of so much good Southern cooking, but modern health concerns have made many traditional cooks begin to avoid it. Ham broth is one way to get those traditional flavors without the fat. However, as is true of Basic Broth (page 10), you should not trim away the fat from the scraps: It must be present during the cooking to give the broth its full depth of flavor. Once finished, chill the broth and lift the congealed fat from the top. Its flavor will have been infused into the liquids.

				1 leftover ham bone, with some meat still attached, or 1½ pounds ham hocks

				2 large yellow onions, 1 peeled and thinly sliced, 1 peeled but left whole and stuck with 4 whole cloves

				1 medium rib celery, thickly sliced

				1 medium carrot, peeled and thickly sliced

				8 to 10 whole black peppercorns

				1 whole pod hot pepper such as cayenne, Serrano, or jalapeño

				1 large bay leaf

				4 quarts water

				Salt

				

				1. Put all the ingredients except the salt into a 6–8 quart stockpot. Bring slowly to a simmer over medium heat, uncovered, about 30 minutes. As soon as bubbles begin breaking the surface, reduce the heat to low and simmer slowly for at least 1½ hours; 3 or 4 hours will be even better if you have the time.

				2. Turn off the heat. Taste and add salt if it is needed, then let the broth cool. Strain it and refrigerate until the fat on top has solidified. Skim off the fat and discard it or save it to use for sautéing. The fat will keep in the refrigerator for several weeks, up to 3 months if frozen in a well-sealed container. The broth will keep for up to a week, refrigerated, or as long as 3 months frozen in small batches.

				Makes about 3½ quarts

				

			

		

	
		
			
				shellfish (or fish) stock for seafood soups, stews, and sauces

				Many Southern recipes for fish, shellfish, and seafood soups are founded on the distinctive flavor and rosy-orange color that can only come from the shells of shrimp, crabs, and crawfish. Buying shellfish still in their shells may mean more work for the cook, but the work is not much and the rewards are large; the fish is tastier when cooked in its shell, and the shells can be put to good use in the stockpot. You can of course substitute water where shellfish stock is called for, but the finished product will be missing an undertone that would make it exceptional. Bones, shells, scraps, and heads can be frozen if you can’t use them right away, but they are all more perishable than the flesh of the fish and should be used within a couple of weeks if possible.

				4 cups shrimp, crawfish, or crab shells, including the heads, if possible, or about 2 pounds fish bones and heads

				3 quarts water

				1 medium onion, thickly sliced

				3 to 4 cloves garlic, peeled but left whole

				2 leafy celery tops

				2 large sprigs parsley

				1 teaspoon peppercorns

				1 whole fresh or dried pod hot red pepper such as cayenne, Serrano, or jalapeño

				Salt, optional

				

				1. Put all the ingredients except the salt in a 6–8 quart stockpot. Bring it to almost a boil over medium-high heat. It boils over easily, so don’t let your attention stray. As soon as foam forms on top, reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, uncovered, for 1 hour.

				2. Raise the heat to medium-high and reduce the liquid to about 2⁄3 its original volume, skimming off any foam that rises to keep it from boiling over. Turn off the heat, allow the broth to settle. If you need the broth to be seasoned, add salt to taste, then strain it, discard the solids, and let it cool. Refrigerate or freeze the broth promptly. It will keep for 3 or 4 days in the refrigerator, up to 3 months in the freezer.

				Makes about 2 quarts (8 cups)
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				herbs in the southern kitchen
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				There is a popular myth that traditional Southern cooking, while it employs many spices, makes spare use of herbs. It is, therefore, presumed that Southern cooks are only just now discovering the benefits of herbs in cooking. Nothing could be further from the truth. Without a wide variety of herbs, both fresh and dried, traditional Southern cooks would be lost. Cooks of the classical Southern age (before the War Between the States) from Mary Randolph, author of the first known Southern cookbook, to Annabella Hill, the last of the antebellum authors, made wide use of herbs in their cooking. Both ladies mention as many as 14 culinary herbs and were free with such supposedly “unknown” ones as sweet basil, garlic, marjoram, rosemary, and thyme. Bay leaves, sage, and mint have always been essential to traditional Southern cooking. It’s true that sometime in the mid-twentieth century, for reasons lost in time, many Southern cooks hadn’t a single herb on hand other than a box of rubbed sage, but it’s more accurate to say that these cooks are today renewing their acquaintance with herbs, not discovering them for the first time.

				Both dried and fresh herbs are used in Southern kitchens, and contrary to the posturing of some chefs, neither is necessarily superior to the other. There are times when the more concentrated flavors of dried herbs are preferred; others when we want the bright herbal subtlety of fresh ones. Sometimes they can be used interchangeably, but not always. Wherever herbs are called for in this book, the recipe will indicate whether you should use dried or fresh. Actually, they should all be “fresh:” Even dried herbs should still have good color and a pungent fragrance.
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				bouquet garni

				This flavoring bundle of herbs with the fancy French name is essential for flavoring soups, stews, and stocks not only in France, but in every Western cuisine. You can buy fancy dried bouquet garni for a premium, and you can substitute dried herbs, but it won’t have the lovely subtlety of a fresh one. But while they’re best made with fresh herbs, you don’t have to use the prime leaves: The stems have exactly the same flavor, so take advantage of the stems that are leftover from using the herb in another recipe.

				1 leafy celery top

				1 large sprig parsley, or 2–3 leftover parsley stems

				1 large sprig thyme, or 2–3 leftover thyme stems

				1 large sprig (or 2–3 leftover stems) marjoram, oregano, rosemary, sage, or savory

				2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

				1. Lay a 6-inch square of cheesecloth on a work surface and gather the herbs on it into a bundle with the bay leaves on either side. Fold the cheesecloth around them.

				2. Tie the bundle with a kitchen twine, lacing it up as you would the ribbons of a ballet slipper.

				For 1 bouquet garni
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				bourbon in the kitchen
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				We will not revisit the reason that Leah Chase gave me the nickname “Dr. Jack Daniels”—which I have not been able to shake off, except to say that it has appropriately stuck. In my entire adult life as a cook, there has never been a time when I did not have bourbon or another distilled corn whiskey in my pantry. It’s an integral and indispensable element of flavor in my cooking that I would be hard pressed to do without. Bourbon is used in the South in exactly the same way brandy, cognac, and grappa are used in other cuisines, but it runs deeper than that. There is a smoothness, a suave subtlety to bourbon that other wood-aged spirits lack. In fact, when a recipe calls for brandy or cognac, bourbon is always what I use.

				When choosing a cooking whiskey, pick one that you would enjoy drinking but don’t waste a premium sipping whiskey on the kitchen pots. I once walked into Nathalie Dupree’s kitchen to find that she had stuffed an enormous bottle of premium single-barrel whiskey full of vanilla beans. Nathalie doesn’t drink at all and the whiskey was a gift, so the prodigal extravagance of that extract was lost on her. Yes, it was a lovely extract, but a lesser-quality whiskey would have produced one that was just as lovely.

				Government regulations specify that bourbon is any whiskey distilled from mash that’s more than half corn; they don’t proscribe a territory. But bourbon was born in Kentucky, in the county whose name it bears, and for most Southerners, real bourbon comes from a confined area around Bourbon County. There are other perfectly good Southern whiskies, such as Tennessee’s Jack Daniels, that will make little or no difference in the pot. Here are a few key label distinctions you’ll need to know when shopping for them. Straight means it’s distilled from mash that’s at least 51 percent corn. Sour mash is from a blend of old mash (to help fermentation) and new mash. Blended (which is most of them) means that it’s a mixture of several batches, and single-barrel is from a single, premium batch.

			

		

	
		
			
				homemade bourbon vanilla

				Making your own vanilla extract may seem a little extreme, particularly since good-quality extracts are available to us, and commercial extracts can certainly be used in any recipe in this book. Once you taste the rich depth of flavor that bourbon lends to vanilla and understand the distinctive difference that so simple a preparation can make, you’re sure to think the small effort required is well worth it. If you bake often, you can make this in larger batches: Just allow 1 vanilla bean for every ¼ cup of whiskey.

				4 whole imported vanilla beans

				1 cup bourbon

				1. Split the vanilla beans in half lengthwise, then cut each half into quarters. Put the beans into a clean jar or bottle with a tight fitting lid. Add the bourbon, tightly put on the lid, and give the jar a good shake.

				2. Put it in a cool, dark cupboard that you use frequently. At least once a day for 2 weeks, give the jar a gentle shake. After 2 weeks, you no longer need to agitate the jar. Keep it in a cool place away from direct light.

				3. Every time you use the vanilla, replace what you take out with an equal amount of bourbon. It will replenish itself for at least a year or two before the fragrance and flavor begin to fade. I’ve kept one batch going for as long as 5 years. When the flavor begins to fade, stop replenishing and use up the extract. Then start a new batch with fresh beans, or strain the old extract, measure it, and use it as a base for your next batch.

				Makes 1 cup
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				peach conserves
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				Peaches are among the earliest fruits imported into the South by Europeans, and arguably the most enduring. They are so completely woven into Southern food that it is difficult to imagine our cooking without this fragrant member of the plum family. Peach ice cream is almost an icon of summer, and spicy cobblers, made from fresh, canned, frozen, and dried fruit, are a favorite all year-round. Peaches are also a favorite for preserving in jam, marmalade, pickles, and chutney. Here are two particularly lovely conserves that are essential elements of some of the recipes in this book.

				peach-orange marmalade

				This sumptuous preserve is heaven on biscuits, toast, or a slice of pound cake, but it is also a wonderful foil for meat, game, and poultry. It is the defining condiment for Grilled Duck Breasts with Warm Peach-Orange Marmalade (page 174) and is also delicious with roasted turkey or game such as wild duck or venison.

				1 lemon

				1 medium to large orange

				2 pounds peaches

				3 cups sugar

				1. Halve the lemon and juice it through a strainer into a glass or stainless bowl that will hold at least 5 cups. Remove the zest from the orange in julienne, either with a bar zester, or remove it with a vegetable peeler in strips and cut it into julienne with a sharp chef’s knife. Add the zest to the bowl with the juice, then cut the orange in half and juice it through a strainer into the bowl.

				2. Peel, split, pit, and thinly slice the peaches, then cut the slices into ½-inch chips. As you finish them, put them in the bowl with the lemon juice and toss until coated. When all the peaches are chipped, sprinkle the sugar over them and gently stir until it’s well mixed. Set aside in a cool place for at least 1 hour, but for no more than 2, stirring occasionally to keep the sugar well distributed.

				3. Transfer the peaches to a 3–4 quart heavy-bottomed stainless steel or enameled saucepan and bring it to a simmer over medium-high heat, stirring frequently. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, stirring occasionally, until it’s thick and the peaches are very tender and translucent, about 1 hour.

				4. Let it sit for a few minutes and skim off and discard any foam that settles on top. While it’s still hot, spoon it into clean, sterilized half-pint canning jars and seal with new lids. Process in a water bath for 10 minutes (see page 22). Allow them to cool completely, and make sure the lids have sealed before storing in a cool, dark cupboard or pantry.

				Makes 4 to 5 half-pints
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				peach chutney

				Before mangoes were imported and grown commercially in Florida and California, they were rarely available to the average Southern cook for making chutney, so over the years, other fruits and vegetables have been popularly substituted for them, peaches in particular, which have a similar texture to mangoes. In Georgia, where peaches seem almost to be our birthright, it’s only natural that our state fruit would become the one most commonly found in the chutney jar.

				Any peach will work in this recipe, as will mangoes if you have them available to you. The choice of fruit is yours to make, though you should be aware that each choice affects the color and flavor. Yellow peaches and mangoes make a richer, more golden chutney than white peaches, but white ones add fine aroma and a subtly floral element to the flavor. Golden raisins will make the chutney a little sweeter and will help it hold its lovely golden-peach color. Currants will darken it but will lend a more complex flavor.

				1 large lemon

				2 pounds firm, slightly under-ripe peaches

				1 cup currants or golden raisins (see notes above)

				1 cup chopped yellow onion (about 1 medium onion)

				1 large, or 2 small, cloves garlic, lightly crushed, peeled and minced

				1 tablespoon finely minced fresh ginger

				1 or 2 green or red chile peppers (depending on their heat and your taste)

				3 cups cider vinegar

				2 cups sugar

				2 bay leaves

				1 tablespoon yellow or white mustard seeds

				1 teaspoon salt

				1. Grate the zest from the lemon into a 2-quart glass or stainless steel bowl. Cut the lemon in half and juice it through a strainer into the bowl. Peel, halve, pit, and thinly slice the peaches, then cut the slices into 1⁄2-inch chips. Add them to the bowl with the lemon juice and zest as you go, tossing well to coat them. When all the peaches are sliced, add the currants, onion, garlic, ginger, and hot pepper. Gently toss until well mixed.

				2. Stir the vinegar and sugar together in a 3–4-­quart heavy-bottomed stainless steel or enameled saucepan or stockpot until the sugar is mostly dissolved. Add the bay leaves, mustard seeds, and salt. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat, stirring until the sugar is completely dissolved. Add the remaining ingredients, bring it back to a boil, then reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, stirring occasionally, until it’s thick and the peaches and onions are tender, about an hour. Turn off the heat.

				3. Remove and discard the bay leaves. Immediately ladle the chutney into sterilized half-pint jars, and seal with new lids. Process the jars in a water bath for 10 minutes (see page 22 for the method). Allow the jars to cool completely, and make sure the lids have sealed before storing them in a cool, dark cupboard or pantry.

				Makes 6 to 7 half-pints

			

		

	
		
			
				
					pepper vinegar

					This tart and spicy condiment is commonplace in Southern kitchens and, in the Deep South, can be found on many tables both at home and in public diners, right alongside the salt and pepper. It’s used to flavor soups and stews, add spice to salad dressings, and as a condiment for vegetables, especially greens.

					6 ounces whole fresh red or green cayenne or other hot peppers

					About 1 cup cider vinegar (see step 1)

					

					1. Pack the peppers into a sterilized pint jar. Bring the vinegar to a boil and pour it over them, filling the jar to within ¼ inch of the top. The peppers must be completely submerged, so heat a little more vinegar if you don’t have enough.

					2. Seal the jar with a new canning lid and ring seal. Refrigerate and let stand for at least 2 weeks (a month is better) before using. Or, for more prolonged storage, process it in a boiling water bath for 10 minutes (see page 22), and then store in a cool, dark cupboard.

					Makes 1 pint
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				canning conserves for prolonged storage

				Any preserve or relish, such as the previous three recipes, can be canned for prolonged storage. Canning is a simple vacuum-sealing process and isn’t difficult, but if you’ve never done it, take the time to become familiar with a few key fundamentals.

				The Equipment

				First, it’s important to use the right jars for home canning. Used commercial jelly and pickle jars are not designed for home use and aren’t suitable for this process. Use only jars specifically made for home canning. The jars can be used over and over again, and the rings can be used until they show signs of rust, but never re-use the sealing lids. The sealing compound may be damaged in a way you can’t see. New jars are usually packed with lids, and replacements are available wherever jars are sold. Old-fashioned glass clamp jars with rubber rings are charming but aren’t suitable for canning.

				There are two types of canning processors available, pressure and water-bath canners. The latter is more versatile and can be used for things other than canning, and is the type used here. The pot is a deep enameled or stainless steel kettle fitted with a rack that is not only useful for removing the jars from the hot water bath, but it keeps them from bouncing on the bottom of the pot and knocking into one other during processing. The pot must be deep enough for the jars to be submerged in water by at least an inch.

				Aside from the proper jars, lids, and processor, it’s helpful to have a large pair of tongs for handling the jars, a stainless wide-mouthed canning funnel for filling them, a magnetic lid lifter, and plenty of clean cotton or linen kitchen towels.

				The Process

				Everything that touches prepared conserve must be sterile to prevent spoilage after the jar is sealed. Sterilize jars by boiling them in water to cover for 10 minutes; boil the lids for 1 minute in a stainless pan, then turn off the heat and let them remain in the water until you are ready to use them. Don’t touch anything that will touch the conserve with your bare hands after it has been sterilized.

				Use a wide-mouthed funnel and stainless-steel tongs, ladles, spoons, or forks for filling the jars with conserve. For whole pickles and fruit preserves, leave no less than ½ inch of head room at the top of the jar, and cover it with the pickling or preserving syrup by at least ¼ inch, leaving an overall headroom of ¼ inch (pack them tightly so they don’t float, but not so tightly that they won’t be surrounded by the pickling solution or preserving syrup). For jams, marmalades and so forth, leave ¼-inch of headroom. Once the jars are filled, use a magnetic lid lifter to remove the lid from its hot water bath and place the lids without touching the inside of it. Screw on the rings until just lightly tightened. Don’t tighten the rings too much, or the air will not be able to escape, preventing a proper seal.

				To process them, put enough water in the pot to cover the jars by at least an inch and bring it to a boil. Put the jars into the rack and lower them into the water. Cover and let it come back to a boil. Boil 10 minutes for pickles and solid conserves like chutney, 5 minutes for jelly.

				When the jars first come out of the bath, they’re very hot and fragile and must not touch each other or any cool surface. Spread out clean, double-folded cotton or linen towels. Take the jars out of the bath with the rack and then move them to the towels using jar tongs, never allowing them to touch one another. As the jars cool, the vacuum formed in the top will pull the dome of the lid inward, making a “popping” sound as it seals. Let the jars sit for 24 hours before storing them; any that don’t seal should be refrigerated and used as soon as possible.

				Storing Home-Canned Conserves

				All unprocessed conserves must be refrigerated and will keep for up to 2 months if packed in a sterile jar.  Processed conserves should be stored in a cool, dark cupboard or pantry. I try to use canned goods within a year, though most will last a lot longer. Do not eat any conserve with a bulging lid: Put on a pair of disposable food service gloves (botulism can be absorbed through your skin) and throw it out. Regardless of whether the lid is bulging, if you are ever in doubt about any conserve, don’t eat it; throw it out. It’s better to lose the little bit of work and material than to end up being poisoned.
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				crystallized citrus peel

				It’s easy to imagine the cook who first decided not to waste the fragrant lemon and orange parings that were leftover after the fruit had been peeled and prepared for the table, fiddling around with honey or sugar syrup until the tart, brightly colored peelings were plump and sweet. This ancient confection is still one of the most delicious candies ever devised, the nearest thing to perfection in the confectioner’s art until chocolate came along to coat it with a dark layer of silk and send it over the top.

				Crystallized citrus peel is not only delicious as candy, it’s indispensable in holiday baking, particularly in making fruit cake (page 326). Unhappily, commercially candied peel, mostly made with high-fructose syrup, is not worth looking at, let alone eating. Our only alternative is to make it at home. It isn’t difficult or time-consuming and is an excellent way to use leftover citrus peelings that would otherwise be thrown out. Traditional recipes called for blanching the peel in three or four changes of water to remove all the bitterness, but doing so with modern hybrid fruit removes an important element of the flavor. I find that doing it just twice is usually enough.

				To use leftover rinds from juice, or the breakfast table, cut each half into quarters and scoop out any remaining pulp and membrane. Wash well under cold water and store them in an air-tight container, such as a plastic storage bag, refrigerated, for up to 3 days, until you have enough rinds for a batch. If you are taking the rinds from whole fruit, cut them into quarters and pull out the sections with their outer membranes. The fruit can be used in fruit salad, or sectioned and served as is.

				

				1 pound whole orange, grapefruit, or lemon rinds, scraped clean of any pulp and connective membrane, but with the white pith left intact

				1½ pounds (3 cups) sugar

				1. If you aren’t sure the fruit hasn’t been coated with colored wax, scrub the rinds under warm water and pat dry, otherwise rinse them well under cold running water and pat dry.

				2. Put enough water into a heavy-bottomed stainless steel or enameled pot or preserve kettle to completely cover the rinds. Bring it to a boil over medium-high heat and add the rinds. Let the water return to a boil and cook briskly for 5 minutes. Drain, refresh the rinds under cold running water, and then cover them with cold water. Return the pot to the heat and bring the water to a boil. Allow to boil for 3 to 5 minutes and drain thoroughly. When the rind is cool enough to handle, cut it into ¼-inch wide strips. Return it to the pot and sprinkle 1 cup of the sugar over it. Place the pot over medium-low heat and bring it to a simmer, stirring frequently. A syrup will form as the sugar melts into the moisture remaining in the rinds. Cook, stirring occasionally, until most of this syrup is absorbed by the rinds, about 10 minutes. Turn off the heat.

				

				3. Spread the peel on a wire cooling rack set over a baking sheet to catch drips, and let it dry at room temperature until it is firm and only a little sticky, about 8 hours. You may also do this in an oven set on the “warm” setting; it should take 2 to 4 hours. Check it frequently after the first hour to make sure the candy does not dry too much.

				4. Spread the remaining 2 cups of sugar on a wax paper or parchment lined cookie sheet and roll the rinds in it until they are coated. Wipe the rack clean and return them to it until they are dry to the touch. Store the candy in an airtight tin or plastic container. If it gets sticky and wet, roll it in more sugar.

				Makes about 2 pounds
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				the southern dairy
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				Dairy products found in a Southern kitchen are mostly universal and do not need an introduction, but one or two are so important that they do need a little explaining. Many of the recipes call for whole milk. Don’t substitute low-fat or skimmed milk unless the recipe specifies that you can. It’s not my purpose or place to give you a health lecture, although removing fat from milk also removes some of the nutrients, and whole foods are usually more digestible. Our primarily concern here is taste and how the milk reacts in cooking. Skimmed or low-fat milk won’t react in the same way as whole milk.

				Buttermilk and yogurt: True buttermilk is the naturally soured liquid left over from making butter. Whole milk or cream is agitated until the fats separate and solidify. Modern commercial buttermilk, on the other hand, is not a by-product; it’s whole or skimmed milk soured with added enzymes. Most of it also contains thickeners and/or emulsifiers to make it thick and creamy. These additives can have an affect on how the milk reacts in cooking, but in most cases it’s negligible. When using commercial buttermilk, taste it first to see if you will need to hold back on salt in the recipe. If you can get real buttermilk from a local dairy, it’s far better. When I can’t get that, I substitute plain, all-natural yogurt thinned to buttermilk consistency with regular milk.

				Regardless of which you use, choose a whole milk product. The label will read “whole milk” or “made with whole milk.” The reason for this is that for the best flavor and texture the fat must still be in the milk when it’s processed into buttermilk or yogurt. When it’s removed before the milk is soured, the flavor of the finished product is always sharper and never as full. If fat is a concern, use buttermilk or all-natural yogurt that isn’t homogenized; the fat rises to the top and can be removed before you use it.

				Sour cream and crème fraîche: Commercial sour cream will work in a recipe in which the cream is not heated or cooked, but will not answer when the cream is to be heated. It’s usually no more than 24% and often as little as 16% milk fat. Far superior to it is crème fraîche, which was the sour cream of our ancestors, the kind intended in historical recipes. It has a mild, nutty tang that makes it an ideal topping or binder for cold salads and sweets and, more important, will heat without curdling. It’s expensive, but happily easy to make. You’ll need cream that is at least 36% milk fat (most commercial heavy cream is), but if you can get minimally treated cream that’s 40–45%, that’s even better.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				crème fraîche

				2 tablespoons all-natural whole milk Greek yogurt or regular whole milk yogurt

				2 cups 36% minimum milk fat heavy cream

				1. If using Greek yogurt, it won’t need straining. Skip to step 2. If using plain yogurt, put it in a wire mesh sieve lined with a double layer of cheesecloth and spoon the yogurt into it. Let stand in the sink for 30 minutes to drain off the whey.

				2. Scrape the yogurt into a glass or ceramic bowl and slowly (and lightly) whisk in the cream. You don’t want to whip it, just evenly mix the two together. Cover with a towel or cheesecloth and let stand at room temperature until the cream is clotted and thick, about 4 to 6 hours, if the weather is warm, or as long as 8 hours if it is fairly cool.

				3. Scrape it into a clean glass pint canning jar, cover tightly and refrigerate until needed. It should keep for about two weeks.

				Cheese: Cheese is an essential element of all Southern cooking. The most common is cheddar: choose a well-aged Canadian, English, or Vermont cheddar or English Farmhouse cheese. Parmesan is another essential that has a long tradition in the South, having been imported at least since the beginning of the eighteenth century. Use real Parmigiano-Reggiano: This is no time to be cheap. There are several other traditional cheeses called for throughout this book, including regionally made blue, goat, and specialty artisan cheeses. They’re discussed with the recipes that call for them.

				Makes 1 pint
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				fat and cured pork
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				Fats, especially the kinds traditionally used in a Southern kitchen, have become culinary bad boys these days, and yet without fat in our diet, even those that have been deemed “bad,” we could not survive. Not only are fats as essential to our health as water, without them, we could hardly cook at all. Even boiling and steaming require the natural fats within the food so that the food reacts properly to the heat. The fat may be removed at the end of a process—as in a broth or in the making of buttermilk or yogurt, but its presence during the process deeply affects the flavor.

				That said, the circumstances of our lives have changed drastically in the last century. We no longer do the kind of heavy work that our ancestors did and so no longer need the amounts of fat that many old recipes contained. Many cooks have abandoned some of the old fats and flavoring salt pork altogether; the drippings jar by the stove has been replaced with a bottle of olive oil. This is reflected in many of the recipes of this book. However, I still use those culinary bad-boys all the time in my cooking. What I, and many other Southern cooks, have preferred to do rather than abandon them is to rethink the way we use them. Used sensibly, they can actually be good tools for cooks who want to cut the amount of overall fat in their cooking.

				The advantage that bacon drippings, salt pork fat, lard, and butter have over other supposedly “more healthy” fats is flavor: They’re loaded with it. Consequently, they can and should be used in much smaller quantities than a mildly flavored fat such as canola oil. Conversely, it’s easy to get carried away using a flavorless fat, since it doesn’t have a dominant taste. It’s less easy to overuse butter or drippings, since they will inevitably taste heavy and greasy when too much goes into the pot. In short, a pat of butter, a small spoonful of drippings, a dollop of pure lard add a lot more than just fat to the mix and therefore go a lot further. They add richness, a sense of luxury on the palate. They feel and taste indulgent. Here are a few essential notes on the use of these products in the new Southern kitchen, but first a word on the pantry’s “newcomer.”
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				Olive Oil

				After my first cookbook on historical Southern cooking had been out for a few years, a learned colleague collared me at a culinary meeting and asked skeptically, “Just what is it with you and olive oil in Southern cooking?”

				She echoes an old and widely held misconception that olive oil is essentially a new product in Southern kitchens. Recent history would seem to bear this out, but a mere glance at historical cookbooks tells another story. It was so important that early colonists in Carolina and Georgia tried to grow olives for oil; while the experiment failed, shipping records and advertisements tell us that these same colonists still found it essential enough to import in substantial quantities. It was expensive, but cookbooks suggest that it was an integral part of Southern cookery and medicine—at least, for the upper classes that could afford cookbooks. Naturally, poorer families used this oil sparingly, if at all.

				Until the twentieth century, olive oil was pretty much the only salad oil available; it was often referred to as such in recipes—“a spoonful of salad oil” or, not infrequently, “sweet oil.” Because of its expense, it tended to be reserved mainly for salads and medicinal ointments and tonics, but it does make an occasional appearance in other recipes, usually for sauces, fish, and shellfish. It was also used for basting roasted pork, probably because it withstood the intense heat of a hearth fire better than butter.

				When other, less expensive oils began to appear at the end of the nineteenth century, the use of olive oil declined in the South for a time. The waning demand made good quality olive oil difficult to come by. That doesn’t mean it disappeared; it didn’t. But today, good olive oil is more commonplace in our region than good lard, and it is widely available to almost all households. Southern cooks have begun to integrate olive oil into real Southern food, using it in distinctly Southern (as opposed to Mediterranean) ways. Aside from salads, it’s substituted for bacon drippings or lard (my mother’s olive oil biscuits, page 262, for example), and used in flavoring marinades, for sautéing, for basting roasts, and for moistening many cooked vegetables and all kinds of fish and shellfish.

				However you use it, use the best-quality olive oil that you can afford, and learn to trust your own palate in this regard. But don’t let economy be the only thing that makes the decision for you. Think of it this way: The better the flavor, the less you will tend to use, so good oil tends to be the better investment in the long run.

				There are excellent books on olive oil available, so there is no point to going on at length about it in these pages. Here is a brief explanation of the terms and grades that you will need to know about when shopping for it. Extra virgin is the oil extracted from the first cold pressing, virgin is from the second cold pressing. Pure olive oil is from later pressings in which heat and/or chemicals may have been applied to help extract the oils. Cold-pressing means that heat has not been used to extract the oil, but the term is not exact and does not mean that no heat has been applied at all. Extra virgin and virgin oils have the most flavor and color because they contain more of the essence of the fruit. Predictably, oils from later pressings have less flavor and color.

				When I want to really taste the oil, even in cooking, I use extra virgin olive oil. Much like drippings and butter, if the oil is full-flavored, I use far less in the long run. When the flavor is not as important, or when extra virgin oil would either be too strong or might too easily burn (as in frying), I use plain olive oil, or peanut, corn, or canola oil. Many cooks use extra virgin oil mainly for salads and for dressing pasta, and pure oil for their other cooking, because heat changes the flavor of olive oil. Well, it changes the flavor of just about everything: That’s not always a bad thing.

				Oil, like any other organic substance, will eventually spoil and go rancid. Extra virgin olive oil is especially susceptible to this because of the olive solids that it contains. So, first, make sure you are buying good oil: It should have a clean, fresh smell and taste distinctly of olives. Old oil will smell heavy and greasy and will leave behind an unpleasant acrid taste on the tongue. Light and heat accelerate the deterioration. If the market stores olive oil on the top shelf where it is fully exposed to the store’s lighting system, it may already be compromised, even if it’s bottled in dark colored glass. Once you get it home, store it in an airtight container in a cool, dark cupboard. If you use it infrequently, you may even want to store it in the refrigerator. Some claim that this will do damage to the flavor, but it will not do as much damage as heat.

				Salt-Cured Pork, Bacon, Drippings, and Other Cured Pork Products

				Ever since man first learned to herd pigs, they’ve been preserving pork in salt. Southern cooking is infamous for its prodigal use of cured pork and its rendered fat, but these things are indispensable to most of the world’s most ancient cuisines, including those of China, France, and Italy. One of the most striking of the many parallels between Southern cooking and all three of those classic cuisines is the way that salt-cured pork is used in them. Here are the basic types that are called for in this book.

				Bacon: In the old cookbooks, “bacon” meant any cut of pork that was salt-cured but not smoked, but today American bacon is by definition a particular cut (the belly) and is almost always smoked with an aromatic hardwood. To avoid confusion, when a recipe calls for bacon in this book, it means smoked American-style bacon. Good bacon is universally available; I prefer the market-cut variety that often still has its rind because it’s usually a drier cure and has better flavor. But if you find your choices are limited, smoked Italian pancetta (pancetta afumicata) makes a good substitute.

				Dry- and brine-cured salt pork: This type of cured pork is usually from the side of the animal. Dry-salt curing means it’s rubbed with salt and air-aged; sometimes salt pork is brined and then air dried. Unlike bacon it never contains sugar and is never smoked. It is preferred when one wants the savory underpinning of salted pork without the added weight of smoke flavoring or sugar. The cure is identical to Italian pancetta, which is an ideal substitute if salt pork is not available where you live.

				Country ham: Despite what often appears in your market’s deli case, “ham” is not an idea or curing method; there was a time when it didn’t even mean cured meat. A ham is the haunch or back thigh of an animal, and cured ham is the hind leg of a hog. It can be cured in heavy brine (as in most supermarket hams) or by rubbing it with dry salt and spice and hanging to dry-cure. It may or may not contain sugar, and may or may not be smoked, though most American hams are. Southern country hams are usually both air-cured and smoked. Sometimes they’re rubbed with ash for both flavor and protection against insects. Yet the flavor of smoke in country ham is more subtle than breakfast bacon. It’s used when one wants a richer, more distinctive flavor, but not a smoky aftertaste. Any good quality dry-cured ham (such as prosciutto) makes an excellent substitute.

				Salt pork substitutes: Though pork’s reputation has improved in recent times and is no longer being quite so vilified, you may still have reasons, whether health-related, religious, or philosophical, for avoiding it in your cooking. There are many reasonable and delicious substitutes, including a touch of anchovy, a splash of Asian fish sauce, and a well-scraped leftover rind from Parmigiano-Reggiano. Acceptable substitutes are suggested in the recipes. Use all your senses when using them. Anchovies, for example, should be kept very subtle—a little will lend that subtle underpinning that you’re after, and even a smidgen too much will be overpoweringly fishy.

				Some suggested substitutes are too laughable to even think about, but there’s one I find so unsatisfactory that it warrants mention here: imitation ham made with turkey or soy protein. Most have too much synthetic smoke flavoring, which lends a harsh, bitter aftertaste, and none come anywhere near the subtlety of real salt-cured pork.

				Lard and drippings: Lard is pure, rendered pork fat, the finest of which is leaf fat from the saddle and belly of the hog. Buy it from a butcher, where it is stored in a refrigerated case. Check the label to make sure it does not contain preservatives, and if the container is not sealed, open it. Fresh lard is creamy-white with a mild, faintly oily, but fresh, clean smell. Avoid any that is dark and smells oily and heavy. You may also render your own lard to ensure freshness and quality, using the instructions that follow. Drippings are the fat rendered from any meat, but the ones most frequently used in Southern cooking are from bacon and country ham. Once, drippings were kept in a container near the stove to be spooned out as needed, but today we use them less often and they spoil easily, so store drippings, well-sealed, in the refrigerator. They will keep for a couple of months.

				Rendering lard: Wash and pat dry 4 pounds of fresh pork fat (preferably leaf fat from the saddle around the kidneys). Cut it into small dice or put it through a meat grinder (if you have one, or see if the butcher will do this for you). Put it in a deep, heavy-bottomed pot such as a cast iron Dutch oven over low heat. Let it cook until the fat is dissolved and the solids sink to the bottom. When the solids turn brown, turn off the heat and lift them out with a skimmer and drain them well on absorbent paper. These are the cracklings, which can be used in place of shortening as a flavorful addition to Southern corn bread and certain kinds of Italian and French country loaves. Let the lard cool enough to handle and strain it into a clean container with a tight-fitting lid.

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]

					
				Prepping Vegetables
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				One last thing before we move on to the recipes. Flavoring vegetables, including celery, garlic, leeks, onions, and tomatoes, are frequently called for in the recipes that follow. Most cookbook authors and cooking teachers take for granted that every cook knows exactly how to tackle an onion, a clove of garlic, or a fresh, unpeeled tomato. So did I, until I began to pay attention to how my cooking students struggled with them or vigorously took notes as I peeled and chopped. It took me a while to realize that many readers and students did not grow up—as I did—with a grandmother in the kitchen. Vague instructions, or worse, no instructions, leave such cooks feeling helpless, intimidated, and inadequate. There’s no reason to feel this way. As I tell my students, not knowing isn’t a crime; not asking is. The cookbook standard “1 onion, peeled and chopped” or just “1 chopped onion” may be fine for anyone who already knows how, but if you don’t, that onion looks like some many layered monster that is just lying in wait to humiliate its abuser.

				Let’s take that mystery away right here. These vegetables require some basic but particular preparation, but repeating the method every time they are needed would double the pages of the book. To omit them altogether would be irresponsible. Here is what you need to know about the peeling, trimming, and cutting of those ubiquitous basics.
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				Celery

				A head of celery is a cluster of ribs or stalks, each with its own leafy top. The challenge in preparing celery is getting rid of the dirt that collects between these ribs and the tough, fibrous “strings” that run like vertical conduits through it.

				Break off as many outer ribs as you will need. Scrub each under cold running water with a vegetable brush or your fingers until all the dirt is gone. Drain, then take the upper part of the rib and break it back toward the outer side at the joint where the leafy top attaches to the main rib. Pull the top gently downward: this will pull away the toughest strings. Discard the strings but save the leafy top for use in the stockpot or for a Bouquet Garni (page 15). If there are still tough strings and you want to be sure to get rid of all of them, peel them away with a vegetable peeler. This last step is not really necessary, particularly if the celery is chopped. Cut the rib into halves or thirds, cut each piece vertically into small sticks, then gather the sticks into a small bundle and slice across them, making dice as small as you need for the individual recipe.

				Garlic

				Contrary to popular belief, garlic has always been an element of many of the South’s regional cuisines. A head or bulb of garlic is a cluster of smaller bulbs, called variously cloves, buttons, fingers, and toes. There are several ways of preparing it for the pot, depending on what you want from it. The more garlic is mangled, the stronger the flavor will be. That is because crushing releases the strongly flavored acids that give garlic its characteristic pungency. Here’s how to get what you need from them.

				Peeling garlic and leaving it whole, for subtle flavor: Break the clove from the root which holds the head together, trim the root end, and then rub and pull the papery skin off, making sure not to crush it. The clove is then put whole into the pot and removed at the end of the cooking, when it has gently infused a subtle, almost meaty flavor—as when making broth or slow-simmering certain vegetables without salt pork.

				Peeling and chopping garlic, for a distinct flavor: Remove the skin by lightly crushing the clove with the flat side of a knife blade to loosen it, then slip it off. Chop the clove as fine as needed for the recipe, using a good sharp knife.

				Crushing garlic, for a riotous, strong garlic flavor: Give the clove a sharp, determined whack with the flat side of the knife or a mallet. Remove the skin and discard it, then chop the garlic if it is required by the recipe. Crushing the clove releases the strong acids more immediately, lending the least subtlety and most intense flavor.

				Many students ask why I don’t mince with a garlic press. Simple: Presses don’t mince, they puree, and pureed garlic is very strongly flavored. Unless the recipe calls for puree, you should not use a press to process the garlic.

				Onions

				No one should feel intimidated by onions after seeing the way even professional chefs sometimes struggle with them. The job is not difficult and needn’t cause a flood of tears once you know a trick or two.

				Trimming and peeling onions: Cut off the root tendrils, cutting through the outer, papery layer at the same time but leaving all the other layers of the onion still attached. Cut off the dried sprout end. If you must have full rings, cut a vertical slit in through the paper skin and the first fleshy layer of the onion and peel the outer layers away. The remaining onion can then be cut crosswise into rings. If you need strips or chopped onion, stand the onion on the sprout end (which you’ve flattened by cutting off the dried sprout), cut it in half vertically and pull away the outer skin.

				Cutting the peeled onion into strips or dice: Lay half of the onion cut-side-down on a cutting board. Following the vertical grooves and lines in the onion, cut through to the center, gradually angling the knife with each cut, but being careful not to cut through the root end. For strips, cut off the root end and separate the cut onion into strips; to chop or dice it, leave the root attached and cut crosswise from the stem end with a sharp knife, making the dice as small or large as needed for the individual recipe.

				Leeks

				This member of the onion family looks a lot like a scallion on steroids. The challenge is to clean all of the dirt that’s buried within its multiple leaves. The outer leaves are loose and have a crease down the center like a folded piece of paper. First, peel off the first couple of tough, outer layers and trim off the tough dark green tops and most of the root. Lay the leek flat on a work surface. If the leek will be sliced or chopped, lay your hand on top of it and holding the knife parallel to the cutting board, cut it in half from the root end. Wash each half under cold running water, holding it root end up and bending back the outer layers to rub away the dirt between them. Chop or slice it in exactly the same way as an onion.

				If the vegetable is to be used whole, slip the knife along the leaves at the crease, cutting only through the outer few. Bend them back and keep slicing through leaves until there is no longer a layer of dirt between them. Turn the vegetable over and repeat this step with the other side. Hold it under cold running water, root up, and gently folding back the cut outer leaves, rub until all the dirt is gone.

				[image: tomatoes_81259951.tif]

				Tomatoes

				Tomatoes are so much a part of Southern cooking that most Southerners could not imagine being without them. Whether they are straight off the vine, eaten out of hand like an apple, or distilled into a complex Sauce Creole, their presence is as ubiquitous in the Southern kitchen as it is in an Italian one. The problem they present the cook is how to get rid of the tough peeling and small, slippery seeds. Depending on how the tomatoes are to be used, there are several methods that can be employed.

				Peeling tomatoes with a vegetable peeler: When the tomatoes are eaten raw, or mustn’t be cooked at all before they are put into a recipe, it is easiest to peel them with a vegetable peeler. There are serrated vegetable peelers that make this job a snap. Simply cut out the stem scar and core, and skin the tomato by cutting with the peeler in a sawing back and forth motion.

				Peeling tomatoes with a paring knife: This is an easy way to remove the peeling from thick salad or sandwich slices. Core and slice the tomato first, then slip a paring knife just under the peeling of each slice and cut it away with a gentle sawing motion. The seeds can be poked out of the seed cavities if necessary.

				Peeling tomatoes by blanching: This is the easiest way to remove the peeling when the tomatoes will undergo further cooking. Put them in a heat-proof bowl and completely cover them with boiling water. Leave them for 1 minute, then drain and refresh the tomatoes under cold running water (this will help loosen the peel by causing the warmed inner flesh to contract away from the peel). Core each tomato and slip off the peeling.

				To seed tomatoes: Fit a wire mesh strainer over a glass or stainless steel bowl; cut the peeled tomato in half crosswise, and scoop the seeds into the strainer. Discard the seeds and use the tomatoes and their collected juices (if needed) as directed by the recipe.

				

				Now we are ready to do some serious cooking.
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				There was a time when appetizers, hors d’oeuvres, and other such dainty pre-dinner fare were as foreign to a Southern palate as sashimi. The exception was the Creole canapé, which pretty much proved the rule. Southerners have not, historically, been a nation of grazers, and our appetites rarely need teasing to be stirred up: We are always hungry when it’s time for dinner. Food for parties and receptions was more elegant than our everyday fare, of course, but it was still substantial and filling. Until late in the nineteenth century, it was rarely the kind of dainty, palate-teasing nibble that we now associate with party tables. By the 1920s, however, when Mrs. Dull included a whole chapter of canapés in her iconic Southern Cooking, the appetizer had become a permanent fixture down South, whether it accompanied a glass of sweet tea or a pickled-okra-garnished martini on the porch, or led the way at dinner in the dining room. All the same, Southerners still like small bites to have substance, and many of the dishes found here could serve as the main course for a brunch, luncheon, or supper.
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