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Biscuit Love

The first time I met Regina Charboneau was in her kitchen at Twin Oaks, the 1832 plantation house in Natchez she and her husband bought and lovingly restored in 2000. It could not have been a more fitting and (for me, at least) delightful introduction. She was making biscuits, a fairly routine task that in Regina’s hands becomes a tour de force. Drawing from the croissant-making skills she learned as a culinary student in Paris, she rolls and folds and rolls and folds until the dough is streaked with gorgeous buttery ribbons. The end products are the flakiest, most meltingly delicious biscuits I’ve ever tasted, in a long and active life of tasting them.

Since then, I’ve returned to Twin Oaks many times for infusions of what those of us lucky enough to be in Regina’s orbit all refer to as “Biscuit Love”—which is also a metaphor for her great company, innate graciousness, and bottomless generosity. I would happily follow Regina up and down the Mississippi for an extended dose of her hospitality and more examples of her inventive and always superb cooking. But now in Mississippi Current she has brought the River and its bounty home to me and all her lucky readers instead.

Like Regina, I was born on the Mississippi, about two hours north of Natchez in the Delta town of Greenville. My father’s family’s roots go back many generations in Caruthersville, Missouri, where there’s a waterfront statue of my great-grandfather, a river engineer. Growing up, some of the most exciting social events I attended were the christenings of towboats at our once busy downtown port. In this book, I learned that the J.M. White, a riverboat so opulent that it was known as “the floating palace,” traveled the river between New Orleans and Greenville from 1868 to 1886.

So I know what Regina, a seventh-generation Natchezian, means when she says she has Mississippi River water running through her veins. But what I didn’t know about was the richness of the culinary traditions along the River from Minnesota to its mouth. While I’ve tasted Kentucky Burgoo and know well the pleasures of New Orleans’s Eggs Sardou, gin fizzes, and Sazeracs, I had no idea of the crawfish parties hosted by Minnesota’s sizable Swedish population or the Oktoberfest gatherings introduced by the German settlers in La Crosse, Wisconsin. I grew up eating the cultural phenomenon known as the Delta hot tamale (and can’t wait to make and taste Regina’s ingenious version made with smoked catfish), but now I’m equally fascinated by the toasted ravioli that St. Louis’s Italian citizenry has made a local tradition.

Mississippi Current is a cultural and culinary treasure. Anyone interested in our country’s vivid history or native foodways should make this fascinating journey with the ever fabulous Regina.

—Julia Reed
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Introduction

The Mississippi River is America’s greatest. At 2,340 miles in length, the River has provided our nation with an essential waterway for transporting goods and people, played an important role in wars and territorial disputes, and even become part of the American vernacular. How often have you heard someone ask, “Is that east or west of the Mississippi?” Popular food brands have different names east and west of the River: Edy’s ice cream is west and Dreyer’s ice cream east; Hellmann’s mayonnaise west and Best Foods east. Call letters assigned to radio stations east of the Mississippi begin with the letter W, while those west of the River start with the letter K.

The Mississippi River also has an extraordinarily rich culinary history influenced by those who have inhabited its shores and waters, making it one of the most significant foodways in America. While many people are familiar with food from the lower stretch of the River—Memphis barbecue, Louisiana’s Cajun cooking, and New Orleans’s Creole traditions—few are aware of Minnesota’s fish fries, Wisconsin’s Oktoberfest celebrations, and Arkansas’s farm suppers.

Join me on a culinary journey with menus and recipes from up and down the Mississippi, from the headwaters in Minnesota to the mouth at the Gulf of Mexico. You’ll discover the foods and flavors as we visit in the cities and towns, farms, and historical homes on the River.

I am of the seventh generation of my family to be born in Natchez on the River. Food and entertaining have always been at the center of my life. My mother was known for hosting endless dinners and parties with what seemed like no effort at all. People in town still talk about my father’s cooking skills that came from his deep Louisiana roots. When I decided to travel away from the River, I really traveled away—Anchorage, Paris, San Francisco, Minneapolis, and New York. But no matter how many miles I traveled or the number of years I stayed away, none of those places really felt like home. Home was and always will be Natchez. And just like my parents’, my life has always centered around food and entertaining. On my return, my husband Doug and I purchased Twin Oaks, primarily to raise our sons Jean-Luc and Martin as eighth-generations on the River. This historic house was perfect for my love of entertaining. Its six guest rooms allow people to come and partake in my culinary weekends, with cooking classes and tours of historic homes in Natchez, ours and others. Having learned so much about historic preservation with our 1832 home, we were hooked enough to find one of the oldest buildings in the Mississippi Territory and the oldest building in Natchez—the 1789 King’s Tavern—to restore. It’s now a restaurant offering wood-fired flatbreads and craft cocktails featuring many of the liquors made along the River, including the Charboneau Rum created by Doug and our son Jean-Luc in a distillery on the King’s Tavern property. I would say I am home to stay.

Before my return, my Natchezian cooking roots went with me wherever I lived. After attending cooking school in Paris, I began to combine southern cooking and many of the ingredients that were native to the Lower Mississippi region—pecans, catfish, crawfish, oysters, and collard and mustard greens—with classic French influences. No matter where I lived or cooked, the foods of my River were woven into my dishes.

In my years away, Minneapolis held me for a while for two reasons—its location on the Mississippi and because it’s my husband Doug’s hometown. From the first day we met in Anchorage many years ago, it was the River that connected us, even though our culinary vocabularies were foreign to each other. For the first time I heard words like pierogi, spaetzle, brats, Polish sausage, and White Castle. My culinary lexicon likewise held new words for him: gumbo, oysters, mustard greens, jambalaya, and muffalettos. Through the years, our glossaries blended and expanded along with the cultural changes along the Mississippi.

In early 2011, when the new owners of the American Queen were planning the return of this original paddle-wheel steamboat to the River the following spring, they asked me to create the culinary direction for the opulent vessel. In doing so I embraced the entire River, not just my familiar ground. I learned about food from the Chippewa Native Americans, Scandinavians, Poles and other Eastern Europeans, and Hmong settlers along the Upper Mississippi; Germans, Italians, French, and Serbians in the middle region; and French, Spanish, English, Irish, Creole, African, and Vietnamese in the lower region. The indigenous foods and unique traditions in these three regions inspired me to expand my culinary boundaries. For the American Queen I created recipes using the cultural and agricultural influences of the cities and towns that lined the River, while adding my personal style to create contemporary versions of many dishes.

My travels along this majestic waterway have made me aware of how much America’s greatest river and its shores have to offer. My hope is that you will take away menus for every season and occasion rich with recipes and ideas for entertaining, Mississippi River style. Let me introduce you to Mississippi Current.


HOW TO USE THE BOOK

Although Mississippi Current is divided into three regions with specific menus and recipes, you are certainly welcome to mix and match them as you see fit and depending on the availability of seasonal ingredients. I couldn’t help but be enthusiastic about all that each region has to offer. While many menus contain multiple courses, feel free to serve as many or as few as you wish. It is fine to trim menus down if you choose, as well as to borrow recipes from other stops along the mighty River.










Part I

The Headwaters: The Upper Mississippi River Region
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ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, TO QUINCY, ILLINOIS
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Samuel Clemens’s love for the Upper Mississippi rivals my love of the Lower Mississippi. In an interview with the Chicago Tribune in July 1886 he said, “Along the Upper Mississippi every hour brings something new. There are crowds of odd islands, bluffs, prairies, hills, woods, and villages—everything one could desire to amuse the children. Few people ever think of going there; however, Dickens, Corbett, Mother Trollope, and the other discriminating English people who ‘wrote up’ the country before 1842 had hardly an idea that such a stretch of river scenery existed. Their successors have followed in their footsteps; and as we form our opinions of our country from what other people say of us, of course we ignore the finest part of the Mississippi.”

The Dakota, Chippewa, and Hopewell tribes were the region’s first known inhabitants. Many of their culinary traditions and local ingredients—such as wild rice, pumpkin, corn, and pawpaws—are still in use. French and Spanish explorers began paddling the River in the 1500s, and the Upper Mississippi subsequently became a refuge for immigrants from around the globe. This part of the River is a mosaic of cultures, with diverse influences from German, Polish, Czech, French, Swedish, Norwegian, Vietnamese, and Hmong peoples. Hundreds of years of this melting pot have left a culinary legacy as rich as the silt on the banks of the Mississippi.
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The river towns of Minnesota all grew as riverboat ports, especially St. Paul, but also St. Anthony and Minneapolis. The state’s population reached 200,000 by 1860, and most of those arrived by riverboat. New immigrants from Sweden settled in the ravine of Phalen’s Creek. A similar community just downstream called Connemara was the home of Irish immigrants. By the 1890s in Minnesota, foreign-language newspapers flourished, with local publications in German, French, Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, Polish, and Czech. There was also an African-American paper, the Appeal, and the Jewish Weekly for Jewish immigrants. By the turn of the nineteenth century, the earliest immigrants were accepted as part of the community, but new immigrants from Eastern Europe and Russia faced discrimination. Whether accepted or not, all of the settlers left behind a culinary influence and cultural legacy that remain today.
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During the Vietnam War the Hmong people of northern Vietnam and Laos worked with pro-American forces. After the Communist takeover of Saigon and Laos in 1975, the Hmong were subject to violent retributions. Thus began a significant migration of Hmong to the St. Paul area, and the most recent changes to the Upper River’s table. Today a visit to a farmers’ market in Minneapolis or St. Paul finds many Hmong farmers providing ingredients such as specialty greens, herbs, lemongrass, sweet onions, and raspberries, all locally grown, as well as imported lychees and longans.
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GREAT RIVER ROAD PICNIC (FOR 6)

River Wine Spritzers with Strawberry–Black Pepper Syrup

Strawberry Lemonade

Pork and Ginger Slaw Sandwiches

Wild Rice Salad with Dried Apricots and Walnuts

Baked Sweet Potato Chips

Mississippi Mud Cookies
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Some of the most stunning scenery along the Mississippi River can be found near the headwaters. The Great River Road National Scenic Byway starts at Itasca State Park in northern Minnesota and rambles 575 miles to the end of the state on both sides of the River, passing through lush green forests and the central lakes region as well as the Twin Cities, St. Paul and Minneapolis. Along the full 3,000 miles of the ten-state river roadway are plenty of parks, waterfalls, and locks and dams to make an ideal setting for a leisurely picnic.

Many of the Upper Mississippi region’s winemakers are experimenting with grapes such Vignoles and Seyval that flourish in colder climates. Wines from this area tend to be on the sweet side, making them ideal for flavored wine-based drinks such as coolers and spritzers. (For a list of regional wineries that ship to other states, go to great river roadwinetrail.org.) Any Chablis or un-oaked Chardonnay can be used for the spritzers. A homemade infused syrup is composed of fresh berries, sugar, and vodka. Vodka quickly extracts the berries’ flavor, and you can add a bit of black pepper to the infusion to give it a mysterious zip.

Whether picnicking in a park or your backyard, offer the kids strawberry lemonade and the adults these flavored wine spritzers. Both beverages can be stored and served in eight-ounce Mason jars for easy travel and stylish serving. Pork sandwiches with a ginger-flavored slaw and homemade sweet potato chips are also perfect picnic fare. A wild rice salad with dried fruit and nuts is a nice change from the usual mayonnaise-laden salads. And remember, the dough for the chocolate cookies can be made weeks ahead and frozen—just remove from the freezer and bake when needed.
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	River Wine Spritzers with Strawberry–Black Pepper Syrup







2 cups hulled and quartered strawberries

1 cup sugar

1 tablespoon cracked black pepper

¼ cup fresh lemon juice

¼ cup vodka

1 (750-ml) bottle dry white wine

6 lemon twists

Sparkling water



1. Place the strawberries, sugar, and pepper in a Mason jar. To avoid fruit flies, cover the jar and let it sit for 3 hours. Stir in the lemon juice and vodka and let sit overnight.

2. Using a wooden spoon, mash the fruit well. Drain the strawberry-vodka syrup though a fine mesh into a clean jar. Discard the sediment.

3. If serving immediately, put 2 tablespoons of the strawberry-vodka syrup in each of six 8-ounce Mason jars. Add ice, five ounces of the white wine, and a lemon twist to each jar. Cover and shake well before serving. Top off with sparkling water and ice to taste.
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	Strawberry Lemonade






1½ cups sugar

1 pint fresh strawberries, hulled

1 cup fresh lemon juice

1 tablespoon lemon zest



Put the sugar, strawberries, and 1 cup boiling water in a blender and puree. Strain the mixture, discarding the sediment, into a plastic container for transporting. Stir in the lemon juice, zest, and 3 cups cold water. Refrigerate and pour over ice in glasses to serve.

If taking the drinks on a picnic, pack the ice and sparkling water separately, and add some to each jar just before serving.
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	Pork and Ginger Slaw Sandwiches






Pork Roast

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons low-sodium soy sauce

4 garlic cloves

2 teaspoons kosher salt

2 teaspoons coarse black pepper

2 pounds boneless pork loin roast, rinsed and patted dry



1. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2. Put the olive oil, soy sauce, and garlic into a blender. Blend until the garlic is pureed. Add the salt and pepper and blend briefly to combine. Smear the mixture all over the pork. Place the pork, fat side up, in a roasting pan.

3. Roast for 30 minutes at 375°F, then turn down the oven to 325°F, and continue roasting until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the meat reads 145°F, about 30 minutes. Remove the pork from the oven and let it rest until the juices are reabsorbed into the meat, 15 to 20 minutes. If there’s time, cover and refrigerate for 2 hours or overnight for easier slicing.

 

 

 

Ginger Slaw


3 tablespoons sesame oil

2 tablespoons rice wine vinegar

1 tablespoon packed light brown sugar

1 tablespoon peeled and grated fresh ginger

2 teaspoons fresh lime juice

1 teaspoon white vinegar

1 tablespoon thinly sliced fresh basil leaves

1 tablespoon thinly sliced fresh mint leaves

1 (1-pound) package coleslaw mix

½ cup diced green onions, tops only

6 6-inch French baguettes



1. Whisk together the sesame oil, rice wine vinegar, brown sugar, ginger, lime juice, and white vinegar in a large bowl until the sugar dissolves. Stir in the basil and mint.

2. Add the slaw mix and green onions and toss well before serving.

Assembly

Slice the baguettes in half lengthwise and toast. Slice the Pork Roast into ¼ inch slices and divide evenly for 6 sandwiches. Top pork with Ginger Slaw. Wrap the sandwiches in parchment paper. (Note: These can be made 2–3 hours in advance.)

Cook the pork roast and make the slaw dressing the day before the picnic. Meat is easier to slice for sandwiches once it has been chilled.
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	Wild Rice Salad with Dried Apricots and Walnuts






1 cup wild rice

3 teaspoons kosher salt, divided

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons fresh orange juice

2 tablespoons raspberry vinegar

½ cup chopped walnuts, lightly toasted (page 311)

½ cup diced dried apricots

¼ cup dried cranberries

¼ cup golden raisins

2 tablespoons chopped green onions, white bottoms and green tops

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



1. Combine 4 cups water, the wild rice, and 2 teaspoons of the salt in a saucepan. Bring to a boil, lower the heat to a simmer, and cook, uncovered, until the rice is tender, 50 to 60 minutes. Drain the rice in a colander and then return it to the saucepan. Cover and let steam, off the heat, for 10 minutes.

2. While the rice is still warm, add the remaining 1 teaspoon salt, the olive oil, orange juice, and vinegar and stir well to coat the rice. Add the walnuts, apricots, cranberries, raisins, green onions, and pepper and toss well.

3. Transfer to a bowl and serve at room temperature.

For best results, add the other ingredients to the warm rice. Make it a day ahead, but, as with all grain salads, serve it at room temperature.
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	Baked Sweet Potato Chips
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2 large sweet potatoes, peeled

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

½ teaspoon sea salt



1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line two baking sheets with aluminum foil.

2. Slice the potatoes 1/8-inch thick using a handheld slicer.

3. Arrange the slices in single layers on the prepared baking sheets. Drizzle with the oil, tossing to coat.

4. Bake the potatoes until edges begin to crisp. Using a spatula, turn the chips, and bake until the centers are soft and the edges are crisp, 12 to 14 minutes.

5. Remove from the oven and sprinkle the hot chips with the sea salt. Let stand for 10 minutes before serving, or cool completely and store in an airtight container. The chips are best eaten within 2 days.

A mandoline is a handy tool to have for thinly slicing fruit and vegetables. Plastic handheld slicers are available for less than twenty dollars.


The Upper Mississippi River Valley is the largest wine region in America. In 2009 it was designated by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) as an American Viticultural Area, an “official” grape-growing region that owes its status to the geography of the area and its soils, subsoils, and microclimates. The Upper Mississippi River Valley Viticultural Area includes the protected Upper Mississippi River Bluff Lands Alliance, which covers 50,000 acres of prairies, wetlands, and woodlands in four states. It measures 120 miles east to west and 225 miles north to south in southeastern Minnesota, southwestern Wisconsin, northwestern Illinois, and northeastern Iowa.
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	Mississippi Mud Cookies
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MAKES 2 DOZEN

1½ cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

½ teaspoon table salt

2½ cups semisweet chocolate chips, divided

½ cup (1 stick) salted butter, at room temperature

1 cup sugar

2 large eggs

1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

1 cup chopped pecans

1½ cups miniature marshmallows

1 tablespoon heavy cream



1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

2. Whisk the flour, baking powder, and salt together in a bowl.

3. Melt 1 cup of the chocolate chips in a small microwave-safe bowl.

4. Cream the butter and sugar in the bowl of a stand mixer until light and fluffy, about 3 minutes. Add the eggs one at a time, blending well after each addition, stopping the machine as necessary to scrape down the sides. Add the melted chocolate and vanilla and mix until blended. Gradually add the dry ingredients into the chocolate mixture, and mix until blended. Using a rubber spatula, fold in the pecans, ½ cup of the chocolate chips, and the miniature marshmallows.

5. Drop the dough by heaping tablespoons, about 2 inches apart, onto the lined baking sheets. Bake the cookies until set, 10 to 12 minutes. Transfer the cookies to wire racks.

6. Combine the remaining 1 cup chocolate chips and the heavy cream in a microwave-safe bowl. Melt until smooth. Stir well. Dip a fork into the chocolate sauce and, using a zigzag motion, drizzle the melted chocolate on top of the cooled cookies.


Some say that the word “Mississippi” is derived from the Chippewa words mici zibi, which mean “great river” in that Algonquin language, and which entered French as “Messipi.” The earliest written use of the name is found on an early 1680s map recording the explorations of René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle.
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WILD RICE HARVEST DINNER (FOR 4)

Radish and Apple Salad

Split Pea–Smoked Tomato Soup

Chicken Breasts Stuffed with Wild Rice, Roasted Squash, and Walnut-Sage Pesto

Fry Bread with Rosemary-Garlic Hot Pepper Oil

Apple-Molasses Pudding
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This menu is influenced by the Mississippi Chippewa, an Ojibwa band who have inhabited the headwaters of the Mississippi River for more than 250 years. Wild rice grown on Minnesota state waters is regulated and must be harvested in keeping with Native American traditions. Minnesota wild rice, for example, must be harvested from canoe, using only a pole for power and two rice-beater sticks as flails to knock the mature seeds into the bottom of the boat.

Long before the arrival of Europeans in this region, the Native Americans of the Upper Mississippi used pumpkin and other squash roasted, boiled, and dried as a major food source. The pairing of two indigenous ingredients seemed like a natural combination of flavors, with the earthiness of the wild rice and the sweetness of roasted pumpkin to stuff a chicken breast or to serve as a meatless side dish. Apples are another regional favorite. More than two dozen apple growers sell their produce along the fertile bluffs of the Upper Mississippi River under the Mississippi Valley Fruit Company label. Favorites include Zestar, Honeycrisp, Haralson, Cortland, and Regent.

I find the best salads are often the simplest, like this combination of autumn radishes and thinly sliced tart apples. I wanted a light salad to complement the richness of the split pea soup, sparked by the addition of smoked tomatoes. As the main course, chicken breasts with wild rice and roasted pumpkin showcase the best ingredients from this region. Vegetarians in your party? Eliminate the chicken breasts and serve the wild rice and squash together. To impart a twist to traditional Indian fry bread, add hot pepper oil flavored with fresh rosemary and garlic. Fry bread can be made ahead and reheated. Indian pudding is possibly the precursor to upside-down cakes.
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	Radish and Apple Salad






2 apples, cored and thinly sliced

½ small red onion, thinly sliced

4 red radishes, thinly sliced

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon fresh orange juice

1 teaspoon honey

¼ teaspoon kosher salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 sprig fresh rosemary

1 cup arugula



1. Combine the sliced apples, onions, radishes, olive oil, orange juice, and honey in a bowl. Toss well and season with salt and pepper. Add the rosemary sprig, cover, and refrigerate for 2 hours.

2. Remove the rosemary before spooning the salad onto a bed of arugula.
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	Split Pea–Smoked Tomato Soup
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2 tablespoons salted butter

1 small white onion, peeled and pureed in a food processor

1 cup split peas, rinsed and picked over

1 recipe Oven-Smoked Tomatoes (page 313)

1 teaspoon minced garlic

½ teaspoon minced fresh oregano leaves

Tabasco, or other hot pepper sauce, optional



1. Melt the butter in a large pot over medium heat. Add the pureed onion and cook until golden brown, 3 to 4 minutes.

2. Add the split peas, 1 quart water, and any reserved juice from the smoked tomatoes. Bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer uncovered for 45 minutes, stirring every 10 to 15 minutes.

3. Add half of the smoked tomato pieces, the garlic, and the oregano and simmer for another 15 minutes.

4. Adjust the seasoning to taste. (I like to add a few dashes of hot sauce.)

5. Ladle the soup into four bowls and garnish with the remaining smoked tomatoes. Serve hot.

This soup may be prepared ahead. Let cool completely before refrigerating. It freezes well.
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	Chicken Breasts Stuffed with Wild Rice, Roasted Squash, and Walnut-Sage Pesto






½ cup wild rice

2½ teaspoons kosher salt, divided

1 pound fresh butternut squash, halved and seeds removed (pumpkin can be substituted)

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, divided

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

½ cup diced white onions

¼ cup diced green onions, tops and white bottoms

1 garlic clove, minced

2 fresh sage leaves, thinly sliced

4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast halves, pounded to ¼-inch thickness

¼ cup dry white wine

½ cup Walnut-Sage Pesto (page 19)



1. Place the rice, 2 cups water, and 1 teaspoon of the salt in a saucepan. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat and simmer, uncovered, until the rice is tender, 50 to 60 minutes. Drain the rice in a colander and return it to the saucepan. Cover and let steam, off the heat, for 10 minutes.

2. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Arrange the butternut squash halves in a baking dish in a single layer. Toss the squash with 1 tablespoon of the olive oil, ½ teaspoon of the salt, and ½ teaspoon of the pepper. Bake cut side up until brown at the edges and easily pierced with a fork, about 30 to 45 minutes. Remove the squash from the oven. When cool enough to handle, peel off the skin with a knife. Cut the squash into ½-inch cubes. Lower the heat to 350°F.

3. Heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil in a skillet over medium heat until almost smoking. Add the white onions and cook until soft, about 3 to 4 minutes. Add the green onions and garlic and sauté for 1 minute. Add the cooked wild rice and stir until all of the ingredients are well combined. Stir in the squash, being careful not to overmix.

4. Lay the chicken breasts, skin side down, on a work surface, and lightly season with the remaining 1 teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon pepper. Spread 1/3 cup rice-squash mixture across the bottom of each breast. Roll up and secure with wooden toothpicks.

5. Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil over medium heat in an ovenproof skillet large enough to hold the chicken in a single layer. Add the chicken breasts to the pan and brown on both sides, about 2 minutes per side. Add the white wine to the skillet. Cover and bake until the chicken is cooked through, about 25 minutes. Spoon 2 tablespoons of the Walnut-Sage Pesto on top of each chicken breast and serve hot.

The pesto can be made 2 days ahead. Bring to room temperature before using. Leftover pesto is excellent on Bacon–Sweet Potato Pierogi (page 39) or tossed with Spinach Spaetzle (page 78).


Walnut-Sage Pesto


MAKES 2½ CUPS

¼ cup chopped fresh parsley

¼ cup extra virgin olive oil

6 fresh sage leaves

2 cloves Roasted Garlic (page 314)

2 cups walnuts, lightly toasted (page 311)

½ teaspoon kosher salt



1. Combine the parsley, olive oil, sage, and roasted garlic in a food processor. Process until pureed.

2. Add the walnuts and salt and pulse to finely chop the walnuts. (The pesto should be coarse, not smooth.)

3. If not using immediately, transfer to a covered container and refrigerate.
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	Fry Bread with Rosemary-Garlic Hot Pepper Oil






MAKES 4 (6-INCH) ROUND FLATBREADS

1½ cups all-purpose flour, divided

2 teaspoons nonfat dry milk

1 teaspoon baking powder

½ teaspoon kosher salt

2 teaspoons fresh rosemary

Vegetable oil, for frying

1 recipe Rosemary-Garlic Hot Pepper Oil (below)



1. Sift together 1 cup of the flour, the dry milk, baking powder and salt, into a large bowl. Then add rosemary. Add ½ cup water and stir with a fork until the mixture comes together into a tacky dough. Flour your hands well, using some of the remaining ½ cup flour. Using your hands, mix until the dough forms a soft and slightly sticky ball, being careful not to overwork the dough. Flour your hands generously and lightly flour a work surface with the remaining flour. Divide the dough into four pieces, and stretch and pat each piece into a 6-inch round. Let rest while oil heats.

2. Clip a deep-frying thermometer to the side of a dutch oven. Add oil to a depth of 2 inches and heat to 350°F. (Alternatively, an electric skillet or deep fryer set to 350°F can be used.) Preheat the oven to 175°F.

3. Using tongs, gently lower one of the rounds into the hot oil. Press down on the dough as it fries, so the top is submerged in the hot oil. Fry until golden brown, about 3 minutes, and then turn and fry the other side. Place the cooked fry bread on a paper towel or a brown paper bag to drain. Repeat with the remaining pieces of dough. To keep the fry bread warm, wrap in aluminum foil and place in the preheated oven for up to 1 hour.

4. Serve warm, with Rosemary-Garlic Hot Pepper Oil for dipping.

Rosemary-Garlic Hot Pepper Oil


MAKES ½ CUP

4 garlic cloves, peeled

½ cup extra virgin olive oil, divided

1 sprig fresh rosemary

½ teaspoon red pepper flakes

½ teaspoon kosher salt



1. Preheat the oven to 300°F. Place the garlic cloves in a small ovenproof skillet and drizzle with ½ teaspoon of the olive oil. Bake until the garlic is lightly browned and soft, about 15 minutes.

2. Remove the skillet from the oven and add the remaining olive oil, rosemary, red pepper flakes, and salt. Simmer over low heat for 5 minutes.

3. Pour the oil into a small bowl, discarding the rosemary, and serve as a dipping sauce for the fry bread.




 




	Apple-Molasses Pudding
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Vegetable oil spray

2½ cups peeled, cored, and sliced apples (about 3 medium apples)

1 cup packed light brown sugar, divided

1 cup molasses

½ cup (1 stick) salted butter, at room temperature, divided

1 tablespoon cornstarch

11/3 cups sifted all-purpose flour

2½ teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon table salt

½ cup milk



1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spray a 10 × 6-inch baking dish with vegetable oil spray.

2. Toss the sliced apples with 1/3 cup of the brown sugar in a bowl.

3. Combine the molasses, ¼ cup (½ stick) of the butter, the cornstarch, and 1 cup water in a saucepan and cook over low heat until thickened, about 4 minutes. Pour the mixture into the prepared baking dish.

4. Whisk together the flour, baking powder, salt, and remaining 2/3 cup brown sugar in a bowl. Add the remaining ¼ cup butter and the milk and mix until you have a smooth batter. Stir in the apples and pour the batter over the syrup in the baking dish.

5. Bake until the pudding is golden brown and firm around the edges, about 30 minutes. Let cool slightly before serving.
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MINNESOTA FISH FRY (FOR 6)

Watermelon, Feta, and Mint Salad

Broccoli and Red Cabbage Slaw with Lemon Dressing

Fried Walleye in Corn Flour Batter

Wild Rice and Corn Fritters

Cranberry Ketchup

Spicy Aïoli

Brown Sugar Custards and Brown Sugar–Toffee Cookies

[image: art]

Along the Upper Mississippi River during Lenten season, thousands of pounds of freshwater fish are fried to raise money for churches, fire brigades, and other local community groups in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Walleye, a delicate freshwater fish native to Canada and the northern United States, has always been the fish of choice in this area. But if you can’t find walleye, look for yellow perch, lake trout, Pacific cod, or farm-raised catfish—they will be delicious.

When frying, I dust fish with corn flour instead of all-purpose flour, for a lighter coating. You can put the hot oil from frying the fish to more good use by cooking up some Wild Rice and Corn Fritters. (For information on deep-frying, see page 310.) The salads and sauces that accompany the fish and fritters in this menu are welcome changes from the usual slaw and cocktail and tartar sauces.

This is a perfect menu to pair with beer. Fill a large tub with ice and bottles of local craft beers, such as pale ale, cream ale, or British-style bitter beer. Local breweries are popping up everywhere, especially along the Mississippi River. In 2006, Surly Brewing opened a wave of edgy microbreweries; Brainerd Lakes Beer, Cold Spring, Canal Park, Flat Earth, and Great Waters are just a few. The fans who love them became known as the Surly Nation and pushed the so-called Surly Bill. Passed in 2011, it allows Minnesota breweries to sell their own beer on the premises.
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	Watermelon, Feta, and Mint Salad






1 small watermelon, about 2 pounds

8 ounces feta, crumbled

4 fresh mint leaves, thinly sliced



1. Slice the watermelon in half lengthwise and then slice again horizontally to make 4 quarters. Using a fork, gently remove as many seeds as possible from the watermelon.

2. Lay one melon quarter flat on a work surface. Insert a melon baller into the center of the watermelon flesh and twist in a complete circular motion to form a ball. Put each ball in a serving bowl. When you get to the rind, don’t dig into it; you want just the sweetest, red part of the melon.

3. Sprinkle the feta and mint over the melon balls and serve.

The melon balls can be prepared the day before and stored in a plastic container with a lid, but add the feta and mint no more than 1 hour before serving.




 




	Broccoli and Red Cabbage Slaw with Lemon Dressing
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1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

2 teaspoons sugar

1 teaspoon apple cider vinegar

3 tablespoons mayonnaise

1 teaspoon finely grated lemon zest

3 cups shredded red cabbage

2 cups broccoli florets

½ cup golden raisins



1. Whisk together the lemon juice, sugar, and vinegar in a small bowl. Add the mayonnaise and lemon zest and whisk until smooth.

2. Combine the cabbage, broccoli, and raisins in a serving bowl. Add the dressing and toss to coat. Cover and refrigerate for at least 2 and up to 6 hours before serving. Serve chilled.

The dressing can be made ahead and refrigerated for 3 to 4 days.
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	Fried Walleye in Corn Flour Batter
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1 cup buttermilk

1 large egg

3 teaspoons kosher salt, divided

1 teaspoon garlic powder, divided

½ teaspoon cayenne, divided

6 (6- to 7-ounce) firm white fish fillets, such as walleye, perch, trout, or cod, cut into 3-inch pieces

Vegetable oil, for frying

2 cups corn flour (see Source Guide, page 316)

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



1. Whisk together the buttermilk, egg, and ½ cup water in a dish shallow enough to hold the fillets in a single layer. Add 2 teaspoons of the salt, ½ teaspoon garlic powder, and ¼ teaspoon cayenne, and whisk until well combined.

2. Arrange the fillets in the seasoned buttermilk in a single layer. Cover and refrigerate for 30 minutes to 1 hour before frying.

3. Clip a deep-frying thermometer to the side of a dutch oven. Half fill the pot with oil and heat to 350°F. (Alternatively, an electric skillet or deep fryer set to 350°F can be used.)

4. Preheat the oven to 175°F. While the oil is heating, whisk together the corn flour, remaining 1 teaspoon salt, 1 teaspoon black pepper, ½ teaspoon garlic powder, and ¼ teaspoon cayenne in a shallow dish.

5. Remove the fillets one at a time from the egg wash, shaking to remove any excess liquid, and dredge in the seasoned corn flour to coat both sides. Gently lower the fillets into the hot oil in batches, being careful not to overcrowd the pot. Fry the fish until golden brown, 3 to 4 minutes per side, turning once. Place the cooked fish on a paper-towel-lined baking sheet and place in the oven to keep warm while cooking the remaining fish fillets and Wild Rice and Corn Fritters (page 28). Do not cover or crowd the fillets, or the fish will become soggy. Keep the oil hot, replenishing as necessary, to fry the fritters. Serve hot.

Corn flour is finely ground and gluten free. Although made from corn, it has more the consistency of flour. It is not cornstarch. (What we know as cornstarch is often called corn flour in other countries.) Corn flour is not the same as masa harina, which is corn dried with lime and then ground, although they are both gluten free. Bob’s Red Mill is a good source for certified organic and gluten free corn flour.
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	Wild Rice and Corn Fritters






MAKES 1 DOZEN

¼ cup wild rice

1½ teaspoons kosher salt, divided

½ cup all-purpose flour

1½ teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon cayenne

1 cup fresh or frozen corn kernels, thawed and patted dry if frozen

1 large egg, separated

½ cup chopped green onions, tops and white bottoms

1 teaspoon minced garlic



1. Place the rice, 1 cup water, and ½ teaspoon of the salt in a saucepan. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat to a simmer and cook, uncovered, until the rice is tender, 50 to 60 minutes. Drain the rice in a colander and return it to the saucepan. Cover and let steam, off the heat, for 10 minutes. Let rice cool to room temperature, about 25 minutes.

2. Whisk together the flour, remaining 1 teaspoon salt, baking powder, and cayenne in a medium bowl. Stir the cooled rice, corn, egg yolk, green onions, and garlic into the flour mixture.

3. Using a handheld mixer, whip the egg white in a bowl until stiff enough to hold peaks, but not dry. With a rubber spatula, gently fold the whipped egg white into the rice-corn mixture, being careful not to overmix.

4. Using your hands, shape twelve 1-inch-round fritters, using about 2 tablespoons of the batter for each. Gently lower four fritters at a time into the 350°F oil left over from frying the fish. (Alternatively, clip a deep-frying thermometer to the side of a dutch oven. Half fill the pot with vegetable oil and heat to 350°F.) Fry the fritters until golden brown, 3 to 4 minutes per side, turning once. To test for doneness, insert a wooden skewer into the center of a fritter. If it comes out clean, the fritter is done. If there’s batter on the skewer, return the fritter to the oil and cook for another minute.

5. Using tongs or a skimmer remove the fritters to paper towels or brown paper bags to drain. Serve hot.

If using frozen corn kernels instead of fresh, make sure they are thawed and patted dry before adding them to the batter. Wet or frozen corn will make the fritters soggy. Fry the fritters within an hour of shaping them.
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	Cranberry Ketchup






MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS

2 cups fresh or frozen cranberries, rinsed and picked over

½ cup white vinegar

¼ cup packed light brown sugar

1 tablespoon cane syrup, such as Steen’s Pure Cane Syrup (see Source Guide, page 316)

1 tablespoon garlic powder

1 tablespoon onion powder

1 teaspoon kosher salt

¼ teaspoon ground allspice



1. Place the cranberries in a food processor and process until smooth.

2. Combine the cranberry puree, vinegar, brown sugar, cane syrup, garlic powder, onion powder, salt, and allspice in a saucepan and stir to blend.

3. Bring the mixture to a boil, then lower the heat to a simmer. Cook uncovered until the mixture is thick, about 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove from the heat and let cool to room temperature.

4. Pour the ketchup into an airtight container, cover, and refrigerate until needed, or up to 2 weeks. The ketchup also can be frozen for up to 3 months.
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