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This book is dedicated to my

three precious grandsons,

Jack, Matthew, and Henry.

I look forward to seeing them blossom

into fine grown men who I hope

will always be extremely proud

of their Southern roots.
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Y’all know I was born and raised on Southern food and made my name sharing my version of down-home cooking with the world. But the funny thing is that until I began to travel outside of my own little town of Albany, Georgia, I couldn’t have told you what Southern cooking is all about. Sure, my mama, grandmama, and Aunt Peggy taught me just about everything there was to know about the traditional dishes I grew up eating: the pork chops and gravy, the chicken and dumplin’s, the fried peach pies. And when I moved to Savannah as an adult, I learned mighty fast how differently folks eat there, with all the fruits of the sea—beautiful blue crab and sweet shrimp—just swimming right outside their back doors. When I married Michael, I married into Savannah red rice, shrimp and grits, and a big old Low-Country boil full of seafood.

Southern food is simply not one thing or another. In fact, it’s about as regional as you can get: drive around the South and you’ll soon discover that the gravy, the barbecue sauce, and the corn bread change with the countryside. You haven’t eaten Southern food until you’ve had a taste of the Tennessee mountains’ stack cakes and chowchow, North Carolina’s hill-country barbecue, South Carolina’s Low-Country dirty rice, and a she-crab soup from the beautiful port cities of Charleston and Savannah, not to mention Cajun blackened fish, Creole gumbo, and soul food like hoppin’ John and collards from southern Louisiana.

All of this good food comes out of a rich history. In Louisiana, for instance, exiled French refugees known as the Acadians arrived in South Louisiana from Nova Scotia, Canada, in the mid-1700s. They were known for their use of wild game, seafood, wild vegetation, and herbs. But when those Acadians, who later became known as Cajuns, started mixing with the Native Americans, they learned techniques for using what was available from the swamps, bayous, lakes, rivers, and woods. Nowadays, Cajun food is a cuisine all its own, famous for its one-pot meals, such as gumbo, and its sausages, like andouille and tasso.

Creole food, on the other hand, is also Louisiana-based but traces its roots back to the early 1700s. Originating with Spanish immigrants and later blending with Native American, French, Spanish, English, African, German, and Italian cuisines, Creole cuisine gave us such traditional favorites as jambalaya, which probably descended from a Spanish paella. Creole food also tends to be fancier and closer to European cuisine than Cajun, since many of the Creoles were rich planters, and their chefs came from France or Spain.

Each time I learn something new about what all the great cooks of the South have simmering, I hold my head a little higher. I am just so proud to count myself among them.

Good, down-home Southern cooking isn’t fancy, but when y’all sit down to a simple plate of crisp fried chicken; a fluffy, warm, just-buttered biscuit; a mess of greens cooked down with a bit of ham; and a tall, handsome banana cream pie topped with ice-cold whipped cream afterward, well, you’ll have to agree: there is just nothing better.

This book is my way of celebrating the wonderful food I grew up on, and many of those classic dishes are included in these pages. I didn’t stop there, though. I was eager to share the recipes I’ve learned and loved over the years as I’ve met other cooks all across the South, and all the amazing people and stories behind all that great food. There’s so much good eating from Louisiana to Kentucky, from Virginia to Florida. So what I wanted to put together was my Southern cooking bible.

I could spend the rest of my days crisscrossing the states south of the Mason-Dixon with my cast-iron skillet, and I still wouldn’t be able to round up even a fraction of the wonderful, traditional recipes out there. Heck, you can get in a war down here over barbecue sauce: Do you like a mustard base like the folks do in South Carolina, a vinegar base from eastern North Carolina, or a red tomato base from eastern Alabama? Or maybe you like a sweet and spicy base made with ketchup, like they do in western North Carolina? Sometimes, you just got to pick sides. I love it all, but my daddy’s tangy barbecue sauce is the one true sauce I could never do without. Still, you got to keep trying ’em, because when it comes to Southern food, it’s especially true that variety is the spice of life.

Most anytime you put two Southern cooks in the same kitchen, you will sense a little cordial disagreement. For example, I would never put sugar in my vegetables. But some folks in the South do like their vegetables sweet. And even though you won’t find two Southerners with identical recipes, I do believe that the recipes in the Southern Cooking Bible contain the essential ingredients that bring together all great Southern cooking, from the deep, dark beefy flavor of Louisiana’s Cajun Grillades and Grits (page 149) to the cheese and turkey melt known as a Kentucky Hot Brown (page 99). I’ll tell you, even if a comforting meal of South Carolina Chicken Bog (page 169), simmered with rice and sausage, might not seem to have much in common with a big ol’ smoking platter of Memphis Dry-Rub Ribs (page 225), you can be sure they are served up with the single most important, most commonplace ingredient used throughout the entire South: hospitality.

The first thing a Southerner will ask when somebody walks into the house is, “Are y’all thirsty? Y’all hungry?” Now, probably it has something to do with how dirt poor many parts of the South were at one point or another in history. Offering their guests a meal was a Southerner’s way of sharing as much as they could even if they didn’t have much in the bank. Putting out a big, ample spread is a point of pride for every Southern hostess: that’s her way of letting her guests know they’ll be taken care of, and they don’t need to hold back. That’s why our meals tend to be served family style, with big old bowls on the table heaped full of corn, slaw, fried okra, sweet potatoes, beans, sliced tomatoes, cucumbers, and onions. It doesn’t matter how much meat you serve once you got your fresh vegetables, your pickles, relishes, biscuits, butter, and syrup set out: there will be fine food for all. And of course, as sure as day follows night, you can be sure there will be plenty of dessert to come.

In fact, even when times were hard, Southerners typically used their resourcefulness and the bounty of berry bushes, streams and brooks, and a kitchen garden to get them through. So many of the beloved recipes in these pages were born through the combination of a talented cook and a scant pantry: flour, shortening, cornmeal, maybe a bit of smoked ham, and the occasional old laying hen, plus a bushel of homegrown fruits and vegetables. These are the main ingredients in the majority of recipes in this book.

It is so interesting to think about how many different foods come from the simplest items in the Southern pantry. We got our cornmeal, introduced to European settlers by the Native Americans, along with beans, peppers, and squash. And right there you can make a meal out of hoecakes, those little skillet corn breads that Southerners just adore with a plate of vegetables.

Of course corn doesn’t go just into corn bread: we also turn it into hominy and, maybe the most uniquely Southern ingredient of all, grits. Oh my, it’s no wonder that folks call the area from Louisiana to the Carolinas the Grits Belt. Down here, we could eat grits from sunup to sundown. And we do. There’s grits and eggs and bacon for breakfast, maybe with some steaming buttered biscuits on the side. Grits with gravy makes a side dish for anything at lunch or dinner or can even be its own meal in harder times. And if you haven’t had a dinner of shrimp and grits, you’ve got to get yourself down to Charleston and try some out: simple, hearty, and filling, that is a meal that fishermen invented and you will not find a better way to end the day. Once you have grits in your cabinet, you’re ready to do like any good Southern cook and just keep on cooking them: I make grits cakes with leftover grits just like my mama used to, all buttery and crisp around the edges. And I have even invented a Down-Home Grits Pie (page 327)!

African-American traditions are another great big piece of Southern cooking. Cooking with produce like black-eyed peas, okra, yams, benne seeds, watermelon, and peanuts—all grew roots in African soil. Techniques like smoking meat, preparing pot greens with their liquor, and deep-frying existed in Africa before crossing the Atlantic. And now, Southern fried chicken, fish, and fruit fritters are just about the pinnacle of our cooking, y’all.

Biscuits and gravy (pages 276 to 277); She-Crab Soup (page 80); Jambalaya (page 114); Chicken with Drop Dumplin’s (page 165). Oh, my goodness, I was like a kid in a candy shop trying to fit everything wonderful about the Southern table into this cookbook, and, y’all, I have hardly scratched the surface. I mean, what Southern cook worth her salt—or sugar—would feel content with only five dessert chapters? You’ll see that beyond the Divinity (page 414), the Lemony Chess Pie (page 324), the Nutty Brittle (page 418), and the Coconut Cake (page 363), there is an infinity of other beautiful treats just waiting to be discovered.

All my recipes are big on flavor—because in the South, as my mama always told me, your seasonings need to be scared of you, not the other way around. We’re not afraid to pull out that ham hock and that butter and do to a dish what needs to be done. Now, Southerners can be big, loud, and passionate, and we are never more that way than when we’re talking food—cooking or eating it. Because when you come right down to it, whether you think your dumplings should be rolled or dropped, whether you make a white milk gravy or a redeye gravy, and whichever way you make your chili, your corn bread, or your barbecue, whenever you are cooking Southern food, you are cooking from the heart.

So, y’all, get cookin’ and find your own favorites. And, as always, I’m sending you best dishes and best wishes from down South!
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Have y’all ever been to a party in the South? If you have, then you will surely know that a Southerner will greet you at the door with two things: a smile and a plate. No matter how big or small a gathering, a party just cannot be said to have started without the appetizer course being served—it just isn’t done. And that holds true if we’re talking about a cocktail bash, a sit-down dinner party, or just having the girls over for cards and conversation. Little nibbles eaten with one hand leave the other hand free for an adult beverage of some sort, and the corner of the mouth available for chitchat. They are a Southerner’s way of saying, “Y’all come in and set a spell.”

At any get-together, the first bites you serve set the tone. Sure, you could cook every dainty fresh-out-of-the-oven treat you know, but the message you’d be sending when you answered the door would be something like this: “Listen, I am freaking exhausted. Y’all better enjoy this damn party. I am going to bed.” You want to plan your cooking so you open that door with a big wide smile that says, “Come on in and let’s get this party started!” That means having delicious, fuss-free recipes that you can serve right away.

To make things easier, I divide up my appetizers between hot and cold. You can make most cold dishes ahead and have them out as your first guests arrive, which is a big stress reliever. Then, I choose a few hot appetizers to do last-minute. And I’m not shy about grabbing friends who love to feel helpful and set them to work on those. It always goes smoother when I cook things I’ve made before. And I always assume there will be a vegetarian showing up (it takes all kinds, after all). Finally, I like to stick to what’s fresh and available—no need to go chasing down tomatoes in January.

If you’re making a whole meal, you need only about three different appetizers. For a cocktail party, do eight or nine. If your party is timed so folks are likely to skip dinner, serve heartier choices like the Family Reunion Deviled Eggs (page 25) and the Hot Crab Dip with Cheddar (page 8). And I always go for variety. You want only one or two bread-based appetizers, like Tomato Sandwiches (page 36), which you prep in advance, then assemble last-minute, or Benne Seed Canapés (page 24), which are so easy and out-of-this-universe delicious. Then serve some sort of fruit, like Pecan and Cream Cheese–Stuffed Dates (page 7), some sort of vegetable, maybe Bubblin’ Brown Artichoke and Cream Cheese Dip (page 13), and one or two meats—and if you haven’t had the Sizzlin’ Jalapeño Sausage Balls (page 11), y’all just ain’t from around these parts.

I always figure people will eat about ten bites of appetizers each, so there’s no need to overdo the quantities. Then again, if you’ve got a roomful of Michael Groovers, you might want to up that a bit. Oh, and my Two Little Piggies in a Blanket (page 16)? Folks lose count with that one, so I just keep ’em coming.

Setting out a “little something” is kind of like giving somebody a hug when they walk into the house. And I like to make it a bear hug.




PECAN AND CREAM CHEESE–STUFFED DATES

This perfect Southern party starter is as easy as one-two-three. Because if you tell any Southern cook that there are people coming over, the first thing she’ll do is reach into the refrigerator and grab a block of cream cheese. The second thing she’ll do is get out the bacon. And number three is she’s just got to find something in the pantry to go in between the cream cheese and the bacon—in this case, plump dates. To make this an extra-memorable nibble, I mix the cream cheese filling with finely chopped pecans and a dash of freshly ground black pepper.

MAKES 12 STUFFED DATES

3 tablespoons (1½ ounces) cream cheese, at room temperature

3 tablespoons finely chopped pecans

¼ teaspoon black pepper (optional) 12 Medjool dates

4 slices bacon, cut crosswise into thirds

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line a baking sheet with foil.

2. In a bowl, stir together the cream cheese, pecans, and black pepper (if you are using it—the pepper adds a little heat). Using a teaspoon, stuff each date with some of the cream cheese mixture. There should be enough to fill each date without the mixture spilling out and making a mess.

3. Wrap a piece of bacon around each date and secure the bacon to the date with a toothpick. Place the stuffed dates on the foil-lined baking sheet and put them in the oven for 8 minutes. Then, if you’re like me and have been cooking for long enough to develop some calluses on your fingertips, go ahead and use your fingers to flip each date—otherwise, use a pair of kitchen tongs. Then return the dates to the oven and bake until the bacon is crisp, 4 to 7 minutes longer.

4. Lay the stuffed dates on a paper towel–lined plate to drain off some of the bacon fat. Serve them while they’re still hot.


WHEN SELECTING DATES, BE CHOOSY!

I specify Medjool dates in this recipe because they are bigger and more tender than your average supermarket date. But if you can’t find them in your area, don’t fret. All you got to do is choose the plumpest dates to stuff, no matter what kind.






HOT CRAB DIP WITH CHEDDAR

In the past twenty years since I have called Savannah, Georgia, my home, do you know how many events I have attended where a crab dish was not on the menu? Zero! Because when you have the blessing of abundant seafood, you simply have to find a way to serve it at every gathering.

This hot crab dip is a tried-and-true crowd-pleaser. Crab is such a rich-tasting shellfish, I think it goes extremely well with a little extra creaminess—and that’s why I mix in cream cheese, mayonnaise, and sour cream for a smooth and decadent dip that is impressive enough to serve at even your fanciest soirees. And a little bit of hot-sauce kick lets your taste buds know that this hearty starter still has plenty of good, down-home flavor in its soul.

SERVES 10 TO 12

1 pound crabmeat, picked over to remove bits of shell (see box)

1½ cups shredded sharp Cheddar cheese (6 ounces)

8 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

¼ cup mayonnaise

¼ cup sour cream

4 scallions, white and light green parts finely chopped, dark green tops reserved

2 cloves garlic, finely chopped

2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

1½ teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon hot sauce, or to taste

½ teaspoon mustard powder

Tortilla chips or crackers, for dipping

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F.

2. In a bowl, stir together the crabmeat, Cheddar, cream cheese, mayonnaise, sour cream, chopped scallions, garlic, lemon juice, Worcestershire sauce, hot sauce, and mustard powder.

3. Scrape the mixture into a wide baking dish—one that’s pretty enough for serving. Bake until the dip is golden and bubbling, 45 to 55 minutes.

4. Chop the dark green scallion tops and sprinkle over the dip to add a little color. Serve hot, with a bowl of tortilla chips or crackers to use as dippers.


NO SHELLS IN THE DIP, PLEASE

Believe me, crunching into a stray bit of shell is no way to experience a mouthful of crab dip. Here’s a little trick I learned in the restaurant business: Spread the crabmeat onto a baking sheet in an even layer and place in a low oven (about 200°F) for about 3 minutes. The heat will turn the shells red, making them so much easier to pick out of the white meat.
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Loosen the peel by pressing down firmly on the garlic clove with the side of a large, heavy knife. The skin will split open, and the clove will slip easily from the peel.


READY WHEN YOU ARE

Everybody loves to dig into hot, rich, fresh-out-of-the-oven dips, but last-minute cooking when you’re expecting guests can be a recipe for disaster. That’s why I love appetizers like this one, which you can put together in your baking dish a few hours ahead. Just cover and refrigerate it until about 30 minutes before your guests come, then pop it in the oven and put your feet up.






SHORE IS GOOD SEAFOOD DIP

This is another wonderful bubbling-hot dip along the same lines as my Hot Crab Dip with Cheddar. This has been a mainstay on the menu of The Lady & Sons from time immemorial. In fact, it has become so popular at the restaurant that we have started selling it all across the country at Costco stores. So if you just don’t have the time to make this recipe for your next party, I recommend you make a trip to your local Costco and pick some up in the frozen foods section!

SERVES 12 TO 16

2 tablespoons (¼ stick) butter

1 medium green bell pepper, diced

1 medium yellow onion, diced

2 celery stalks, diced

Half of a 10¾-ounce can condensed cream of shrimp soup (discard the top half and use the bottom part of the soup)

1 cup mayonnaise

2 cups grated Parmesan cheese (8 ounces)

6 ounces crabmeat, picked over to remove bits of shell (see box opposite)

6 ounces cooked peeled shrimp, fresh (see box, page 33) or canned

½ teaspoon white pepper

Toast points or crackers, for dipping

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Lightly grease a 2½ - to 3-quart baking dish.

2. In a skillet, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the bell pepper, onion, and celery, and cook, stirring often, until soft ened, about 2 minutes.

3. In a bowl, combine the soup, mayonnaise, Parmesan, crabmeat, shrimp, and white pepper. Stir the vegetable mixture into the seafood mixture.

4. Spoon the mixture into the baking dish and bake until bubbling and golden brown, about 30 minutes. Serve with toast points or crackers for dipping.




HOT CHILI AND CHEESE DIP

Now, sometimes a party might mean puttin’ on your fancy dress and laying a table with canapés and cocktails. But other times it means having the gang over, turnin’ on the game on TV, opening some cans of beer, and puttin’ out the best hot chili and cheese dip in all of creation. Both kinds of parties are all right with me. Believe it or not, I keep all the fixings for this fantastic hot dip in the house just in case I can wrangle a free evening to spend with my daughter-in-law, Brooke, and my niece, Corrie. And without the boys around, we get that dip (and the clicker) all to ourselves!

SERVES 6 TO 8

1 can (15 ounces) chili with beans

8 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

1 teaspoon chili powder

1 cup shredded pepper Jack cheese (4 ounces)

Tortilla chips, for dipping

1. In a medium saucepan, combine the chili, cream cheese, and chili powder. Cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until the mixture is smooth. Stir in the pepper Jack and cook until the cheese melts and the dip is hot, 3 to 5 minutes.

2. Very, very carefully pour the hot dip into a bowl for serving. Make sure there are plenty of tortilla chips on hand for dipping.


COUCH POTATOES

If you end up with leftover dip (hah!) or if you just love potatoes as much as I do, try this as a baked potato topping, along with sour cream, scallions, and maybe some crumbled crisp bacon.






SIZZLIN’ JALAPEÑO SAUSAGE BALLS

Now, y’all, I swear sausage balls have been around since just about the dawn of time. And can I make a confession? I have grown just the tiniest bit tired of them. But for heaven’s sake, I wouldn’t dare leave them off my table when I’m entertaining, because Southerners have just got to have their sausage balls with some kind of sauce for dipping right alongside. So I say if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em. And my recipe for sausage balls packs such a spicy sizzle that you wouldn’t ever get tired of popping one of these in your mouth—that pepper will wake you right up!

MAKES 60 SAUSAGE BALLS

Mustard-Mayo Dipping Sauce

1 cup mayonnaise

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

Jalapeño Sausage Balls

3 cups Bisquick baking mix

2½ cups shredded sharp Cheddar cheese (10 ounces)

1 pound sweet Italian sausage, casings removed

3 tablespoons cold butter, cut into small bits

1 jalapeño pepper, seeded, if desired, and finely chopped


SPICE THINGS UP

If you don’t like chopping up chilies but still want a dip with a kick, try using hot Italian sausage here.



1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Grease two baking sheets well with butter or coat with cooking spray.

2. To make the dipping sauce: In a small bowl, whisk together the mayonnaise and mustard. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate until the sausage balls are ready to serve.

3. To make the sausage balls: In a large bowl, knead together all of the sausage ball ingredients until well combined. If the mixture seems dry, add 1 to 2 tablespoons water, as needed, to bring the mixture together.

4. Form the mixture into 1¼ -inch balls (a little smaller than a Ping-Pong ball) and place them on the prepared baking sheets. Take care that the sausage balls don’t touch, as that will make them take longer to cook through. Bake until they are golden all over, about 25 minutes.

5. Set the sausage balls on paper towels to drain off extra grease, and then place them on a pretty platter with some cocktail sticks so people don’t have to eat them with their fingers. Serve warm, with the mustard-mayo sauce for dipping.




BACON AND SPINACH–STUFFED MUSHROOMS

Every good Southern bride has her secrets, and I am about to share one of mine with y’all. The secret of how I get my charming husband, Michael, to eat his vegetables is that I hide spinach in these tasty little stuffed mushroom caps. And with the crumbled bacon and cheesy Parmesan topping, they are so easy to eat, he doesn’t even mind that he’s getting a helping of leafy greens in every bite. Just one more reason to serve these beauties at your next party, or whenever your man turns up his nose at the salad course!

MAKES 20 STUFFED MUSHROOMS

20 large white mushrooms, stems removed

1 package (10 ounces) frozen chopped spinach, thawed

6 slices bacon, cooked and crumbled

8 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

½ cup chopped scallion

Salt and black pepper

½ cup grated Parmesan cheese (about 2 ounces)


TWO FOR ONE

In a rush? Some stores stock scallion cream cheese, which will save you the step of chopping scallions. Just use a heaping ½ cup of scallion cream cheese in place of the plain.



1. Preheat the oven to 400°F.

2. Put a little water on a paper towel and wipe those mushroom caps clean. Put the spinach in a sieve, set it over the sink, and squeeze out as much liquid as you can. You don’t want that extra spinach juice making your mushroom caps soggy.

3. In a large bowl, mix together the spinach, bacon, cream cheese, scallion, and salt and black pepper to taste. Fill the mushroom caps with the mixture and set them on a baking sheet. Sprinkle the Parmesan on top.

4. Bake until the topping is golden brown, about 15 minutes. Let the mushrooms cool a little bit on the baking sheet. Then, while they’re still warm, arrange them on a pretty platter and serve.


THE SECRET TO THE CRUNCHIEST BACON IN THE UNIVERSE

Y’all, I have a deep-fat fryer in my home kitchen and I like to use it. Just follow the manufacturer’s instructions for the crunchiest, crispiest bacon you’ll ever taste.






BUBBLIN’ BROWN ARTICHOKE AND CREAM CHEESE DIP

This is a dip I learned to make from my darling Aunt Peggy and Uncle George, who had it out at every family get-together since I was a very little girl growing up in southwest Georgia. And you know what? That very same bubbling-hot appetizer that I loved to scoop up when I was barely big enough to reach the table is still the one I like to serve to my family and friends at our Savannah table—and in my own restaurant!

SERVES 6 TO 8

8 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

1 cup mayonnaise

1¾ cups grated Parmesan cheese (about 7 ounces)

1 can (14 ounces) artichoke hearts, drained and coarsely chopped

3 scallions, finely chopped

1 clove garlic, finely chopped

¾ teaspoon hot sauce

¼ teaspoon black pepper

⅛ teaspoon salt

Crackers, tortilla chips, or crusty bread, for dipping

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

2. Using an electric mixer, beat the cream cheese until it is smooth. Beat in the mayonnaise until combined. Add 1½ cups of the Parmesan, the artichoke hearts, scallions, garlic, hot sauce, black pepper, and salt and mix with a spatula until combined.

3. Scrape the mixture into a wide, shallow gratin or baking dish that’s pretty enough for serving and top with the remaining ¼ cup Parmesan. Bake until the dip is bubbling and the top is golden, 30 to 40 minutes. Serve hot, with crackers, tortilla chips, or crusty bread for dipping.


DIPPING DETAILS

Here is something I used to make to serve with artichoke dip when I first started out in the catering business in Savannah. Take slices of white bread, cut off the crusts, then cut each slice into four squares. Then get out your mini-muffin tins, brush the bottom of each cup with a little butter, and poke the bread squares into them. Put them in a 350°F oven for about 5 minutes, until they crisp up and form little buttery cups, the perfect party dippers.






HOT PIMIENTO CHEESE DIP

I am always amazed when I go around the country and I hear people say, “Pimiento cheese? What’s that? I’ve never heard of it.” Well, I say y’all haven’t lived until you have tasted good old homemade pimiento cheese—and for goodness’ sake, if I ever left the pimiento cheese sandwiches out of Jamie’s and Bobby’s lunch boxes, you can be sure they would trade their tuna fish or egg salad until they got their hands on one of their classmates’ pimiento cheese. It is a classic Southern ingredient.

This is the perfect way of serving it up hot and ready for a party. Why, it’s just like dipping into the melted insides of one of my all-time favorite grilled pimiento cheese sandwiches. Yum.

SERVES 6 TO 8

2 cups shredded sharp Cheddar cheese (8 ounces)

2 cups shredded Monterey Jack cheese (8 ounces)

1 jar (4 ounces) chopped pimientos, well drained

½ cup mayonnaise

1½ teaspoons grated yellow onion

¼ teaspoon garlic powder

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

½ cup diced tomato

Tortilla chips or crackers, for dipping

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

2. In the bowl of an electric mixer, stir together the cheeses by hand. Measure out ½ cup of the cheese mixture for the topping and set aside.

3. Pat the pimientos dry with a paper towel and add them to the mixer bowl along with the mayonnaise, onion, garlic powder, salt, and black pepper. Mix at medium speed until the ingredients are well combined. Use a spatula or wooden spoon to fold the tomato in by hand.

4. Scrape the mixture into a gratin dish or wide, shallow baking dish that’s pretty enough for serving. Sprinkle the top of the dip with the reserved cheese mixture. Bake until the dip is bubbling and golden, about 25 minutes. Let cool for 5 minutes before serving with plenty of chips or crackers.


GIVE IT A WHIRL

To make quick work of dicing a tomato, I must confess I often reach for my food processor. Pulse that beauty a few times, and it’s done. Plus, you can transfer it to the dip with a slotted spoon to leave behind some of the tomato juices. I say a smart cook is one who knows a good shortcut.






BAKED BRIE WITH FIG JAM

This is one of my favorite foods in the whole world: creamy Brie cheese and figs. I just love that salty-sweet combination. And when you serve it like this, all wrapped up in a flaky, buttery puff pastry, it’s not just delicious but a real beauty, too. I always serve this when I want to make an especially good impression—in fact, it’s what I taught Jamie to make for his beautiful wife, Brooke, the first time he had her over to his house for dinner.

SERVES 8 TO 10

All-purpose flour, for dusting

1 sheet puff pastry (from a 17 ½-ounce package), thawed if frozen

1 wheel (2 to 2 ¼ pounds) Brie

½ cup Fig Jam (page 421)

1 cup chopped toasted walnuts

1 large egg, lightly beaten

Crackers or crusty bread, for serving

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2. Sprinkle a little flour onto a work surface and gently roll out the sheet of puff pastry until it is big enough to cover the wheel of Brie, about a 9-inch square. Place the Brie in the center of the dough. Spread the jam thickly on top of the cheese and sprinkle with the nuts. Close the ends of the pastry over the cheese like a package, pinching the edges to seal, and transfer to a rimmed baking sheet.

3. Brush the pastry all over with the beaten egg and bake until golden brown with no white spots, 35 to 40 minutes. Carefully transfer the cheese to a platter and serve while still warm with crackers or crusty bread.


WRAP IT UP!

Is there anything more deliciously rich and flaky than puff pastry? And no matter how many times you shrug your shoulders and confess that you just thawed a package, folks will insist on praising you to the skies for your baking. Well, let them. This is one of those dishes that’s a stunner on a holiday table. For a fun presentation, I take my kitchen twine and, instead of folding over the ends of the pastry, I bring it all up around the Brie and tie it closed so it looks like a gift bag. So pretty.






TWO LITTLE PIGGIES IN A BLANKET

Pig in a blanket is a classic American appetizer, what I remember having at all the best parties when I was growing up. When I started making them for Jamie’s and Bobby’s birthday parties, I just had to put my own Paula-spin on it. So what’s better than one little piggie in a blanket? Well, nothing but two little piggies in a blanket, of course! And that is the way Jamie and Brooke still make them for their sweet little boy, Jack.

MAKES 16 LITTLE PIGGIES

8 slices bacon

1 package (8 ounces) crescent rolls

16 cocktail wieners

6 tablespoons ketchup

¼ cup Dijon mustard

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Coat a baking sheet with cooking spray or line it with parchment paper.

2. In a large skillet, cook the bacon until golden but still pliable. Remove from the skillet and halve crosswise.

3. Separate the dough into 8 triangles. Cut each dough triangle in half lengthwise (you will end up with 16 slender triangles). Wrap each wiener in a half slice of bacon. Place each wrapped wiener on the wide end of a dough triangle and roll the dough over the wiener. Place the rolls on the prepared baking sheet, 2 inches apart. Bake until golden, about 15 minutes.

4. Meanwhile, whisk together the ketchup and mustard. Serve alongside the piggies, for dipping.


PIGGIES ON ICE

Before the holidays, do yourself a favor and roll up a double recipe of these babies. Freeze them, unbaked, on parchment-lined baking sheets, then transfer to an airtight container. They’ll keep in the freezer for a few months and can be baked from frozen (just add a few minutes to the cooking time). Now, who’s the hostess with the mostest?






HAM BISCUITS

Now, I learned this recipe from the good folks in Kentucky. Ham and biscuits is a classic taste of the South, no matter where you go, but over in Kentucky they mince the ham with butter and spread it on good cream biscuits, which to me is just absolutely out of this world. I would not have a ham biscuit any other way.

MAKES 12 BISCUITS

Cream Biscuits

2 cups self-rising flour, plus more for dusting

1 tablespoon sugar 1

½ cups heavy cream

Ham

½ pound cooked country ham, or any cooked ham, coarsely chopped

4 tablespoons (½ stick) butter

1. Preheat the oven to 500°F. Lightly grease a rimmed baking sheet with butter or coat with cooking spray.

2. To make the biscuits: In a large bowl, mix together the flour and sugar. Pour in the cream and fold together until a soft dough forms. Turn the dough out onto a surface that’s been lightly sprinkled with more flour. With the palms of your hands, knead the dough gently 6 or 7 times, adding just enough flour as needed to keep the dough from sticking to your hands.

3. Roll or pat the dough out until it’s about ½ inch thick. Dip a 3-inch round biscuit or cookie cutter in flour and cut out the biscuits, placing them at least 1 inch apart on the prepared baking sheet. Bake until golden brown, 10 to 12 minutes. Transfer to a wire rack to cool slightly.

4. Meanwhile, to make the ham filling: Place the ham and butter in a food processor and pulse until combined and the pieces of ham are finely chopped.

5. Split the hot biscuits in half and fill each with about 1 tablespoon of the ham mixture. Serve them up while they’re still warm.


CUT TO THE CHASE

I know a lot of cooks who will take any old juice glass out of the cupboard to cut their biscuits, and I’m sure their biscuits rise plenty even and tall, but let me just tell you that the blunt edge of a glass can sometimes press down your dough at the edges and keep those biscuits from rising up to their lightest, fluffiest selves. So use a sharp metal cutter, or, in a pinch, grab a clean empty tin can for the job.






SWEET SALTINES WITH BACON

If y’all are anything like me and love that sweet-salty combo, you are just going to love this recipe. In any pantry in the South you are sure to find a box of saltine crackers, and you are certainly sure to find a package of bacon in the fridge. So whenever guests drop by unexpectedly, just whip up a batch of these showstopping snacks, and believe me, those drop-in callers will be singing your praises all over town.

MAKES 24 CRACKERS

24 saltine crackers

¼ cup maple syrup

12 slices bacon, halved crosswise

1. Preheat the oven to 425°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with foil.

2. Arrange the crackers salt side up on the prepared sheet. Brush each cracker top with the maple syrup and wrap a half slice of bacon around each cracker, with the ends meeting in the middle (not at the edge) of the unsalted side. Brush the bacon with the remaining maple syrup.

3. Bake the crackers for 5 minutes, then remove the baking sheet from the oven and carefully flip each cracker. I just use my bare fingertips for this, which you can do if you’re real quick, or else use a pair of kitchen tongs. Return the sheet to the oven and continue baking until the bacon is crisp, another 8 to 10 minutes.

4. Allow the crackers to cool slightly on the baking sheet, then arrange them on a platter, seam side down, and watch them go!


SWEET AS A SOUTHERN BELLE

I call for maple syrup here because you can find it easily. But if you’re in the South, go ahead and use cane syrup instead. Darker than motor oil, with a sweet molasses flavor, that is one of our finer foods, and it’s only a matter of time before you start seeing it above the Mason-Dixon Line.






BATTER-FRIED COUNTRY HAM BITES

Ham steak is such a convenient way to get yourself a ham fix without having to commit to a great big country roast. I love it with a spicy-sweet glaze. Well, one thing leads to another in a Southern kitchen, and at some point I began making my ham steak in a skillet, by breading and frying it in cubes, with spicy-sweet Jezebel Sauce for dipping.

SERVES 12 TO 14

About 2 quarts vegetable oil, for deep-frying

One 2-pound ham steak (1 inch thick)

1 cup all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon baking powder

1⅓ cups buttermilk

Jezebel Sauce (page 431)

1. In a large, heavy pot, heat 1 ½ inches of oil to 360°F. Preheat the oven to 200°F.

2. Meanwhile, cut the ham into 1-inch cubes. In a medium bowl, whisk the flour and baking powder together and then whisk in the buttermilk.

3. Drop about 10 ham cubes into the batter. Lift out, letting any excess drip back into the bowl. Fry in the hot oil until deep golden, about 1½ minutes. Remove with tongs or a slotted spoon to a paper towel–lined baking sheet to drain.

4. Repeat with the remaining ham cubes. As you finish each batch of ham bites, they can be kept warm in a 200°F oven. Serve the ham bites with the Jezebel Sauce.


PUT IT TO GOOD USE

Now, remember what I keep telling you about us Southern chefs being smart and economical about our ingredients? Here’s a perfect example. This is just the recipe for your leftover ham after a big family gathering.
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Carefully insert the thermometer into the hot oil, angling it away from the bottom of the pan so that it does not touch the pan base but remains suspended in the oil.




CAJUN POPCORN ROYALE

One of my favorite things to do with my precious grandbaby Jack is to snuggle up on the couch and watch movies. We each get out our own big bowl of popcorn—I make his with just a little butter and salt for a topping, but I like to have more flavor than that in my bowl. So I load it up with some Cajun seasoning and grated Parmesan cheese. That way even if we’re watching the same Disney cartoon for the zillionth time, I will still be interested.

I’ve even started serving bowls of this on my party buffet table. It makes a nice change from salty mixed nuts, one of those easy little twists that will make your party a smash.

SERVES 4 TO 6

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

⅓ cup popcorn kernels

2 tablespoons (¼ stick) butter

1 teaspoon Cajun seasoning

⅓ cup grated Parmesan cheese (about 1 ounces)

1. In a large skillet with a lid, heat the oil over medium-high heat. Add 2 kernels of the corn and cover the skillet. When one of the kernels pops, add the remaining popcorn to the pan. Cover and shake until the popping stops, then transfer the popcorn to a large bowl.

2. Melt the butter in a small saucepan or in the microwave, then stir the Cajun seasoning into it.

3. Toss the popcorn with the seasoned butter. Add the Parmesan, toss again, and serve in small individual bowls—or in one big bowl and have everyone dig in.


MIX IT UP

This is one of those wonderful recipes that you can adapt to almost any taste. I love to sub in different kinds of cheeses, like shredded Cheddar or blue cheese crumbles. Sometimes I’ll even skip the cheese and the Cajun seasoning altogether and have myself a piping-hot bowl of cinnamon-sugared popcorn.






DR PEPPER PECANS

Here in the South we love our soda pop, and every time I open up a bottle, I am instantly brought back to my school days when I’d stop at the corner store for an icy-cold Coke with my baby brother, Bubba. And though I do have a fondness for Coca-Cola–glazed ham, I think these Dr Pepper Pecans are my number one favorite way to enjoy a pop without sucking it through a straw. Surprisingly, they are not too sweet but have that certain peppy flavor that will have people wondering just what could be the secret ingredient in these nuts. I love to watch their eyes light up when I tell them!

MAKES 1 CUP (4 SERVINGS)

1 cup Dr Pepper

2 tablespoons (¼ stick) butter

1 cup pecan halves

Salt

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with foil.

2. In a small saucepan, bring the Dr Pepper and butter to a boil over medium-high heat. Simmer until the liquid reduces by half, about 15 minutes.

3. Stir in the pecans and continue to cook until the liquid becomes a sticky glaze, 3 to 4 minutes. Add a big pinch of salt, stir, and transfer the nuts to the prepared baking sheet. Bake, stirring once or twice, until toasted, about 10 minutes.


NOT EVERYBODY’S A PEPPER

If Dr Pepper is not your soda pop of choice, this recipe works just fantastically with any variety of cola or root beer.






CHEESE STRAWS

If you lay out only one appetizer on your Southern party table, I really think it should be this one. I don’t think any party should be without a glass (or basket) of these beautiful cheese straws.

My smart-as-a-whip cousin, Johnnie Gabriel (the proprietress of Gabriel’s Desserts, in Marietta, Georgia), serves the most fantastic cheese straws I’ve ever had. She was kind enough to share her recipe with me, which I have adapted slightly over the years. These straws are a true taste of the South and, for me, a true taste of family.

MAKES 12 DOZEN CHEESE STRAWS

3 ½ cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

4 cups shredded extra-sharp Cheddar cheese (16 ounces)

3 sticks (¾ pound) butter, at room temperature

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Lightly grease three baking sheets or coat with cooking spray.

2. In a large bowl, sift together the flour, salt, and cayenne pepper. In another large bowl, use an electric mixer to cream together the Cheddar and butter. With the mixer at low speed, add the flour mixture to the cheese and butter in two batches just to combine. Once the flour mixture is evenly mixed in, increase the speed and beat the dough until well combined. Scrape the dough into a cookie press or pastry bag fitted with a star tip.

3. Pipe the dough in 2- to 3-inch strips onto the prepared baking sheets and bake until lightly browned, 12 to 15 minutes. Allow the cheese straws to cool for about 5 minutes on the baking sheets before transferring them to wire racks to continue cooling. Cheese straws are best served warm or at room temperature on the day they are made, but they will keep for up to 3 days in an airtight container.


BREAKING UP IS EASY TO DO!

Cheese straws are just so darn delicate—it’s part of their charm. But if you end up with a ton of broken-up pieces of cheese straws, please, for the love of cheese, do not toss them in the trash! Instead, toss them onto a baking sheet, sprinkle them with grated Parmesan cheese, and pop them into a 350°F oven until the Parmesan is golden. Let these little cheese bites cool, then serve them in a pretty bowl for nibbling. Folks will think you meant to serve them that way!






BENNE SEED COCKTAILERS

Like the Cheese Straws, these are another classic Southern nibble, and they are just right as a base for a spread or dip. They can even be enjoyed just on their own. The benne seeds (which I understand are known as sesame seeds in other parts of the country) have a subtle, nutty flavor that is so very enjoyable in this buttery cracker. In fact, I like to make up a batch of these crispy treats to have in the house just for the sake of snacking, no matter if I happen to be planning a get-together or not.

MAKES 30 CRACKERS

2 cups all-purpose flour, plus extra for dusting

1 cup sesame seeds (benne seeds), lightly toasted (see box)

Pinch of cayenne pepper

Salt 1

½ sticks (6 ounces) cold butter, cut into pieces, or ¾ cup vegetable shortening

3 to 5 tablespoons ice water

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Lightly grease two rimmed baking sheets or coat with cooking spray.

2. Place the flour, sesame seeds, cayenne pepper, and 1 teaspoon salt in a food processor. Add the butter or shortening, and pulse until chickpea-size crumbs form. Pulse in the ice water, 1 tablespoon at a time, until the dough comes together.

3. Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured surface and roll it out to a thickness of about ¼ inch. Dip a 2-inch round biscuit or cookie cutter in flour and cut the dough into rounds. Gather the scraps and reroll to cut out more biscuits. (Do not roll a third time, because the dough will be too tough.) Transfer the dough rounds to the prepared baking sheets and sprinkle each round with a very small pinch of salt. Bake until the crackers are pale golden, 20 to 25 minutes. Transfer the crackers to a wire rack to cool completely. The crackers will keep, in an airtight container at room temperature, for up to 3 weeks.


A TOAST

To toast sesame seeds perfectly, have a large, shallow bowl ready by your elbow. Shake those seeds continuously in a large dry skillet over medium heat until they start popping and they smell nice and nutty. Then shake them right into the bowl to stop the cooking and let them cool.






BENNE SEED CANAPÉS

Now, if for some reason you’ve forgotten to make your Benne Seed Cocktailers (or, more likely, if you’ve made them and they have gotten all eaten up), have no fear: these Benne Seed Canapés can be thrown together in no time at all. Or, if you’re a benne seed lover and you just want to skip the work of the Cocktailers, this is the recipe for you! Seriously, folks, these quick and yummy canapés are so good, so salty and buttery—everyone will swoon.

MAKES 24 CANAPÉS

6 tablespoons (¾ stick) butter

1 box (5 ounces) melba toast

¾ cup sesame seeds (benne seeds)

Salt

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Butter one side of each melba toast generously and place them, butter side up, on a rimmed baking sheet. Sprinkle the sesame seeds on top of the toasts (they should stick to the butter) and add a small pinch of salt.

2. Bake until the seeds are golden brown, 10 to 12 minutes. Arrange the canapés on a pretty platter and serve them while they’re still warm.


SAY “CHEESE”

Now, I can’t be the only person who adores melba toast—it’s in every supermarket I’ve ever checked. For a change, you can make this recipe with finely grated Parmesan or sharp Cheddar in place of the benne seeds, and you’ll have yourself the tastiest little cheese toasts you could want. Just top the buttered toasts with a sprinkle of cheese and a grind of black pepper, then toast until the cheese is golden.






FAMILY REUNION DEVILED EGGS

When I was a child and we would go on family picnics, there were three things I knew I could always find in the basket. One was the tomatoes to make tomato sandwiches, two was fried chicken, and three was deviled eggs. I swear, Bubba and I just didn’t know which one to eat up first!

MAKES 24 DEVILED EGGS

1 dozen large eggs

⅓ cup mayonnaise

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

¼ teaspoon hot sauce

Salt and black pepper

Paprika, for garnish

1. Place the eggs in a large pot and cover them with cold water. Bring the water to a boil over high heat. Immediately remove the pot from the heat, cover it, and let stand for 10 minutes. Uncover the pot and let the eggs cool in the water.

2. Peel the eggs and halve them lengthwise. Pop the yolks out into a large bowl and arrange the whites on a pretty serving platter.

3. Mash the yolks with the mayonnaise, mustard, hot sauce, and salt and black pepper to taste until everything is thoroughly combined and smooth. Spoon the filling back into the egg whites and serve lightly dusted with paprika.


AVOIDING THE EGG ROLL

If you entertain much in the South, you probably have yourself a deviled egg serving dish or container: something with little oval indents to keep those stuffed eggs from sliding all around. But if you don’t have one, you can keep those eggs in their place by cutting a tiny slice from the base of each halved egg white to create a flat surface (just don’t slice too deep, or you’ll make a hole). A bed of lettuce will also help the eggs stay put.
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Create a homemade piping bag by spooning the filling into a plastic bag. Twist the top of the bag closed to the level of the filling. Snip off a corner of the bag with scissors and squeeze the filling out of the hole.




CHEDDAR, PEPPER JELLY, AND PECAN CHEESE BALL

Y’all, this is a little variation on my friend Mr. Jimmy Carter’s favorite cheese ring. His is shaped in a tube pan with strawberry jelly at the center. But mine is shaped into a ball and filled with pepper jelly. If y’all like Mr. Jimmy’s favorite recipe, try this one; it’s a kicked-up version that’s sure to please all spicy-food lovers.

SERVES 8 TO 10

2 cups shredded sharp Cheddar cheese (8 ounces)

3 tablespoons (1 ½ ounces) cream cheese, at room temperature

1 cup finely chopped pecans

⅓ cup mayonnaise

2 scallions, finely chopped

1 small clove garlic, finely chopped

⅛ teaspoon salt

⅛ teaspoon black pepper

¼ cup red pepper jelly

1. In a food processor or with an electric mixer, blend the Cheddar, cream cheese, ½ cup of the pecans, the mayonnaise, scallions, garlic, salt, and black pepper. Scrape the mixture onto a sheet of plastic wrap. Shape it into a ball, wrap with the plastic, and chill for 2 hours.

2. Unwrap the cheese ball and cut it in half. Use your fingers to press a deep well into the bottom half and fill the well with the jelly. Top with the upper half of the cheese ball and press the edges of the ball together to seal. Roll the cheese ball in the remaining ½ cup pecans. Serve immediately or refrigerate until ready to serve (up to 3 days).


HOT STUFF

Taste your pepper jelly. Some have kick, and some taste about as spicy as a jar of grape jelly. If you like a little more bite, mix a dash of hot sauce into the jelly before you fill your cheese ball. Or try my Pepper Jelly (page 434). That one has guaranteed heat!






EVERYONE’S FAVORITE PIMIENTO CHEESE

This recipe was featured in my first-ever cookbook, but back then it was known as Bobby’s Pimiento Cheese because it was always my youngest son’s favorite. Well, since my business has grown from The Bag Lady sandwiches and catering to The Lady & Sons restaurant, I have been making this same pimiento cheese recipe all along the way and now it is everyone’s favorite. So I reckon it was about time for a name change.

SERVES 12 TO 16

1 package (3 ounces) cream cheese, at room temperature

1 cup shredded Cheddar cheese (4 ounces)

1 cup shredded Monterey Jack cheese (4 ounces)

½ cup mayonnaise

½ teaspoon Paula Deen’s House Seasoning (page 435)

2 to 3 tablespoons mashed pimientos

1 teaspoon grated yellow onion (optional)

Pinch of salt

Black pepper

Using an electric mixer, beat the cream cheese until fluffy. Add the Cheddar, Monterey Jack, mayonnaise, House Seasoning, pimientos, onion (if you are using it), and the salt and black pepper to taste and beat until smooth. The cheese may be refrigerated, covered, for up to 1 week.


GRATE JOB

Finely grating onion is not only a sure way to bring tears to your eyes, it’s also a little secret for adding real savory flavor to just about any dressing or spread with mayonnaise in it. Try adding a teaspoon next time you make coleslaw and you’ll see what I mean.






BUTTERMILK GREEN GODDESS DIP

If you love ranch-style dressings and dips, you are going to go absolutely wild for this. All of the good, garden-fresh herbs that go into this recipe make it so tasty and fragrant, not to mention pretty and green. And the anchovies give it that certain something, a saltiness and depth of flavor that wows. Now, I wouldn’t necessarily tell people that there are anchovies in this dip—go ahead and let them fall in love with this dip first, then let them in on the secret ingredient.

SERVES 4 TO 6

¾ cup mayonnaise

¼ cup buttermilk

¾ cup packed fresh basil leaves

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh chives

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh parsley

1 ¼ teaspoons fresh lemon juice

2 anchovy fillets

1 clove garlic, finely chopped

⅛ teaspoon salt

⅛ teaspoon black pepper

Baked chips or raw vegetables, for dipping

In a food processor or blender, combine the mayonnaise, buttermilk, basil, chives, parsley, lemon juice, anchovies, garlic, salt, and black pepper and process until smooth. Scrape the dip into a bowl and serve, with plenty of baked chips or raw vegetables for healthful dipping.


DRESS IT UP

Leftover dip can be thinned with a drizzle of buttermilk to make the most scrumptious salad dressing. It will keep for a day in the refrigerator.






EASY GUACAMOLE

Y’all, it just does not get any easier than this. Over my many years of working in the kitchen, of throwing parties and catering, I have tried all sorts of guacamole recipes, most of them fancier than this one. But you know what? I receive just as many compliments with this simple preparation as I do with the more time-consuming and labor-intensive ones. So next time you want to serve guacamole, whip up a big bowl of this recipe, open up a bag of tortilla chips—then get yourself out of the kitchen and join the party.

SERVES 8 TO 10

4 large Hass avocados, halved and pitted

½ cup store-bought salsa

Tortilla chips, for dipping

Scoop the avocado flesh right into the serving bowl. Use a fork to mash it, then mix in the salsa. Serve with sturdy tortilla chips for dipping.


THE RIPE STUFF

Choosing avocados can be tricky. You want to buy them a day or two ahead so they have time to ripen. Find firm, dark, unblemished avocados and then let them sit out a day or two until they have just a little give. Anything soft or spotty is going to let you down. Since they’re so tasty, I usually buy a few extra avocados when I’m planning to serve guacamole. That way, if I open one up and it’s got too many brown spots, I don’t have to send Michael running around town looking for ripe avocados right before the party starts.






CRAB AND AVOCADO DIP

Here is a fresh take on crab dip. This is especially wonderful in the warmer summer weather, when you may not want to have a bubbling-hot crab dip on your appetizer menu. The tomato and basil are like a little taste of summertime, and the ripe avocado is creamy without being too heavy. It’s delicious, pretty, and just the thing for when your guests expect crab on the table but you would prefer not to run the oven and the air-conditioning.

SERVES 12 TO 16

2 Hass avocados, halved and pitted

1 pound canned crabmeat

¾ cup sour cream

¼ cup mayonnaise

1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

½ cup chopped fresh basil

1 clove garlic, finely chopped

1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and chopped (leave the seeds in if you want more heat) (optional)

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

1 cup chopped tomato

Tortilla chips or crackers, for dipping

Scoop the avocado flesh straight into a bowl pretty enough to serve in and mash with a fork until smooth. Fold in the crabmeat, sour cream, mayonnaise, lime juice, basil, garlic, jalapeño (if you are using it), salt, and black pepper. Just before serving, gently fold in the tomato. Serve with tortilla chips or crackers for dipping.


PARTY-READY DIPPING CHIPS

As a last touch before my party guests arrive, I like to spread my tortilla chips on a baking sheet and crisp them up in a 350°F oven, just long enough to get them warm and toasty without giving any extra color. I think it’s a nice touch that makes folks feel more welcome and gets everybody in the dipping mood.






SOUTH GEORGIA “CAVIAR”

In the South we laughingly call this redneck caviar, because a lot of poor folks couldn’t afford caviar spread to set out with their crackers and we just thought black-eyed peas would make a perfectly good substitute. And do you know what? I think they’re even better! For one thing, fish eggs taste pretty awful on tortilla chips. But this mix of beans, spicy Ro*Tel tomatoes (a Southern staple that I am seeing more and more in supermarkets across the country), and Italian dressing makes for a dip that is classy in its own special way.

SERVES 12 TO 15

2 cans (15 ounces each) black-eyed peas, rinsed and drained

1 can (15 ounces) corn kernels, drained

1 can (14 ½ ounces) spicy diced tomatoes, such as Ro*tel

2 cups chopped red bell pepper

½ cup chopped jalapeño pepper

½ cup chopped yellow onion

1 bottle (8 ounces) Italian dressing

1 jar (4 ounces) chopped pimientos, drained

Tortilla chips or crackers, for dipping

In a large serving bowl, mix together the black-eyed peas, corn, tomatoes, bell pepper, jalapeño pepper, onion, Italian dressing, and pimientos. Cover and refrigerate for at least 4 hours or overnight to let the flavors come out. Serve with tortilla chips or crackers for dipping.


DON’T FEEL THE BURN

If you’re chopping fresh chilies, you want to have some respect for those little seeds and white veins inside, because that’s where all the spice is, and it will burn your hand just like it burns your mouth. To play it safe, wear latex gloves to chop the chilies, then wash your knife and board right away. If you want it real hot, chop the whole chili, seeds and all; but to tone it down, first scrape the seeds and white veins away and discard them, and then chop the chili.






SAVANNAH SHRIMP DIP

We love our shrimp here in Savannah, and this shrimp dip is a real favorite. Why, I believe that shrimp was one of the very first things my husband, Michael, a long time Savannahian, ever made for me when we were first courting. So it really has a special place in my heart.

To really make this dip correctly, be sure to have a light touch with the food processor. You do not want to overchop the shrimp. In fact, you could just go ahead and chop the shrimp by hand and fold it into the dip after everything else has been mixed. That way you’ll get the meaty shrimp texture and flavor in every bite, which is the way we serve it here.

SERVES 8 TO 10

8 tablespoons (1 stick) butter, at room temperature

3 tablespoons finely chopped shallot

1 clove garlic, finely chopped

1 bay leaf

1 pound large shrimp, peeled and deveined

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

2 tablespoons sherry

6 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh chives

2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

Tabasco or other hot sauce

Crackers or toasted bread, for serving


FOR BIG SHRIMP LOVERS

If you adore shrimp and you don’t live in a coastal place like Savannah, frozen shrimp are a very convenient option. Stock the freezer with a few boxes and thaw them overnight in the refrigerator before your party. You can get your shrimp fix any time.



1. In a large skillet, melt 2 tablespoons of the butter over medium-high heat. Add the shallot, garlic, and bay leaf. Cook until the shallot and garlic are softened, about 4 minutes. Stir in the shrimp, ¼ teaspoon of the salt, and the black pepper and keep cooking, stirring occasionally, for 2 minutes.

2. Take the skillet off the heat (you want to be sure the alcohol doesn’t come into contact with the gas flame) and stir in the sherry. Return the skillet to the heat and cook until the shrimp are cooked through, about 2 minutes. Discard the bay leaf and let the mixture cool.

3. In a food processor, combine the remaining 6 tablespoons butter and the cream cheese and process until smooth. Add the chives, lemon juice, Worcestershire sauce, remaining ¼ teaspoon salt, and hot sauce to taste, and pulse just to combine. Scrape in the shrimp mixture and pulse several times just until the shrimp is coarsely chopped.

4. Scrape the mixture into a serving crock or bowl. Cover tightly with plastic wrap. Chill for at least 1 hour. Serve with crackers or toasted bread.




SHRIMP RÉMOULADE

This is a starter that is served everywhere along the Southern coastal region, but especially in New Orleans. What I really love about it is that special pickle-y pucker the vinegar and seasoning give to the inside of my mouth. It’s such a fun way to enjoy shrimp and a wonderful addition to every Southern-style party table.

SERVES 6

½ cup vegetable oil

⅓ cup Dijon mustard

¼ cup distilled white vinegar

¼ cup mayonnaise

2 tablespoons drained pickle relish

¼ teaspoon garlic powder

Dash of hot sauce

Salt and black pepper 1

½ pounds shrimp, cooked and peeled

About 3 cups shredded lettuce, for serving

1. In a medium bowl, whisk together the oil, mustard, vinegar, mayonnaise, relish, garlic powder, hot sauce, and salt and black pepper to taste. Cover and refrigerate for at least1 hour or up to overnight.

2. Toss the shrimp with the rémoulade and serve, chilled, over the shredded lettuce.


IN THE PINK

To cook your own shrimp, toss headless, deveined shrimp in a big pot of boiling water until they just turn pink—it takes only a couple of minutes. Then transfer them to a bowl of ice water to stop the cooking. Drain well, remove the shells, and you’re done. Or speed things along by spending an extra buck at the fish store to buy precooked shrimp.






PAULA’S SHRIMP COCKTAIL

Traditionally, cocktail sauce is just ketchup mixed with horseradish and a squeeze of lemon. But I like to serve this gussied-up version, which, with the addition of mayonnaise, grated onion, and mustard, is almost a combination of cocktail sauce and tartar sauce. I find it goes just beautifully with chilled jumbo shrimp or any of the fruits of the sea.
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