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FOREWORD


A book like this is not written from front to back but rather is pieced together like a quilt. The first words you read represent the very last piece sewn in to complete the design.


And what you have before you is a giant Lone Star. I can run my hand over it now and see that all the tiny pieces finally fit together into this patchwork that is Texas. There are bits of homespun and scraps of silk. There are rich scraps of hand-woven tapestries and ragged squares from old flour sacks. There are brilliant velvets and faded chintz. Rough textures and smooth ones. Some of the pieces have the scent of old trunks and others the smell of new sizing. The book, whose great swirling pattern seems all of a piece, could never have been completed without the addition of each small, important piece.


This cookbook can be your source for recipes that have previously been held in flour-dusted tin boxes. There are German cakes and Texas tamales. Barbecue and chili. There are Texas Czech wild berry pies and Cajun sauces piquantes. Game recipes and sausages. The Texas food heritage is broad and it is deep. This book attempts to tap its sources. Some of the recipes are easy, and require only a spare moment and the simplest of ingredients. Others are complicated and demand patience, and even a special trip to the grocery store.


It has been a great adventure trying to fit all the pieces into a sensible ordered whole. I have gathered the recipes from all over the state, from young cooks and old cooks, from professionals and dedicated amateurs. I wish I had time to spin out the story behind each recipe, the fragment of history that goes without saying.


As the quiltmaker, I run my hand over the finished surface and pause here and there and remember the source for each piece. I remember how my heart pumped when I got the little precious scrap the neighbors said she’d never share. And I can remember how I felt when the old lady gave me a shoebox full, saying she was too old to need it so I might as well have the whole box. I wish you could know each piece as intimately as I know it.


I have come to see recipes as a window through which one can learn something about a people. You can learn who is generous and who is parsimonious. You can learn who has patience and who has little time. I’d swear you can almost tell who is skinny and who is fat—just by looking through a personal recipe box.


I have learned something about Texans that I already knew, but it has been reinforced during the long period of research for this book. Texans, whether they be of Scotch-Irish descent, or German, or Mexican, or Cajun, have melded into a generous open-handed people who always have room for one more at the table.


And to return to the analogy of the quilt one last time, the pieces have just passed through my hands. A great deal of trial-and-error work went into every piece before I got it, and even more work followed.


I thought you might be interested in how the process worked. I collected these recipes over several years when I was writing magazine pieces for Texas Monthly and other national magazines. After a final month-long sweep through the state, I came home and began sorting and stacking the recipes by category. I tried always for the best representation of the art as I found it.


For months the pots and pans flew. My daughter made numberless trips to the grocery store. My sons washed a million dishes. My husband had to have the button on his pants set over. We cooked and ate and criticized.


Some recipes were musts. Some just wouldn’t work at all. But as we in the family accepted a piece, I typed it up; and, every Friday, I sent a batch to the Texas Monthly office, where some blessed volunteers rifled through the pages, took the recipes home, and tried them once again. Barbara Reavis, my editor, devised an evaluation sheet, and every recipe received written comments from the testers in Austin as well as the people who ate the results.


Again, some of the recipes got rave reviews, some were seen as pedestrian, and a few just wouldn’t translate. We winnowed and refined the choices again.


So what you have before you is an effort by a large group of cooks to show you what is Texas. Sources for recipes are indicated; where no name appears, the recipe is my own.


But this doesn’t necessarily mean that the person who gave me the recipe invented it. There really is no ownership to recipes. Each one of us starts from something; our own heritage, our habits, the limitations of the larder. We build on a base and come up with a concoction that we hope will work.


The variations on a theme are endless and that’s what makes the art fascinating. I hope that you’ll begin to make these recipes your own in the way that every good cook does. Open the book and lay a pen in the fold. As you cook and taste and criticize, mark your comments and changes right in the book. And write who came to dinner and the funny things the kids said and who washed the dishes.


And after a few years it won’t be my book anymore, or the Texas Monthly staff’s book; but it will be your book written by you and so valuable your grandchildren will fight over it. You can pass on a piece of your own history to those who follow in your own family. ¡Salud!


Linda West Eckhardt
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[image: Images]


[image: Images]





Hot Black-eyed Pea Dip


Parched Pecans


Fried Camembert


Jalapeño Pie


Hot Artichoke Dip


Spiced Pecans


Pepitas


Bar Stool Black Olives


Shrimp Spread


Tomato and Green Chile Spread


Favorite Sandwich


Texas Sandwich


French Taco


Si’s Delt Bloody Mary


Champurrado


Margaritas


Tequila Mockingbird


Tequila Sunrise Punch





I suppose this chapter might ordinarily be called “Hors d’oeuvres,” except that the term has a whiff of meaning that I don’t intend. In the American Heritage dictionary it is defined as an appetizer or canapé served with cocktails or before a meal. A literal translation from the French means “outside of work.” Anyone who has ever prepared canapés knows full well that they can involve more work per bite than almost any other category of food. And the idea that this outside-of-work tidbit (or “titbit,” as Elizabeth David says) should be served before a main meal bothers me immensely.


If I have really turned to and cooked a good meal for friends, I don’t want to take the edge off their appetites by having them consume hors d’oeuvres in the living room. If I am having friends in for dinner, the focus of the party is the table. I intend for guests to spend most of the time in my house around that table. I want the magic to take place. You know the magic I mean: the wonder of a circle of 6 or so people who may or may not know each other, who sit together over candlelight and excruciatingly good food and wine and, for a moment, experience communion.


The magic is a delicate thing. If people wolf down too much pâté in the living room or drink too many martinis, I can never get the magic to work. So I try to keep them edgy and hungry in the living room. I never mind letting them wait a good half hour. I tantalize them with good smells and perhaps only a sliver of some fine cheese.


When I call them to table, everything is in place: hot smoking dishes that smell so good you would die for them, always candles, lots of dishes and glasses (none of which match), a well-starched tablecloth and napkins, cold water and the right wine, hot bread and real butter. The main impression is one of abundance. After all, it is a celebration, a feast if you will. I want my dinner guests to be overwhelmed. If I have conjured properly and all the elements are right, the spell will work. They’ll come away from the table knowing they’ve had a mystical experience. Food can do that.


But there is another kind of magic one can work with food, and that magic depends on food one can eat out of hand. Mystifying 6 people around a table is like pulling a rabbit out of a hat. Mystifying 40 people is more like getting the Astrodome to levitate. But it can be done. And again food is at the heart of it.


I think one of the secrets to working magic with a large group of people is—again—abundance. Just cover about every square inch of your dining room table with various and sundry out-of-hand foods. Some hot and some cold. Some crunchy and some soft. Spicy and mild. Shoot for variety, an endless supply, flavors that complement, and you will probably work your magic on a whole group.


You can keep a party moving by placing the foods in several locations and keeping the liquor separate from all the food spots. Invite enough people so they are almost shoulder to shoulder. They move around. They are excited by the food and drink and close quarters. All the elements are right. The magic works.


Here are some recipes that you can try for parties. But don’t forget other categories when planning a party table. For example, smoked venison—cut wafer-thin and served with hot sweet mustard and whole wheat bread—is wonderful and very Texas. If it’s a holiday, have small slivers of pecan pie or Fruitcake for People Who Hate Fruitcake.






HOT BLACK-EYED PEA DIP



Paula Griffey


Every budding cook has a cookbook that serves as a bible. For me it was Helen Corbitt’s first one. When I was studying home economics at the University of Texas, Corbitt’s name was always mentioned in the most reverent tones. After I had lived with her book awhile, I decided my profs were right. You can’t beat her meatless spaghetti sauce or her hollandaise. I’ve had people almost fall to their knees over Prairie Fire (basically mashed pinto beans with cheese), and in Texas she was the originator of Poppyseed Dressing as well as Canadian Cheese Soup. I always thought her pickled black-eyed peas were as necessary to a celebration of New Year’s Day as a turkey for Christmas dinner. But I do believe Paula Griffey has almost matched her. Here is a delicious way to assure good luck all year by eating black-eyed peas on New Year’s Day.


½ bell pepper, chopped fine


2 stalks celery, chopped fine


1 onion, chopped fine


1 tsp. black pepper


2 tbsp. Tabasco sauce (This amount makes a very hot product—start out with 1 tablespoon and taste)


½ cup catsup


1 tbsp. salt


3 chicken bouillon cubes


¼ tsp. nutmeg


½ tsp. cinnamon


2 15-oz. cans black-eyed peas (one of these cans must be Trappey’s with jalapeño)


1 15-oz. can Ro-Tel tomatoes


1 clove garlic, pressed


1 tsp. sugar


½ cup bacon drippings


3 tbsp. flour


In a medium saucepan combine the bell pepper, celery, onion, black pepper, Tabasco, catsup, salt, bouillon cubes, nutmeg, and cinnamon. Over low heat cook and stir until it reaches a boil and the cubes have completely dissolved. Now add peas and tomatoes, garlic and sugar. Simmer for 30 minutes. Combine bacon drippings with flour and stir into peas. Cook 10 minutes more. Stir well and serve hot with plenty of corn chips for dips.


PARCHED PECANS


Nona Morriss


1 lb. pecan halves


½ lb. melted butter


Salt


Preheat oven to 250°. Place pecans one layer deep on a cookie sheet with sides. Salt pecans to taste and pour on melted butter. Bake until evenly browned (about 20–30 minutes). Stir every 3 or 4 minutes because they burn easily. Store in a tin.



FRIED CAMEMBERT



Peggy Karren


Only a Texan would fry French cheese.


1 6-inch round Camembert, medium soft, not too ripe


1 egg, beaten


1 cup fresh bread crumbs


4 tbsp. unsalted butter


½ cup chopped green onion tops


Dip the unskinned cheese round in egg and then coat both sides with bread crumbs. Heat 2 tablespoons of butter until it starts to brown. Over high heat brown cheese round on both sides. Remove to a heated serving plate and keep warm. Add remaining butter to skillet. When foamy, sauté the onions for 2 minutes. Pour over top of cheese and serve immediately with water biscuits.


JALAPEÑO PIE


I have known people to go hog-wild for a little piece of Jalapeño Pie.


2 cups sharp Cheddar cheese, grated (about 6 oz.)


6 eggs, beaten until slightly frothy


Jalapeños, seeded and cut in strips (preferably fresh, but you may use canned)


Lightly oil a pie tin. Place cheese in tin. Arrange jalapeños to taste over the cheese. Beat eggs and pour over cheese. Bake 45 minutes at 275°. Serve in pie wedges while warm.


HOT ARTICHOKE DIP


1 14-oz. can artichoke hearts, drained


¼ cup mayonnaise


Dash salt


2 jalapeños, seeded


3 dashes Tabasco sauce


Juice of ¼ lemon


1 tbsp. olive oil


Combine all ingredients in blender or processor and blend until smooth. This is best served in a cooked and trimmed artichoke: place a clear glass bowl down in the middle of the vegetable, spread apart the leaves, and fill the bowl with dip.



SPICED PECANS



1 egg white


1 tbsp. water


3 cups Texas pecan halves


½ cup sugar


½ tsp. salt


1 tsp. cinnamon


¼ tsp. cloves


¼ tsp. nutmeg


Combine egg white and water. Stir in pecans and coat all surfaces. Combine remaining ingredients and sprinkle over pecans. Spread on well-buttered cookie sheet and bake at 300° for 30 minutes, stirring 2 or 3 times.


PEPITAS


Long before we knew pepitas as a Mexican delicacy, we were toasting leftover pumpkin seeds in the oven the day after Halloween. I think we figured it out from one of my second grader’s friends. Our way of making this snack is a perversion of the Mexican way. In Mexico the raw unhulled pumpkin seeds are placed on a comal (those expanded metal rectangles with a handle that you can buy in border shops) and heated over a direct flame, being turned constantly to prevent burning. Our way is easier because we’re not as expert as the Mexican cooks. Pepitas made the Texas way can be accomplished by grade school children who like to cook and eat them.


After scooping seeds from a pumpkin—as in making jack-o’-lanterns—spread the seeds out on a dry cookie sheet. Pick out as much of the white membrane as possible and spread the seeds so that they are only a single layer deep. They will be slightly damp. If you wish you can sprinkle them with salt, plain or seasoned. You can also brush them with a little melted butter. Bake the seeds in a 300° oven, turning and stirring every 5 minutes until they become a nice chestnut color. It will take the seeds 15 or 20 minutes to brown depending on how wet they are when you put them in the oven.



BAR STOOL BLACK OLIVES



Anna Kay Brewer


Black olives


Tabasco sauce


Drain a large can of unpitted black olives. Place olives in small glasses—something attractive and easy to get your hand into, like a champagne glass. Shake Tabasco over olives. Marinate at room temperature at least 1 hour before serving. Serve with Parched Pecans for the cocktail hour or buffet.


SHRIMP SPREAD


1 cup cooked chopped shrimp


2 cups grated sharp Cheddar cheese


6 small green onions and tops, chopped


½ cup Homemade Mayonnaise


1 clove garlic, pressed


Hungarian paprika to taste


Finely chop shrimp, cheese, and onions. Combine with remaining ingredients, sprinkle with paprika, and cover. Refrigerate at least 2 hours. Remove from refrigerator at least 30 minutes before you plan to serve it to allow flavors to ripen. Serve with fine crackers.


TOMATO AND GREEN CHILE SPREAD


Margaret Peavy Heisig


1 can Ro-Tel tomatoes and chiles


1 3-oz. package cream cheese, at room temperature


1 tbsp. grated white onion


Very thin sandwich bread


Mayonnaise


Drain thoroughly the can of tomatoes and finely dice any large pieces of tomato. Combine thoroughly with the softened cream cheese. Remove crusts from bread, dab on a thin layer of mayonnaise, then place a dollop of spread on each piece of bread.



FAVORITE SANDWICH



Betty Hunt


Serves 8


Here’s a sandwich that comes out of the oven looking something like a pizza. Kids love it.


1 lb. Cheddar cheese


½ lb. uncooked bacon


1 yellow onion, peeled


1 bell pepper, seeded


Good bread


Grind all ingredients except bread and mix together thoroughly. Using good bread for sandwiches (English muffin, sourdough, French, a hamburger bun in a pinch, or whatever is your own particular favorite—9-grain maybe), spread a thin layer of the cheese and bacon mixture on the bread. Run it under the broiler until cheese bubbles and browns. Serve open-faced.


This sandwich spread keeps in the refrigerator for 3 or 4 days and will freeze well for a couple of months.


TEXAS SANDWICH


El Metate Restaurant


Large flour tortillas


Mashed pinto beans (refritos), heated


Thin slices of cooked brisket, heated


Guacamole


Finely chopped onion


Salsa Cruda


Heat tortillas on a comal or griddle, then spread with thin layer of beans. Lay several slices of paper-thin brisket on one side of the tortilla, spread the meat slices with a layer of guacamole, top with chopped onion, and sprinkle with salsa. Fold tortilla and you have a true Texas Sandwich.


Here’s the way Bobbie Covey at El Metate cooks a brisket. Rub an 8- or 10-pound lean brisket with a paste made from ½ teaspoon black pepper, ¼ teaspoon cumin, ¼ teaspoon salt, 3 tablespoons vinegar, and 1 teaspoon chile powder. (In Spanish, this is called adobo.) Wrap meat tightly in foil and bake in a 300° oven until fork-tender—about 3 hours. Cool and slice paper-thin.



FRENCH TACO



At The Store in Hunt, there used to be something you could order that wasn’t on the menu. The cook called it a French Taco. She said her son invented and named it. Very simply, it is ¼ pound of hamburger meat shaped into a thick patty, seasoned with salt and pepper and grilled. Heat a large flour tortilla on a dry grill, then smear with a generous amount of mayonnaise, place the cooked meat patty on half of the tortilla and add the usual hamburger accoutrements—lettuce, thin-sliced tomato, and onion. Fold the flour tortilla over and you have a Texas hamburger better than McDonald’s ever dreamed of. A French Taco. I think the cook finally relented and put it on the menu. But you can make it at home.


SI’S DELT BLOODY MARY


Silas B. Ragsdale


Serves about 24


1 48-oz. can V-8 juice


4 limes, squeezed


1 pint gin


1 heaping tsp. powdered sugar


½ tsp. salt


1 tbsp. Worcestershire sauce


1 fistful of prepared horseradish (squeeze out vinegar)


Tabasco sauce to taste


Jalapeño slices


Black pepper to sprinkle on top


Mix well and serve in 6–8-oz. glasses. Stick a fresh jalapeño slice on glass rim. Note: put ice in glasses, not in mix.


CHAMPURRADO


Serves 6


Christmas in San Antonio is a cultural mix drawing from Mexican, German, and Southern traditions. For many Texas Mexicans, no Christmas would be complete without champurrado, a hot drink that originated with the Indians of the Mexican peninsula. It is grainy, an acquired taste, but a vital part of a San Antonio-style holiday.


1 cup cornmeal or masa harina


1 cup water


1 cinnamon stick


6 cups milk


½ tsp. vanilla


1 cup sugar


Pinch salt


3 1-oz. squares unsweetened chocolate


Mix cornmeal and cold water until there are no lumps. Add cinnamon stick and bring to a boil over low heat, stirring frequently. Remove from heat. In another pan heat milk, vanilla, sugar, salt, and chocolate. Cook and stir until chocolate melts and the milk is just to the boiling point. Now combine with cornmeal mixture, stirring vigorously. Remove cinnamon stick and serve hot in cups.


MARGARITAS


Serves 10


Coarse or kosher salt


10 slices lime


Ice cubes


¾ cup fresh lime juice


¾ to 1 cup tequila


¾ cup Triple Sec liqueur


Chill 10 4-oz. cocktail glasses. Pour a generous amount of salt onto a saucer. Rub rim of glass with lime slice, then dip rim in salt. Combine remaining ingredients in a large cocktail shaker or pitcher with additional ice cubes. Shake or stir vigorously until well chilled. Strain into prepared glasses.


TEQUILA MOCKINGBIRD


If you are having a Tex Mex party and don’t want your guests to get rip-roaring drunk, you can make this bastard Margarita punch.


1 part tequila


1 part freshly squeezed lime juice


1 part ginger ale


½ part Triple Sec


Coarse or kosher salt


Serve in a punch bowl with one large ice chunk. Using footed glasses, wipe rim with lime juice, then dip rim in salt (get that special margarita salt from the liquor store), and fill. Delicious.



TEQUILA SUNRISE PUNCH



Serves 16


8 cups orange juice


1½–2 cups tequila


½ cup grenadine syrup


Ice cubes


Orange slices


In a chilled 3- to 4-quart pitcher or small punch bowl mix the orange juice, tequila, and grenadine. Add ice and orange slices.





CHILIES, SOUPS, AND STEWS
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Fuzzy’s Fantastic South Texas Road Meat Chili


Seven Pepper Chili


Rabbit Chili


Simple Avocado Soup


Tomato and Beef Broth


Black Bean Soup


Chicken Divine Soup


Essence of Mushroom Soup


Port Aransas Shrimp Bisque


Gulf Coast Fish Chowder


Texas Corn Chowder


Simple Beef Stew


Shrimp Stew


Son-of-a-Bitch Stew






BOB SEARS’ CHILI JOINT



Carlos Ashley, Sr., Texas Poet Laureate, 1949–1951


There’s a smell about good chili


That no poet can portray;


It wafts a rare aroma


Where the gentle breezes play;


And of all exotic odors


That the wings-of-time anoint,


There’s none can match description


With Bob Sears’ Chili Joint.


Now it wasn’t much to look at,


Just a hole there in the wall,


No sign above the entrance


And no fancy front atall.


A stranger couldn’t find it


’Less the wind was blowin’ right;


Then he couldn’t hardly miss it,


Even on the darkest night.


A dime would buy a bowl full


Of that wondrous bill-of-fare;


A quarter got a milk shake


And another bowl to spare.


It wasn’t always fresh and clean


By sanitation’s letter,


But somehow it improved with age


And day by day got better.


I’ve eaten Antoine’s Crepe Suzettes,


A joy beyond compare;


I’ve dined at old Delmonico’s,


Where famed gourmets repair;


But no Chef has ever challenged


The high gastronomic point


That was mine in early childhood


In Bob Sears’ Chili Joint.





When I was growing up my daddy did most of the doctoring, and he had his own remedies. There was tomato soup for anything that put you to bed. There was Jello for the sore throat. There were milk shakes from the creamery for poxes. But the remedy I remember most—and which I still consider curative beyond measure—was a bowl of chili for the common cold.


Daddy and I would bundle up against the freezing weather of a Panhandle winter. He would wind a long wool scarf around my head and face until only my eyes showed—so the winter wind wouldn’t stab me, he said—and we would set off for the Green Hedge Cafe.


It was in a shotgun-shaped building downtown with a long counter and chrome swivel stools cushioned with green plastic. Before the waitress would even get to us, Daddy would start snapping paper napkins out of the holder and open one out into a sort of place mat in front of me. The order was always the same. One bowl of chili, please.


Once I asked for a glass of milk. He shot me a look of incredulity and whispered, didn’t I know that was a deadly poisonous combination? It was water in a short barrel glass for me.


He never paid any attention to me while we were in the cafe, but talked instead to the cook. They were both officers in the VFW and had important business to discuss. The chili came in a white bowl and had about a half inch of red grease floating on top. Without asking me, Daddy would take a handful of soda crackers and crumble them over the grease, talking all the while to the cook about the advisability of moving domino night at the VFW from Thursday to Wednesday to give the boys something to do while the women and children went to prayer meeting.


I would sit there quietly eating, gulping glasses of tepid water against the brown prairie fire of the chili, and hoping he would buy me a Mars bar when it was all over. Sometimes he would. Sometimes he wouldn’t. But he always rewound the scarf around my head as we left and asked gruffly, “Now, don’t you feel better?” Miraculously, I always did. Just as we would reach the door he always turned to the cook and said the same thing, “Nothing like chili to open up your head.”


Since Frank X. Tolbert and cronies concocted the first chili cookoff at Terlingua, chili has known a renaissance. Now there are chili cookoffs all over the country and most any weekend of the year. The chili-heads even have their own newsletter called the Goat Gap Gazette. Chili captures the whimsical nature of Texans. They love to eat something hotter than hell. They love to serve chili to outlanders and watch their eyes water. They love to argue about the ingredients and origin of the state dish of Texas. As a result, recipes for the fiery dish have proliferated faster than a family of rabbits.






FUZZY’S FANTASTIC SOUTH TEXAS ROAD MEAT CHILI



Forrest Goodhue


Serves 20


Forrest Goodhue won a minor prize in a minor cookoff with what seems to me a typical version. Forrest’s recipe is good. It is easy to make and freezes well. You can cut it in half without losing any delicate balance of flavors. And Forrest, known to his friends as Fuzzy, demonstrates not only a facility for cooking, but the Texan’s gift for tall-tale telling. When the judges came by to taste his chili he claimed it was made from mostly armadillo and rabbit with some ’possum and ’coon, all cooked in stump water. In his own words:


3 green peppers, chopped medium


3 yellow onions, chopped medium


2 fresh jalapeños, seeded and chopped fine


4 cloves garlic, chopped fine


1 stalk celery, chopped medium fine


¼ cup cooking oil


4 lbs. chuck, coarsely ground


5 lbs. venison, coarsely ground (can use all beef)


3 oz. Gebhardt’s chile powder


1½ tsp. cumin seeds


6 dashes Tabasco sauce


1 7-oz. can green chiles, diced


2 14-oz. cans stewed tomatoes


1 15-oz. can tomato sauce


1 can beer


Water


Salt and pepper


Chop vegetables. Heat oil in a well-seasoned iron pot. Sizzle vegetables in the oil a little, then add meat and brown. Stir in the remaining ingredients and cover with about 1 inch of water. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Let it bubble slowly 3–4 hours. Skim off the grease after it’s cooked 2 hours and taste again to see if you need to add more salt and pepper.


When Forrest Goodhue gave me this recipe, he commented that a recipe is never more than a guide. The last time I made Fuzzy’s chili was Halloween. I had signed up to cook a pot of chili for the school carnival. I didn’t have time to go to the store. I ground up a chuck roast and was tossing the meat into the pot as I went. Once I had it ground and browning, I read through the directions closely. Whoops. Supposed to sauté the vegetables. Oh well. I turned the grinder on again and ran the vegetables through, then pitched them on top of the meat. Went to the cupboard. Crisis. No canned tomatoes. Nothing but a few green ones in the refrigerator. Estimated a pound. Ground them up. Tossed them in. Now I added the rest of the ingredients. Tasted it. Thought about it. Just for good measure, I gave the chili a shot of Argyle Chile Sauce. Simmered it about 3 hours. Adjusted the seasonings. Kitchen smelled so good. You know the funny thing was, the chili tasted better than ever. Forrest Goodhue was right. A recipe is just a guide.



SEVEN PEPPER CHILI



Serves 16


One legend about chili credits San Antonio as the birthplace. The so-called Chili Queens worked the downtown area, selling mouth-watering chili from big black pots until a German fellow named Gebhardt figured out a way to take chili making out of the molcajete and into the home. He ground several varieties of chile peppers together, combined them with other suitable spices, and Gebhardt’s chile powder was born. Just a few spoonfuls added to meat and voilà—instant chili.


Only one problem with this. When blended and ground, peppers begin to lose their distinction. So my friends Ginny and Bob started monkeying around with a prize-winning recipe for chili developed by Allegani Jani Schofield called Hot Pants Chili. Ginny and Bob substituted some chile pods for the chile powder called for in Schofield’s recipe. By the time I got the recipe the margins were completely filled in with Ginny’s backbending script. I couldn’t leave it alone, either. I plugged in fresh tomatoes for canned, real chocolate for the mole paste and even more varieties of honest-to-goodness chiles. Who knows whether the Chili Queens of old San Antonio would recognize this version which belongs to Allegani Jani, Ginny, and me—but at least it starts from scratch. This recipe is a lot of trouble and is recommended only for genuine chili fanatics.


3 lbs. lean stew meat—beef, venison, or other dark red meat (elk? bear? moose?), ground coarse or in ½-inch cubes


1 lb. pork loin, ground coarse or cubed


2 tbsp. pure lard or shortening


3 large yellow onions, chopped fine


2 tsp. cumin seeds


1 tsp. ground cumin


7 cloves garlic


1 tbsp. ground chiles pasillas


1 tsp. crushed chiles quebrados (pequíns)


1 tsp. Tabasco sauce


2 tsp. salt


5 jalapeños, fresh, seeded


1 lb. tomatoes, dead-ripe (or canned if you must)


7 dried chiles anchos (big black ones)


1 dried chile New Mexico (big red one)


2 dried Jap chiles (little skinny red ones)


1 tsp. sugar


1 can Tecate beer


1-oz. square unsweetened chocolate


1 quart water


½ cup masa harina


Brown meat in lard until gray. Add onions and cook until clear. Combine in food processor or blender the cumin, garlic, chiles pasillas, chiles quebrados, Tabasco, salt, jalapeños, and tomatoes. Blend and set aside to steep. Remove stems, membranes, and seeds from dried anchos, red chiles, and Jap peppers. Place these last three peppers in a small saucepan and barely cover with warm water. Bring to a boil over medium heat and then simmer about 15 minutes. Next place softened peppers in the processor or blender. Save the water in which you boiled the peppers. You can use this water to hotten up the chili later. Now blend the peppers with the tomato mixture until smooth and add all this to the cooking meat and onions. Add sugar, beer, and chocolate to chili. Turn fire down real low and simmer without covering—at least 2 hours. Stir occasionally to keep it from sticking. Keep quart of water nearby. Add as needed to keep a soupy consistency. Thirty minutes before you are ready to serve chili combine masa with enough water to make a thin paste and, stirring vigorously, add to the chili. This will bind the chili and thicken it up. Stir chili frequently during the last half hour so that it doesn’t stick. You can taste it at this point, and if it isn’t hot enough to suit you, pour in a little of the seasoned water in which you cooked the chiles. This is liquid fire, so go easy. Pour a little and taste. Also adjust the salt during this last half hour.


If the meat you have used is lean, you will probably have no fat to skim off, but if there is fat floating on the top, skim. Once the chili has cooled, you can remove any congealed fat.


If you cook a pot of beans on the side to serve with this chili, you’ll have enough to feed a spring branding outfit, a bunch of Shriners from out of town, or a film crew hunting for the Real Texas. You know, this chili is better the second day. And the third day it’s perfect. Freezes well.


Remember that chili just doesn’t taste right if you don’t cook it in an iron pot. I suppose a little of the iron leaches out in the chili and provides that little extra push it needs. Ginny got her pot at San Jacinto Sales, the biggest size they had—about 14 inches across and 7 inches deep; but even this pot doesn’t brown enough meat to suit her, so she browns the meat in two separate cast-iron skillets over a hot fire, then puts the meat in the iron pot.


You may be put off by all the different kinds of peppers. Chances are they aren’t as hard to find as you think. In most grocery stores near the produce section, there will be a rack of various cello-phane-wrapped ground and whole peppers along with whole garlic, oregano, and a lot of other kinds of Mexican spices. If this fails, then you may have to seek out a Mexican grocery store which will have all these peppers and several other varieties—fresh, dried, and ground. Every variety of pepper has its own special taste. You might enjoy just buying up a variety of peppers and fooling around with them. You’ll get subtle differences in the food product by substituting different kinds of peppers.



RABBIT CHILI



Serves 10–12


Actually this could be called road meat chili. In place of the rabbit, or in addition to the rabbit, you could toss in neck meat from venison or a skinny little squirrel. Shoot. You might even like it with a ’coon.


1 lb. dried pinto beans, soaked overnight in water


1 onion, chopped fine


1 3-lb. rabbit, cut up


1 large onion, chopped


1 12-oz. can tomato paste


2 garlic cloves, pressed


6 dried red peppers, crushed


3 chiles pequín, crushed


2 tsp. cumin seed


½ oz. unsweetened cooking chocolate


3 tbsp. chile powder


Salt to taste


Cook beans in soaking water with chopped onion. At the same time stew rabbit with second onion in another pot of water until the meat falls off the bone. When the rabbit is cooked remove from stew. Reserve juice. Debone and place meat in a cast-iron stew pot. Now combine all ingredients except the beans. Add 5 cups of the rabbit stewing liquid to the mixture and salt to taste. Don’t be shocked by the taste. It will improve. Stir thoroughly. Simmer over low heat for 2 hours. After 1 hour you may need to add a couple of cups of water (or rabbit juice if you have the nerve). At the end of 2 hours the basic chili should be quite thick and dark in color. Add beans and bean juice and cook another hour. Add salt to taste. The chili should be thick enough so that you can lay a spoon on top of it and it won’t sink. If it’s too thin, turn up the fire and boil it down a little. Be careful not to burn it. Those beans fall like sinkers, and you will ruin the whole pot if they burn.


When I took a whiff from my stew pot bubbling over with cottontail, it suddenly came to me how chili may have been invented. Think of it. They’ve got the cattle driven halfway to Dodge. The meat has run out. The cattle are restless because there’s a full moon. The cowboys are hot and sweaty and edgy. So Cookie takes off and shoots a couple of rabbits. Settle the boys down a little tonight. He skins the rabbits, throws in his last onion along with what little water he has left in the bottom of the barrel. A couple of hours go by. He takes the lid off the pot and draws in his breath. Great God. Them cowboys will string me up alive. So he runs out into the hot desert, frantically plucking hot peppers off the wild bushes. Throws them into the pot, whistles to reassure himself. Heaves in a can of the ubiquitous tomato. A little garlic. He swipes some cumin and ancho from the saddlebag of a Mexican. Hell. Even some chocolate. Anything to kill the stench of that stewing rabbit. Time passes. Sun sets in glorious West. Boys, come and get it. Howdy podner. What’s for grub? Grunt, says Cookie, trying to be his most difficult self to fend off complaints. Glug, says Cowboy. Pretty good. What is it? Playing for time, Cookie answers, chili. Gimme some more, says Cowboy. Cookie sags against chuck wagon. Staying cool, he simply bellows, beans?


SIMPLE AVOCADO SOUP


Serves 4


1 very ripe avocado, peeled and pitted


½ pint whipping cream


2 cups hot chicken broth


Salt and white pepper to taste


4 tbsp. dry sherry


In a food processor or blender, puree avocado, add cream slowly, then pour in hot broth. Mix just until blended. Taste and season with salt and white pepper. Into the bottom of each soup bowl place 1 tablespoon dry sherry, then ladle soup over and serve. This soup takes about 2 minutes from the time you first notice that the avocado is going to go bad if you don’t use it today. This is also delicious cold, but you can’t add cold chicken broth, because the chicken fat will not properly blend. So you will have to heat the broth, then cool the soup. It is so good, I defy you to get people to wait until it cools off.


TOMATO AND BEEF BROTH


Serves 2–3


1½ cups beef consommé


2 large ripe firm tomatoes


Salt and pepper


2 tbsp. chopped parsley


1 tbsp. chopped chives


2 tbsp. port wine


A clear red soup with green parsley accents, this makes a quick lunch or a super appetizer. Bring consommé to a simmer in a saucepan. Drop tomatoes into boiling water 20 seconds, then slip the skins off. Add skins to consommé. Halve tomatoes and squeeze seeds and juice into consommé. Mince pulp very fine and set aside. After consommé has simmered 5 minutes, strain it into another pan and add minced tomato pulp. Heat 2 minutes. Add salt and pepper to taste, stir in herbs and wine. Serve it hot over Parmesan toast. It’s good chilled, too.



BLACK BEAN SOUP



Melinda Schmidt


Serves 6–8


This soup looks like eggplant skin without the shine.


1 lb. dried black turtle beans


Water


Salt


3 pieces of bacon (optional)


1 yellow onion


¾ tsp. ground cumin


2 tsp. ground coriander


2 cloves garlic, pressed


½ tsp. coarsely ground pepper


3 whole cloves


Wash beans and cook with bacon in salted water. When the water in the pot is about 3 inches above the beans—taste it. The beans will be as salty as the water is. Adjust to suit you now and you won’t have to resalt later. Cook until beans are just tender (2 or 3 hours). Now add onion, cumin, coriander, garlic, pepper, and cloves. Simmer about 2 hours. Stir occasionally. This should be like a very thick stew. Add more water only if you think the beans risk burning on the bottom.


Serve in soup bowls filled only about two-thirds full of soup. After the fashion of a curry dinner, set out containers of the following condiments and let the diners heap on whatever combination suits their fancy.


TOPPINGS


Chopped green onions


Mashed very ripe avocado


Grated Swiss or Monterrey Jack cheese


Chopped tomatoes


Sausage links or chorizo, fried and skinned


Corn tortillas


Picante sauce


Sour cream


This soup looks for all the world like a natural vegetable dye. Guard against purple-black stains on your table linens and clothes.



CHICKEN DIVINE SOUP



Peggy Vineyard


Serves 6


1 onion, peeled and chopped


1 stalk celery, chopped


1 carrot, scraped and chopped


1 clove garlic, crushed


1 whole chicken


Water to cover


Salt and pepper to taste


Pinch marjoram


1 quart chicken stock


2 tbsp. flour


2 tbsp. butter


3 eggs yolks


1 cup heavy cream


Salt and pepper


Juice of 1 lemon


Chopped chives or asparagus tips


Place chopped vegetables in soup pot, add chicken and water just to cover. Salt and pepper to taste, add marjoram. Boil gently until meat falls off the bone (about 2 hours).


Take chicken from stock, remove meat; discard bones, skin, fat, and gristle. Strain stock into bowl through fine-meshed sieve. Wash out soup pan. Cut white meat into julienne strips and set aside. Put dark meat into blender or processor with 1 cup of stock and puree. Brown flour in butter in a small heavy skillet, then combine with chicken puree in the soup pot. Stir in remaining 3 cups of stock. Bring to a boil, stirring constantly, and cook about 5 minutes. Lower heat. Beat egg yolks until light and lemon-colored; then beat in cream. Slowly stir a few tablespoons of the hot soup into the egg yolks and cream, then add the whole mixture to soup pot very slowly, stirring constantly. Bring to simmer but don’t boil. Add reserved white meat of chicken, salt and pepper to taste, and lemon juice. Heat through, then pour into soup bowls and garnish with chives or, for an unforgettable experience, add fresh asparagus tips that have been steamed separately and tossed in a little butter.



ESSENCE OF MUSHROOM SOUP



Hilltop Herb Farm
Madeline Hill


Serves 12


1 lb. fresh mushrooms, sliced


1 cup sliced, peeled carrots


2 stalks celery, cut in pieces


½ cup water


¼ cup chopped fresh parsley


½ tsp. dried tarragon leaves


1 tsp. dried thyme leaves


2 13¾-oz. cans chicken broth


4 tbsp. Madeira wine


1 cup sour cream


Put all ingredients except Madeira and sour cream into a medium-sized saucepan and bring to a boil over moderate heat. Cover and cook 15–20 minutes, until vegetables are very tender. Pour half the mixture into blender, cover and blend a few seconds until smooth. Pour into another container and repeat with remaining mixture. Return pureed mixture to pan, stir in Madeira, and heat just to boiling. Pour into heated cups or bowls and serve topped with a spoonful of sour cream. Soup may be made 1 or 2 days ahead and refrigerated in a tightly covered plastic container. To reheat, put soup in a saucepan and warm over low heat.


PORT ARANSAS SHRIMP BISQUE


Serves 4


1 lb. cleaned, boiled, chopped shrimp


½ cup fish stock


1½ cups heavy cream


¼ tsp. paprika


Salt and pepper


¼ cup dry sherry (optional)


1 tbsp. minced parsley and chives


Don’t cheat and use milk in this recipe. I’ve tried, and it won’t work. Cream provides the texture worthy of the name bisque. Blend half the shrimp and all the fish stock in a blender until smooth. Pour mixture into the top of a double boiler, add cream and paprika, and season to taste with salt and pepper. Cook over hot water, stirring occasionally, until soup almost comes to a boil. Add sherry and serve immediately in individual cups garnished with remaining chopped shrimp, parsley, and chives.


To make a quick fish stock, place shrimp peelings and heads into 2 cups water, salt to taste, and boil 10–15 minutes. Taste and adjust salt. Strain.



GULF COAST FISH CHOWDER



Serves 4


3 tbsp. olive oil


½ cup onion, chopped coarse


½ cup celery, chopped coarse


1 tsp. chile powder


1 1-lb. can stewed tomatoes with juice


¾ cup water


1 tsp. salt


1 tsp. sugar


1 tbsp. Worcestershire sauce


1 1-lb. fish, filleted, or a 12-oz. package frozen fish fillets


Parsley or cilantro


Heat olive oil in a heavy saucepan. Add onion, celery, and chile powder. Sauté over medium heat until onions are clear. Stir in tomatoes, water, salt, sugar, and Worcestershire sauce; bring to a rolling boil. Cut fish fillets into bite-sized cubes and add to boiling mixture. Lower heat and simmer covered for 15 minutes. Sprinkle with parsley or cilantro and serve over fluffy rice.


TEXAS CORN CHOWDER


Serves 4–6


1 cup salt pork, cubed


1 onion, cut fine


1 cup potatoes, cubed


1 cup boiling water


1½ cups corn, cut from approximately 3 ears


1½ cups milk


3 tbsp. butter


¾ tsp. salt


½ tsp. finely ground white pepper


Cube salt pork, then render out fat in a frying pan over medium heat. Add onion and cook until clear. Parboil potato cubes in the soup pot for 5 minutes and drain. Pour clean boiling water over salt pork and onion, and strain this water into the potatoes. Discard salt pork and onion. Bring to a boil. Cut corn from cob. Add corn, milk, butter, and seasonings to potato water. Keeping the fire low, simmer until corn is done through (about 10 minutes). Taste and adjust salt and pepper. Serve hot.
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