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        The Welcome Basket
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            My business partner in Birmingham, Nick Pihakis, is a genius at opening and operating restaurants. (He has shit for taste when it comes to college football, but that’s another matter.) We partnered up eight years after opening the original Big Bad Breakfast location in Oxford, Mississippi, and as he and I prepared to open our second location in Birmingham, Alabama, we spent months talking through what we would do to make Big Bad Breakfast even better. One of the ideas we struck on was to give a welcome basket. Nick had the brilliant idea of dropping something warm, sweet, salty, and satisfying in front of folks the minute they sat down. It was a wonderful idea and gave me pause to really reconsider the whole way we think about breakfast.

        We approach breakfast, more often than not, like a battle offensive rather than a meal. It is, for all intents and purposes, a surgical strike with the goal of consuming, as quickly as possible, whatever calories we need to get us to a midday meal. We’re in a hurry. We’re starting our day and have that day’s agenda on our minds. There are kids to consider; their schedules, needs, and desires. Breakfast is rarely a meal we approach with the same care and aplomb as we do dinner. And for a restaurant, the service plan and organization is given a completely different consideration.

        A restaurant’s breakfast service is an immense challenge for any number of reasons, not the least of which is that it is, at least 99 percent of the time, the first meal of the day. If we’re lucky, our guests have had a cup of coffee before arriving. People arrive hungry and eating is the matter at hand. Our protocol is to get them coffee, hot chocolate, or tea right away followed by food as soon as is humanly possible. When we’re running efficiently in Oxford, the time between when an order is printed in the kitchen and when food lands on the table is about three minutes and forty-five seconds. When it’s busy, that time can get upward of nine minutes. If it gets over ten, we’re in trouble.

        But what if the world could slow down and we could enjoy breakfast in the same way we do lunch or dinner? Maybe sit down to have a discussion about what we hope to accomplish that day, savor the nuanced flavors and textures assembled in the dish, and wax philosophical about a book we’ve recently read? Big Bad Breakfast was built to be that kind of place.

        The welcome basket was conceived in hopes of changing our diners’ mentalities. If we could place an offering on the table as soon as our guests sat down, giving them something fun to nibble on that would also buy us a few precious seconds to prepare their food, it could be a win-win for everyone. The reality, though, is that we couldn’t change people’s schedules and thought patterns. They want to eat in a hurry, and there’s a ceiling to what you can charge for breakfast. And folks typically know exactly what they want to eat in the early hours of the morning. Fiddling with any of these cards would do nothing but bring the house down.

        The welcome basket, as a result, remains a dream. We developed some ideas for it and all of them are perfect for a more laid-back setting. As it turned out, it would never work out for us, no matter how badly I wanted to change the world with our breakfast. In the restaurant business, things just move too fast in the mornings and folks have too much on their minds. At home, though, it’s a different story. Imagine a basket being set in front of you before a special breakfast and you really had time to nibble and enjoy it. The recipes in this chapter are what I would put in it. Maybe you go after it one Saturday morning and offer it up to family and friends. Let me know how it works out. Twenty bucks says they put you up on their shoulders and carry you around the fucking block.
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        Sausage Cinnamon Rolls

        
		MAKES 14 ROLLS

		I have a primal weakness for the combination of sweet and salty flavors. I still remember the first time I combined some of my granddad’s spicy breakfast sausage with pancakes and Karo syrup on my fork and took them down in one bite. I was a very young child, but I became a devout believer in the combination, immediately. Cinnamon rolls have been a special that has floated in and out of our repertoire for years, and one day it dawned on me that adding sausage to them might induce the same euphoric reaction I remember as a youngster. Guess what? Damn right they do! These rolls require a commitment, but you can bet your sweet ass they are worth all of the work.

		DOUGH

		1 (¼-ounce) package active dry yeast

		1 cup warm whole milk (100ºF)

		4½ cups all-purpose flour

		½ cup granulated sugar

		⅓ cup unsalted butter, melted

		2 eggs, at room temperature

		1 teaspoon salt

		FILLING

		1 cup firmly packed light brown sugar

		1 cup cooked breakfast sausage, crumbled

		¼ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

		2½ tablespoons ground cinnamon

		ICING

		1½ cups confectioners’ sugar

		3 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

		¼ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

		½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract

		⅛ teaspoon salt

		¼ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature
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		Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

		To make the dough, in the bowl of a stand mixer, dissolve the yeast in the warm milk and whisk together well. Allow to stand in the bowl for 5 to 7 minutes, or until the mixture begins to look a little foamy on top. Add the flour, granulated sugar, butter, eggs, and salt. Attach the dough hook and knead the dough on low to medium speed until it begins to come together, about 2 minutes. Transfer the dough to a floured surface. Dust your hands lightly with flour and then knead the dough for 3 to 4 minutes until it’s smooth and elastic. Form the dough into a large ball.

		Transfer the dough to a medium bowl that is coated with cooking spray. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and let the dough rise in a warm place until doubled, about 1 hour. (At Big Bad Breakfast, we set the bowl on the stove top above a warmed oven. The radiant heat helps the dough to rise.) To test if the dough is ready, poke it with your fingertip. If the indention remains, it’s ready.

		Once your dough has risen, make the filling: In a small bowl, stir together the brown sugar, sausage, butter, and cinnamon. Set aside.

		To make the icing, in a stand mixer with the paddle attachment, beat together the confectioners’ sugar, cream cheese, butter, vanilla, and salt on medium speed until combined. Set aside.

		To assemble the rolls, turn out the dough onto a floured surface and roll it into a 21 by 16-inch rectangle that’s about ¼ inch thick. Spread the ¼ cup butter over the dough, then evenly sprinkle with the sausage filling. With the long side facing you, roll the dough into a tight log.

		Using a sharp knife, cut crosswise into 14 slices (if you prefer smaller rolls, cut more slices). Place the cinnamon rolls in a lightly greased 15 by 11-inch glass baking dish. Cover loosely with plastic wrap and let rise, again in a warm place, until nearly doubled, about 30 minutes.

		Once your cinnamon rolls have risen, bake them until golden brown, 18 to 20 minutes. The rolls should be brown on top with a light crust.

		Take the rolls out of the oven and allow to cool for 8 to 10 minutes. With an offset spatula or icing paddle, spread the icing on them while they’re still warm. The frosting should melt into the cinnamon rolls, but not run off completely. Serve immediately.
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        Buttermilk Cake Doughnuts

		MAKES 15 TO 18 DOUGHNUTS

		My brother, Richard, is my best friend. It definitely wasn’t always that way, though. During our younger years, I treated him like a booger I couldn’t flick off my finger. I was an asshole of a big brother. We were a lot like modern-day Republicans and Democrats. Whatever he chose to love, I immediately chose to hate, regardless of its empirical goodness or badness. I was a total turd.

		We lived a half block from a local New Orleans bakery chain that made insanely good doughnuts, cakes, petits fours, pastries, and breads. Once every couple of weeks, Mom would give us a couple of bucks and send us off to buy breakfast. Invariably, Richard would order one of the colossal, baseball-size buttermilk cake doughnuts, and I would jump immediately into the Bavarian cream–filled doughnut. We would share a pint of Brown’s Velvet Dutch Chocolate Milk, and for a moment there was peace between the two of us. I like to think there was a mutual admiration for the choices each of us made, but that was certainly never spoken.

		This recipe produces doughnuts that are more bite-size—a better product, in my estimation, though they are outstanding no matter what shape they take. Just have the chocolate milk ready.

		
        Vanilla Glaze (optional)

		2 cups confectioners’ sugar

		1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

		2 to 4 tablespoons whole milk

		Vegetable oil, for frying

		1 cup all-purpose flour

		2 teaspoons granulated sugar

		1 teaspoon baking powder

		½ teaspoon ground ginger

		½ teaspoon ground nutmeg

		¼ teaspoon baking soda

		½ cup buttermilk

		1 egg

		Cinnamon sugar, confectioners’ sugar, or vanilla glaze, for topping (optional)
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		To make the glaze, stir together the confectioners’ sugar, vanilla, and 2 to 4 tablespoons milk, until the glaze reaches the consistency of heavy cream.

		Pour 3 inches of oil into a deep skillet or countertop fryer and heat over medium heat to 350ºF. Turn the heat to low and hold at this temperature.

		To make the doughnuts, whisk together the flour, granulated sugar, baking powder, ginger, nutmeg, and baking soda in a large bowl, then make a well in the center. When the oil is hot, whisk together the buttermilk and egg in a separate bowl, then pour them into the well, stirring gently just until combined.

		Drop the batter by rounded tablespoons into the hot oil, 8 to 10 at a time, being careful not to crowd the pan. Fry until golden brown on all sides (they should turn over by themselves as they cook), 2 to 3 minutes.

		Remove from the oil with a slotted spoon. Drain the doughnuts on paper towels, then roll in cinnamon sugar or confectioners’ sugar, or drizzle with the glaze while the doughnuts are still hot. These are best served immediately, but will still represent well for a couple of hours at room temperature.
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        Banana Pecan Coffee Cake

		MAKES ONE 8-INCH SQUARE CAKE

		McKenzie’s Bakery is a sadly shuttered chain of New Orleans bakeries. What was wonderful was that, unlike like many present-day chains, the McKenzie’s stores each baked their own product daily from scratch. There was no central commissary that trucked products to the individual stores, and they did not work from homogenized premixed batches full of fillers, cheapened ingredients, chemicals, and preservatives. As a result, the neighborhoods lucky enough to house a McKenzie’s always smelled delicious. It’s a wonder there wasn’t a Saturn’s belt of obesity that developed around each of them.

		Their banana nut coffee cake was a masterpiece of affordability. A 9-inch cake cost all of $1.99 and would feed me and my brother breakfast for at least two days, if not three. My version of McKenzie’s coffee cake was on the original Sunday brunch menu at City Grocery, and I still like to throw it together when we have a houseful of guests.

		Feel free to leave out the nuts and/or substitute chopped strawberries or blueberries for the banana. Whatever you do, just make it. It’s too easy a crowd-pleaser.

		CAKE

		⅓ cup granulated sugar

		¼ cup unsalted butter or margarine, at room temperature

		2 soft, ripe bananas, mashed

		¼ cup sour cream

		1 egg

		1¼ cups all-purpose flour

		1 tablespoon baking powder

		½ teaspoon baking soda

		¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg

		¼ teaspoon salt

		¼ cup whole milk

		TOPPING

		¼ cup all-purpose flour

		¼ cup firmly packed light brown sugar

		2 tablespoons granulated sugar

		½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

		3 tablespoons very cold, unsalted butter, cut into pieces

		⅓ cup toasted chopped pecans

		Honey Buns glaze (optional)
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		Preheat the oven to 375ºF. Grease an 8-inch square baking pan.

		To make the cake, in a large bowl with an electric mixer, cream the granulated sugar and butter at medium speed until fluffy, about 5 minutes. Add the bananas, sour cream, and egg and mix until combined.

		Stir together the flour, baking powder, baking soda, nutmeg, and salt in a separate bowl. Add the flour mixture to the banana mixture, and then the milk. Beat until well combined. Pour the batter into the prepared baking pan.

		To make the topping, in a small bowl, stir together the flour, sugars, and cinnamon. With a pastry blender or your fingertips, work the cold butter into the flour mixture until coarse crumbs form. Sprinkle the topping over the batter, followed by the pecans.

		Bake until golden brown across the top, 35 to 40 minutes. Drizzle with glaze and let cool for 10 minutes or slightly longer before cutting into squares or wedges. Serve immediately or cover with a cake cover or kitchen towel for up to 2 days.
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        Sourdough English Muffins

		MAKES FIFTEEN 3-INCH MUFFINS

		Other than the fact that the first English muffin was created by Samuel B. Thomas, there is a lot of differing opinion on the origins of this breakfast bread. The only thing English about the muffin is the birthplace of its inventor. Thomas, by all accounts, was an Englishman living in the United States, and his first English muffin was probably the product of a failed crumpet recipe. Even so, his delicious yeast-leavened griddle cakes were a smash.

		These muffins require a commitment to make a sourdough starter (which will take about a week to get rolling). Whether you make the starter and feed it for continued use or just make a single-use batch matters not. Either way, the starter, once seeded, will grow into the yeasty brilliance that makes these muffins truly delicious. If you commit to a starter, it can become sort of like a child. It requires a little bit of love and care every day and you’ll find you want to put it in everything. It adds moisture and punch to cakes, makes delicious pancakes and dinner rolls, and little in this world smells better than a loaf of sourdough bread cooking. It needs the right ingredients, though. Unbleached all-purpose flour and unchlorinated water are keys to a healthy, bubbly starter.

		A dear friend of our family makes these muffins every Christmas to give as gifts. Once you have the starter, the muffins couldn’t be easier to make. Little smells better than these suckers cooking.

		 ½ cup warm water (108ºF to 115ºF)

		 ½ cup warm milk (108ºF to 115ºF)

		1½ tablespoons sugar

		1 (¼-ounce) package active dry yeast

		1½ cups all-purpose flour

    	¾ cup sourdough starter

		1½ cups bread flour

		3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted, plus more for cooking

		2 teaspoons salt

		Cornmeal, for dusting

		Clarified butter, for frying
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        In the bowl of a stand mixer, whisk together the warm water, milk, sugar, and yeast and let stand until the yeast dissolves and gets foamy, 7 to 10 minutes. Whisk in ½ cup of the all-purpose flour and the starter to the yeast mixture and let stand for 10 minutes more.


    	Attach the paddle to the stand mixer, add ½ cup of the bread flour, the melted butter, and salt, and mix on medium speed until well blended, about 2 minutes.

		Replace the paddle attachment with the dough hook. Add the remaining 1 cup all-purpose flour and the remaining 1 cup bread flour and knead the dough on low speed until a ball begins to form.

		Continue to knead on low speed until the dough is soft and elastic and no longer sticks to the sides of the bowl, about 5 minutes more. If the dough is too sticky, add more flour, a little bit at a time, until no longer sticky.

		Gather the dough into a round. Transfer to an oiled bowl and turn once to coat the dough with oil. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and let rise in a warm place until doubled, about 1 hour. To test if the dough is ready, poke it with your fingertip. If the indention remains, it’s ready.

    	Dust a sheet of parchment paper with cornmeal. Turn out the dough onto a lightly floured surface. Punch it down and let rest for 10 minutes. Cut the dough in half and shape into 2 balls. Roll out one of the dough rounds until it’s ¾ inch thick. Using a 3-inch round biscuit cutter (or whichever size you prefer), cut into rounds. Transfer to the parchment paper, spacing them about 3 inches apart. Dust the tops with cornmeal. Repeat with the second dough ball. Cover loosely with plastic wrap and let rise in a warm place until doubled, about 45 minutes.

		Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

		Warm 2 tablespoons of clarified butter on a griddle or in a large skillet over medium heat. Working in batches, place the muffins on the griddle (or pan) and cook until golden brown, 3 or 4 minutes on each side. Once browned, transfer to a cookie sheet and bake for an additional 7 minutes.

		Remove from the oven and allow to cool briefly until they can be handled. Split with a fork and serve immediately. Extra muffins can be refrigerated for up to 2 days or frozen for up to 8 weeks.

		
        
        SOURDOUGH STARTER

		MAKES 1½ CUPS

		½ cup rye or whole wheat flour

		½ cup unbleached all-purpose flour, plus more for feeding

		1 teaspoon sugar

		¾ cup distilled water, plus more for feeding

		In a nonreactive bowl, or a large glass measuring cup or jar, stir together the flours and sugar. Stir in the distilled water until thoroughly combined. Cover loosely with a kitchen towel and let stand in a warm place (above 70ºF) for 24 hours.

		On the second day, bubbles should form; if they haven’t, re-cover the starter and let stand for another day. Once bubbles form, feed the starter by discarding half of it, then stir in 1 cup all-purpose flour and 1 cup distilled water until thoroughly combined. On the third day, feed the starter twice, once in the morning and once in the evening. Continue feeding the starter twice a day until it bubbles vigorously after 8 hours of feeding and gives off a very nice sour, earthy smell. After 5 or 6 days, your starter will be ready to use.

		Once ready to use, store the starter in the refrigerator. It will slow fermentation significantly and you will only need to feed it every 3 or 4 days. Mine lives in a mason jar and sits on our kitchen counter and I feed it every day. My wife hates our special relationship, but loves what we make together…

		NOTES


		You don’t have to discard your starter as it grows, though it will grow exponentially if you do not, so consider this fair warning. This recipe will net you about 1½ cups of starter a day. If you are going to bake with starter regularly, find the volume that fits your needs and work from there.

			If a light brown liquid accumulates on the surface, do not worry, just stir it in. It is an alcohol by-product of the fermentation process.

			If any green- or blue-colored growth begins to form on top of your starter, discard the batch and begin again. These are mold spores and will not hurt you, but don’t have an appealing flavor.

	

            [image: ]

        
            [image: ]

        Dried Fig Calas

		MAKES ABOUT A DOZEN CALAS

		Cala is a sweetened rice fritter that we can thank the Creole cooks of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New Orleans for gifting us. The cala is similar to the beignet, but its history tells a richer story of New Orleans. One might even argue that it is has a more important history than any other in the New Orleans food canon.

		In the latter part of the eighteenth century, West African slaves were being brought to the States to help grow rice, a nonindigenous crop that was largely unfamiliar to Southern settlers. And so cala, a traditional dish of Western Africa, also made the trip.

		The Code Noir—the French decree that governed how whites, slaves, and free blacks would live together in the French colonies—allowed free blacks to live very independent lives in New Orleans. Many of them were professionals and several even held spots in the local legislature. As part of the Code Noir, all slaves were guaranteed a day off each week, usually Sunday. Congo Square, which served as the slave market the rest of the week, became a hub of activity on Sundays, with music, dancing, and artisans selling their wares. It was an opportunity for slaves to generate income for themselves and their families. On Sundays, it was common to hear women wandering the French Quarter, singing, “Belles calas, tout chauds!” which translates as “Beautiful calas, very hot!”

		The Code Noir also dictated that should a slave approach his master with the money to buy his freedom, the master was required to honor the purchase. It’s more than conceivable that the humble cala led to the freedom of many a Louisiana slave.

		Calas are delightful little bites. I add figs here, but you can substitute any reconstituted dried fruit or chopped fresh fruit. Calas need little more than a dusting of confectioners’ sugar, though a drizzle of good cane syrup elevates them to another level. They are a delightful surprise that most folks have never had the pleasure of eating, and they couldn’t be easier to make.

		Vegetable oil, for frying

		½ cup all-purpose flour

		¼ cup granulated sugar

		1 tablespoon baking soda

		½ teaspoon salt

		2 eggs, lightly beaten

		3 tablespoons buttermilk

		2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract

		2 cups cooked, long-grain white rice

		½ cup chopped dried figs

		Confectioners’ sugar, for dusting
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		Pour 3 inches of oil into a deep skillet or countertop fryer and heat to 350ºF.

		Stir together the flour, granulated sugar, baking soda, and salt in a medium-sized mixing bowl. Stir in the eggs, buttermilk, and vanilla until fully combined. Stir in the rice and figs until just combined. The batter should be relatively stiff.

		Drop the batter by rounded tablespoons into the hot oil, 6 to 8 at a time, being careful not to crowd the pan. Fry until golden brown on all sides (they should turn over by themselves as they cook), 3 to 4 minutes. Remove from the oil with a slotted spoon and drain on paper towels. Dust the tops with confectioners’ sugar while they’re still warm. Serve immediately.
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    	Honey Buns

		MAKES 8 TO 10 BUNS

		The world is a slightly sadder place than it once was, simply due to the fact that my grandparents’ general store in Lenoir, North Carolina, is no longer around. McDonald’s General Store was a slice of Americana that filled a need that has since been eliminated; a need for comfort, community, and commiseration that was taken out at the knees with the advent of drive-thru. Our McDonald’s is where the locals used to come for coffee and ham biscuits, sit around the woodstove, and share the morning paper. Ladies came for sliced bologna, hoop cheese (similar to farmer cheese), bread, eggs, and milk, and the men would play checkers and argue about politics, Lions Club softball, and the “way young’uns act these days.”

		Every morning, the bakery truck delivered racks of bread and buns, cakes and pies. The prize among them was the tray of fresh honey buns. I must have plowed through a thousand of them during my summers with my grandparents. They are sticky, sweet, soft, chewy, and always better slightly warm. A honey bun is the ticket to a young’un’s heart. Trust me. 

		DOUGH

		3 (¼-oz) packages dry active yeast

		½ cup warm water (115ºF)

		7½ cups all-purpose flour

		2¼ cups scalded whole milk, cooled to 108º to 115ºF

		¾ cup granulated sugar

		½ cup lard

		3 eggs, lightly beaten

		1½ teaspoons salt

		CINNAMON SUGAR

		½ cup ground cinnamon

		1 cup granulated sugar

		GLAZE (OPTIONAL, BUT YOU’D BE AN IDIOT TO LEAVE IT OUT)

		1 cup confectioners’ sugar

		¼ cup honey

		1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract

		2 tablespoons whole milk

		3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

		Vegetable oil, for frying

		Unsalted butter, for serving (optional)
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		To make the dough, in the bowl of a stand mixer, stir together the yeast and warm water and let stand until the yeast dissolves and gets foamy, about 5 minutes. Add 3¼ cups of the flour, the milk, granulated sugar, lard, eggs, and salt. Attach the paddle and knead the dough on low speed until fully combined, about 3 or 4 minutes. Replace the paddle with the dough hook. Slowly add as much of the remaining 4¼ cups flour as needed until the dough no longer sticks to the bowl, about 6 or 7 minutes. Transfer the dough to a floured work surface. Dust your hands lightly with flour, then knead the dough until it’s smooth and elastic, about 5 minutes.

		Form the dough into a large ball. Transfer the dough to a large bowl oiled generously with vegetable oil. Turn the dough ball to coat fully with the oil. Cover the bowl loosely with plastic wrap and let the dough rise in a warm place until doubled in size, about 1 hour. To test if the dough is ready, poke it with your fingertip. If the indention remains, it’s ready.

		To make the cinnamon sugar, in a small bowl, stir together the cinnamon and granulated sugar. Set aside.

    	To assemble the buns, turn out the dough onto a floured surface and gently roll it into a large log. Cut into 8 or 10 even-sized pieces. Roll each piece of dough into a ¾-inch-diameter log and roll that log in the cinnamon sugar. Coil the log like a garden hose on a nonstick baking sheet, and sprinkle again with the cinnamon sugar.

		Cover loosely with plastic wrap and let rise in a warm place until doubled, about 45 minutes.

		To make the glaze, in a small bowl, stir together the confectioners’ sugar, honey, vanilla, milk, and melted butter. Set aside.

		Pour 1 inch of oil into a deep skillet or countertop fryer and heat to 350ºF. Place the buns in the hot oil, 2 at a time, being careful not to crowd the pan. Fry, turning once, until light brown on both sides, about 3 minutes per side. Remove from the oil with a large slotted spatula and drain on paper towels. While the buns are still warm, spread butter over the tops or drizzle with the glaze along with more cinnamon sugar.
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    	Blueberry Muffin Tops


		MAKES ABOUT 20 MUFFIN TOPS

		There is an undeniable appeal to the top of a muffin. After all, the bottom is nothing but cake without icing. There are folks out there (like my wife) who are just as happy to eat any part of a muffin. And while I know I should be glad those folks exist because they up the percentage of muffin tops available for consumption, I can’t help but feel like they’re a little dead inside.

		I wrote this recipe as part of a four-course dessert smorgasbord for Hogs for the Cause, an outstanding barbecue cook-off in New Orleans that raises money for children’s cancer research. My buddy Stephen Stryjewski of Cochon fame assigned me the dessert course as a joke. To show I was a good sport, I made the most gigantic dessert course ever conceived. These muffin tops were part of the “Stoner Basket” that went to each table, along with brownie edges, chocolate potato chips, curried chocolate haystacks, and peach gummie sours. They were exactly the hit we had expected them to be. Your people will love them, too.

		MUFFINS

		6 tablespoons unsalted butter

		⅓ cup whole milk

		1 egg plus 1 yolk

		1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

		1½ cups all-purpose flour

		¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons granulated sugar

		1½ teaspoons baking powder

		½ teaspoon salt

		2 cups fresh blueberries (frozen are acceptable if you must make these out of season)

		TOPPING

		4½ tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into bits and frozen

		1 cup all-purpose flour

		½ cup firmly packed light brown sugar
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		Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

		To make the muffin batter, melt the butter in a pan on the stove top over low heat or in a measuring cup in the microwave. Whisk in the milk, egg and yolk, and vanilla until well combined.

		Stir together the flour, granulated sugar, baking powder, and salt in a large bowl. Pour in the milk mixture and stir together until just combined. Fold in the blueberries gently but thoroughly.

		To make the topping, combine the frozen butter, flour, and brown sugar in a food processor and pulse until combined and it resembles a very coarse meal.

		Spoon the batter 2 heaping tablespoons at a time onto a Silpat or a nonstick baking sheet, spread to about a ½ inch thick, and sprinkle generously with the topping. Bake until a cake tester comes out clean, about 15 minutes.

		These are certainly best warm, but will remain almost as good for up to 2 days. Store at room temperature under a cake dome.
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    	Rum Raisin and Orange Scones

		MAKES 18 SCONES

		My parents are amazing and wonderful people. Both came from incredibly modest upbringings. Both are insanely smart and, as a result, successful. Both wanted as much as anything to treat my brother and me to things they were not afforded growing up. And while we weren’t lavished with material goods, we were rich in experience.

		We lived for several years in the mid-1970s in the UK. During that time, we traveled extensively, and eating was as much a part of our education as anything. On a trip to London, Mom and Dad decided we needed to experience high tea at the Savoy Hotel. It was truly a quintessential moment; it was also entirely lost on a couple of hyperactive, self-interested young boys who would rather be looking at mummies and dinosaurs at the Natural History Museum.

		Even worse were the dry scones and tasteless clotted cream we had to choke down. The two of us could not have behaved worse, staging our protest by overreacting to these unpalatable “treats.” We were both dragged by the ear from the tearoom of that beautiful hotel by our furious and embarrassed parents. That moment framed my opinion of the scone as the scourge of the pastry world.

		Well, it turns out that scones, in the hands of a loving Southern cook, are an absolute delight. The flavor combinations you can dream up for scones are endless, but this recipe combines a couple of my favorites. Straight out of the oven, these are almost impossible to beat.

		½ cup raisins

		½ cup rum

		2½ cups all-purpose flour

		¼ cup granulated sugar

		1 tablespoon baking powder

		½ teaspoon coarse salt

		½ cup cold unsalted butter, cut into small pieces, plus 2 tablespoons melted

		½ cup buttermilk

		1 tablespoon finely grated orange zest plus ¼ cup orange juice (from 1 orange)

		1 egg yolk

		Coarse or sanding sugar, for sprinkling

		Honey Buns glaze (optional)
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		Set the racks in the upper and lower thirds of the oven and preheat to 400ºF. Line 2 rimmed baking sheets with parchment paper.

		Combine the raisins and rum in a sauté pan and warm over medium heat for 3 minutes. Set aside and allow to steep while you make the dough.

		In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, granulated sugar, baking powder, and salt. With a pastry blender or your fingertips, work the cold butter into the flour mixture until it resembles coarse meal; a few pea-size pieces of butter should remain. With a fork, stir in the buttermilk, orange zest and juice, plumped raisins, and egg yolk until just combined.

		Turn out the dough onto a floured surface and knead several times. The dough should just barely hold together and large pieces of butter should be visible throughout. Pat the dough into a 7-inch square. Cut into 9 smaller squares, then cut each square in half on the diagonal. Transfer the scones to the prepared baking sheets.

		Brush the tops with the melted butter and sprinkle with coarse sugar. Bake until the tops are golden brown, 15 to 17 minutes. Let cool briefly on wire racks and then drizzle with glaze. Serve warm.
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    	Monkey Bread

		SERVES 8 TO 10

		I firmly stand behind the conviction that there are moments when only the most ridiculous store-bought products will suffice. There are times when only French’s yellow mustard or the cheapest hamburger dill pickles will make a certain recipe work. My enormously sweet buddy Chris Sheppard and I spent a boozy hour in NOLA recently expounding the virtues of Miracle Whip to a couple of bewildered young line cooks. And monkey bread is one of those recipes that calls for an ingredient that some people might deem unthinkable: refrigerated biscuit dough.

		We worked on this recipe for weeks when we got ready to open City Grocery for brunch service. We tried different biscuit recipes and cooking methods, but until I threw up my hands one day and sent someone to buy a store-bought can of biscuit dough, it didn’t come close to working. On first test run, while not perfect, the Pillsbury Grands monkey bread blew any of the scratch biscuit attempts out of the water.

		¾ cup granulated sugar

		1½ teaspoons ground cinnamon

		½ teaspoon ground nutmeg

		¾ cup chopped mixed nut topping (see Note)

		½ cup dried currants

		½ cup diced Granny Smith apple

		2 (16-ounce) cans biscuits, each biscuit cut into quarters

		1¼ cups firmly packed dark brown sugar

		1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, melted

		2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract
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		Preheat the oven to 350ºF. Lightly oil a 9-inch round or square cake pan.

		Combine the granulated sugar, cinnamon, and nutmeg in a gallon-size zip-top plastic bag. In a bowl, toss the nuts, currants, and apple with 2 tablespoons of the sugar mixture, then spread in the bottom of the prepared pan.

		Add the biscuits to the bag, seal the bag, and toss to combine well. Layer the biscuit pieces and sugar mixture evenly in a single layer in the pan on top of the nuts, currants, and apple. Don’t be concerned if the biscuits don’t fit perfectly. They will expand to fill out the pan.

		In a small saucepan, warm the brown sugar, butter, and vanilla over medium heat until it reaches a very low simmer. Turn off the heat and pour the sugar mixture evenly over the biscuit pieces. Bake until golden brown and puffed up nicely, about 25 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool for 3 or 4 minutes, then turn out onto a large serving plate. Serve warm and pull off the individual pieces to eat.

    	NOTE: Chopped mixed nut topping is available in the bakery aisle of the grocery store. 
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		Baked Cornmeal and Buttermilk Doughnuts


		MAKES 18 TO 20 DOUGHNUTS

		Phoebe Lawless is as cool as the other side of the pillow. If you are ever anywhere within a hundred miles of Durham, North Carolina, do yourself a favor and go see her at her über bakery, Scratch. Then call me and tell me you are naming your next child after me.

		In 2009, Phoebe came to Oxford to cook a breakfast for the Southern Foodways Symposium. She offered versions of Appalachian livermush and a baked doughnut I am still thinking about all these years later. I like this doughnut because it is, arguably, a healthy alternative to their delicious, fried cousins. I was inspired by Phoebe’s recipe, and while my ham-fisted attempt is admittedly a pale imitation of Ms. Lawless’s masterpiece, it’ll do in a pinch. These are great plain, dusted with powdered sugar, or drizzled with glaze.

		You’ll need a nonstick doughnut pan to bake these in. Alternately, a mini Bundt pan will work, or you can partially fill openings in a muffin pan and bake.

		1½ cups sugar

		 ½ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

		3 eggs

		2½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract

		Zest and juice of 1 lemon

		 ½ teaspoon almond extract

		3 cups all-purpose flour

		1½ cups cornmeal

		1 tablespoon baking powder

		¼ teaspoon baking soda

		 ½ teaspoon salt

		¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon

		Pinch of ground cloves

		1¼ cups buttermilk

		Honey Buns glaze
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		Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

		In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, cream the sugar and butter at medium speed until light and fluffy, about 7 minutes. Add the eggs, one at a time, beating for 30 seconds after each addition, until fully combined and smooth. Add the vanilla, lemon zest, lemon juice, and almond extract and beat until combined.

    	In a large bowl, stir together the flour, cornmeal, baking powder, baking soda, salt, cinnamon, and cloves. Add the dry ingredients to the batter ½ to ¾ cup at a time, mixing on medium until fully combined, about 30 seconds or so after each addition.

		Add the buttermilk and mix until fully combined, about 30 seconds.

		Spoon the batter into a nonstick doughnut pan and bake until the tops are golden brown, 17 to 20 minutes. (You may need to bake the doughnuts in batches.) Remove from the oven, allow to cool, and turn out of the pan. Drizzle with glaze and serve immediately.
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    	TOOLS AND INGREDIENTS FOR COOKING EGGS
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    	• An 8-inch nonstick pan is the best home tool for egg cooking. In our restaurants, we use very inexpensive aluminum pans that we burnish constantly with steel wool to keep the surface perfectly smooth. When they are taken care of properly, they function like Teflon and shine like a mirror. But we take care of them obsessively—the slightest deviation from regular, diligent care for an aluminum pan and you might as well be cooking in rusty cast iron. So stick with Teflon at home. An 8-inch pan easily cooks two fried eggs (three will cook in it, too, but it’ll get a little crowded). You can scramble enough eggs in it to serve two people and it can accommodate a giant fluffy American omelet for one.

    	• A heatproof silicone spatula is excellent for manipulating your eggs without scratching the surface of your pan. Get one with a wide head. It will help you flip fried eggs, fold omelets, and scramble.

    	• I use clarified butter for cooking eggs. Lots of high-volume breakfast places use a neutral vegetable oil and/or butter-flavored shortening, and frankly, almost any fat will work. I don’t know that my grandmother ever cooked an egg in anything but the leftover bacon fat that was stationed on top of her stove, and even olive oil adds a very nice flavor to cooked eggs from time to time. However, anything that has any residual solids in it (for example, bacon fat or unfiltered oils such as first-pressed olive oil or natural peanut oil) has the potential to make your eggs stick to the pan, so go with filtered oils or clarified butter if you want to avoid sticking. The bottom line is that the purer the fat, the better.
 
    	
    	EGG TECHNIQUE
 			
    	
    				[image: ]

    	• There is just one thing to remember when cooking eggs: low and slow is always better. Eggs don’t take that long to cook, and if cooked over too much heat, they brown in an instant. The edges of fried eggs get lacy and crisp (unless, of course, that’s what you are going for, in which case, let that fire rip). Take it slow (which means adding a few seconds to your cooking time) and you will make professional-grade egg dishes every time.

    	• Crack your eggs lightly on a flat surface. If you crack them on the edge of a bowl you run the risk of shell shards falling into the egg mixture. If broken lightly, the shell’s interior membrane will, more often than not, retain all the shell pieces and keep you from having to fish them out of your eggs. If you do get shell pieces in your eggs, wet your fingers before trying to retrieve them. The shell pieces won’t slide away from you and will be easier to fish out.
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    	Clockwise, from top left: Fried Egg, sunny-side up, Fried Egg, over-easy, Scrambled Eggs, Poached Egg
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      	Fried Eggs Master Recipe


		SERVES 1

		2 tablespoons clarified butter (see box) or
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    	Scrambled Eggs Master Recipe
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    	Poached Eggs Master Recipe
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    	Big Bad Breakfast Egg Bake
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		“Broiled” Tomato Benedict
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		North Mississippi Eggs Benedict

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
    	

		
			[image: ]


		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		 
		
		
		
		
		
    	
    	
    	
    	
    		[image: ]

    	Big Bad Breakfast Quesadilla
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    	Louisiana Crab Cake Benedict
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		CHORIZO MIGAS
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		Double-Boiled Eggs with Black Truffle
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    	Shrimp Breakfast Enchiladas
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    	“Double Oyster” Hangtown Fry
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    	Summer Vegetable Quiche
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    	Tugboat Galley Eggs and Dirty Rice
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		Eggs Sardou
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		Spicy Boudin and Poached Eggs
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		Hillbilly Eggs Hussarde
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    	Shakshouka
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        About the Author

        
        
        JOHN CURRENCE was born and raised in New Orleans, Louisiana, and had his first cooking job while working offshore as a deckhand on a tugboat in the Gulf of Mexico. His love for the kitchen was ignited during his first restaurant job at Bill Neal’s Crook’s Corner while at the University of North Carolina. That job along with several others he curated during those years (baking bread at an Italian restaurant, working at a butcher shop, cutting salmon and bluefish at a local smokehouse, and working a short-order line at a bookstore/cafe) cemented his love for the industry. Currence returned to New Orleans to help his childhood friend Larkin Selman open Gautreau’s, where he worked as sous chef. After several years, Currence moved on to the Brennan family of restaurants to help open Bacco, before finally settling in Oxford in 1992 and opening City Grocery. Since then, the City Grocery Restaurant Group has opened a number of restaurants, including Ajax Diner, Nacho Mama’s, Kalo’s Tavern, Big Bad Breakfast, Bouré, Lamar Lounge, The Main Event, and Snackbar.

        Currence is the recipient of the 2009 James Beard Award for Best Chef South and the Southern Foodways Alliance Guardian of the Tradition Award. He has appeared on television programs such as Parts Unknown, Mind of a Chef, Bizarre Foods, Treme, and Top Chef Masters and his writing has appeared in Food & Wine and Bon Appétit, among many others. He is a contributing editor for Garden & Gun magazine, a board member of No Kid Hungry (a project dedicated to eradicating childhood hunger in the United States), and an organizer and past board member of the prestigious annual Southern Foodways Symposium.

        During his tenure as president/chairman of the Mississippi Restaurant Association, the Association was one of the first in the country to establish a statewide culinary educational program in Mississippi public schools. He worked for years as organizer of a local farmers’ cooperative and market which established a bi-weekly venue for local farmers to sell their goods in the Oxford community. A deep interest in the arts led to five years as president of the local arts council and a nine year project assembling funds and overseeing the construction of a community performing arts center. The eighteen months following hurricane Katrina found Currence mostly in New Orleans leading the rebuilding of Willie Mae’s Scotch House in the Treme neighborhood of the city, which was the subject of a feature-length documentary called Above the Line: Saving Willie Mae’s Scotch House. An avid hunter and fisherman, Currence lives in Oxford with his wife, Bess, and extremely strong-headed but amazing daughter, Mamie. If you need him, he’s the chubby guy at the end of the bar, sipping whiskey and bitching about the current state of American politics, entitlement, and/or commercial air travel. Just keep your hands and feet away from his mouth and cover your children’s ears…
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