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Preface

About the Recipes . . .

When I was a little girl helping my mother make the wonderful pastries and delicious treats of her childhood, we used my grandmother’s recipes. But we did not use exactly the same techniques my grandmother had used as a young bride on the Texas prairie. We used an electric mixer and electric stove. We chilled the dough and saved leftovers in a refrigerator or freezer (called a deep freeze back then) rather than in an icebox. The old way was too much work. Plus the results from using the current technology were more uniform.

Since the days of my childhood, technology has transformed the kitchen even more. Today we have microwaves and dishwashers. We can go to our neighborhood grocery to buy chopped onion and celery, or we can chop our own without tears in a food processor. The recipes from my grandmother’s era do not reflect the changing kitchen.

An example of this is the recipe for Danish apple cake that appears on page 164. The original recipe that my grandmother used calls for fresh apples that need to be peeled and cooked. A later version of the same recipe uses dried apples that only needed to be cooked. Because it is now possible to buy good applesauce, the recipe in this book calls for that. My grandmother used dried breadcrumbs baked in the oven with brown sugar and cinnamon. I use graham cracker crumbs that I either purchase or crush in a food processor. It does not matter; the end result is just as delicious.

To my way of thinking, there is no virtue in slaving over a hot, wood-burning stove to make traditional ethnic food. Grandmother had no choice; she had to spend hours preparing meals for her family. Today we have choices. We also have jobs, carpools, volunteer commitments, and hundreds of other things to do with our time. When we want to taste the foods of our heritage, we do not want to spend hours in the kitchen. By updating the preparation techniques in traditional recipes, it is possible to get virtually the same results with a lot less work and a lot less time.

The recipes in this book largely come from first- and second-generation Americans who remember how their mothers and grandmothers cooked. They have continued preparing these dishes in much the same way. I have tried to simplify these recipes so busy cooks today can enjoy the wonderful tastes of the past.

Lard was commonly used for frying and in baking. It was available and the results were wonderful, flaky biscuits and pastries. Today we have choices that are healthier for our bodies. Instead of lard, recipes in this book call for shortening, cooking oil, butter, or margarine. In most cases the option is yours—use your favorite brand or type of shortening or oil. Usually when butter is listed, margarine is given as an alternative. Do not use a soft, whipped, or “diet” margarine. These have too much air or water in them to give the best results. Instead, you may use regular stick margarine. I personally do not like the “butter flavored” margarines—I think they taste more like artificial butter flavor than real butter. But if you prefer this type, go ahead and use it.

In the past, pans had to be greased before the batter or dough was baked. The nonstick cooking sprays are a quick, easy, and calorie-saving way to keep foods from burning on the pan and to help make cleaning easier. The baking sprays that combine oil and flour are ideal for spraying cake pans.

Many people today are afraid of using yeast. To them the word “yeast” in a recipe means lots of work and time. This is no longer true if you use the rapid rise yeast that requires only one rising. A rest period of ten minutes substitutes for the first rising. This saves a lot of time and makes working with yeast so much easier. The directions for using this type of yeast are a little different from the traditional yeast. Fortunately, these differences make it much harder to “kill” the yeast and end up with heavy, flat bread. The yeast recipes in this collection have been written to take advantage of the one-rise method.

All yeast breads as well as a few others still require kneading. I personally like the process of kneading because I like the way the dough feels on my hands. When my children were little, they would knead the dough for hours if I would let them and I rarely got a chance to knead. If you do not have young children or do not like to knead, use your food processor or a bread hook on your mixer. Either way, you will get great results with a lot less work.

During the pioneer days of Texas the settlers used a lot of salt to increase the palatability of their food. With the warnings we get today about consuming too much salt, I have decreased the amount of salt used in most recipes. Use your own palate as a guide.

The people who came to Texas found an abundance of pecan trees. Almost every group used nuts somewhere in their cooking. However, the nut used in the old country was usually something that was available where they came from. Since the pecan was so plentiful here, they substituted it in their recipes. If you prefer a different type of nut or find a better price on some other kind than the one listed in the recipe, go ahead and try it. Our thrifty forefathers (and mothers) would have approved.

Whenever a recipe calls for something to be chopped, diced, or sliced, use whatever method you prefer. A food processor works fine, but so does a paring knife. Unfortunately, I have not discovered an easy way to peel raw potatoes, yet. The early settlers tried to invent gadgets to peel potatoes and apples, but none were successful enough to make it to the twenty-first century. And I always melt butter or margarine in the microwave.

Once upon a time everyone got milk from the cow in the barn. The milk from the cow came with a built-in supply of cream. Cooks used this cream to make wonderfully rich desserts, custards, and other delicious treats. A recipe that requires cream means an extra trip to the grocery store for me because my carton of milk does not come with a built-in cream supply. Where milk is given as an option, the results may not be quite as rich, but they will be good. Since I do not churn my own butter, I do not have a ready supply of buttermilk, either. The powdered variety works just as well; plus, it has a longer shelf life.

I chose the recipes in this book based on several criteria. Some of the recipes are for familiar foods that we associate with a particular ethnic group. Others are special recipes for special occasions celebrated by the ethnic group. And still others are recipes that may be unfamiliar to outsiders but are common to that particular ethnic group. Some groups have an intertwined heritage—the Polish and the Ukrainians and the Wends and the Germans, for example. Many of their traditional recipes are very similar. I have tried not to duplicate recipes except for when the name may be the same but the taste is different. This makes for an interesting comparison of how different groups took the same basic ingredients, made the same recipe, but added their own individual touch.

I tried to include at least one easy recipe from each group that a student of Texas history could make and take to school for the class to sample. Knowing the food of a culture helps us to understand the people. Of course, each ethnic group has many more wonderful recipes that do not appear in this book. And each recipe has as many variations as there are cooks. So whenever you try any of these recipes, feel free to adapt or change anything you want. That is exactly what the cooks of times past did, and that is why we so fondly remember their meals.

My intent has been to maintain the original ethnic qualities of the foods in this book. At the same time, I have also attempted to simplify the recipes as much as possible without ruining the ethnic quality of the food. Now real people can prepare and enjoy the foods brought to our state by the courageous people who came before us.


Acknowledgements

So many people deserve a big hug for their help with this book. For every culture there were kind people who spent considerable time with me, talking about the traditions of their childhoods and how they still uphold these traditions, their recipes, and their festivals. Some of these people are:

Greg Howard, Marvin Johnson, Evelyn Kasper, Myrtle Waldman, Don Barkett, Louise Raggio, Virgina Concho, Elin Greenberg, Rosalie Rodrigues, Susan Hempfelt, Diane McCartney, Phyllis Wells, Ukrainian American Society, Italian American Club, Irish American Society, Danish Heritage Society, St. Peter the Apostle Catholic Church in Dallas, Beverly Burmeier, Jenny Davis, and especially, Ginnie Bivona.

Also, I would like to thank my family for being such good sports as I experimented with these recipes from so many different cultures.


Introduction

When the food of a culture survives, the culture itself continues. Our Texas Heritage: Ethnic Traditions and Recipes is a book that celebrates the cultures as well as the cuisine of the various groups that make up Texas. The first outsiders who arrived at the Texas shores found that this vast area was already populated by groups of indigenous people who greeted them with friendliness and kindness. These tribes used the greeting “Tejas,” or friends, thus introducing the name for the land that would become our state.

The Spanish came first, looking for riches and souls to convert to Christianity. They were most successful in the area that became Mexico because that is where their rule lasted the longest. After the Mexicans gained their freedom from Spanish rule, they realized that to maintain their control over Texas, they needed to colonize the area. Efforts to do this with native Mexicans failed. Mexico lifted the ban on colonization by foreigners when it granted Stephen F. Austin permission to bring settlers from the United States. Enterprising individuals from other countries petitioned the Mexican government to establish colonies in Texas.

Conditions in Europe were ripe for enticing colonists to leave their homes and venture to a new land. Laws changed, freeing peasants from the land. Though no longer bound to the land, their prospects still remained limited. In addition, wars, famine, depressed economies, and widespread discrimination made life hard. Rumors and reports from the adventurous few who had already crossed the ocean enticed others to follow.

The United States, especially after our Civil War, seemed like a land of limitless opportunity. Many left the hardships of Europe to seek their fortunes by sailing to New York. The climate there matched that in Northern Europe, and the route across the Atlantic was the most direct. To encourage people to make the longer journey to Texas, land agents spread the word about the wondrous advantages of coming here.

The greatest pull was the prospect of owning large tracts of their own land, an impossible dream for peasants in Europe. Texas was also a land where persecuted groups could practice their religions and preserve their heritage, language, and culture without governmental influence.

During the eighteen hundreds and especially during the last half of that century, immigrants from all over the world came to Texas. Whatever unknown hardships awaited them seemed preferable to the certainty of poverty, hunger, and often persecution in the old country. These brave pioneers brought with them little more than a few tools and basic necessities. But they carried within themselves the rich traditions of their native land that bound them together as unique groups.

The events and celebrations of the old home traveled across the ocean to give comfort and a sense of belonging to the newcomers in this strange land. At every gathering, be it a religious or social celebration or an ordinary family dinner, the tastes and smells of familiar foods from their former lives in a land far away eased their transition into being Americans.

Within a few generations, most assimilated into the American melting pot. Communities that were originally settled by immigrants from one country or area welcomed others into their midst. Young people left the close-knit nest to pursue their education and careers. Intermarriage and Americanization diluted the influence of ethnic cultures; however, the stories, traditions, and foods from the early years are preserved today by the children of the brave immigrants and their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, who are now searching for their own heritage.

Our Texas Heritage celebrates the cultural and culinary history of various ethnic groups that came and settled in Texas. Each group has its own unique story that contributes to the rich heritage of all of us. I chose to limit the scope of this book to those fourteen groups who came roughly between the Civil War and World War I because they give a good sampling of the various beliefs, celebrations, and foods the colonists brought.

Before grocery stores were only a short drive away from everyone’s home, cooks (usually the women) used whatever was available to prepare their comfort foods as well as the ceremonial dishes of their culture. When their favorite recipe ingredients were not available, they had to improvise with new ones. Few of the recipes were written, but were rather passed down from mother to daughter or from friend to friend. Even then there were as many variations of a traditional dish as there were cooks. So if you want to adapt any recipe to better suit your family’s tastes, go ahead. Our forebears would have approved!
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Tuesday night is Cherokee night. No one dresses in feathers and beads. No one beats a tom-tom or dances to its rhythm. Instead this is the night Greg Howard, a Cherokee himself, teaches the Cherokee language. Some of the people who come to his classes are Cherokee, others belong to different Native American tribes, and still others are not Indian at all—just interested. Regardless of their background, most people who come to his classes are in for a surprise. They come expecting to learn a few words and a little bit about the Cherokee culture. What they do not expect to learn is that the Cherokee language is also a written language with its own alphabet and spellings. In fact, in the eighteen hundreds there were several Cherokee language newspapers in publication.

The Cherokees came from a vast area that included what is now part of Tennessee, Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia, and Alabama. They were primarily civilized farmers who cultivated corn, beans, and various types of squash before the Europeans arrived. But they also hunted and gathered wild plants for food and medicines. They were a peaceful people who maintained good relations with the first Europeans and other tribes. At least they did until the American settlers began moving west and encroaching on their territory.

Those Cherokees who tired of fighting the westward-moving European settlers followed Chief Duwali to an area that is now Arkansas. This group became known as the Western branch of the Cherokees, and they were the ones who moved into Texas in the first quarter of the nineteenth century.

This was a critical point in Texas history. Within a short period of time Texas won its freedom from Mexico, became an independent nation, joined the United States, and then seceded with the Confederacy. In all of these revolutions, both sides of the conflict wanted the Cherokees and the other Indian nations to take sides with them. The Cherokees wisely declined and remained neutral.

When Sam Houston (an adopted Cherokee) was president of the Republic of Texas, he negotiated a fair treaty with the Cherokees, but the Senate never ratified it. Mirabu Lamar then succeeded Houston as president of the Republic. He wanted the Indian lands for American settlers so he disregarded Houston’s treaty. In protest, Chief Duwali led a revolt that resulted in the Texas Cherokees being moved to Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma. Here they were reunited with the Eastern branch of the Cherokees. The Eastern Cherokees where among those Indians marched from Georgia along what is now known as “The Trail of Tears.” The name is derived from the large numbers, mainly women and children, who died along the way.

The Apaches are another Native American group that, in an attempt to preserve their heritage, left their mark on Texas. Like the Cherokees, they migrated west and then south whenever settlers taking their land displaced them. They also lived close to nature, hunting and gathering only what they needed. Unlike the Cherokees, however, the Apaches were a migrant people who moved according to the availability of food in different locations during the changing seasons. They passed their knowledge of plants that were good for eating or healing from one generation to the next.

The skills that made the Apaches successful hunters also made them respected warriors. They excelled at throwing sticks and spears and setting traps to capture wild animals for meat. These skills were important in battle. When trouble developed with other groups of Indians or settlers, their stealth enabled them to approach an enemy camp very quietly to steal horses, food, or weapons without being detected. By the early twentieth century, the Apaches, like other Native American tribes, had been defeated and relegated to reservations in New Mexico and Oklahoma. Some of them avoided capture because of their ability to avoid detection.

When the Cherokee and Apache tribes came to Texas, they moved into areas formerly occupied by the Caddo Indians. Caddo is the name given to a group of tribes who lived in what is now East Texas and surrounding areas. They formed a confederation known as the Tejas, which means, “those who are friends.” All of the tribes in the confederation were “friends” with one another and also friendly to the Spanish explorers who came in the seventeen hundreds. It was from the Caddos that Texas received its name and its motto of “Friendship.”

The Caddo were descendants of the people who populated Texas in the Early Ceramic Period (200 B.C. to A.D. 800). They lived in the piney forests of east Texas where they were predominantly farmers. In large clearings in the woods they raised their main foodstuffs of corn, beans, and squash. They also gathered wild plants for food. Pecans, walnuts, acorns, blackberries, persimmons, roots, and many other plants and fruits were plentiful. In addition they hunted deer, turkeys, rabbits, and squirrels in the piney woods.

A special tree, the bois d’arc, grows in the piney forests. It has a very strong and flexible wood, perfect for making bows used in shooting arrows. Since the bois d’arc only grows in certain regions, the Caddos made bows for themselves and for trading with other Indian tribes that did not have this wood. When the Spanish arrived they were impressed with the bowls, chests, and ceremonial objects the Caddo made from the wood growing in their forests.

The Spanish liked the Caddo because they were so civilized and friendly. These Native Americans even used beds and chairs similar to theirs. The DeSoto expedition lived with the Caddo for a period of time around 1541 and, unfortunately, spread many European diseases among them. These diseases ultimately reduced the Caddo population to a great extent. Then there was plenty of room for other Native American tribes who came to Texas when American settlers pushed them westward.

The Comanches were fierce warriors and savvy traders who lived on the Southern Plains that extended from what is now Nebraska to Texas. The biggest problem was that what they had to sell or trade was usually something they had stolen or someone they had kidnapped. The Spanish and other Indian tribes tolerated this kidnapping and stealing for ransom. However, the American settlers who followed the Indians to Texas did not want to pay for the return of their own goods and people.

Once the Comanche obtained horses from the Europeans, they became extremely skilled riders and fighters. They fought the Spanish, keeping them from extending their control farther north. They attacked and stole from settlers and other Indian tribes alike. Then they tried to sell or trade their hostages for things they needed. This angered the settlers, who could not distinguish between the different tribes. Instead, they grouped them all together as Indians. This fueled the growing conflicts between the Native American tribes and the settlers of European ancestry.

Among the tribes that came to the area that is now Texas were the Alabama, the Coushatta, the Shawnee, the Biloxi, and the Creek. These different groups did not have state boundaries as we do now. Rather they traveled to where they could find food and live peaceably. Each time they encountered other peoples, they learned new things and left their own mark. The result is that all of the groups have some similar characteristics and ultimately met similar fates. Many were displaced from their traditional lands and moved to reservations in Oklahoma, Arkansas, or New Mexico where they often lived in less than ideal conditions. The Alabama-Coushatta Indians now have a reservation in Livingston, between Huntsville and Houston in the heart of the big thicket. The 46,000 acres of land that make up the reservation is land given to them by Sam Houston as a reward for staying neutral when Texas was fighting for its independence from Mexico. Today on the reservation the Indians perform traditional ceremonies and dances for visitors. It is also a recreational area where outsiders can camp and enjoy nature as well as learn about these Native Americans.

When the Indians were moved to the reservations, the United States attempted to take a census. Recording the names proved to be extremely difficult because only the Cherokees had an alphabet, and even that one has characters different from the English alphabet. The government representatives not only could not spell the names of the Indians, frequently they could not even understand or pronounce them. So they recorded a name that seemed similar to what they heard or just gave them a name they could spell. That is how Marvin Johnson’s family got their last name. Unfortunately, their original name has been lost.

Within the last couple of generations, the Native Americans have experienced a resurgence of pride in their heritage and culture. The number of powwows and other Native American gatherings has increased dramatically in recent years.

Over the years, people from the different tribes have intermarried with one another and with others. Now there are very few people with a heritage of only one Indian nation. The traditions of the different groups have thus been commingled. Dances, songs, and ceremonies belong to all Native Americans today, rather than to the individual tribe that may have originated it. Today, Native Americans can be found in all walks of life, including the military. Wherever they are and whatever tribe(s) they may be descended from, they gather for powwows and other celebrations. Groups like the Cherokee Cultural Society are active in educating the general public about their heritage. At the same time they are preserving it for future generations.

Native Americans practiced a nature-based religion. Some, like the Caddo, were part of a larger religious culture that is found all across the South and Midwest. They are called mound builders because they built huge earth mounds. The mound in the Fort Davis area is now preserved as a state park. The mound builders had a special priesthood that cared for the mounds and presided over religious ceremonies. There were also shamans who were healers and magic-makers.

All of the mound builders celebrated seasonal rites called busks. The autumn busk was a kind of harvest festival similar to the type that gave birth to the American holiday of Thanksgiving. Native Americans gave thanks to the earth for her bounty whenever groups gathered. Legends passed from one generation to the next explained the mysteries of the universe. These stories are repeated today at powwows and other gatherings of the tribes, continuing this oral legacy.

Another important facet of the Native American belief system is respect: the respect for others and their differences, even if one disagrees; respect for the past and the need to pass it on to the next generation; and the belief that with respect comes honor.

June 25 of each year is a day that is observed by some Native Americans in Texas today. That is the anniversary date of General Custer’s defeat. Although even at the time of the battle the Indians realized that this one victory would not guarantee their fate, it was a moment of encouragement and pride for them. The day is marked by small, simple ceremonies that include the playing of drums and the singing of songs that tell the story of the victory.

Native American celebrations include the use of music and dance. These have also been passed from the elders to the younger generation. Each dance, each cadence of the drums, and each mysterious wail of the flute has a special meaning and tells various stories. Tribal dance competitions with sizeable cash prizes are held throughout Texas and the rest of the country to encourage the younger generation to learn and practice these dances.

The Grass Dance, sometimes called the Victory Dance, was once named the Scalp Dance. Today colorful ribbons or yarn adorn the traditional dress of the dancer rather than scalps of the past. A variation of the Grass Dance is the Dance of the Seventh Plum. According to legend, a young boy who had a lame leg created this dance. He felt sorry for himself because he could not join in the dancing with the others. While alone on a hillside, feeling sorry for himself, his father approached him.

“Don’t feel sorry for yourself,” his father told him. “That is not our way. Our way is to be proud and to make things happen.”

The boy thought about these words and realized that he too could dance; only his dance would be different from the others. He gathered long grasses and horsetails and incorporated them into his regalia. Today when the Dance of the Seventh Plum is performed, the dancers have only one leg on the ground at a time. They kick the other leg in the air just as the lame boy did. The result is an invigorating dance in honor of an ancestor who, though different from the rest, was able to give his own gift of dance. Unlike the lame creator of the Dance of the Seven Plums, the dancers today change legs, being careful to stand on only one leg at a time.

Dancers wear traditional moccasins on their feet. Around their ankles they wear angora fur to impart the spirit of the sure-footed mountain goat to their legs. Bells around the ankles help a group of dancers keep time with the music. When there is a large group of dancers, there is often too




Native American Recipes




Indian Ceremonial Dish








Venison and Wild Rice Stew










Indian Chile Casserole








Cherokee Bean Balls








Fry Bread









Finger Bread









Fried Hominy







Cherokee Berry Bread










Yellow Jacket Soup
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