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SOME PEOPLE MIGHT SAY I GOT WHAT I DESERVE, ENDING UP RIGHT BACK WHERE I STARTED, HERE IN MISSISSIPPI’S DELTA. Growing up in and around Yazoo City, Mississippi, I spent a lot of time daydreaming about how to get out of here. Oh, we had fun, mind you. But there was the whole wide world out there, and not much of it seemed to pass down Highway 49. Food always offered a ticket to adventure for me all my life. Some of those first experiences were visits to New Orleans, a city that still fascinates me with its unique flavors and mysterious tales. I remember sneaking into Tipitina’s kitchen back door with my uncle to hear the Neville Brothers. I ate my way through the food tents with alligator po’ boys and other exotic fare at Jazz Fest each spring break and had my first dress-up white-linen-tableclothed dinner at Antoine’s. Other revelations about the world came by way of the occasional appearance of recipes brought back home as souvenirs by traveling relatives. Friends with family ties to faraway homelands informed and intrigued me with exotic spices.

Books offered alternative adventures to me as I grew up amid the kudzu. Mrs. Wilburn would read aloud to our fourth-grade class each morning from Willie Morris’s books. We hung on every word, sending up a sorrowful “awww” when she would leave us hanging until the next day. For the first time I realized that a book could be about where you were from. Until then they had been about fairy-tale kingdoms or tales of old or distant places covered by National Geographic. Later the lovely Bea Donnelly, Dean of Girls at my high school, introduced me to Faulkner’s story “The Bear,” and my love of books about the South became firmly rooted.

I went to work right out of high school in Oxford, Mississippi, upstairs in the café at Square Books, which sparked a love of cookbooks. Legendary local cookbooks Bayou Cuisine and Gourmet of the Delta never left my kitchen and were referenced until dog-eared. As I grew up a bit more, food service offered employment to a girl looking for her first taste of independence. Jobs from Austin to Aspen, Burlington to Los Angeles, and New Orleans to Minneapolis allowed me to take the ride on the ticket.

When I went off to cooking school in France, I quickly found out that to some people, being from the Mississippi Delta was exotic—as different as my fellow students’ provenances were to me. It slowly came to light that when most of these folks thought of America, they thought of the South. To many of my new acquaintances it appeared that American music meant rhythm ‘n’ blues and jazz; tales of America were learned from Miss Eudora Welty; and when it came to food, fried chicken was for dinner. This sentiment seemed to echo throughout all my travels—anywhere from Africa to South America—and was even expressed by my tuk-tuk driver in Thailand.

I moved back home to the Delta about five years ago to our family’s place, Pluto Plantation, and into the home I inherited from my grandmother. Homesickness brought me back. But what has kept me here is a love and appreciation for the land and its people. The hardscrabble life of hill-country Mississippi rolls down to the genteel seas of loam in the Delta and spreads out to a straight-lined horizon. Bordered by bayous, this place, described by Richard Ford as “the South’s south,” is in a constant state of change. The maneuverings of rivers change its borders, and migrations of people change its population. Still, folks hold on, conceivably out of hard-headedness, or perhaps because there is a unique bond here between the people of the Mississippi Delta and the alluvian plain on which they live.

All in all, this book is about my home, and I know no better way to tell its stories than through food. Recipes for collard greens and black-eyed peas capture our superstitions, but trust passes them along. Recipes like crisp, golden-rimmed tea cakes scented with nutmeg conjure dimly lit homes of elderly relations. The smell of a skillet bread browning on the stovetop transports me back in time to when this land was cleared at the end of the century before last. The slow simmering of my gumbos mimics the pace of our speech down here. The unadorned perfection of home-grown tomatoes paired with delicate lady peas is just one way for me to explain this place—and I guess myself, too.

I hope this album of recipes and memories imbues you with a sense of this extraordinary place as it lays bare the deep, rich textures, colors, rhythms, and flavors of my home. My wish is that you feel inspired to re-create them in your own home for a little taste of what life is like down South.
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McCarty Pottery Juleps
Cool Clay Marked with the River

• • •

Lee and Pup, Pup and Lee. I have never heard the McCartys referred to other than as a couple. I might have caught a glimpse or two of them separately over my lifetime, but I can’t recall. Lee is a tall drink of water and Pup is just a drop. The McCartys’ place over in Marigold has brought many pottery collectors on a pilgrimage to the former mule barn in search of clean-lined vessels, thoughtful objects, and whimsical figures. Since 1958, the two have fashioned a world enrobed in cypress and bamboo, with a style so true it could never be dreamt of by anyone else.

To see their local clay, kiln-fired tumblers sitting in rows on the rough-hewn boards of their studio is to see the colors of the soil. Instantly, when you cradle one in your hand, the cool clay says to you, “You are holding this earth.” All of their timeless pieces are stained with a dark, deep, humus-colored vein cut over the rim, signifying the river that formed the land of their homestead and provided the raw ingredients of their craft.

Traditionally, a sterling or pewter cup is used to serve juleps. To me, these drinks seem to taste a little sweeter and stay cool a little longer when insulated in Pup and Lee’s Mississippi clay cups. • SERVES 4


½ cup turbinado (raw) sugar

4 sprigs fresh spearmint plus more for garnish

8 ounces good Bourbon

Crushed ice



In a small saucepan, combine the sugar, ½ cup water, and the mint. Bring to a boil. Simmer over low heat for 5 minutes, or until the mixture is reduced to a thin syrup. Remove the mint. Allow the sugar syrup to cool and then chill it.

Fill each cup with 1 tablespoon mint syrup and 2 ounces Bourbon. Add crushed ice and stir until the mixture is well chilled and the cup is frosty cold. Garnish each with a sprig of mint. Serve posthaste.

NOTES

• By mint, I mean spearmint, not peppermint, which is too medicinal. Go ahead and use peppermint if you have croup.

• Mint is notorious for running amok in the yard. Plant it in containers to keep it in check. Try pineapple mint or lemon mint for a flavor boost and variety of color.

• Use bruised leaves to steep in the simple syrup, and save the jaunty sprigs to garnish the juleps and tickle the nose.

• Visit McCarty Pottery in Marigold, Mississippi, or online at mccartypottery.com.

• I have always enjoyed the story of Mint. Pluto, god of the Underworld, and a wood nymph fall in love. A jealous girlfriend turned her into a plant.


“FAUGH,” Doctor Louis used to grimace, “I’d as soon as try to enjoy a mint julep by sucking through a straw as to attempt necking a pin-up gal while wearing boxing gloves.”

—NASH BUCKINGHAM, HE THAT KINDLED THE FIRE, 1939
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Mailbox Cocktail
Fold Down Door, Set Down Drink

• • •

Bobby T. started it a few years back. Out on Rural Route 2, mailboxes are all on the same side of the road. Lined up and spaced about three feet apart, marking each community, miles stretched out between clutches. The mail run is around four o’clock. About five most afternoons, nearly everybody on Pluto comes down to check the mail. Propped or perched on a variety of seating (old tractor seat, stump, log, lawn chair, wheelchair, four-wheeler, and tailgate), they go through their daily post, trusty dogs at their sides, mailbox doors folded down, with a drink of some sort resting on each one. As our newspaper comes a day late, everyone waits for the tractors to come in to hear the latest news of the field, as that is the latest news. Bobby T. also keeps bets on what day of the year the sunset will line right up with the road. It’s generally a wonderful time of day. • SERVES I


Crushed ice

At least 2 ounces good Bourbon

2 ounces ginger ale

Lime wedge



Fill an insulated tumbler with crushed ice. Pour the Bourbon over the ice. Top with the ginger ale and a squeeze of fresh lime.

NOTES

• I particularly enjoy Maker’s Mark Bourbon in this drink.

• Allow 1 pound of ice per guest.

• When showing out for company, you can rim the glasses with lime juice and dip them in a small saucer of raw sugar. A slice of candied ginger added for more formal occasions is stimulating.

• Tervis Tumbler insulated cups are made of the same plastic used for airplane windows and are virtually indestructible. These tumblers will keep ice from melting on the hottest of days.

• "Mississippians will vote dry as long as they can stagger to the polls.”

—WILL ROGERS


WHEN Steve Henderson Garcia was a little pie-faced boy, about ten, with a pretty firm grasp on English, his second language, he became fascinated by an ad in the back of a comic book for a “Regulation-Size B.B. Gun Pistol.” We drove into town and got a money order, and sent it out, and then waited and waited. Every day Steve checked the mail. Many late-afternoon mailbox meetings were spent speculating on the delay. At last the package arrived. He methodically opened the package and, with bilingual indignation, Steve declared, “This is a damn toy! It is an insult.”



Bloodies
With Pickled Snap Beans

• • •

People have strong beliefs about the preparation of this vegetative restorer. (I hate to call it just a drink, and cocktail seems too formal.) They like what they like, and don’t mind critiquing others’ handiwork. Additions I have come to know and appreciate (in large part owing to the enthusiasm of the preparer) include, but are not limited to, beef stock, oyster liquor, clam juice, and anchovy paste. Some versions almost fit as a meal replacement.

Even once you have settled on a tomato juice base and your seasonings of choice, there is still the question of garnishes: celery (and, please, string before service as no one looks cute flossing his teeth), carrot sticks, pickled okra, olives, garlic cloves, shrimp, avocado slices, citrus twists and wedges. Pickled snap beans are my personal favorite.

Now, making Bloody Marys individually is fun and somewhat competitive. So, for parties I usually set up a Bloody Mary station with all conceivable ingredients.

If you serve these alongside cheese straws spiked with cayenne (see Yazoo Cheese Straws), the vicious circle of trying to extinguish the fire created from one with the other eventually leads to laughter that will relieve any lingering pangs from the night before or will set the day ablaze. • SERVES I


3 dashes hot pepper sauce

2 dashes Worcestershire sauce

Pinch of celery seeds

1 teaspoon prepared horseradish, or 2 teaspoons grated fresh

Grated zest and juice of 1 lime

¼ cup tomato juice

2 teaspoons Pickapeppa sauce

2 ounces chilled soy vodka

Ice cubes

Pickled Snap Beans (recipe follows)



In a tall glass combine the pepper sauce, Worcestershire, celery seeds, horseradish, lime zest and juice, tomato juice, and Pickapeppa sauce. Stir well to combine. Add the vodka and stir well. Fill the glass with ice, garnish with a pickled snap bean, and serve.

NOTES

• Pureed tomato juice from seeded fresh tomatoes (whirled in a blender) makes these especially delightful. I choose Red Gold brand, if using canned juice. Make frozen cubes of additional tomato base so they don’t dilute your cocktail as they melt.

• If using celery as a garnish, string it: Snap each stalk until it bends about ½ inch up from the color change between white and green. The strong strings will stay attached. With a quick downward jerk, pull the strings down the length of the stalk.

• Serve and store the vegetable garnishes in ice to keep crisp.

• Pickapeppa sauce from Shooter’s Hill, Jamaica, West Indies, is made from tomatoes, cane vinegar, mangos, tamarind, raisins, onions, peppers, and spices. Since 1921 the Pickapeppa Company has stuck with their method of aging the sauce in oak barrels for a year. The popular sauce is sometimes called Jamaican ketchup.

[image: ]

PICKLED SNAP BEANS


MAKES 2 PINTS

½ pound haricots verts, Blue Lake, or runner green beans

1 cup white vinegar

1 tablespoon sugar

2 tablespoons pickling spice



Submerge the beans in boiling salted water for 3 minutes or until tender, then plunge the beans into a bath of icy water to stop them from cooking and set the color. Drain well.

Combine the beans, vinegar, ¼ cup cold water, sugar, and pickling spice in a food storage bag. Refrigerate for 24 hours. Drain and serve.

 

[image: ]

Cantaloupe Daiquiris
A Courtyard Concoction

• • •

The hottest I have ever been in my life was at 5:45 P.M., on August 29, 1998, on the no. 923 St. Charles Avenue streetcar in New Orleans. I had been working down in the French Quarter as pastry chef for Susan Spicer’s Bayona. Some days the unique commute felt like a scene in a movie. After rattling down the boulevards, and immediately upon entering our Uptown digs, I stripped down and stood in the shower with only cold water running. I could almost hear the sizzle on contact. I really felt as if I had been braised.

The courtyards of New Orleans offer a haven from the heat. Shaded and mossy, planted with sweet-smelling Confederate Jasmine, they’re like Mrs. Venable’s arboretum in Suddenly Last Summer. She had her trusty secretary deliver a daiquiri every day at five. The musky sweetness of the melon, married to the brightness of the basil and mint, suspended in an icy slurry, will cool an afternoon down to the slow simmer of twilight. SERVES 6


1 cantaloupe, seeded, peeled, and finely diced

½ cup sugar

1 table spoon fresh lemon juice

1 tablespoon chopped mint leaves

1 tablespoon chopped basil leaves

1 cup light rum

4 cups crushed ice



In a large bowl or food storage bag, combine the cantaloupe, sugar, lemon juice, mint, and basil. Let the melon macerate in the refrigerator until very soft and juicy, about 2 hours.

Meanwhile, chill glasses in the freezer.

When ready to serve, puree the melon mixture in a blender or food processor. Add the rum and ice, and blend until slushy.

NOTES

• When picking out a cantaloupe, see that there is no stem attached, as a melon plucks right off its vine when ripe. A cantaloupe does not ripen after being picked. It will, however, soften and get juicier if left in the sun. As you look over the melons in the market, pick them up and give the belly button a good sniff. It should smell sweet and melony; it may not be the prettiest one, but it will be the tastiest. A true cantaloupe does not have a netted skin; their skins are smooth. Most melons we see for sale as cantaloupes are actually muskmelons.

• The cantaloupe base can be made in advance and stored in the refrigerator for two days or frozen for a while.

• The rum in a finished batch of daiquiris will keep the mixture from freezing solid, so you can make the recipe a day ahead and store it in the freezer.

Milk Punch
Please, Whatever You Do

• • •

The annual Cotton Ball put on by an auxiliary of civic-minded ladies is one of the biggest social events of the year. The themed gala raises money for a worthy cause; a few years back, Egypt was the theme and the members decked out the County Civic Center with pyramids and scarabs.

By chance a photographer was visiting the area for National Geographic—a nice guy who grew up on the East Coast. He received a phone call early the morning after the ball from an older attorney, inquiring if the photographer had ever had milk punch. The photographer replied that he had not and was promptly invited over for a cup.

Upon arriving he found two gentlemen on the patio, frosty drinks in hand, dressed in bedraggled formal attire with the first rays of sunrise glinting off their pharaoh headdresses and collars. “Honey, National Geographic is here,” the esquire called up the stairs. A few moments later, down the staircase descended the wives, with hairdos and makeup from the prior evening and clad in gold lamé pumps and negligees. After the ladies had taken up their cups, they sat down for a visit on patio furniture still a bit chilly from the morning dew. The lady of the house squealed, and shared with the visiting photojournalist that she had hopped out of bed so quickly she had not remembered her panties. As the sun brightened the day, she leaned across the table and took the photographer by the hand, looking deep into his eyes. With a look described to me as complete desire, she said, “Please, whatever you do, try not to make us look foolish.” The northern gentleman caller never removed his camera from its bag. • SERVES I


1½ ounces good Bourbon or brandy

3 ounces half-and-half

1 teaspoon superfine sugar

Drop of vanilla extract

Ice cubes

Freshly grated nutmeg



Combine the Bourbon, half-and-half, sugar, and vanilla in a cocktail shaker with ice. Shake thoroughly until the mixture is cold and frothy. Strain into a highball glass filled with ice. Top with a grating of nutmeg.

NOTES

• An easy method for making larger batches is to blend vanilla ice cream with a little milk and Bourbon.

• Steeping a split vanilla bean for several hours, or days, in the Bourbon to be used for milk punch intensifies the vanilla notes.

• I prefer the taste of freshly grated nutmeg. Small grinders with a housing to store the whole nutmeg are widely available.

• The French island of Bourbon in the Indian Ocean, now named Réunion, is home to vanilla beans used extensively in the production of vanilla extract.

• Bourbon is a whisky distilled from a mixture of corn, rye, and malt. Bourbon County, Kentucky, is home to some of the finest whisky makers in the world.

• I made this recipe on the highly competitive TV show Iron Chef America, and think the drink won it for the team.

Sweet Tea
Voted Best in the Delta, with Crooked-Neck Spoons

• • •

Sweet tea or unsweet tea? That is the question waitresses across the southeastern United States pose as a greeting to diners. As Dolly Parton proclaimed in her role as Truvy in the movie based on the play Steel Magnolias, it is the “house wine of the South.”

The summer Mockingbird Bakery opened, Delta magazine, our regional Vanity Fair, bestowed upon us the honor of “Best Sweet Tea.” We had ordered dozens and dozens of those crooked-neck spoons that can hang on the side of an iced tea glass. In the following eighteen months, the spoons had almost all disappeared. I could not imagine they were getting thrown away. I even installed a magnetized trash can cover to catch them. I had scoured the place looking for them. Then one day, in the middle of the lunch rush, I spied a woman deftly swipe her tea spoon into her expensive handbag. As she was a regular customer and well regarded in the community, I decided to let her get away with the petty theft. I was, at the very least, glad that the mystery of the disappearing spoons had been solved. Several days later she returned with her usual luncheon coterie. I’ll have you know that when the table was bussed, there was not a single crooked-neck spoon to be found. The next time she lunched with us, the spoons were left behind when she departed. I do not think she had reformed her ways; I think she simply had acquired a service for eight. The rest of the spoons must have been absconded with by similar crooks.  • MAKES 3 QUARTS


4 pitcher-size cold-brew tea bags, or 6 tablespoons orange pekoe tea leaves in a diffuser

¾ cup sugar

Ice cubes

2 lemons, sliced

Fresh mint sprig (optional)



Place the tea bags in a large pitcher. Add 3 quarts cold water, and steep for 30 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a small saucepan, combine 1 cup water and the sugar. Boil, stirring occasionally, until the sugar is dissolved.

Remove the tea bags. Add the sugar mixture and stir to combine. Serve over ice with lemon and fresh mint, if desired.

NOTES

• Lemon juice should be squeezed into tea and the lemon then discarded. The bitterness from the pith will infuse the tea if it is left to wallow in the glass.

• Tea was the most common nonalcoholic drink in the South through the 1800s. A drink steeped from a southern holly, yupon tea, was widely consumed.

• The first mechanical ice maker was produced in New Orleans in 1865. Before that, ice was harvested and brought down from the Great Lakes and stored in underground ice houses insulated with straw or sawdust.
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Blackberry Limeade
Amethyst Elixir

• • •

An elixir is allegedly able to prolong life indefinitely. Ancient Greeks believed the violet jeweler’s stone was a remedy for drunkenness and so this purple drink is fittingly nonalcoholic. Now, this drink may not possess the powers of Ponce de Leon’s fountain of youth or relieve the Friends of Bill W., but on a long afternoon in August, when the sun has just about exhausted your will to live, the deep amethystine hue and exotic flavor may provide a respite and revive the scene. • SERVES 8


4 cups fresh blackberries, or unsweetened frozen blackberries, thawed, plus extra for garnish

1 cup turbinado (raw) sugar or grated palm sugar

1 kaffir lime leaf, crushed, or 1 tablespoon grated lime zest

1 green cardamom pod, lightly crushed

½ cup fresh Key lime juice (about 8 small limes)

Thin lime slices, for garnish

2 cups ginger ale

Ice cubes



Lay a doubled piece of cheesecloth on a nonporous work area. (As the berries will stain a wide array of cutting surfaces and clothes, this may be best done outside or over newspaper and wearing an apron or smock.) Place the blackberries on top of the cheesecloth and gather into a bundle like a hobo sack. Hold the sack of berries over a glass, stainless steel, plastic, or ceramic bowl. Twist the top of the sack to squeeze the juice from the berries into the receptacle. (This will yield about 1 cup very strong, tart, dark juice.) Refrigerate the juice until needed; discard the purple mash.

In a small saucepan, combine the sugar, 1 cup water, the lime leaf, and the cardamom pod. Bring to a boil. Simmer over low heat for 10 minutes, or until the mixture is reduced to a thin syrup. Remove the lime leaf and cardamom. Allow the sugar syrup to cool and then chill it.

In a 1-quart pitcher, combine the blackberry juice, sugar syrup, and lime juice. Stir to combine and then refrigerate until cold.

To serve, stir the ginger ale into the pitcher, fill glasses with ice, and pour in the blackberry limeade. Garnish with slices of lime.

Cherry-Vanilla Cream Soda
Fizzing Drink

• • •

For some reason—most likely, because it drew kids to it like moths to aflame—the cream soda pop bottled down on the Mississippi gulf coast was a bright ruby red. Although it was a color that might have denoted strawberry- or cherry-flavored pop to cousins from north of Memphis, it was actually vanilla flavored. This dazzling drink came in bottles that were faceted on the sides like cut gems, with blue and white painted script that glowed when the bottles were turned up and their contents gulped down in the sunshine. An ice chest was transformed into a treasure chest when it was filled with those effervescent garnet soda bottles. A shot of cherry juice adds the color to this rendition of my summertime childhood favorite. • SERVES 8


2 cups sugar

1 vanilla bean, split lengthwise

2 tablespoons vanilla extract

¼ teaspoon almond extract

¼ cup cherry juice

1 quart soda water



In a small saucepan, combine 1 cup water and the sugar. Add the vanilla bean. Boil over medium heat for 2 minutes or until the mixture has reduced to a thin syrup.

Remove the vanilla bean. Rinse in hot water. Set aside to air-dry and reserve for another use.

Allow the syrup to cool. Stir in the vanilla and almond extracts and the cherry juice.

Pour 2 tablespoons of the cherry-vanilla syrup over ice cubes in a tall glass and fill with soda water. Stir to combine. Serve with a silly straw.

NOTES

• Look for cherry juice in the natural foods section of the market if it is not in the juice aisle. If you can’t find cherry juice in your market, substitute a few tablespoons of grenadine.

• This syrup will keep in the refrigerator for 1 week.

• Look in home-brewing supply stores for all you need to bottle your own pop. This process makes a nifty science fair project.

Roasted Pecans
Deeply Darkened

• • •

Silhouetted against winter skies, the brittle black branches of the pecan grove surrounding our house look like arthritic hands reaching up toward the heavens. Backlit by the pinks, oranges, and blues of sunset, they look more like hands folded in prayer on a gospel album cover or funeral-home fan. It seems at times they might have given up the ghost, but such is the nature of alternate-bearing trees. Though unlucky for the past few years, with the winds of the fall storm season claiming the green pecans early one year and a drought the next, they will recover in time and should be prolific once again. Amen. • MAKES 4 CUPS


1 pound pecan halves

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted

1 tablespoon Worcestershire Sauce

Fine sea salt



Preheat the oven to 300°F.

Put the pecan halves in a colander in the sink. Pour 2 quarts boiling water over the pecans and drain well.

Spread the pecans in a single layer in a baking pan. Sprinkle with the butter, Worcestershire, and salt. Tumble around in the pan until well coated.

Bake for 15 minutes. Stir the pecans, and turn off the oven. Allow the pecans to stay in the oven for 1½ to 2 hours with the door closed.

Remove from the oven and allow them to cool completely. Store in an airtight container.

NOTES

• To roast pecans in the microwave, combine the pecans and seasonings in a large bowl. Working in batches, place pecans in a single layer on a micro-wavable plate. Cook on high power for 2 minutes, stir, and continue to cook in 1-minute intervals until they reach the desired shade.

• Store raw or roasted pecans in the freezer to protect them from becoming rancid. To crisp thawed pecans, place them uncovered in a microwave on high power for 1 minute.

• Pecans trees are a variety of hickory. For the most success in pollination, two types of cultivars are needed. So, if you are planting a grove of your own, plant more than one variety.

• The world’s largest pecan nursery is in Lumberton, Mississippi.

(See photograph)

Buttermilk Bacon Pralines
Sweet, Salty, Ridiculous

• • •

These salty-sweet electuaries are brilliant paired with drinks before dinner. The outlandish combination of smoky bacon and pecans, scented with orange, in a brown sugar disk, is an amusing, tongue-teasing conversation starter—a true amuse-bouche. • MAKES 24 SMALL PRALINES


1 cup granulated sugar

½ cup packed light brown Sugar

½ cup buttermilk

1 tablespoon light corn syrup

½ teaspoon baking soda

¼ teaspoon kosher salt

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter

½ teaspoon vanilla extract

1 cup chopped pecans

½ teaspoon grated orange zest

4 slices bacon, cooked crisp and crumbled



In a heavy-bottomed, deep saucepan, combine the granulated and brown sugars, the buttermilk, corn syrup, baking soda, and salt. Cook slowly over medium heat for about 20 minutes, until the mixture reaches 235°F on a candy thermometer (see Notes).

Remove from the heat and add the butter, vanilla, pecans, orange zest, and bacon. Being mindful of exposed skin as the mixture is very hot, beat like the dickens with a wooden spoon until smooth and creamy. Drop by teaspoonfuls onto a silicone mat or buttered parchment paper. Let stand for 30 minutes, or until cool and firm. Store in an airtight container.

NOTES

• If you don’t have a candy thermometer, drop a spoonful of the mixture into a cup of cool water. If the test drop can be formed into a pliable ball, then it is ready for the additional ingredients. If not, let the mixture cook a little longer and try again. Change water between tests for more accurate results.

• Although I usually frown on the practice, cooking bacon in the microwave in this instance helps render it extra-crispy.

• Silicone mats are available in cookware stores and can be used time and again. Granite and marble are excellent surfaces for candy and fudge making. I once bought a mismarked marble tombstone at a very low price. The inscription was only on one side, so the reverse side worked well for my confectionery needs.

• Withholding the bacon makes a classic praline. These really aren’t too much of a production and make a great hostess or teacher’s gift that can be ready in 45 minutes. Quicker than brownies or cookies.

(See photograph)


ACTIVIST Robert King Wilkerson made pralines in his jail cell at Louisiana’s Angola Prison. During his 29 years in solitary confinement, he was able to procure ingredients from inmates on his cell block, and with a makeshift stove made of soda cans, he cooked his candy based on a recipe he learned from a fellow prisoner named Cap Pistol. After he was exonerated on the charges that led to his imprisonment, he started a candy-making business. On his first day of freedom he made pralines; now he calls his candy Freelines. Mail-order Freelines can be purchased at kingsfreelines@gmail.com.



Yazoo Cheese Straws
Aged and Sharp

• • •

Cheese-straw doyenne Mary Margaret Yerger began her business right before retiring from work in the Yazoo City public school system. Now at 79 years of age, the white-haired lady with a spirited glint in her steely blue eyes—kind of a plucky Mrs. Claus—can be found with walking cane in hand at the helm of the Mississippi Cheese Straw Factory. With ingenuity and sheer determination, Mrs. Yerger transformed an old family recipe into a thriving family business producing 3,000 pounds of cheese straws a day, 280 days a year. With the support of her children, her little factory on Mound Street, much like the feisty dame, shows no sign of slowing down. • MAKES 48 STRAWS


1 pound extra-sharp Cheddar cheese, grated, at room temperature (about 4 cups)

1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, softened

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

Dash of hot pepper sauce

3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour, sifted



In a food processor fitted with the metal blade, combine the cheese, butter, salt, cayenne, and hot sauce by pulsing several times until well blended. Add the flour and pulse until the dough forms a ball.

Preheat the oven to 375°F. Fit a cookie press with the ribbon or star template.

Press long, continuous strips of the dough 2 inches apart onto ungreased cookie sheets. Using a sharp knife, score the strips every 3 inches. Bake for 10 to 12 minutes, or until the edges just begin to brown ever so slightly.

Remove the cheese straws from the oven and cut or break on the scored lines. Place them on a rack to cool completely. Store in an airtight container.

NOTES

• Letting the grated cheese come to room temperature before combining it with the butter yields a smoother, more homogenous dough.

• If a cookie press is unavailable, form the dough into 2-inch round logs. Chill the dough until firm and slice into ⅛-inch-thick disks.

• It is almost impossible to make too many cheese straws for the holiday season. Plan on making two batches of these if there is anybody around while you are making them, as many will be eaten before there is even a chance to store them away.

• To catch up on all that is happening with Mrs. Yerger and her family, visit mississippicheesestrawfactory.com.

(See photograph)
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Sold My Soul to the Devil-ed Eggs
Cooking to the Blues

• • •

The tales of Robert Johnson and other mystic blues men meeting Papa Legba, the trickster god, at the crossroads, and trading their eternal soul for fame and fortune, are the mythologies of this land, echoing across the open spaces like the moan of a freight train in winter. Legend and evidence have it that Robert Johnson was buried three times before his bones had a final resting place, just outside of town out on Money Road, at the small white clapboard Little Zion Church.

These deviled eggs are featured in a cooking class I teach, accompanied by a blues man by the name of Terry “Harmonica” Bean. It is an amusing tribute to our local flavors and rhythms. Mr. Bean’s business card informs the recipient that “his band or himself” is available for gigs. He plays the guitar, drums, and obviously the harmonica all at the same time, a one-man blues band. I think this self-sufficient musical talent may have cut into the need to book a whole band. It also gives me confidence that he never cut a deal with that old trickster, Papa Legba. SERVES 12


12 large eggs, hard-boiled, peeled, and split lengthwise

1 teaspoon fine sea salt

2 green onions, white and green parts, finely chopped

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened

1 tablespoon dill pickle relish

1 teaspoon yellow mustard

2 tablespoons mayonnaise Paprika, for garnish



In a small bowl, mash the egg yolks with a fork until smooth. Stir in the salt, onions, butter, relish, mustard, and mayonnaise. Spoon or pipe the mixture into egg-white halves. Sprinkle with paprika.

NOTES

• I am very ticky about hard-boiled eggs. That unsightly green ring around yolks can be avoided by following these simple steps: Place the eggs (it is best if they are close to the expiration date so they’ll peel well later) in a medium saucepan. Cover by 1 to 2 inches with cold water. Add 1 tablespoon salt. Bring to a boil over high heat. Cover the pot, reduce the heat, and simmer for 30 seconds. Remove from the heat and let sit undisturbed for 13 minutes. Rinse the eggs under cold running water for 5 minutes to cool. Gently crack each egg and place in cold water for 5 more minutes before peeling.

• I always give a deviled-egg plate as a wedding gift.

• For a canapé, deviled quail eggs are a unique choice. The eggs need to be at least a week old to peel easily. Simmer in water for 5 minutes only. Cool under running water and crack the shells. Let stand in the cold water for 15 minutes before peeling.


TO pay homage at the great blues man Robert Johnson’s final graveside, get in touch with Mr. Sylvester Hoover at Hoover’s Grocery and the Old Times Museum in Baptist Town, Greenwood, Mississippi.



Scotch Eggs
Homeroom Projects and Girl Cousins

• • •

My best girl cousin, Lenore Anne, and I are just four months apart in age. When we were in elementary school, we each had to do a class project tracing our family trees. My mother taught Mississippi history for several years, and made me do research like crazy for the project. Visiting cemeteries and the church-going cousins who kept up with the family Bible, I assembled information for my poster-board-and-tempera presentation.

On the big day, I stood in front of the class and expounded on our Scotch-Irish ancestry and their settlement of the area soon after it was opened in the 1830s. When my dear cousin stepped forward for her presentation





















Smoked Tomato Canapés
In the Glow of Citronella






















Watermelon Salsa
Sandia y Jalapeño and the Story of Miguel






























The Painter’s Black-Eyed Pea Cakes
Artist’s Favorite First Course






































Fried Okra
Morgan Freeman and Ground Zero Blues Club


























Delta Hot Tamale
Save Those Coffee Cans

























































Ain’t No Thing, Chicken Wing
Itta Bena, Home of the Fighting Delta Devils



























Inland Prawn Toast
Grown in Leland




























Refuge Crawfish Pies
For Shade Seekers








































N. O. B. B. Q. Shrimp
New Orleans Misnomer





























Red Drum Starter
Fresh from the Gulf


























Broiled Apalachicolas
A Tribute





























Catfish Ceviche
Two Rock
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