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Preface

Reata means “rope” in Spanish, but in Texan mythology the word means a lot more. Reata was the name of the ranch in Giant, a book by Edna Ferber that was made into an movie in 1956. The film starred Elizabeth Taylor and James Dean and won nine Academy Awards. In the book and the movie, the Reata Ranch and the cattle culture of the Old West struggle to survive in the brash new economic reality brought on by the discovery of oil.

The tension between the cultures of the Old West and the New West explored in Giant may seem like old hat to the rest of the world by now, but in Texas the theme has a stubborn timeliness. Though most Texans may be far removed from the state’s ranching heritage and totally subsumed in the electronic global village these days, the cowboy culture remains a touchstone for Texans, continuing to influence the way we think, the way we act, the way we dress, and the way we eat.

Nowhere is our cowboy legacy more carefully preserved or highly regarded than in the Trans-Pecos region. Thanks both to the absence of oil and an environment uniquely suited to large-scale ranching, the Trans-Pecos remains the last preserve of the old-time Texas cattle culture. On the ranches of the Trans-Pecos, things are still done the old-fashioned way, if only to keep the old way alive. Western artwork, saddle making and leather crafts, cowboy poetry, cowboy cooking, and all the other forms of creative expression the Old West gave us continue to thrive in the Trans-Pecos. The Trans-Pecos still looks and feels like the Old West, which is why decades of Westerns, including Giant, were filmed there.

When we decided to open our first restaurant in Alpine, we wanted it to play a part in preserving Western culture. The restaurant serves what we call West Texas cowboy cuisine. It’s decorated with the brand of my ranch, the CF, the brands of neighboring ranches, and a collection of authentic Western artifacts.

When it came time to name the restaurant, we decided to call it Reata, after the mythical ranch in Giant and the cattle culture it represented.




—AL MICALLEF, CF Ranch           

Co-Owner, Reata Restaurants




[image: Introduction]

BACK WHEN I WAS PUNCHING COWS, if you’d told me I was going to be a chef someday, I would have doubled up in laughter and fallen off my horse. To tell the truth, I still feel a little funny about calling myself a chef. At the Reata restaurants, we’ve got guys in the kitchen who’ve spent years in cooking schools earning their white hats. These guys know French cooking inside out. Me, when I hear somebody say they’re getting out the mandolin, I still expect to hear some country-and-western tunes.

It’s only a couple of miles from the stockyards where I used to work as a cowboy to the Reata Restaurant in downtown Fort Worth where I am the head chef, but let me tell you, that couple of miles was a long strange trip.

I never thought I’d ever be anything but a cowboy. When I was fourteen, my family lived in Granbury, just outside of Fort Worth. I was always hanging around friends’ ranches, riding horses and helping with the cattle. I even joined the Future Farmers of America chapter at my high school. One time, the club went to a livestock show in Houston, and I got into the calf scramble.

In a calf scramble, they let ten calves loose and twenty kids run around trying to catch them. If you catch a calf, you get to keep it. Well, I ran around the Astrodome like an idiot, chasing calves until I finally got one. It was red and white and weighed 180 pounds. I was ecstatic, despite the fact that my family lived in a subdivision and there was no way my mama was going to let me raise livestock in the backyard. I talked one of my friends into letting me keep my calf on his ranch.

That calf was my pride and joy. I was going to raise it and win first place at the livestock show. When my folks announced that we were moving into the city of Fort Worth that year, I was so upset about losing my calf that they let me stay in Granbury at my friend’s ranch until my freshman year was over.

You’d think that moving to the city would have ended my cowboy fantasies, but I just got all the more determined. In my new high school in Fort Worth, I applied for the vocational training program and got a job in the stockyards. I got out of school early a couple of days a week to go down to the Vann-Roach cattle brokerage and chase cattle around. It was dirty work—branding, inoculating, castrating—and the Fort Worth stockyards weren’t exactly the open range. But I figured I was way ahead of everybody else because this was my life’s dream.

I got an agriculture scholarship, but I hated college. I quit after six weeks and went to work full-time at Vann-Roach. They made me a cattle buyer, which sounded great at the time. I was nineteen years old, and I was going to livestock auctions all over the state bidding against the old timers. I guess those old-timers got the best of me. I was paid on commission, and I didn’t earn diddly-squat. In fact, I was starving. I remember going a whole week eating nothing but cereal.

I started looking for a second job to make ends meet. A restaurant called Epicure on the Park hired me as a busboy. It was my first job in the restaurant business, and the main reason I took it was because I thought I might get some free food along with the paycheck.

After a while, somebody quit, and they asked me if I wanted to be a waiter. I made a lot more money waiting tables than I ever did as a cowboy, so eventually I quit my job at Vann-Roach. Then I took a job managing a restaurant called Moveable Feast, in Houston. It was a strange time for me, I still thought of myself as a cattleman, and here I was running a vegetarian restaurant. That’s when I met J. P. Bryan, the owner of the Gage Hotel in Marathon. Bryan was looking for somebody to manage the restaurant at his hotel.

I had never been to Marathon, so I went down to check it out. The restaurant at the Gage was losing money, and the odds of turning things around didn’t seem very bright. But when I laid eyes on Marathon and the Trans-Pecos region, it was love at first sight. I rented a U-Haul as soon as I got home.

If you’ve never been to the Trans-Pecos, I’m not sure I can really describe it to you. I could say it’s empty, desolate and beautiful. I could say it contains canyons, deserts, ghost towns, the Guadalupe Mountains, Big Bend National Park, and very few inhabitants. But none of that really gets to the heart of the place.

Put it this way: When you cross the Trans-Pecos, you enter a time warp, a place where the traditions of the Old West are still alive. Sure, they’ve got telephones and gas stations and fast-food joints like the rest of America, but in the Trans-Pecos it’s not unusual to see somebody on horseback talking on a cell phone, a pickup pulling a chuck wagon at the gas pump, or a dust-covered cowboy with his spurs on, standing in line in front of you at the Dairy Queen.

 

When you cross the Pecos River, you enter a time warp, a place where the traditions of the Old West are still alive.

The Gage Hotel is smack in the middle of it all. A cattleman named Alfred Gage built the place in the late 1800s. It’s a big, red brick building that stands out like a sore thumb in the middle of little Marathon’s main street. The old hotel lobby and the little restaurant were popular gathering places for all the locals. The whole hotel is decorated with old saddles and branding irons and other cowboy memorabilia, but for a kid like me, fresh in from the city, the most amazing artifacts were the cowboys that came by for breakfast every morning.

In Houston, I hung around with a lot of kids who called themselves cowboys. They wore fancy snakeskin cowboy boots, big Stetsons with feathers in the hatbands, starched white shirts, and neatly pressed jeans. The cowboys in Marathon wore cowboy boots and hats too; only they had spurs on their boots, and their hats were covered with mud and blood. When they started talking to me about roping, I thought they meant the rodeo event. I had done my share of cutting calves in the Fort Worth stockyards, but I had always worked in a hydraulic chute, where you trapped your calf with the push of a button. These guys were actually out riding around on horseback all day, roping and wrassling calves. Hanging around with them was like being a character in a Western.

I loved being out in the Trans-Pecos, and the job was fine, except for the fact that the cook hated me. I was trying to get him to clean the kitchen up and move a little faster during busy periods, but I guess he wasn’t interested in taking orders from a smart-ass city kid. So in the middle of dinner on my third Saturday night, with fifty people seated in the dining room and another hundred waiting in the lobby for tables, the cook walked out on me.

So I went into the kitchen and starting slinging the hash. That was my introduction to cooking. Actually, the food was so simple that it wasn’t really much of a problem. Grilling steaks and hamburgers isn’t exactly brain surgery, and there was a pot of stew and some vegetables already made. So, I cooked dinner and everybody was happy. Of course, the real problem was that I couldn’t find another cook to hire. The only accomplished cooks in the area were making top dollar working at the big ranches.

I was stuck. Either I put on the apron and took over the kitchen at the Gage, or I moved back to Houston. I was too much in love with the Trans-Pecos to give up after only three weeks, so I decided to take up cooking. It wasn’t much fun at first. The menu was pretty boring, and the fact that Marathon is located in the middle of nowhere made it hard to get any interesting ingredients. The locals didn’t much mind: They were used to it. But the Gage Hotel attracted a lot of sophisticated people from Houston, Dallas, Fort Worth, Austin, and San Antonio. They were staying at the historic hotel while they visited Big Bend National Park, and they weren’t very impressed with my menu. I had lots of ideas from my days working at big city restaurants, but most of them were impossible to carry out. Fresh fish? Baby lettuces? Choice beef? Forget it.

There are no supermarkets in Marathon, and there aren’t any butchers, bakeries, farm stands, or diaries either. The only supplies I could get came from a restaurant purveyor’s truck that stopped by twice a week. It didn’t have many of the things I wanted. Other stuff, like fresh produce, just didn’t survive the long trip to Marathon in the heat of West Texas summers. Meanwhile I had customers like Dan Rather eating hamburgers in my dining room.

So I started looking around. I asked a guy whose garden I admired if he would sell me some tomatoes. And I talked him into planting some other vegetables too. Pretty soon lots of local gardeners were selling me their extra vegetables, and I was happy to buy them. Then I bought a couple of young goats from a local ranch and slaughtered them myself in the backyard. I could have gotten in a lot of trouble for that, but at the time I had no idea about USDA regulations. Everybody loved my cabrito stews and cabrito enchiladas (cabrito is Spanish for kid goat), so pretty soon I became the biggest buyer of goats in the area.

The Gage catered a lot of parties at an old watering hole close to Marathon called the Post. The Post was an old fort from the days of the Comanche raids, and it’s still a beautiful place to hold an outdoor wedding reception or a big party. But cooking outdoors on a large scale wasn’t something I knew much about, so I hired some of the famous local cowboy cooks to help me out. They taught me about Dutch oven cooking and baking and shared their recipes for a lot of cowboy camp dishes.

 

I hired some of the famous local cowboy cooks to help me out. They taught me about Dutch oven cooking and baking and shared their recipes for a lot of cowboy camp dishes.

With the help of the local gardeners, ranchers, and cowboys cooks, the food at the Gage started to improve, and within a few years, it came to be pretty highly regarded. During that time, I went to Santa Fe and visited some of the famous restaurants there. When the chefs and restaurant folks I met there started talking about seeking out fresh local ingredients instead of buying the stuff that came on the purveyor’s truck, I had to laugh. I had stumbled into a major trend in Southwestern cooking, mainly because, in Marathon, I didn’t have a choice.

In 1994, I quit my job at the Gage. I was ready for a change. Al Micallef, a rancher from over near Alpine was known around the area as a very successful businessman, so one day I asked him for his advice. I told him I wanted to have my own restaurant, and I asked how I should go about it. Al promptly offered to be my partner. We watched for a property to open up, and eventually we found a place we liked in downtown Alpine. It was an old house, built in the 1880s, with a big patio out back. Designing a kitchen from scratch and having a menu that allowed me to try out some new ideas was a lot of fun. We called the new restaurant Reata, after the ranch in Giant, and we opened for business on March 5, 1995.

If you’ve ever read Giant, you know the feeling we were trying to capture. We wanted the restaurant to feel like the old ranch house in the book, the kind of place where our regular customers would feel at home with their spurs on. I guess the concept worked pretty well, because the place was packed right from the start.

Through Al and the restaurant, I got to know a lot of the local ranching families around Alpine, and I learned a lot about cooking from visiting their ranches. During roundup, a ranch has to feed a slew of cowboys; during deer season, they have to feed all the hunters; and, of course, there are parties and weddings and barbecues all the time. Most ranches have huge kitchens in the main house, plus elaborate outdoor kitchens with barbecue smokers, picnic tables, and everything you need to feed a hundred people.

We’re talking about ranches of 100,000, 200,000, 300,000 acres.

These aren’t little family farms. The headquarters at Al’s CF Ranch is like a small town, besides the residences, there’s an administration building, a blacksmith shop, garages, helicopter pads, and movie sets—they film a lot of Westerns there. Part of the reason that the restaurant business never got going in the Trans-Pecos is that life always used to revolve around the big ranches, and that’s where most of the best cooks worked.

Some ranchers, like Cliff Teinert at the Long X, are very good cooks themselves. Cliff is something of a historical expert on cowboy cooking and a hell of a chuck-wagon cook himself. He has a restored chuck wagon from the old XIT Ranch that he was still using until a few years ago, but it was so valuable that somebody convinced him to put it away and save it for a museum. So he built himself a brand new chuck-wagon from scratch. Cliff used to cater events all over Texas. He still cooks sometimes at fund-raising dinners for the Ranching Heritage Center in Lubbock. Cliff taught me all the fine points of cowboy cooking, like how to smoke cabrito, how to roast prime rib and how to make sourdough biscuits.

I always thought of biscuits as something you get with fried chicken at a fast-food drive-through place. But Cliff educated me. He told me that if you can make good biscuits in the Trans-Pecos, you’re halfway home. Then all you need is meat. Nobody’s very picky about vegetables out here; they’ll eat anything you set beside a juicy steak and a tender biscuit. I had never made biscuits before, but needless to say, learning how to make tender biscuits and perfect sourdough rolls quickly became a top priority at the Reata.

Besides the biscuits, the other reason the Reata Restaurant caught on is that, over the last few years, the Trans-Pecos has changed. There are more visitors now than ever before. Lots of people always visited Big Bend National Park, sixty miles to the south, but they used to camp in the park. Now they are touring the whole area, staying in hotels and eating in restaurants.

Some of the old-timers don’t like having all these tourists around. To the old-timers, two cars on the same road is a traffic jam. But most of the local folks we see at the Reata are pretty happy about the influx of tourists and about having lively restaurants and bars to hang out in. Checking out the tourists gives the locals a reason to come into town. The local characters in their dirty cowboy hats and their spurs jangling come in to gawk at the out-of-towners, and the out-of-towners come in to gawk at all the colorful Western characters. It’s pretty amusing for everybody.

In the summer of 1995, The Streets of Laredo and a couple of other movies were shot around Alpine. During the shoots, a lot of movie stars and Hollywood types came in to the Reata all the time. Maybe they hung out here because of the movie theme, maybe it was because they were shooting Westerns, or maybe it was because there aren’t too many other places to eat around here.

Whatever brought them in, we never made a big deal about it. We don’t put celebrities’ pictures on the walls, and the locals, being mostly West Texas cowboys, don’t go in much for autographs or oohing and aahing. (To tell you the truth, I think the real cowboys expected the movie star cowboys to come over and ask for their autographs.) I guess the low-key atmosphere made the movie folks comfortable. But the all-star clientele did get the attention of the press. Reporters who came to write about the movies visited the restaurant, and pretty soon magazines like Martha Stewart Living, Travel and Leisure, and Texas Monthly were doing flattering stories about our food. Before long the Reata became pretty famous, for a little restaurant in the middle of nowhere.

By the time stories about Reata started turning up in food magazines, I realized that the name we had come up with for our cooking style, West Texas cowboy cuisine, wasn’t as original as we thought it was. According to an article I read, Robert Del Grande in Houston invented the name “cowboy cuisine” for his own cooking style. I have eaten in Robert’s famous restaurant, Cafe Annie, and I hope to eat there again sometime soon: It’s one of the best restaurants in Texas.

Of course, there’s a difference between what Robert Del Grande calls cowboy cuisine and what I call cowboy cuisine. Robert’s food is more elegant and more inventive than what I cook. Robert makes incredible quail roasted in cinnamon; I fry quail in beer batter. Robert roasts a steak in coffee grounds; I put coffee in my redeye gravy. It’s kind of like the difference between Houston cowboys and Alpine cowboys. His cowboy cuisine wears a coat and tie and ostrich-skin boots; mine is in dirty jeans and scuffed-up ropers. Anyway, having more than one chef cooking cowboy cuisine is a good thing—before you know it, we’ll have a movement on our hands.

 

… having more than one chef cooking cowboy cuisine is a good thing—before you know it, we’ll have a movement on our hands.

In fact, I feel like I’ve got a movement on my hands already. Bob Semple, a banker from Fort Worth, decided to stop by the Reata in Alpine for a visit in November of 1995. I guess he liked his steak pretty well, because afterwards, he asked us if we’d like to build another Reata on top of the Bank One Tower in downtown Fort Worth.

We worked out a deal, took over half of the thirty-fifth floor of the building, and opened for business in the spring of 1996. We also hired some other very talented chefs to man the kitchens at the Reata in Fort Worth. These highly trained culinary pros helped me expand the menu and taught me what a mandolin is for (it’s a French slicing gizmo). Many of the recipes in this cookbook are a result of those collaborations.

Fort Worth always was a cowboy town. The city fell in love with our meat and biscuits, no-nonsense chuck-wagon cooking and the whole Trans-Pecos mystique we brought along with us from Alpine. Business was pretty good, so we doubled the size of the restaurant.

Now the Reata, Fort Worth, occupies a whole floor of a skyscraper and has two bars, sixty-five tables and five private dining rooms, and a retail store. It also has floor-to-ceiling glass windows, so you can look out over the city.

Sometimes, when things get crazy in the kitchen, I go take a break in the library—its a cozy little dining room with windows that face north. I sit in there and stare out over the Fort Worth stockyards in the distance. It helps me keep things in perspective to remember where I came from.


[image: Chapter 1]

[image: Scorching a Steak]

A BIG, THICK, CHAR-GRILLED T-BONE, a pile of hot mashed potatoes, and an ice-cold Lone Star beer—that’s my idea of West Texas cowboy cuisine. Lots of highly trained chefs wouldn’t be caught dead serving this kind of simple, old-fashioned American food in their restaurants, but I get away with it because I’m not really a chef. I’m just a cowboy in the kitchen.

One of the editors of Martha Stewart’s magazine came out to visit us one time. She was shocked by all the red meat, butter, and cream in my recipes and by the way we heap things on a plate. I guess it’s been quite a while since anybody ate that way in New York. “Your menu is such a throw back it seems new,” she told me.

She was right; my cooking really is a throwback. Steak and potatoes, buttermilk biscuits, bacon-wrapped shrimp—these were all standards on Texas tables in the 1950s. I wasn’t trying to make a statement or start a back-to-the-past movement in cooking when I started serving this stuff. I like this food and frankly, at the time, I didn’t know how to cook anything else. The miracle is that everybody else seems to love these foods too—even the Martha Stewart editor cleaned her plate. Maybe it’s nostalgia that makes this food taste so good. Or maybe we’ve just been trying too hard for the last fifty years.

That I never really set out to be a chef has turned out to be an advantage in some ways. It’s given me the freedom to keep things simple. I learned what I know about food hanging around campfires with cowboy cooks. Scorching a steak over hot coals was their idea of gourmet cooking.

The old doughpunchers have a different way of thinking about cooking. One cook told me that the reason they called black southern cooking “soul food” was because they never had all the ingredients they needed, so they always had to add a little bit of their soul to make up for what was missing. That’s the way I like to think about cowboy cooking. It’s kind of like western soul food. It was shaped by what they had to cook with, but also by what was missing.

What they had was a lot of beef and simple staples like flour, potatoes, beans, and cornmeal, plus whatever they could find along the trail. What they didn’t have was just about everything else. Western cooking evolved from this short list of ingredients, and, for better or worse, this cuisine of scarcity has shaped West Texas tastes. If you grew up in France, maybe you dream about snails in garlic butter when you lie in bed at night. If you grew up in West Texas, you would have the same dreams about steak and mashed potatoes.

I think the other reason my outdated food seems so new is because I don’t make much of an effort to serve low-fat stuff. Granted, steak and potatoes is not on anybody’s health-food hit parade, but that’s another part of the tradition. Cowboys lived on beans and biscuits and other such health foods most of the week. When a cowboy went into town for dinner on Friday night, he was looking for a big thick steak. If you eat a low-fat, high-fiber diet yourself most of the time, I’m sure you know the feeling.

Steak isn’t for every meal. It’s a special event, a big treat. So while you’re eating one of these steaks or chops, think of it as your reward for eating beans and biscuits all week.

Grilled Strip Steak with Cilantro Butter

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

They call this a New York strip in Kansas City and a Kansas City strip in New York. The strip steak, or top loin, is the cut that forms the bigger side of a porterhouse or T-bone. Since you’ve got to fire up the grill anyway, you might as well serve this steak with Char-Grilled Squash.


¼ cup Worcestershire sauce

¼ cup olive oil

4 strip steaks (about 14 ounces each)

4 teaspoons Reata Grill Blend

4 slices Cilantro Butter



[image: ] Prepare and heat a grill. [image: ] Mix the Worcestershire sauce and olive oil in a shallow pan. [image: ] Soak the steaks in this mixture while the grill is heating. [image: ] Remove from marinade and season with Reata Grill Blend. When the grill feels hot to a hand held 5 inches over the fire, it is ready to use. [image: ] Place the steaks on the grill and cook them for 5 minutes on each side for medium. [image: ] Top each steak with a cold slice of Cilantro Butter. [image: ] Serve immediately.

[image: ]

Char-Grilled Texas T-Bone with Caciotta Cheese Enchiladas

Char-Grilled Texas T-Bone with Caciotta Cheese Enchiladas

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

I once cooked meals on a luxury train trip that went from Fort Worth to Chihuahua City, Mexico. After the train trip, I’d stop into a little coffee shop down there that had a T-bone steak on the menu. The steak wasn’t bad, but it was grilled without any seasonings so I’d order their cheese enchiladas on the side. I liked the combination so much I started serving this dish at the Reata.


8 Caciotta Cheese Enchiladas

4 T-bone steaks (about 16 ounces each)

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons Reata Grill Blend

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste



[image: ] Prepare the enchiladas and heat the grill. [image: ] Rub the steaks with the oil and seasonings and set aside at room temperature while grill heats. When the grill feels medium-hot when you hold your hand 5 inches over the fire, it is ready to use. [image: ] Place the steaks on the grill and cook them for 5 minutes on each side for medium. [image: ] At serving time, place the steaks on 4 plates and top each steak with 2 hot Caciotta Cheese Enchiladas. [image: ] Serve immediately.

Pepper-Crusted Tenderloin with Port

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Steaks cut from the tenderloin are also called filet mignon, Chateaubriand, and lots of other French names. Whatever you call them, tenderloin steaks should be at least two inches thick. I like mine about the size of a baseball. If you don’t want to make the Roasted Shallots before you cook this dish, just throw a whole minced shallot in with the steaks. Sop up the wine sauce with Blue Cheese Mashed Potatoes.


⅓ cup Cracked Peppercorns

Kosher salt to taste

4 beef tenderloin steaks (10 to 12 ounces each)

3 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 cups port

2 tablespoons Roasted Shallots or 1 large shallot, minced

3 tablespoons honey

3 tablespoons butter



[image: ] Preheat the oven to 500°. [image: ] Press the salt and pepper evenly into the surfaces of the steaks. [image: ] Heat the oil in a large, heavy sauté pan over high heat. [image: ] Place the steaks in the pan without crowding (this may have to be done in batches), and cook them, uncovered, for 3 minutes on each side. [image: ] Remove the steaks to a sheet pan and place them in the oven to finish cooking, about 8 minutes for medium rare. [image: ] While the steaks are in the oven, pour the port into the pan the steaks were cooked in and reduce by half. [image: ] Add the shallots and honey and stir until they are well blended. [image: ] Remove the steaks from the oven and allow them to rest for 5 minutes. [image: ] Whisk the butter into the port mixture and add salt to taste. [image: ] Place each steak on a plate, pour the port sauce evenly over the steaks, and serve.

Chipotle Meatloaf

YIELD: 8 SERVINGS

A chipotle is a smoked jalapeño. The fleshy jalapeño is hard to air dry, so ancient Mexicans figured out a way to preserve the peppers with wood smoke. The smoke-flavored pepper gives a new dimension to meatloaf. Look for canned chipotles in adobo sauce at Hispanic grocery stores. Serve the meatloaf with Corn Pudding Pie.


2 pounds ground chuck

1 cup diced red bell pepper

1 cup finely chopped onion

2 scallions, thinly sliced

2 tablespoons Roasted Garlic or 5 cloves garlic, minced

1 chipotle pepper

1 tablespoon adobo sauce reserved from the chipotle can

1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

3 eggs

½ cup bread crumbs

1 teaspoon Reata Grill Blend

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste



[image: ] Preheat the oven to 350°. [image: ] Mix all of the ingredients in a large bowl. [image: ] Shape the mixture and put it in a loaf pan (approximately 8½ by 4½ by 2½ inches). [image: ] Cover the loaf with foil and bake for 1 to 1¼ hours. [image: ] Remove the foil toward the end of the baking time if you want the top of the loaf to brown. [image: ] When the meatloaf is finished baking, remove it from the oven and let it stand for 15 minutes before serving. [image: ] Unmold the loaf and slice it into serving pieces. [image: ] Serve warm.


Variation

Chipotle Chorizo Meatloaf: For an even spicier meatloaf, use 1½ pounds of ground chuck and ½ pound of Chihuahuan Chorizo.



 


A Cattleman’s Guide to Beef Buying

Branded beef is available at most good supermarkets, and it’s your best bet for getting a good steak at home. Certified Hereford, Certified Angus, Coleman, and Sterling Silver are some of the brand names you might see at your store’s meat counter. Brand-name meat may sound like a strange idea, but to understand the reasoning behind it, you have to take a look at what’s happened to the USDA grading system.

A decade ago, the low-fat food trend started seriously hurting beef sales. So the cattle industry called for a change in the way that beef was being graded. Responding to the public’s demand for leaner beef, in 1987 USDA Good, the third class of beef under Prime and Choice, was renamed USDA Select. Things haven’t been the same since.

“Over the last twenty years, the beef industry has started feeding cattle differently in order to produce leaner beef,” says Molly Patterson of the National Cattleman’s Beef Association. “American beef is 27 percent leaner today than it was twenty years ago. As a result, the production of USDA Prime is down. The highest level of USDA Prime isn’t even produced anymore.”

Now that the average American consumer has become so paranoid about fat, we are paying a premium for poorer quality beef. Cattlemen, in turn, are being pushed to produce more of it, and the result is a drastic decline in the quality of all grades of beef.

Marbling is what makes the difference in the flavor of beef. Prime is roughly 15 percent more marbled than Choice, and Choice is about 15 percent more marbled than Select. If you’re on a diet you eat Select, and if you want a really good steak you buy Choice, since Prime has all but disappeared. Sounds easy enough. But it’s not.

USDA Choice is a very, very broad category. There are actually three different levels of quality within the Choice grade, usually called “small marbling, modest marbling, and moderate marbling.” Moderately marbled USDA Choice is the top of the heap, just one step short of Prime. Unfortunately, the USDA doesn’t label moderately marbled Choice any differently than the small marbled variety. So how do you know you’ve got your hands on some moderately marbled Choice?

That’s where the branded beef programs come in. “The branded beef programs go beyond government grading,” says Molly Patterson. After the USDA issues a grade, the brand-name graders come through and stamp the meat that fits their program. What they are really doing, by and large, is cherry-picking the top third of the USDA Choice category.

By removing the Prime, Choice, and Select labels from the product, the branded beef programs are making it easier to buy good beef. By selecting the most marbled beef that’s available, they are also clearing up all the confusion of the USDA grading system.



Grilled Venison Backstrap with Apricot Glaze

YIELD: 4 TO 6 SERVINGS

The backstrap is the venison tenderloin. It deserves to be grilled rare like any good cut of meat. Serve it with baked sweet potatoes cut into rounds, topped with Cook’s Butter.


1 whole venison backstrap

3 tablespoons Reata Grill Blend

¼ cup white wine

2 cups apricot preserves

2 tablespoons olive oil



[image: ] Prepare the grill. [image: ] Remove any silverskin (the white membrane) from the backstrap. [image: ] Cut the backstrap across the grain into thick serving pieces (about 2 inches thick each). [image: ] Sprinkle the Reata Grill Blend on the meat. [image: ] In a saucepan heat the white wine to boiling and cook until reduced by one half. [image: ] Blend in the preserves and cook over medium heat until liquefied. Set aside.

[image: ] Brush a little olive oil on each piece of meat and place the pieces on the grill. [image: ] Cook the meat for about 4 minutes. [image: ] Turn it and cook for another 3 minutes. [image: ] Brush each piece of meat with the apricot glaze. [image: ] When the meat is done to your liking, turn it one more time and brush the other side with the glaze. [image: ] Cook until the glaze just begins to bubble (the glaze has to be added at the last minute or it will burn). [image: ] Serve immediately.

Lamb Chops with Jalapeño Jelly

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Ask your butcher for thick lamb chops if you like them rare. For a great meal, serve these chops on a bed of Creamed Spinach with Texas Tarragon and a side of Bacon Cheese Grits.


2 tablespoons olive oil

Leaves from 3 sprigs of rosemary

2 teaspoons lime juice

4 tablespoons Jalapeño Jelly

8 lamb chops, T-bone or loin

Kosher salt to taste

1 tablespoon Cracked Pepper



[image: ] To make the marinade, combine the olive oil, rosemary, lime juice, and Jalapeño Jelly in a bowl and whisk them together. [image: ] Place the lamb chops and marinade in a plastic bag. [image: ] Remove the air from the bag, seal, and refrigerate for at least 2 hours, or overnight.

[image: ] Prepare a grill. [image: ] Remove the chops from the marinade and season them with salt and pepper. [image: ] Place the chops 2 to 3 inches above white coals and cook the meat on both sides (3 to 4 minutes for medium rare) turning frequently so the marinade doesn’t burn. [image: ] Place 2 chops on each plate and serve warm.

[image: ]

Oven-Roasted Tenderloin of Pork with Apple-Poblano Chutney

Oven-Roasted Tenderloin of Pork with Apple-Poblano Chutney

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Reggie Ferguson and Clay Wilson invented this dish at the Reata in Alpine. Pork tenderloins cook fast, so keep an eye on them. Serve with Coyote Chayote and Corn-Bread Dressing.


2 pork tenderloins (about 1 pound each)

3 tablespoons olive oil

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

2 sprigs fresh sage leaves, coarsely chopped

2 cups Apple-Poblano Chutney



[image: ] Preheat the oven to 350°. [image: ] Prepare the tenderloins by rubbing them with 1 tablespoon of olive oil each. [image: ] Season them generously with salt and pepper. [image: ] Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon oil and the butter in an ovenproof sauté pan. [image: ] Place the tenderloins in the pan and sear them on all sides to a golden brown. [image: ] Remove the pan from the heat, sprinkle sage over the meat, and set the pan in the oven. [image: ] Roast the tenderloins, turning them once, for about 10 minutes. [image: ] Check for doneness. The meat should be just slightly pink but cooked through. [image: ] When the tenderloins are finished cooking, remove them from the oven, cover them with foil, and let them rest for 5 minutes before cutting.

[image: ] At serving time slice the pork tenderloin into thick slices, on the diagonal. [image: ] Serve the slices on a big platter with ½ cup of chutney on the side.

Refrigerator-Smoked Ribeye with Horseradish Sour Cream

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

The ribeye is the most marbled of all steaks. Don’t be afraid of the big circle of fat in the middle—that’s what makes a ribeye tender. Smoking a ribeye and then finishing it in the oven gives it a big flavor.


4 ribeye steaks (about 14 ounces each)

2 tablespoons olive oil

8 teaspoons Reata Grill Blend

1⅓ cups Horseradish Sour Cream



[image: ] Prepare an outdoor smoker or follow the directions for indoor smoking. [image: ] If using a stove-top smoker, place 2 tablespoons of smoking chips in the bottom. [image: ] Preheat a broiler and adjust the rack about 8 inches from the heat source. [image: ] Rub the steaks with olive oil and sprinkle them generously with Reata Grill Blend. [image: ] Place the steaks on the rack in the smoker and set the smoker over high heat. [image: ] When smoke begins to appear, seal the smoker, start timing, and reduce the heat to medium. [image: ] With steaks that are 1½ inches thick, smoke for 7 minutes on a stove-top setup, or 15 to 30 minutes in an outdoor smoker. [image: ] Remove the steaks and set them on a sheet pan. [image: ] Place the steaks under the broiler for 4 minutes per side for medium rare. [image: ] Adjust the time to cook the steaks to your taste. [image: ] Remove the steaks from the oven and serve them hot, topped with Horseradish Sour Cream.

HORSERADISH SOUR CREAM

YIELD: 2 CUPS

For a spicier dip, add as much horseradish as you can stand.


1½ cups sour cream

¼ cup prepared horseradish

Pinch of paprika

Kosher salt to taste



[image: ] Combine all of the ingredients in mixing bowl and stir well. [image: ] Serve at once or store in a container in the refrigerator for future use.

 


Refrigerator Smoking and Stove-Top Smokers

In the back of the Reata in Alpine, we have an old refrigerator we use for smoking. Using a refrigerator to smoke meat sounds crazy, but we didn’t think it up all by ourselves. It’s actually an old Texas tradition.

To make a refrigerator smoker, you tear out all the plastic from an old refrigerator, then you drill a slot in the bottom and stick one of those electric charcoal lighters through the hole. You put your meat, fish, or whatever you want to smoke on the refrigerator racks. Then you pile a little bit of hardwood chips on top of the charcoal lighter, plug it in, and shut the door. The door seal keeps the smoke inside, and your food gets a good, strong smoky flavor pretty quickly.

One time, we had a guy working in the kitchen who wasn’t too familiar with the process. We sent him out to smoke a prime rib. He filled the refrigerator halfway up with several armloads of hardwood and plugged in the lighter. Flames were shooting six feet above the refrigerator when we went to check on the meat. We had to call the fire department to put out our refrigerator.

Several of the recipes in this cookbook call for refrigerator-smoked ingredients. We don’t really expect you to gut an old refrigerator to follow these recipes. Nowadays, there’s a much easier and safer alternative to the old refrigerator smoker. It’s called a stove-top smoker.

Stove-top smokers were designed in Scandinavia, but some companies in the United States sell them now too. They are sealed stainless-steel containers that you can use on your home stove-top. You sprinkle some of the hardwood sawdust that comes with the cooker on the bottom, place the food on a rack, seal the container, and put it on a burner. In the tightly sealed container, the sawdust smolders without stinking up the house, and your food is smoked in minutes.

The Cameron Smoker Cooker, which comes from an outfit in Colorado, is one we’ve tried that works great. It comes with apple, alder, cherry, hickory, maple, mesquite, oak, and pecan “smoke dust.” To order one or get more information, call them toll free at 888-563-0227, or visit their website at www.cameronsmoker.com



[image: ]

Chicken-Fried Steak with Cracked-Pepper Gravy

Chicken-Fried Steak with Cracked-Pepper Gravy

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Pour the Cracked Pepper Gravy over the steaks and some Garlic Mashed Potatoes. For a real Texas truck-stop touch, serve Iceberg Quarters with Buttermilk Dressing on the side.


FLOUR SPICE

1½ cups flour

2 teaspoons kosher salt

2 teaspoons freshly ground pepper

4 tablespoons paprika

BATTER

2 eggs

½ cup buttermilk, or ¼ cup of milk mixed with ¼ cup Sourdough Starter

½ cup Shiner Bock or any good bock beer

2 cups peanut oil

4 tenderized round steaks (about ½ pound each)

2 cups Cracked Pepper Gravy



[image: ] Prepare the flour spice by blending the flour, salt, pepper, and paprika. [image: ] Set aside on a plate or wax paper. [image: ] Prepare the batter by mixing the eggs with a whisk, in a large bowl. [image: ] Add the buttermilk, or milk and sourdough starter, and beer. [image: ] Whisk to blend. Set aside.

[image: ] In a deep, heavy skillet, heat the oil to 350°. [image: ] While the oil is heating, prepare the round steaks by dredging them in the flour spice, taking care to evenly coat the meat. [image: ] Shake off any excess. [image: ] Dip the meat into the batter, and then again in the flour spice, evenly coating the batter so it is dry on the outside. [image: ] When the oil temperature reaches 350° (when a drop of batter sizzles when dropped in it), gently slide one steak into the hot oil. [image: ] Cook the steak about 5 minutes. [image: ] Turn it, taking care not to break the coating, and cook the meat 5 more minutes, or until the batter is nicely browned. [image: ] Drain the cooked steak on paper towels. [image: ] Repeat with the other steaks. [image: ] Hold the cooked steaks in a 225° oven until all four are done. [image: ] Pour Cracked-Pepper Gravy over the steaks and serve.

Calf Fries with Cracked-Pepper Gravy

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

During spring roundup, while castrating calves, the cowboys like to roast the calf testicles over hot coals. The testicles burst open while cooking, and you eat them like oysters, which is why these “calf fries” are also known as “mountain oysters.” The old vaqueros said they’d make you strong as a bull.


BATTER

2 eggs

½ cup buttermilk

½ cup Shiner Bock beer or any good bock beer

2 cups peanut oil

36 calf fries, cleaned of membranes (How? Ask your butcher.)

Flour Spice

2 cups Cracked-Pepper Gravy



[image: ] Prepare the batter by mixing eggs with a whisk in a large bowl. [image: ] Add the buttermilk and beer. [image: ] Whisk to blend. [image: ] Set aside.

[image: ] In a deep, heavy skillet, heat the oil to 350°. [image: ] While the oil is heating, prepare the calf fries by dredging them in the flour spice, taking care to evenly coat. [image: ] Shake off any excess flour. [image: ] Dip the calf fries into the batter, and then again in the flour spice, evenly coating the batter so it is dry on the outside. [image: ] When the oil temperature reaches 350° (when a drop of batter sizzles when dropped in it), gently slide 12 calf fries into the hot oil. [image: ] Cook about 3 minutes. [image: ] Turn them, taking care not to break the coating, and cook them 3 more minutes or until the batter is nicely browned. [image: ] Drain the cooked calf fries on paper towels. [image: ] Repeat for the other two batches. [image: ] Hold the cooked calf fries in a 225° oven until all 3 batches are done. [image: ] Serve with Cracked-Pepper Gravy.

Cracked-Pepper Gravy

YIELD: ABOUT 3 CUPS

This is Reata’s jazzed-up version of old-fashioned cream gravy.


¼ cup unsalted butter

5 tablespoons flour

2½ cups milk

1½ teaspoons kosher salt

4 teaspoons Cracked Pepper



[image: ] Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When the foam goes down, whisk in the flour. [image: ] Continually whisk until the flour cooks, becoming a fragrant light brown. [image: ] Slowly add the milk, continuing to whisk to keep lumps from forming. [image: ] Season with salt and pepper. [image: ] Simmer gravy for 10 minutes to cook and reduce. [image: ] Serve hot.


[image: Chapter 2]

[image: Chili con Carne and the Old Cocineros]

THE MEXICANS TAUGHT US TEXANS EVERYTHING we know about being cowboys and most of what we know about cooking. In the old days, folks rode back and forth between northern Mexico and South Texas all the time without any fuss about international borders. In the Trans-Pecos, we still do.

Boquillas, Mexico, is in the state of Chihuahua, across the Rio Grande from Big Bend National Park. I go over there all the time to visit my buddy Jose Falcon’s little restaurant. I remember one time some folks came in from Los Angeles, and I thought it would be fun to take them over to Jose’s.

To get to Boquillas, you go down to the riverbank and whistle for an hombre on the other side to come over in a rowboat and get you. The river isn’t more than a hundred yards across there, so it’s no big boat trip. Then on the other side, you rent a burro or a horse for a couple of bucks and ride the mile or so into town—no customs, no border guard, no nothing. Main street in Boquillas is a rutted dirt road with one tequila bar and Jose’s little restaurant, which is actually just the front porch of his house set up with ten tables. You should have seen those cool Hollywood types, with their three-hundred-dollar sunglasses and their sweaters tied around their waists, riding those dusty burros into town. I wish I’d had a camera.

The food at Jose’s place is mostly tacos and chalupas, refried beans—the usual stuff. The Californians asked me if this kind of food was just for the tourists. I guess they were expecting some elaborate dishes like you’d get in Mexico City or something. But Chihuahua is as different from Mexico City as the Trans-Pecos is from Los Angeles. And the Mexican food on that side of the river tastes pretty much like the Mexican food on this side of the river.

I’ve read some Mexican cookbooks that make a big deal about how bad Tex-Mex food is. They make it sound like chili con carne is some kind of evil plot. The Mexican cocineros who invented chili con carne in the cattle camps were just throwing tough cuts of beef and chiles together in the same pot because that’s what they had on hand. I don’t think the concept of authentic Mexican cuisine was really on their minds all that much.

In the beginning of the cowboy era, the cooks were mostly from south of the border, and the food was pretty much the same stuff they cooked over in Chihuahua. That changed when the cattle business started making money and lots of Anglo ranchers moved in. White flour, lard, bacon, and other gringo staples started turning up in cowboy cooking. But most of the basics, like frijoles, chile peppers, and Mexican seasonings, remained the same. A lot of the best dishes in cowboy cooking are crossbreeds, combinations of Mexican and American ingredients. The old cocineros would laugh themselves to tears if they could hear people today debating about whether or not chili con carne is really Mexican food.

At the Reata restaurants, we jumble up our own Mexican combo plates with the same disregard for authenticity. We serve steaks with enchiladas, savory bread pudding with chorizo, and apple crisp with Mexican cajeta caramel sauce. This food has nothing in common with the stuff they eat in Mexico City. And, as long as it tastes good, who cares?

Red Chile Sauce

YIELD: ABOUT 3 CUPS

This is a classic red sauce that can be used for any kind of enchiladas.


2 cups Red Chile Paste

1 cup diced tomato

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 tablespoon honey

Kosher salt to taste

2 tablespoons oil



[image: ] Place the chile paste, tomato, cumin, and honey in a blender and purée until smooth. [image: ] Adjust seasonings with salt. [image: ] Heat the oil in a skillet over medium-high heat. [image: ] Pour in the purée and cook it for 3 minutes, until the flavors are well combined. [image: ] Use the sauce immediately on enchiladas, or store in a glass container in the refrigerator until ready to use. [image: ] Keeps for 1 week.

[image: ]

Venison Chili

Venison Chili

YIELD: 6 SERVINGS

Chili cook-off winners all have their secret recipes, and many cooks swear that venison makes the best chili. Whether that’s true or not, chili is a great way to use tougher game cuts like venison shoulder. Be sure to cut the meat into very small chunks (about the size of the last joint of your little finger). Serve with hot tamales and crackers or Yaller Bread with Pintos.


¼ cup oil

1½ pounds venison chili meat

1 cup Red Chile Paste

1 red onion, chopped

2 tablespoons Roasted Garlic or minced garlic

1 tablespoon Pasilla Powder or chili powder

2 teaspoons kosher salt

1 tablespoon Tabasco™ Jalapeño Sauce

1 teaspoon Mexican oregano

1 teaspoon ground cumin

3 cups chicken stock



[image: ] Heat the oil in a stew pot. [image: ] Add the chili meat and cook it until it is browned. [image: ] Add the chile paste, onion, roasted or minced garlic, pasilla powder, salt, Tabasco™ Jalapeño sauce, oregano, and cumin. [image: ] Cook for 5 minutes, or until the onion is wilted. Add the chicken stock and simmer for 45 minutes to 1 hour, or until the venison is tender. [image: ] Serve hot.

Caciotta Cheese Enchiladas

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Paula Lambert’s Mozzarella Company, in Dallas, makes some of the best handmade cheeses in the country. Her caciotta is a Texas version of Monterey Jack, and it makes a great cheese enchilada. We serve these enchiladas on top of a T-bone at Reata, but they’re also good for lunch, with a salad, or for breakfast, with a fried egg on top.


⅓ cup vegetable oil

8 (8-inch) corn tortillas

2 cups Red Chile Sauce

4 ½ cups (about ¾ pound) grated caciotta or Monterey Jack cheese



[image: ] Lightly grease an 11¾ by 7 ½-inch glass baking pan. [image: ] Set aside. [image: ] Heat the oil in a small skillet over low heat, until it’s hot enough to sizzle when a tiny piece of tortilla is dropped in. [image: ] Using tongs, dip a tortilla into the hot oil, removing it quickly and letting excess oil drip off. [image: ] Dip tortilla into the chile sauce and lay it on a flat surface. [image: ] Sprinkle ½ cup of the cheese down the center of the tortilla and roll the tortilla from one end to the other. [image: ] Lay the enchilada in the prepared pan with the seam down. Repeat the steps with each tortilla, fitting them tightly into the pan. [image: ] Pour the remaining chile sauce over the top of the enchiladas and sprinkle them with the remaining cheese. [image: ] Prepare these as close to serving time as possible. To finish the enchiladas, preheat the oven to 400° and bake them for 12 minutes. [image: ] Serve at once.

 


The Terlingua Chili Cook-Off is one of the most popular events in the Trans-Pecos. It was started by Dallas food writer Frank X. Tolbert in 1967 to promote his book, A Bowl of Red. Some people say that the chili cook-off is what launched the tourist business in the Trans-Pecos. The event also spawned dozens of other chili cook-offs around the country. Nowadays, chili cooks have to win a qualifying event to even participate in the big cook-off in Terlingua. Needless to say, the event has made the Trans-Pecos the world’s chili headquarters. The Terlingua chili cook-off is held on the first Saturday in November in the tiny ghost town of Terlingua. If you plan on going, find a place to stay well in advance.



Chicken Burritos with Mushrooms and Sundried Tomato–Goat Cheese Pesto

YIELD: 4 BURRITOS

My wife Sara invented this dish, and it’s still one of her favorite dinners. We serve this at Reata with Corn Pudding Pie.


2 tablespoons olive oil

¾ pound boneless and skinless chicken thigh meat, cut into 2-inch dice

½ teaspoon dried ground cumin

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste

½ pound sliced fresh mushrooms

1½ cups Sundried Tomato-Goat Cheese Pesto

4 (12-inch) flour tortillas

4 heaping tablespoons sour cream

4 heaping tablespoons Pickled Pico de Gallo



[image: ] Heat the oil in a sauté pan and add the chicken. [image: ] Add the cumin, salt, and pepper and toss well. [image: ] Add the mushrooms. [image: ] Sauté over medium heat, stirring often, until the chicken is cooked through (about 6 minutes). [image: ] Blend in the pesto and stir until well combined. Remove from heat.

[image: ] Lay the tortillas out on a flat surface and divide the chicken mixture, allowing one fourth of the filling per tortilla. [image: ] Line the chicken filling down the center of each tortilla and fold the top and bottom edges in toward the center. [image: ] Roll the two outer edges toward the center, enclosing the mixture. [image: ] The finished burrito will be about 9 inches by 3 inches. [image: ] Lay each burrito down on a baking pan, seam-side down, and heat in a 225° oven for 5 minutes before serving. [image: ] Garnish each burrito with 1 heaping tablespoon sour cream and 1 heaping tablespoon Pico de Gallo. [image: ] Serve hot.

[image: ]

Chicken Chile Rellenos

Chicken Chile Rellenos

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

I was never crazy about Mexican peppers that are stuffed with ground beef and batter-fried. Chicken makes a better pepper stuffing, in my opinion, and stuffed peppers taste better without the batter. At the Reata, we serve these on Cow Camp Creamed Corn.


CHICKEN STUFFING

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 pound boneless and skinless chicken thigh meat

1¾ cups diced tomatoes

½ cup Red Chile Sauce

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste

4 large poblano peppers, roasted and peeled

2 cups (about 8 ounces) grated Monterey Jack

½ cup (about 2 ounces) goat cheese, crumbled



[image: ] To prepare the chicken stuffing, heat the oil in a sauté pan and add the chicken. [image: ] Sauté the meat over medium heat, turning it several times, until it is cooked through. [image: ] Remove the chicken from the heat, and allow it to cool. [image: ] Coarsely chop the meat, and put it in a bowl. [image: ] Add the tomatoes, chile sauce, salt, and pepper. [image: ] Mix gently.

[image: ] To prepare the rellenos, preheat oven to 350°. [image: ] Put one quarter of the chicken mixture in each pepper, with the cut side facing up. [image: ] Place the peppers on a lightly oiled sheet pan. [image: ] Mix together the Monterey Jack and goat cheese and divide it evenly among the peppers, piling cheese on top of the chicken mixture. [image: ] Bake the peppers for 20 minutes or until filling is heated through and cheese is melted and bubbling. [image: ] Serve at once.

[image: ]

Chorizo con Queso

Chorizo con Queso

YIELD: 4 CUPS

This sausage-and-cheese appetizer is usually eaten rolled up in warm flour tortillas, but you can also use it as a tortilla chip dip or as a side dish with scrambled eggs.


1 tablespoon corn oil

½ pound Chihuahuan Chorizo

½ cup minced white onion

1 clove garlic, minced

1 cup diced tomato

⅓ cup Roasted Poblano, diced

⅓ cup chicken stock

3 cups grated mild Cheddar



[image: ] Warm the oil in a heavy saucepan over medium heat. [image: ] Add the chorizo and cook it for 2 minutes, or until the fat begins to melt. [image: ] Add the onion and garlic. [image: ] Cook until the chorizo is well browned. [image: ] Drain off the grease. [image: ] Add the tomato, chile, and chicken stock. [image: ] Bring the mixture to a simmer and slowly add cheese, blending it with a spoon. [image: ] As each batch of cheese melts, add more, cooking over low heat. [image: ] When the cheese has melted and the mixture comes together, it is ready to serve. [image: ] Keep warm while serving.

Chihuahuan Chorizo

YIELD: ABOUT 3 POUNDS

Across the river, in Chihuahua, they love to fry up this spicy Mexican sausage and then mix in some scrambled eggs. Chorizo is also a great flavoring for savory bread puddings. You can buy chorizo in a Mexican grocery store, or use this recipe to make your own.


2 ½ pounds ground pork

1 tablespoon kosher salt

1 teaspoon cracked pepper

6 cloves garlic, minced

8 tablespoons Pasilla Powder

1 cup chicken stock

1 cup red wine vinegar



[image: ] Combine all ingredients thoroughly in a large mixing bowl. [image: ] Use immediately in a recipe or divide it into several freezer bags and store it in the freezer until needed. [image: ] The chorizo must be cooked before serving.

Cabrito Picadillo and Mashed Potato Burritos

YIELD: 4 BURRITOS

In traditional Mexican cooking, cabrito (kid goat) is cooked for a long time over slow heat. But if you mince cabrito meat and sauté it over high heat, it makes an unbeatable picadillo. You can substitute ¾ pound minced lean pork for the cabrito.


PICADILLO

2 tablespoons oil

¾ pound cabrito, minced

2 cloves garlic, minced

½ onion, chopped

1 jalapeño, seeded and chopped

1 tomato, chopped

2 tablespoons Red Chile Paste

Juice of ½ lime

2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro leaves

BURRITOS

4 (12-inch) flour tortillas

2 cups Garlic Mashed Potatoes, warm

4 heaping tablespoons sour cream

4 heaping tablespoons Pickled Pico de Gallo



[image: ] To make the picadillo, heat the oil in a skillet over high heat. [image: ] Add the cabrito, garlic, onion, and jalapeño. [image: ] Cook for 6 minutes, or until the meat is browned. [image: ] Add the tomato, chile paste, and lime juice and cook for 4 minutes or until the mixture thickens slightly. [image: ] Sprinkle with cilantro.

[image: ] To make the burritos, lay the tortillas out on a flat surface. [image: ] Line ½ cup of mashed potatoes down the center of each tortilla and top with ½ cup of picadillo. [image: ] Fold the top and bottom edges in toward the center. [image: ] Roll the two outer edges toward the center enclosing the mixture. The finished burrito will be about 9 inches by 3 inches. [image: ] Lay each burrito down on a baking pan, seam-side down, and heat them in a 225° oven for 5 minutes before serving. [image: ] Garnish each burrito with 1 heaping tablespoon sour cream and 1 heaping tablespoon Pico de Gallo. [image: ] Serve hot.

[image: ]

Crispy Cabrito Ribs

Crispy Cabrito Ribs

YIELD: SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER

Braising the ribs for three hours and then allowing them to cool is the key to getting really crispy cabrito ribs. Crispy cabrito ribs are a delicacy around Junction, Texas, the capital of the Texas goat market.


2 racks of ribs from a cabrito or adult goat

20 peppercorns

2 sprigs thyme

1 stick cinnamon

1 bay leaf

1 cup Jalapeño Jelly



[image: ] Preheat the oven to 300°. Submerge the ribs in water in a roasting pan. [image: ] Add the peppercorns, thyme, cinnamon, and bay leaf. [image: ] Cover with aluminum foil. [image: ] Cook for 2½ hours. [image: ] Remove from the oven. [image: ] Cut away the fat cap from the ribs, if still attached. [image: ] Allow the ribs to cool in the refrigerator for at least 30 minutes, or overnight.

[image: ] When you’re ready to serve the ribs, turn the oven to broil, and cut in between the bones to make individual ribs. [image: ] Glaze the ribs with Jalapeño Jelly. [image: ] Return the ribs to the oven and broil them, turning as needed, for 15 minutes, or until very crispy.

 


Cowboys and Cabrito

Spanish shepherds raised sheep for wool, cattle for money, and goats for meat. The Spanish first brought cattle, sheep, and goats to Texas in the 1600s, when the first missions were founded. By 1765, a Spanish census counted tens of thousands of cattle, sheep, and goats roaming the rangelands of southern Texas.

The early pastores, or shepherds, stayed with their flocks and kept predators at bay. As the herds and distances increased, they began to do their work on horseback. The mounted shepherds became known as vaqueros. (The word was formed from the Spanish roots: vaca, “cow,” and the suffix -eros, meaning “men of,” as in rancheros.)

The switch from walking to riding required some changes in shepherd clothing styles. Boots designed for the stirrup, spurs, lariats, large-brimmed hats, and bandanas were all invented by the vaqueros. The vaqueros prided themselves on their ability to live off the land while they herded cattle. They seldom ate beef, but often killed goats when they needed meat.

After the missions were abandoned, the longhorn cattle, sheep, and Spanish goats roamed wild. By the end of the Civil War, there were some three million longhorn cattle in Texas. The Texas cattle business began when “cow hunters” rounded up all the wild cattle they could handle, drove them across the Plains, and sold them at substantial profits in New Mexico and Colorado. The early English-speaking cowboys were known as “buckaroos,” which is how they mispronounced the Mexican word vaqueros

These early Texan cowboys adopted the clothing, saddlery, and roping techniques of the vaqueros. They also lived off the land and ate the same sort of food. A few cowboys out “cow hunting” couldn’t eat a whole longhorn—and besides longhorns were worth a lot of money, but a kid goat (cabrito in Spanish) was just the right amount of meat for dinner.

Goat meat has remained a favorite of cowboys to this day, which makes cabrito eating a Texas culinary tradition that’s more than three hundred years old.

But Texans and Mexicans aren’t the only people who eat cabrito. Moslems, Haitians, Jamaicans, West Africans, and Latin Americans have turned New York City into the nation’s largest consumer of goat meat. Nowadays, you can find cabrito in Middle Eastern, Caribbean, and Latino meat markets and grocery stores around the U.S.



Cabrito Picadillo Quesadillas

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

The combination of spicy goat meat picadillo and creamy goat cheese makes an unbelievable quesadilla. Try these with frozen margaritas or a cold Lone Star beer.


4 (10-inch) flour tortillas

¾ cup grated Monterey Jack

¼ cup soft goat cheese

Cabrito Picadillo

4 teaspoons butter

2 cups Smoked Tomato Guacamole



[image: ] Lay the tortillas out on a flat surface. [image: ] Divide ¼ of the Jack cheese and ¼ of the goat cheese onto one side of each. [image: ] Divide the picadillo evenly over the cheese. [image: ] Fold the tortilla over and press lightly until it sticks together. [image: ] Melt 1 teaspoon of butter in a skillet and slide in a stuffed tortilla. [image: ] Cook for 3 minutes, or until the tortilla is brown and crisp. [image: ] Turn and cook 3 minutes on the other side, or until both sides are crisp and the cheese is melted. [image: ] Repeat for each quesadilla. [image: ] Cut each folded tortilla into 3 wedges and serve with Smoked Tomato Guacamole on the side.


[image: Chapter 3]

[image: Chuck-Wagon Game Birds and Seafood]

ROBB AND I STOPPED BY THE LONG X RANCH one day and found Cliff Teinert out by the chuck wagon. He had twenty deer hunters staying at the ranch, and they ate all of their meals there.

“What’d ya’ll have for breakfast?” I asked out of idle curiosity.

“Skip made fried quail with biscuits and gravy,” he replied matter-of-factly. Skip Rhodes is the chuck-wagon cook at the Long X, and just the thought of his fried quail with biscuits and gravy made my mouth water.

Some people seem surprised at the idea of cowboys eating quail, trout, and other such fancy-sounding foods, but hunting and fishing have always been part of cowboy culture. It’s a tradition handed down from the vaqueros, who never killed a livestock animal if they could find wild game to eat instead. Game birds and fresh fish were kind of a bonus meal, a special treat that cowboys got to eat when they got lucky. Fish and game birds were especially popular with bacon, biscuits, and coffee in the morning, since breakfast was usually the most boring meal of the day.

Seafood, like redfish, oysters, and shrimp, was never common in the Trans-Pecos. But in some outfits, like the King Ranch, located in the coastal plains between Corpus Christi and Brownsville, seafood is an everyday ingredient of meals.

 

Some people seem surprised at the idea of cowboys eating quail and trout and other such fancy-sounding foods, but hunting and fishing have always been part of cowboy culture.

Batter-fried quail is one of our most popular items at the Reata restaurants, but we’re not open for breakfast, so we serve quail as an appetizer. After I visited Cliff that morning, I thought about fried quail with biscuits and gravy for the rest of the day. I must have dreamed about them too. The next morning, I got up and went straight down to the restaurant. I fried up a huge batch of quail for Robb, myself, and the rest of the staff. We ate them with buttermilk biscuits split in half with hot Cracked-Pepper Gravy on top. With a big pot of strong coffee, it was one of the best breakfasts I ever had.

Cider Adobo

YIELD: 1 CUP

Adobo is a vinegary Mexican marinade. I turned it into a tangy sweet-and-sour sauce that tastes great on fried quail and can also be used as a glaze for grilled wild game.


¾ cup red wine

¾ cup apple cider vinegar

¼ cup apricot preserves

¼ cup honey

2 tablespoons packed brown sugar

1 teaspoon minced garlic

1 teaspoon peeled and minced fresh ginger

½ teaspoon kosher salt

1 scallion, thinly cut on the diagonal

¼ cup chopped cilantro leaves



[image: ] Place all of the ingredients in a large, heavy pan and stir well to combine. [image: ] Place the pan over medium-high heat and bring the mixture to a boil, watching carefully so it does not boil over. [image: ] Reduce heat to medium and cook the adobo uncovered, stirring occasionally, until reduced by about 50 percent (to 1 cup). It will take 20 to 25 minutes to reduce. The consistency should be like syrup. [image: ] Serve with the quail, or put the adobo into a jar to refrigerate for future use. [image: ] Adobo will keep about 5 days in the refrigerator.

[image: ]

Bock-Battered Quail with Cider Adobo

Bock-Battered Quail with Cider Adobo

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

If you’re not a hunter, you can buy frozen quail at a specialty butcher. Just make sure to buy the kind without any breading. To serve these fried quail for breakfast, just whip up some Buttermilk Biscuits and substitute Cracked-Pepper Gravy for the Cider Adobo.


BOCK BEER BATTER

1 cup club soda

1 cup Shiner Bock or any good bock beer

1 teaspoon kosher salt

Pinch of crushed red pepper flakes

1¾ cups flour

4 semi-boned quail, cut into quarters

6 cups peanut oil

1 cup Cider Adobo



[image: ] To prepare the beer batter, combine the soda, beer, salt, and red pepper flakes in a large, stainless steel bowl. [image: ] Using a whisk, gradually add the flour, blending to avoid lumps. [image: ] Stick your finger into the batter. If the batter is thick and sticks to your finger, it is ready. [image: ] Add more flour if the batter seems thin.

[image: ] To prepare the quail, heat 2½ to 3 inches of oil in a large, heavy skillet to 350° (when a drop of batter sizzles when dropped in the oil). [image: ] A deep-fat fryer may also be used, but it will take more oil to fill. [image: ] Dip each piece of quail into the batter, and slide it into the oil. [image: ] Do as many pieces as possible without crowding or letting the temperature drop. [image: ] Cook the quail about 8 to 10 minutes, turning once. [image: ] Remove the quail to a paper towel–lined sheet pan to drain. [image: ] Serve 4 pieces of quail, drizzled with the Cider Adobo, to each person.

[image: ]

Stacked Pheasant Enchiladas in Salsa Verde

Stacked Pheasant Enchiladas in Salsa Verde

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

Al used to raise pheasants on his ranch, and one year he had way too many, so we started serving them at the restaurant. Roasted pheasant always seems to come out too dry, so I decided to try putting them in enchiladas. Wow! What a difference. This is the best way to eat pheasant.


PHEASANT STUFFING

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 pound boneless and skinless pheasant meat

½ cup Red Chile Sauce

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste

ENCHILADAS

½ cup vegetable oil

12 (8-inch) fresh corn tortillas

4 cups (about 1 pound) grated Monterey Jack

2 cups Salsa Verde

4 heaping tablespoons sour cream



[image: ] To prepare the pheasant stuffing, heat the oil in a sauté pan, and add the pheasant meat. [image: ] Sauté over medium heat, turning several times, until cooked through (about 6 minutes). [image: ] Remove the pheasant from the heat and allow it to cool. [image: ] Coarsely chop the meat into about 1-inch dice (you should have about 4 cups), and put it into a bowl. [image: ] Add the chile, salt, and pepper, and mix thoroughly. [image: ] Set aside.

[image: ] To prepare the enchiladas, just before serving time assemble all of the ingredients. [image: ] Preheat the oven to 400°. [image: ] Line a sheet pan with foil or lightly oil individual 10-inch ovenproof serving dishes. [image: ] Set aside. [image: ] Heat oil and prepare tortillas as described. Top the tortilla with ½ cup pheasant mixture and ⅓ cup cheese. Repeat this process for each serving, reserving 1⅓ cups cheese for the top. The final tortilla will be topped only with cheese. Each serving will be a stack of three tortillas with pheasant between two layers and cheese on all three. Before adding the final cheese, cover each stack with ½ cup salsa verde, spreading to cover the edges. Divide the cheese among the enchiladas. Bake them for 12 minutes, or until the sauce bubbles. Garnish each stack with a heaping tablespoon of sour cream. Serve at once.

 


Chuck Wagons

A rancher named Charlie Goodnight is credited with inventing the chuck wagon in the 1870s to solve the problem of feeding cowboys in remote locations. When the trail-drive era ended and the cattle business became focused around the ranch house, chuck wagons became less common. They were still used at spring roundup, but by the 1920s, horse-drawn chuck wagons had been largely replaced by motorized versions.

On a few large Texas ranches, however, horse-drawn chuck wagons never disappeared. The Long X and the 06 ranches in the Trans-Pecos and the Pitchfork Ranch near Guthrie have used horse-drawn chuck wagons continuously since the turn of the century. “We have an old chuck wagon that was once used on the XIT Ranch,” Cliff Teinert of the Long X says. “We used it all the time, but it’s a museum piece, a real historical artifact, so I put it away. About four years ago, I built this new chuck wagon.”

All that’s visible of the Long X’s new chuck wagon is the spring seat, a wooden water barrel, and the doubletree poking out from under the canvas tent flies. The canvas coverings shade the food and the cook on hot days, and keep them dry when it rains. The back of the chuck wagon is the business end. To set up camp, the cook stretches his canvas, then lowers a fold-down tailgate table that is covered with zinc and serves as a work surface. Behind it are dozens of drawers, cubbyholes, and compartments that hold his smaller tools and ingredients. Twenty-five-pound sacks of flour, Dutch ovens, and other supplies ride inside the wagon.

The chuck wagon has undergone a revival in recent times. As part of the movement to preserve the heritage of the Old West, old chuck wagons are being restored and modern replicas are being built. “A lot of ranches that stopped using horse-drawn chuck wagons years ago have gone back to them now,” Cliff Teinert says.

At cowboy gatherings around the state, these old and new chuck wagons are the center of attention during cowboy cooking contests. As a member of the Western Heritage Chuck Wagon Association, Cliff Teinert frequently serves as a cowboy cook-off judge.



Roasted Game Hens with Molasses Rub

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

You can substitute half chickens for the game hens in this recipe if you like. Cheese and Bacon Grits are nice on the side.


2 quarts water

6 tablespoons kosher salt

4 tablespoons whole black peppercorns

8 sprigs thyme

12 cloves garlic, minced

2 tablespoons sugar

4 whole game hens

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened

1 cup Molasses Rub



[image: ] Prepare a brine by mixing the water with the salt, pepper, thyme, garlic, and sugar in a container large enough to hold the game hens. [image: ] A 2-gallon zipper-top plastic bag works well. [image: ] Rinse the game hens. Then submerge them in the brine. [image: ] Set them aside in the refrigerator for at least 2 hours, or overnight.

[image: ] To roast the hens, preheat the oven to 350°. [image: ] Remove the hens from the brine and pat them dry. [image: ] Rub them all over with the softened butter, and place them in a roasting pan. [image: ] Bake the hens for 45 minutes, basting them occasionally with pan juices. [image: ] Test for doneness with a meat thermometer inserted into the thigh. [image: ] It should register 160°. [image: ] The hens should be golden brown. [image: ] Remove the hens from the oven and set them aside to rest.

[image: ] Preheat the broiler. [image: ] Pat Molasses Rub on the hens, packing well to form a coating. [image: ] Place the hens under the broiler until the rub caramelizes and darkens, about 5 minutes. [image: ] Remove and serve.

[image: ]

Bacon-Wrapped Shrimp with Onion Marmalade

Bacon-Wrapped Shrimp with Onion Marmalade

YIELD: 6 SERVINGS

Here’s an old cocktail party snack your parents used to serve. At the Reata, we serve the crispy shrimp and onion relish on Polenta Stars.


12 shrimp (about 1 pound), peeled, with tails left on

12 thin slices smoked bacon

1½ cups Onion Marmalade



[image: ] Prepare a grill. The temperature should be medium-high. [image: ] Clean and de-vein the shrimp. [image: ] Wrap bacon tightly around each shrimp. Preheat the oven to 500°. [image: ] Place the shrimp on the grill and cook them for 5 minutes. [image: ] Turn them over and cook an additional 5 minutes. The bacon should be browned and crisp. [image: ] Make sure the shrimp do not catch on fire from the bacon drippings igniting. [image: ] Remove the shrimp to a sheet pan and place them in the preheated oven to finish cooking for 4 minutes, or until the bacon is cooked. [image: ] Serve two shrimp with ¼ cup of marmalade per person as an appetizer.

Refrigerator-Smoked Trout

YIELD: 2 SERVINGS

These tender smoked trout make a nice supper alongside a salad and some Dutch Oven Potatoes with Dried Fruit. You can also remove the skin and bones and use the fillets on salads, with scrambled eggs for breakfast, or on top of a bagel.


2 whole trout, cleaned (about 14 ounces each)

2 tablespoons olive oil

8 teaspoons Reata Grill Blend



[image: ] Prepare an outdoor smoker as described, or use a stove-top smoker, described. For the stove-top model, use 2 tablespoons of “smoke dust.” [image: ] Rinse the trout well and rub them with olive oil. [image: ] Sprinkle the trout generously with the Reata Grill Blend. [image: ] Place the trout in the outdoor smoker or on the rack in the smoker. [image: ] Smoke for 7 minutes (in the indoor smoker) or 15–30 minutes in the outdoor setup, or until the fish are cooked through and the flesh is firm. [image: ] Serve the trout whole as an entrée, or remove the skin and bones and use the fillets for smoked fish recipes.

Cornmeal-Crusted Oysters with Horseradish Sour Cream

YIELD: 4 SERVINGS

The Texas oyster houses down around Rockport sell their oysters already shucked, in pint or quart jars. They aren’t as shiny and perfect as oysters fresh out of their shells, but they are great for frying. And to tell the truth, I like fried oysters like these better than oysters on the half shell.


16 fresh oysters, shelled

¾ cup cornmeal

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ cup peanut oil

2 cups Horseradish Sour Cream



[image: ] Remove any pieces of shell from the oysters and set aside. [image: ] Blend the cornmeal and salt on a plate. [image: ] Heat the oil in a large, shallow skillet. [image: ] When the oil is hot, dust each oyster in the cornmeal and place in the pan. [image: ] Panfry quickly, turning the oysters once. Do not crowd the oysters and do not overcook them. [image: ] Serve 4 oysters on a small plate, with a dollop of Horseradish Sour Cream in the middle as a dip.

[image: ]

Catfish Cakes

Catfish Cakes

YIELD: 10 3-OUNCE CAKES

Catfish is about the easiest thing to catch in Texas rivers, and it was one of the most common fish in cowboy cooking. It’s a little bland, which is why I like to turn it into something more exciting—like these spicy fish cakes.


3 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 pounds boneless, skinless catfish fillets, cut into 1-inch dice

½ cup finely chopped red onion

1 jalapeño pepper, stemmed, seeded, and minced

¼ cup finely diced red bell pepper

2 teaspoons minced garlic

½ cup mayonnaise

¼ cup thinly sliced chives

½ cup minced cilantro leaves

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1½ cups fresh or dried white bread crumbs

2 eggs, lightly beaten

1 teaspoon lime zest

Kosher salt to taste

Freshly ground pepper to taste

1½ cups peanut oil

½ cup flour



[image: ] Heat the oil in a skillet over medium heat. [image: ] Add the catfish, onion, peppers, and garlic. [image: ] Sauté until the vegetables are wilted and the catfish is cooked through, about 5 minutes. [image: ] In a large bowl, combine the cooked fish and vegetables, mayonnaise, chives, cilantro, mustard, crumbs, egg, zest, salt, and pepper. [image: ] Form the mixed ingredients into 10 3-ounce patties. [image: ] Pack the mixture fairly tight so it will stay together while cooking. [image: ] Set aside on a plate.

[image: ] Heat the peanut oil in a pan until smoking slightly. [image: ] Dust each cake with flour and gently slip it into the hot oil. [image: ] Fry the cakes for approximately 2 minutes on each side, or until they are golden brown. Do not crowd the cakes; it is better to cook in batches. [image: ] Remove the cakes and drain them on a paper towel–lined pan. Serve hot.
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