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  Southerners only sound as if their mouths are full of grits all the time; usually, they aren’t. But our mouths really are open most of the time where food is concerned. We’re either eating or, the next best thing to it, talking about eating. This is a lucky break for any writer interested in Southern food.


  In order to get the essential character of the Southern way with produce, I talked to as many good Southern cooks as I could find. Getting them to talk wasn’t difficult; getting them to hush was. Fortunately, they tend to be generous souls; I often got recipes without asking for them. Many recipes came from friends and relatives, and even from people who were complete strangers to me when I asked for their help. I have a file of twice as many recipes as follow on these pages, a testament to their generous spirit. Those who gave me recipes are credited in the text. Space prevents my listing you all here, but I thank y’all with all my heart.


  The first people I must thank are the ones who will protest that they were only doing their jobs—my agents, Elise and Arnold Goodman. Without their believing in me, the idea for the book would never have blossomed, much less sold. My original editor, Harriet Bell, with her keen eye, keener taste buds, and enthusiasm for good food and writing—not to mention her friendship—made this book great fun to put together. And my new editor, Amy Lyons, who believed in this book, did not believe it was finished and rescued it from the dusty shelf where it had been lying fallow for the better part of two decades.


  The late Marcella Hazan and her husband, Victor, continue to be my inspiration and the rule by which I measure my own work. They have touched every aspect of my life and career with a generosity that still fills me with awe. Without them, I would never have had the courage to make the fateful leap into a new career and it is their unflinching fidelity to the universal principles of good cooking that have kept me on the straight and narrow.


  Karen Hess was my friend, teacher, counselor, and moral guide in one. She was never too busy to help me with a problem in research or cooking technique, or to just lend her ear when my spirits were lagging. I miss so much about her, but I think what I miss most is her raucous laugh. Such merit as my work has owes her a large debt.


  John Martin Taylor has been constant with his friendship and professional support. His friendship and, through him, that of his sister Sue Highfield and partner, Mikel Herrington, have been a continuous joy and inspiration.


  While I was working on the original edition of this book, Jackie Mills, Andria Hurst, and Judy Bess Feagin were at Southern Living magazine, and generously provided great technical and moral support. Jackie gave me recipes, and Judy (then head of the magazine’s legendary test kitchen) talked me though recipe-testing problems.


  When I am lax about staying in touch with her, I’ll get a call out of the blue from my drill sergeant, Nathalie Dupree, to catch up on gossip, see what I’m up to, and to make sure that I’m staying as busy as she thinks I ought to be. She gave me several recipes for this collection, but her contribution, through her friendship, has been much larger than that.


  As only Southerners can, Ruth Adams Bronz and I became very close friends in a short period of time. When we were barely acquainted, she carted me all over New England with no more recommendation than that we were both Southern and loved food. She’s my one-woman therapy group. And speaking of therapy, one phone call from my late friend Marie Rudisill (also known as the Fruitcake Lady) was known to get me through six months without going off the deep end. Her wit and wisdom have been both life preserver and compass, and I miss her every day.


  Fellow writer Martha Giddens Nesbit has been an ever-present and reliable friend and technical support. When I think I can’t go on, I would just watch Martha juggle a successful marriage, two growing boys, and two careers, and think I had it easy after all. Martha also introduced me to our mentor and Macon Mama, Clara Eschmann, who shared my creed: Thank God for Bourbon. Clara let me run off with some of her books without scolding me—much. She has passed on since the first edition of this book, but her spirit still informs and inspires my food writing.


  “Jane’s Canners,” the brigade of women who make pickles, relishes, and chutneys for St. John’s annual bazaar, were game to be invaded by a man and helped me test the canning recipes in this book. Headed up by the parish’s capable (and first female) senior warden, Jane Pressly, and co-chair Betty Shepherd, they were Evelyn Birchall, Nancy Cope, Mary Ellen Greenwood, Cathy Jarman, Louise Mauer, Laurie Osteen, and Millie Summerell.


  My former neighbor Tom Edenfield had nothing whatsoever to do with this book, but badgered me about not being mentioned in my first one until I promised to put his name in here. There you go, Tom. Yet another neighbor, Richard Galloway, gave me free access to modern office equipment and let me regularly raid his herb garden. Still another, Renee Zito, loaned me antique books. Virginia Scott lent me several cookbooks from her collection and let me keep them for a lot longer than most would. My friend and former architectural clients Susan and Rick Sontag have been a tremendous support—in both professions.


  As always my parents have been generous in their support. They spent years and untold amounts of money helping me become an architect, but they also have thrown their unqualified support behind me as I drift into another career—and have been amazingly silent about the tremendous debt that I owe them. This time, they also actively helped with recipe research. I feel lucky that they are still around.


  My late friend Jim King allowed me to subject him to test runs of every single recipe in this book and was generous and unflinchingly honest with his opinion, whether I wanted to hear it or not. Jim is no longer with us, but in the years since this book was first published, the role of unflinching critic has been amply filled by Timothy Hall, who keeps me grounded and centered.


  Finally, my gratitude and love to all traditional Southern cooks everywhere, from Shreveport to Sri Lanka, who have never stopped believing that the Southern way with flavor is good and worth preserving, who have kept the faith in the face of culinary fads and packaged food—who remain steadfast in a world that is changing faster than a Southern belle’s mind.


  Thank God for every one of you.
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  The Soul of Southern Cooking


  VEGETABLES AND FRUIT


  The words “Southern cooking” inevitably have great conjuring power, though what they conjure may not always be very close to reality. The first thing that the words usually evoke, at least for most people, seems to be fried chicken; and, you might well wonder, why not? Celebrated the world over, there are surely few things to eat that can equal its perfection. I’ve heard fried chicken called the “soul” of Southern cooking, a point that surely few would argue.


  And yet, if I were to choose one thing that characterizes the many diverse cuisines that make up what we call Southern cooking, what I would call its “soul,” it would not be fried chicken—even though I wrote an entire book on the subject. What I would choose is produce. For the real heart and soul of a Southern table, whether that table is in Tidewater Virginia, the Carolina Lowcountry, or the depths of a Louisiana bayou, is not the meat in the middle of it but the vegetables and fruit that surround it.


  Yet Southern vegetables have not—at least in our century—enjoyed much of a reputation. In fact, for years they’ve been maligned and subjected to much derision. One might almost say that Southern vegetables have made our food-ways not famous but infamous. If you are persistent and finally pry people away from notions of fried chicken, the best they will probably do in recalling Southern vegetables is “slimy” okra, boiled collards, and green beans boiled to hell and back with a piece of bacon—a sad, and grossly mistaken, impression.


  In direct contradiction of that impression, the South has often been called “America’s garden,” and not without justification. From the very beginning—even before heavy-duty European colonization—ours has been a mostly agrarian society and our economy has depended almost completely on growing things. Though every farm and plantation had the usual barnyard animals, animal husbandry was not a highly developed art until recent years. It’s important to remember that whenever people live close to the land in this way, regardless of where they are, produce inevitably has a high profile in their diet. This is especially true of the South, even of today’s urbanized, industrialized, and internationalized South.


  Few modern Southerners would raise their own frying chickens, even if their local zoning laws would permit it, yet it isn’t unusual to find a vegetable patch in the midst of urban Atlanta. In less urban settings, the most elegant of gardens in the most fashionable of suburbs will, at the very least, sport a few tomato plants. Southerners will put up with a lot, but don’t mess with our fresh tomatoes and okra.


  Now, there’s no one vegetable or fruit that can be singled out as the most representative of a Southern garden. I would even hesitate over tomatoes and okra. For, while a single vegetable may figure prominently in the diet of a particular region or community of the South, as rice did for centuries in the Carolina Lowcountry, or as collard greens do even now among so many African-American families, what really characterizes the Southern table is not any single fruit or vegetable but the fact that there are so many. From early spring, when much of the rest of the country is still frozen, until the late frosts of our relatively mild winters, literally hundreds of varieties of fruits and vegetables are to be found growing in Southern gardens and enjoyed on Southern tables. It’s on the strength of this diversity that the once legendary reputation of Southern cooking was built.
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  The greatest obstacle to understanding Southern cooking is that which makes the region itself so difficult to grasp: the sheer size of it. Stretching from the Mason–Dixon line to Key West, from North Carolina’s Outer Banks to the plains of western Texas, the South (including Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West Virginia) incorporates nearly a million square miles of land.


  In short, the South is many places and has many faces—a land of felicitous harmonies and jarring contradictions. It is, at once, the earthiness of the rolling upcountry farmland, my home by birth, and the urbane elegance of my adopted home on the Colonial coast. It’s the rugged wilderness of the Ozark Mountains and the electric wilderness of South Beach, Miami; the lush bottomland of South Georgia and the arid plains of West Texas. It’s the forthright, earthy subsistence of mountaineers and genteel civility of coastal planter aristocrats. It’s Mr. Jefferson’s Monticello and Dori Sanders’s produce stand in Filbert, South Carolina. It’s string quartets in Charleston and jazz in New Orleans, Jessye Norman at the opera and Patsy Cline at the Grand Old Opry, tent revivals and televangelists, Elvis and Charlie Daniels.


  Obviously, Southern cooking can be—and is—as complex and varied as all that. From hoppin’ John to fried rice, the variations are endless, for all these different elements have made their contributions to the Southern pot. But even with all these differences, one can distinguish a common thread—and that is the union of the English cooking practices, which came to dominate all other cuisines both native and immigrant, with the sensibility of the African cooks, which transformed it.


  The most useful thing to know about all the different cuisines of the South is that their foundation is basically European. Legends of Native American cookery notwithstanding, the European settlers swept aside the indigenous cultures and brought their own culture—and cooking practices—with them. While the settlers did learn from the Native Americans, most particularly about the many plants that have become so intrinsically a part of our diet today, their fundamental cooking practices did not change; they simply adapted new ingredients to their old foodways. So, the basic structure of Southern cooking remained European—and, since it was the English colonists who eventually dominated, mostly English.


  Now, in other parts of the Anglo colonies, that’s just about as far as it went. The basic structure survived little altered from what it had been in England. But the cooking of the South very quickly went in its own direction. The difference, of course, lay in who was doing most of the cooking—the African slaves, at least in the cooking of the upper-classes. For the better part of three centuries, African cooks dominated upper-class Southern kitchens. As those cooks established themselves, and gradually began to change the food that went on their white masters’ tables, their cooking practices eventually changed those of the white mistress and even trickled down the social ladder to poor white families. Gradually, as generation upon generation adapted, the cooking of the entire region was transformed.


  There are many clues that give away the African influence on Southern foodways. Most obvious are the many African ingredients that are so common in Southern food: rice, peanuts, okra, legumes such as black-eyed and cowpeas, and sesame seeds. (Ironically, peanuts are not native to Africa, and ultimately nor is okra, but both were already an established part of the African diet when slaves began to be imported into America.) It also seems pretty certain that we owe the popularity of such diverse vegetables as Asian eggplant, Central American tomatoes, American sweet potatoes, and European collard greens to the influence of those African cooks as well. While none of those vegetables are African in origin, they were either already known to African cooks before they were brought into America, or they resembled vegetables with which they were already familiar.
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  Aside from ingredients, there are a number of Southern specialties that are distinctly African—if not in origin, at least in sensibility. There are bean and rice dishes, including (and especially) the bean pilau we call “hoppin’ John,” those many pots of greens and gumbo, and fritters of all kinds. Another telling clue is that in the midst of all the radical changes that were happening in other areas, baking, which remained mostly the province of the white mistress, changed only nominally. And baking was something over which the African cook had the least control.


  Now, the intention here is not to throw credit too far in one direction or the other. I have mentioned it because, historically, while African cooks have been given full credit for skill, they get very little credit for innovation. But even as we celebrate that innovation, we must keep in mind that it occurred within the framework of European cooking practices, in what were basically European kitchens, sometimes (though admittedly probably less often than not) hand-in-hand with the white mistress. The real magic of Southern cooking is not solely its European foundations or African innovations but the masterful union of the two traditions.


  Nowhere is that union better displayed than in the way Southern cooks have with the produce of the garden. Whether it is a savory gumbo, or a sumptuous peach cobbler, or a fried apple or a green tomato pie, the Southern touch is subtle, carefully balanced, full of flavor, and yet never overblown. So perfect is the balance that one is sometimes hard-pressed to discern what’s European, African, and Native.


  The strength of the Southern way with produce has always lain in the freshness of its ingredients. Even with our modern air freight, real just-picked freshness is only possible when the fruit or vegetable has been locally grown in its natural season.
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  In Mrs. Hill’s New Cook Book (1867), Annabella Hill asserted that vegetables intended for dinner (which was at two o’clock in the afternoon) “should be gathered early in the morning. A few only can be kept twelve hours without detriment.” I wouldn’t want to hear that lady pronounce on the average supermarket produce section. Such sensibility has unfortunately been lost to most of us, but some of it can be recovered, even if you live in the middle of the city. With a little care, you can still find reasonably fresh produce for these recipes. All it requires is that you redevelop a seasonal mentality and take a little more time and care to seek out locally grown fruits and vegetables. A seasonal mentality simply means becoming more conscious of the rhythms of planting and harvest in the area where you live, learning to appreciate the fuller flavors of in-season produce.


  Since the first edition of this book, urban farmers’ markets have made a big comeback, and it’s not only easier than ever for even city dwellers to get quality fresh produce, the selection of available produce has broadened enormously.


  To that end, the recipes in this book are divided into seasons in accord with the time of year that they ripen where I live. These divisions aren’t meant to be taken as gospel. Even in the South, the exact season for a fruit or vegetable can vary. I’ve put broccoli in the fall chapter, but in Savannah it remains seasonal through the winter and into spring. In other places, it’s mainly a spring vegetable. But by organizing them in accordance with their distinctive seasons—at least in Southeast Georgia—a rhythm begins to develop. Once this rhythm is established in your kitchen, then you start to appreciate the fuller flavor of seasonal cooking. You’ll prefer spring asparagus and find yourself passing by the bland, out-of-season variety in the fall, because then fragrant new turnips are available, which you know are going to taste so much better.


  ABOUT THE RECIPES


  In sifting through the hundreds of recipes that came my way for this book, whether they arrived in written form or actually steaming on my plate, I had one primary aim—to paint as diverse a picture of the Southern kitchen as possible. To do so, I’ve painted with a very broad brush. Historian that I am, I have included a number of lovely historical dishes that had all but disappeared from our tables along with others that have only come to it in recent times. But unlike my first book, I am not interested in presenting you with a slice of history: the recipes included here reflect how modern Southerners are cooking right now. There are recipes from traditional African-American cooks who have hardly been out of their hometowns and from expatriate Southerners living as far away as Berkshire County, Massachusetts, and Rome, Italy. For example, there are a number of pasta recipes in this edition—not because I’m an Italophile (I am) but because today Southerners cook and eat a lot of pasta—and not necessarily in an Italian way. There are things that I learned from the most elemental country cooks to the most accomplished professional chefs.


  The other factor is that the face of the South has changed drastically over the last half century. “Southern cook” is now a description that applies to cooks like my friend Sandra Gutierrez, who has gracefully melded the cuisine of her Guatemalan heritage with that of her adopted home in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and to Vietnamese-American cooks who were born and raised in the South and have infused our old traditions with a refreshing new Asian sensibility.


  What you will not find, however, is complicated restaurant cooking or a lot of what is nowadays fashionably referred to as “fusion” cooking. Though I’ve included recipes from professional chefs, they don’t necessarily represent the cooking that those chefs do for their patrons but, rather, the kind of cooking that they do for themselves—at home. And as for so-called fusion cooking, in which concepts and ingredients are borrowed willy-nilly and dumped together in an abstract composition—well, you can probably guess what I think of that. I don’t consider black-eyed pea–stuffed ravioli with a coulis of collard greens and a hot-sour mango sauce to be Southern; I consider it to be something Italian that got out of hand. It can be argued that traditional Southern food is “fusion” cooking, since it is to a large extent borrowed from Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, and Native America. Well, in that sense, any of the world’s great cuisines can be considered “fusion” cooking. But what is missing from the whole fusion concept is the two elements that are essential to the lasting success of a cuisine—foundation and balance.
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  So, what I looked for when I began to search out recipes, whether from old cookbooks or my neighbors down the street, was the traditional taste and aroma that sparked a keen sense of recognition on my palate. I did not want flavors that startled but, rather, those that enveloped and reassured me. In short, I looked for flavors that were distinctly Southern, that brought to my tongue and imagination the memory of the tables of my childhood—even if it was something I’d never had on that table.


  Those flavors and aromas of the Southern table are difficult to pin down and describe. As our region is many different things, so is our cooking: The flavors are in part African, yes, but they are also in part English and French and Native American and Caribbean; they are full of high-flown elegance and down-home familiarity; they taste of crisp mountain air and of salty coastal breezes. But one thing is sure, whether served to you from a pine table in a rough mountain cabin or from a mahogany sideboard in the polished elegance of a Lowcountry town house, they are flavors and aromas that all of us recognize and share, flavors that define us to ourselves and identify us to the outside world.


  Flavors and aromas that say “taste this—that’s what it means to be Southern.”
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  The Southern Kitchen


  EQUIPMENT, METHODS, AND INGREDIENTS


  EQUIPMENT


  The most reassuring thing about Southern cooking is that for centuries it has been done by simple people using the simplest of tools. There are very few special pieces of equipment that you are likely to need to successfully turn out the recipes of this book. If I have a sharp knife and a cast-iron skillet, I can do just about anything. Nonetheless, there are a few items that you will find useful to have on hand. This is by no means a complete kitchen list; I’m taking for granted that you know you need things like pot holders, spoons, and dishrags.


  Cast-Iron Pans: Despite the new super-engineered cookware that is available, Southern cooks continue to prefer these durable pans for a number of reasons. Their low conductivity makes them retain heat well and provide that heat more evenly than other cookware. A well-seasoned cast-iron pan is indispensable for frying chicken (or anything else) or for baking cornbread, and a cast-iron Dutch oven makes the best gumbo imaginable. Most Southerners believe that these pans add to the flavor of the food that cooks in them. This may be imaginary, but I do think it makes a discernible difference. It’s a good idea to have several sizes of cast-iron pans on hand: a large (12-inch), deep pan for frying and braising, a medium (8- to 10-inch) pan for smaller batches of food and cornbread, and a small (6-inch) pan for half-batches of cornbread. A 4- to 7-quart Dutch oven with a lid should answer for the stews, gumbos, and wilted greens.


  To season a new iron pan, preheat the oven to 250°F. Wash the pan in soapy water, then rinse and dry it thoroughly. Rub the inside of the pan well with lard or olive oil and place it in the oven. Let it bake for an hour, turn off the oven, and let the pan sit in it overnight. The next day, wipe the pan out, rub it with more lard or oil, and repeat the baking. The pan is now ready for use.


  To maintain cast-iron pans, never, ever put them in a dishwasher or wash them with soap. If anything sticks to the pan, scrub it loose with coarse salt, a plastic scrubber, or a natural bristle brush, thoroughly rinse and dry the pan, then rub the inside well with a cloth that has been dipped in fresh lard or olive oil.


  It’s also good to have several sizes of heavy-bottomed stainless and enameled cast-iron pots and kettles, at least one heavy-bottomed sauté pan with sloping sides, and an unglazed earthenware baking dish. If you enjoy putting up your own conserves and pickles, a large canning pot with a jar rack is useful not only for that process, but for big batches of corn on the cob, artichokes, Lowcountry boil, or gumbo.


  Scale: Wherever possible, I give weight measures for vegetables so that it is simpler to shop for key ingredients in the market. It’s still sensible to weigh ingredients for many recipes—especially when you are baking. For example, it’s easier to know how many sweet potatoes you are going to need if the recipe says 3 pounds instead of “3 cups cooked, mashed.” But be warned about scales; not all of them are created equal. Test the accuracy of your scale with 2 level cups (dry measure) of sugar; it should weigh exactly a pound. If the measurement is off, adjust its calibration until it’s exact.


  Knives: This is no place to be cheap; buy the best knives you can afford and keep them razor sharp. A heavy 8-, 10-, or 12-inch chef’s knife, a 2½- to 3-inch paring knife, and a serrated knife (for slicing tomatoes and citrus fruit) will take care of just about any job in the kitchen. In general, the heavier the knife is, the easier it will be to use, because the weight of the knife does most of the work. Other indispensable cutting tools are a good sharp vegetable peeler and a pair of heavy-duty kitchen scissors.


  Miscellaneous Tools: A large, fine-mesh wire strainer is useful for draining small vegetables, rinsing rice, or can be put to work pureeing vegetables when you are caught without a machine. A food mill is also especially useful for pureeing and often does a better job than the food processor or blender. If you plan to can any of the preserves, pickles, or condiments in this book, you’ll also need some of the things listed in the description of that process below.


  THE HOME CANNING PROCESS


  Most of the recipes in this book for pickles, relishes, and other conserves can be processed, or “canned” for prolonged storage. Canning is a sealing process by which heat builds steam in the top (or headroom) of a jar of conserve. As the steam escapes, it creates a vacuum, pulling the lid of the jar into a tight seal. Once properly sealed, the jar can be stored at room temperature for long periods of time.


  Canning is not a difficult operation, but if you have never done it, there are a few key fundamentals that you should be familiar with before trying it.
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  Necessary Equipment


  For all preserves, it is important to use the right jars and lids. Old commercial jelly and pickle jars are not designed for home use. Put the jars in the recycling bin and buy jars specifically made for home canning. For sealing them, use only new metal lids and rings that are free of rust. Never reuse old lids, as the sealing compound may be damaged. New jars are usually packed with lids, and replacements are available wherever the jars are sold. Don’t use the old-fashioned glass-lidded jars with clamps and rubber rings. No matter how clean the jars and lids appear to be, they must be sterilized before using them.


  There are two types of home canning processes: steam-pressure canning and water-bath canning. I prefer the water-bath canners, because the pot is more versatile and can be used for things other than canning. It is a deep enameled or stainless-steel pot fitted with a rack that keeps the jars from bouncing on the bottom or bumping into each other during processing. The rack also makes it easier to put the jars into the boiling bath and remove them when they’re done.


  Aside from the proper jars, lids, and processor, it is helpful to have a large pair of canning tongs for handling the jars, stainless-steel ladles, and a wide-mouthed canning funnel for filling them, and plenty of clean cotton or linen kitchen towels.


  Processing Conserves


  Before canning, everything that touches the pickle or preserve must be sterile. Sterilize jars covered in boiling water for at least 10 minutes; boil the lids for 1 minute in a stainless pan, then take them off the heat and let them remain in the water until you are ready to use them. Don’t touch the insides of the jars or the lids with your hands after they’re sterilized.


  Use a wide-mouthed funnel to fill the jars, and don’t touch pickles, fruit, or other conserves with your bare hands. Transfer the food to the jar with clean stainless-steel tongs, ladles, spoons, or forks. For whole pickles and fruit preserves, leave no less than ½ inch of headroom at the top of the jar and cover them with the pickling or preserving syrup by at least ¼ inch, leaving an overall headroom of ¼ inch in the top of the jar (pack them tightly so they won’t float). For jams, marmalades, relishes, and chutneys, leave ¼ inch of headroom. Once the jars are filled, place the canning lids on them with the tongs. (Avoid touching the inside of the lid with your bare hands.) Screw on the rings until they are just lightly tightened. Don’t tighten the rings too much, or the air will not be able to escape, preventing a proper seal.
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  To process the conserve in the water bath, the jars are submerged in boiling water. The water must cover the jars by at least 1 inch. Don’t worry that it will leak into the jar; steam builds up in the “headroom” and prevents this from happening. As this steam is forced out, it creates the vacuum that seals the jar. Different preserves require varying lengths of processing time in the bath, so refer to the individual recipes for times.


  When the jars first come out of the bath, they are very hot and fragile and must not touch each other or any cool surface. As you take them from the bath (using the canning tongs), place them on clean, double-folded cotton or linen towels. Never allow them to touch one another or the bare counter, or they could crack. As the jars cool, the vacuum formed in the top will pull the domes of the lid inward, making a “popping” sound. Let the jars sit for at least 24 hours before storing them. Any that do not seal can be reprocessed, but jars that don’t seal after the second try should be stored in the refrigerator and used as soon as possible.


  A Few Precautions on Storage


  All unprocessed conserves must be refrigerated. They should keep for up to 2 months if packed in a sterile jar. Processed conserves should be stored in a cool, dark cupboard or pantry. Do not eat any conserve with a bulging lid. I try to use canned goods within a year, though most will last a lot longer.


  In any case, if you are ever in doubt about any conserve, don’t eat it; throw it out. It’s better to lose a little bit of work and material than to end up being poisoned.


  INGREDIENTS


  You will be relieved to know that a well-stocked Southern pantry is in many ways a well-stocked American one. Even if you’re not from the South, if you are at all enthusiastic about cooking, most of the ingredients that are called for in this book will already be on your pantry shelves. Nonetheless, there are a few things that are specifically regional, which you may not already have on hand.


  If you have any trouble finding these ingredients, listen around you at work, among your neighbors, or among the patrons of your local market for the soft drawl of a Southern accent. It is axiomatic that you can take Southerners anywhere in the world and they don’t change; they just keep right on being Southern. Chances are, they can tip you off about where to find good collards and okra, or where you can find grits, white cornmeal, and soft-wheat flour. Failing that, I have provided addresses and phone numbers of select mail-order sources for some of the essentials at the end of the book.


  Dry Goods


  Flour: Southern cooks prefer flour milled from soft wheat. This type of wheat has a lower protein and gluten content than the hard red-wheat flours that dominate markets outside the South. The lower gluten content is critical for producing tender pastry, fluffy biscuits, and light cakes with a delicate crumb. Widely marketed brands of soft-wheat flours include White Lily, Dixie Lily, and Martha White. If you live where the King Arthur Flour brand is sold, look for their unbleached soft-wheat pastry flour. If none of these are available where you live, some mail-order sources are listed in the Resources section at the end of the book.


  All-purpose flour is the most commonplace and universally available type. It’s a blend of both soft- and hard-wheat flours, often mixed with a little barley flour to enhance its workability. For most of the recipes in this book, all-purpose flour is fine unless the recipe says otherwise. I used to hear it said that the blends of these flours marketed in the South tended to be weighted on the soft-wheat side, but I’ve used flours from all over the country and frankly can’t see any real difference. For baking, I’ve even made biscuits, pastry, and cakes with all-purpose flour and gotten good results. While soft-wheat flour is preferable and will make it easier for you to achieve success, every recipe in this book was tested using all-purpose flour.


  Bread flour is blended to have an extremely high gluten content, which makes yeast dough stretch and allows for more air to be trapped so that the bread rises higher. Unfortunately, what makes this blend desirable for yeast dough makes it undesirable for baking-powder breads and pastries. High-gluten flour makes biscuits and pastries tough and heavy. Therefore, bread flour can’t be substituted in any of the recipes, except as a thickener or for breading vegetables that are to be fried.


  Cornmeal: In the South, you can take for granted that “meal” means cornmeal. What you can’t take for granted is that it means white cornmeal. Though white meal is the preference in most places, there are pockets of the South where yellow meal takes precedence. Yellow meal has a more robust, slightly sweet flavor, but white meal is more delicate and, to some people, richer-tasting. The really important thing about cornmeal is freshness. I prefer white meal, but I have bought yellow meal when I could tell it was fresher. Use whichever you prefer, but choose freshness over type when you have a choice.


  The other important thing about cornmeal is how it is made. Stone-ground meal has by far the best texture. Stone-ground means that the corn was milled on an old-fashioned millstone. The package may read “water stone-ground,” which means that the mill was powered by running water. It doesn’t really matter; the corn can’t tell if it’s a motor or a waterwheel that is making the stone turn. It gets crushed all the same. Unbolted meal has none of the bran removed, so it is more flavorful and interesting, but it is also more perishable, so if the meal is unbolted, make sure that it is fresh and not stale-smelling. Unbolted meal is almost always labeled as such. If the package doesn’t say so, it is probably bolted meal.


  Stone-ground meal is available in natural and health-food stores, specialty groceries, and some supermarkets. For mail-order retailers of stone-ground meal, see the end of the book.


  Grits: There are two basic types of grits: hominy grits and whole-corn grits.


  Hominy grits is the most universally available; it’s made from dried corn from which the husk is removed. There are three types of hominy grits. Avoid instant grits like the plague, and pass over the “quick” grits if you can. Stick to regular hominy grits: The package cooking directions will say that it takes at least 20–30 minutes to cook. To be really good, the grits should be cooked for at least an hour.


  Whole-corn grits is ground from the whole grain; none of the outer husk is removed. Mail-order sources for whole-corn grits are listed in the Resources section at the end of the book.


  Before you write to me about my grammar, please read the discussion of the singularity of grits on page 38.


  Salt: Most markets offer three types of salt: sea, kosher, and regular table salt. For all my cooking, I use only kosher and sea salt—the first for routine cooking and the latter for finishing at the table. They’re more expensive than table salt, but if you can buy them in bulk, the difference in cost isn’t enough to worry about. Larger cartons of kosher salt are often sold in the ethnic section of your market instead of the spice aisle and many natural or health-food stores sell refined sea salt in bulk. For many cooks, the flakes of kosher salt make it easier to measure in their fingers. However, the reason to use kosher and sea salt is that they’re pure and have a clean salt flavor, so you’ll find that you actually use less of them than you are accustomed to with table salt.
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  Table salt, while common and inexpensive, has a harsh, chemical taste—and the cheaper it is, the more pronounced that aftertaste becomes. If you’ve always used it, chances are you don’t notice that drawback. Try this little test: buy a little sea or kosher salt. First taste it directly on your tongue, then clean your palate and taste the table salt. You’ll be surprised how sharp and chemical the table salt will taste by comparison.


  Sugar: Our consumption of this innocent product has gotten way out of hand, in part due to all the soft drinks that the average American puts away every day. But I’ll spare you the health lecture. My only problem with sugar is the way it has come to be overused in cooking, especially with vegetables. For most of the savory recipes in this book, sugar has no place.


  However, when a recipe calls for sugar, the type to use for the most authentic Southern flavor is pure cane sugar. In some of the recipes, I specify turbinado or demerara sugar (sometimes labeled “raw” sugar), a partially refined cane-sugar product whose crystals are larger than those of regular white sugar. Its color is a lovely light brown, and the flavor is mellower than that of fully refined sugar. It isn’t the same as modern brown sugar, which is merely refined sugar with some of the molasses added back. Since this book first came out, “raw” sugar has become more readily available, but if you can’t find it in your area, regular brown sugar can be substituted. The reverse, however, is not always true. In the event that a recipe does call for brown sugar, it means commercial brown sugar; don’t substitute turbinado or demerara unless the recipe states that it’s all right to do so, because they react differently in cooking.


  Miscellaneous Ingredients


  Anchovies: Salt-packed whole anchovies are the finest quality. In larger cities, they are readily available in Italian and specialty markets. Elsewhere, they are not as easy to find. Next in quality are anchovy fillets packed in olive oil in glass jars. A distant third are oil-packed canned fillets. As convenient as it is, I don’t care for anchovy paste that comes in a tube but if you have a small household and rarely use anchovies, it is probably the least wasteful way to keep it in stock in your refrigerator, and in the small quantities called for in this book, it should make very little difference.


  Bread Crumbs: Don’t throw out those old, dried-out loaves of French bread and yeast rolls; make your own bread crumbs with them in the food processor or with a box grater. Once you start making your own, you’ll really appreciate how much better they taste than the commercially produced variety.


  Capers: The pickled flower buds of a trailing plant, Capparis spinosa, that’s native to the Mediterranean, capers have long been imported and used in Southern cooking. The finest are packed in salt; these are available at Italian groceries and specialty markets in larger cities but are difficult to come by in most places. Capers packed in brine, which are almost universally available, work just fine in these recipes.


  Salt-packed capers must be well rinsed before they are used.


  Olives: Use only imported Greek or Italian brine-cured black or green olives. Yes, they are traditional, especially in port cities like Charleston, Savannah, and New Orleans. The most economical way to buy them is at Italian, Greek, or other specialty groceries where they are sold in bulk. Today they’re often sold in bulk in regular supermarkets as well. Look for them in the deli section of your market.
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  Tomato Paste: The imported variety that comes in a squeeze tube like toothpaste seems to have the best flavor and is the most convenient to use. There’s never a half-used can of the stuff moldering in the back of your refrigerator. However, any all-natural tomato paste is suitable.


  Cooking Fats


  Butter: There is no substitute for good butter. Use unsalted butter, the best you can find.


  Drippings: Drippings are the rendered fat from bacon or salt-cured pork. Whenever you make bacon, save the drippings. After they cool, pour them into a glass jar, seal it well, and store it in the refrigerator. You can also make the drippings as you need them. Fat levels differ, but an average slice of thick-cut bacon should give you about 1 tablespoon of drippings.


  Lard: Lard is discussed in the section on pork products (page 20). Look for lard without preservatives (some butchers carry it), or render your own. If you buy lard, check the package. It should be dry, and the lard should be creamy white and have a clean, pleasant, faintly oily smell. If it is yellow and has a strong odor, the lard is rancid.
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  Oils


  Vegetable Oils: Much touted these days as being a healthy alternative to animal fats, these oils do not have a long tradition in Southern kitchens. The oldest and most famous, olive oil, has always been known and used by upper-class Southern families, both for limited cooking (generally reserved for salads) and for medicinal uses. Most of the other oils, including the now-popular peanut oil, have come into common use only in the last century.


  For most deep-fat frying, I still prefer lard, in spite of all the negative things that the naysayers have laid at its door. However, if you are avoiding animal fats, you can use filtered, refined vegetable oils for all your deep-fat frying. The best of them is peanut oil. Many Southern cooks also swear by cottonseed oil, but it’s not easy to come by.


  For sautéing, where only a small amount of fat is required, the most traditional Southern flavor is to be had from animal fats—rendered bacon drippings, lard, and butter. Their distinct advantage is flavor: A little of them goes a long way. The less flavor the fat has, the more of it we tend to use. With that in mind when searching for animal-fat substitutes to use in these recipes, what I looked for first was flavor. The best flavor to be had is from cold-pressed, unfiltered oils, such as an extra-virgin olive oil, unfiltered corn oil, or peanut oil. These oils are loaded with flavor, so a little of them adds big things to the pot. You generally won’t find them in your supermarket; with the exception of olive oil, cold-pressed oils are usually available only at natural-food and specialty groceries. They cost more, but they are worth it.


  If you are accustomed to working only with refined oils, there are a few things you should know about the cold-pressed, unfiltered variety. Because these oils are not filtered or refined, they still contain some of the flavorful solids of the vegetable or seed from which they are pressed. These solids spoil more easily; therefore, unfiltered oils are a lot more perishable than mass-produced refined oils. Buy them from a vendor that has high turnover and store them in a cool, dark place, well away from light and heat. If you don’t use the oil very often and your house is warm all the time, the refrigerator is the better place to keep it. (Note: It’ll cloud, but it will still be safe to use.)


  Corn Oil: Corn oil is not especially traditional in Southern cooking, but if you are avoiding animal fats, it makes a good substitute for those fats in certain types of cooking. For deep frying, regular refined corn oil does an acceptable job, though it is not as good as peanut oil. It has very little flavor on its own, and it stands up fairly well to high heat. For sautéing, cold-pressed, unfiltered corn oil has a rich, almost buttery flavor that makes it a good substitute for butter or bacon fat, especially in dishes that contain corn. Look for it at natural-food or specialty groceries.


  Olive Oil: As Southern cooks have begun to use more and more olive oil in their cooking, reasonably good extra-virgin olive oil has become more widely available in the South; even supermarkets are beginning to carry more than one brand at a time. If, however, your supermarket stocks the oil on a top shelf, unshielded from the fluorescent lights, don’t buy it there. It’s better to shop for it in specialty groceries, where the oil is given proper care and the selection is usually better.


  For sautéing and salads, use only extra-virgin olive oil, the best you can afford. Later pressings, golden colored and very clear, are fine for sautéing when flavor is not important or for frying. Cheaper, lesser-grade oils are extracted from olive pulp that has already been pressed a number of times, using chemicals and heat. They have little or no flavor and are of no gastronomical interest whatsoever. Like good wine, extra-virgin oils differ in flavor and character from region to region—and even within regions. Experiment with the ones available to you, letting your own taste guide you in selecting one for your kitchen.


  Peanut Oil: I once heard some patriotic Southern soul describe peanut oil as the olive oil of the South—an admirable bit of national loyalty but a thoroughly silly remark. That’s not to say that peanut oil isn’t important. Along with lard, it is unparalleled for deep-frying, lending a crispness of crust that no other vegetable fat can approach. Use a refined peanut oil. It should be clear but smell like fresh peanuts.


  For sautéing without animal fat, a cold-pressed, unfiltered peanut oil is a great substitute for bacon drippings, lard, or butter. Of course, it does not taste like bacon, but it still provides a distinctive—and Southern—flavor. You’ll find it only at natural-food and specialty groceries. The oil will be a little cloudy and may have residue on the bottom, but it should have a clean, fresh peanut aroma. If it smells like stale peanuts, the oil is rancid and shouldn’t be used. If you don’t use it often, store it in the refrigerator.


  Dairy Products


  Look for minimally processed dairy products from grass-fed, pastured cattle, preferably not homogenized. Homogenization is a process that suspends the cream in milk so that it no longer rises to the top. Almost all the milk Americans consume is homogenized, and it would seem a harmless thing. Unfortunately, the fat stays suspended because its molecular structure has been changed, and studies show that this may be doing us more harm than good. I get lovely whole milk, buttermilk, and cream from Southern Swiss Dairy, a local Georgia farm that is producing unhomogenized, minimally pasteurized milk from pastured, grass-fed cattle. The difference it makes in my cooking is significant, and I find that I never have a problem tolerating the milk and cream.


  Buttermilk and Yogurt: Real buttermilk is the soured milk leftover from making butter. What passes for buttermilk nowadays is skimmed or whole milk treated with enzymes. Most commercial brands contain stabilizers, thickeners, and salt—and way too much of the latter. When I can’t get buttermilk from Southern Swiss Dairy, I substitute an all-natural, organically produced plain yogurt, thinned to buttermilk consistency with a little plain milk. Look for organically produced (preferably from a biodynamic farm) yogurt at natural or health-food stores. Stonyfield Farm and Seven Stars are dairies whose products are nationally marketed, and they are both excellent.


  Cheese: For the best results, use all-natural cheese. So-called American cheese, that lurid, elastic orange vinyl stuff that blankets most fast-food cheeseburgers, is beneath discussion, and its imitations are even worse. Their only claimed benefit is that they melt into a smooth emulsion. So does plastic. Think about that. Pass them by. Here’s what you do want:


  Cheddar: Use a sharp, all-natural cheddar, ideally an artisanal local cheddar. A good commercial Vermont or Canadian cheddar is also acceptable. Where commercial cheddar is concerned, there’s a lot of hoopla about using “white” over the orange-dyed stuff; dyeing the cheddar in part covers up a truncated curing process and has been done for 200 years. If all you can find is orange-dyed cheddar, don’t worry. All-natural cheeses are colored with vegetable dyes that are harmless.


  Blue: During the late War of Northern Aggression, on land that was to become my old alma mater in the foothills of Carolina, Confederate workmen busied themselves digging tunnels into the hills for reasons that are now lost in time. Eventually the tunnels were abandoned, incomplete. It would be years before they were finally put to use—by the dairy school of Clemson University—as aging caves for an excellent, rich blue cheese. For many years, this cheese was available only through an outlet at the university and has always been as popular as it was scarce. Today it is being marketed commercially and has been picked up by a few national mail-order vendors, but production is still limited and it is sometimes hard to get. Good-quality Roquefort, Gorgonzola, or Danish blue cheeses all make good substitutes. English Stilton, as good as it is in its way, is not an acceptable substitute.
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  Parmesan: Use only imported Parmigiano-Reggiano. The reason that it is the best for use in Italian cooking applies equally to Southern (or for that matter, any other) cooking.


  Cream: Unless the recipe calls for “light” cream, look for cream with a minimum milk-fat content of at least 36 percent, preferably not ultra-pasteurized or homogenized. It’s more perishable than commercial dairy cream, and therefore more expensive, but just close your eyes to the cost and buy it—it’s well worth it. Because it’s richer and more flavorful, you’ll find yourself using less of it.


  Sour Cream: All of the recipes in this book were tested with commercial sour cream—and it will work in all of them, but it isn’t the best choice. Homemade sour cream, which usually goes by its romantic-sounding French name, crème fraîche, will give you much better results, and it’s very easy to make.


  Crème FraîcheMAKES 1 PINT


  2 tablespoons all-natural whole-milk yogurt or Greek yogurt


  1 pint heavy cream (minimum 36 percent milk fat)
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  1. Line a wire sieve with a double layer of cheesecloth or an undyed microwave-quality paper towel over a bowl. Put the yogurt into it and let it drain for 30 minutes. Discard the whey in the bowl. If using Greek yogurt, omit the draining step.


  2. Either whisk the yogurt into the cream or put it and the cream in a clean glass jar, seal the jar tightly, and shake until the yogurt is dissolved into the cream. Set the cream aside, uncovered, at room temperature until it clots, about 4–8 hours, depending on the warmth of the room. When the clotting is complete, cover and store it in the refrigerator. It will keep for about 2 weeks.


  The Ubiquitous Pig


  The best-known, and perhaps most infamous, flavoring in Southern vegetable cookery is the salt-cured flesh and fat of that much-maligned barnyard animal, the pig. Poor thing; he spends his life minding his own business—and the best that he gets is a wallow in mud and a dinner of swill. When this rather prosaic life is ended, he provides the farmer not only with dinner but all manner of beneficial products. In return for this blameless life and sacrifice, he has been posthumously charged with killing the farmer off by clogging his arteries.


  Pork is not, however, by any means as universal in our cookery as is widely supposed. Nita Dixon, a traditional chef in Savannah, explains that the reason her vegetables are so good is because she learned to cook them without using meat. Her family—as was true of so many Low-country black families—was poor; they couldn’t afford to have meat often, so, she says, “I had to learn to make vegetables taste good some other way.” That other way was with herbs, garlic, and cayenne pepper.


  All the same, if porcine husbandry were brought to a halt, and pigs were to be banned from the South altogether, the blow to what we think of as a Southern flavor would not be fatal, but it would nonetheless be severe. It’s widely supposed that salt-cured pork was first added to the pot by African-American cooks as a means of supplementing a meager, mostly vegetarian diet—and this is probably in part true, though there were families like Nita’s that couldn’t even afford that. What I’ve found, in fact, is that adding salt-cured pork to the pot was more a white thing than a black one, because the white settlers had long been using this seasoning in their native Europe, and pigs are not native to Africa.


  Here are the pork products that every good Southern pantry is seldom without. For those who are not able to cook with them, I’ve suggested some alternatives, both here and in the applicable recipes. I only did this where it was possible to get at a recognizably Southern taste without using meat, and in looking for substitutes for pork, my aim was not to imitate meat by using another product, but to find another way of producing the same character and essential substance. My aim was not to find a substitute for the meat, but rather for what the meat did. So I won’t coyly pretend that these suggestions are anything more than substitutes; naturally they will not taste the same as pork. However, they will still give you a taste of that traditional satisfying flavor.


  Country or Dry-Cured Ham: These are hams that are cured with dry salt and air or smoke. The hind leg is first rubbed with salt and left to lie for a week or so. Then it is wiped dry, rubbed with more salt and sometimes spices and sugar, and hung up to air-dry just like prosciutto. Usually, though not always, country ham is finished with smoke, after which it goes through a final hanging to age the meat. A good country ham that has been smoked will have a distinct flavor of smoke to it, but it is subtle and never as heavy and pervasive as commercial water-cured hams. The longer the ham hangs and ages, the more concentrated and richer the flavor will be.


  Lean country-ham meat is used when a dish calls for its salty, dusky depth of flavor but does not also need fat. You can use a good-quality prosciutto instead of country ham, but for meatless cooking, the only satisfactory substitutes I’ve found for it (believe it or not) are salt-cured anchovy fillets, a dash of Thai fish sauce (an anchovy-based condiment), or for strict vegetarians, a small dash of good-quality soy sauce. The secret to these substitutes is to use them in very small quantities; too much anchovy will make the dish taste fishy, and too much soy will overpower the other flavors.


  Salt-Cured Pork or Salt Pork: This is the side or belly meat of the pig, which is heavily streaked with fat, pickled in dry salt but not smoked. When salt pork is called for in a recipe, never substitute a smoked product. It is used when a certain amount of fat is required in addition to flavor. Generally, you can use one of the substitutes suggested for country ham in conjunction with a mild-flavored fat such as peanut oil or butter.


  When a recipe calls for a piece of salt pork or ham to be stewed with the vegetables, a well-scraped Parmesan cheese rind (preferably from a piece of Parmigiano-Reggiano) is a very good substitute for either meat. It lends a body and richness to the broth that is similar to that lent by the salt-cured meat. Scrape the inner side of the rind well to remove any soft bits of cheese before using it.


  Bacon: When bacon is called for in this book, I mean smoked breakfast bacon. Historically, all salt-cured pork used to be called “bacon,” regardless of the cut, and it was usually not smoked. In the historical recipes, I’ve used salt pork or ham in my version of the recipe and call for bacon only when the sweet-smoky taste of modern bacon is the desired flavor. I’ve never found a satisfactory substitute; smoked turkey and tofu are too harsh and smoky tasting, and the “bacon” made from soy products is beneath even mentioning. Therefore, the suggested substitutions were not aimed at imitating bacon, but at producing a distinctly Southern, albeit different, taste.


  Fatback: This is the layer of pure fat on the back of the hog. It is salt-cured in the same way as salt pork, but it is not the same thing. The cheapest and crudest of the pork seasonings used in Southern cooking, it is not used anywhere in this book. If the salt pork in your market does not have a generous streak of lean meat, it’s probably fatback. Pass it by and use country ham, prosciutto, or one of the suggested substitutes.


  Lard: Here we go: pure, rendered pig fat—full of flavor and browning properties that cannot be imitated. I believe that lard is healthier than a fat that has been hydrogenated and treated with chemical hardeners and emulsifiers. As long as you do not have a medical condition that is aggravated by ingesting saturated fat, using limited amounts of lard wisely will not jeopardize your health. If you are not able to use pork fat, butter can be substituted for lard in pastries or for sautéing. If you do not use any animal products, substitute a flavorful vegetable fat such as peanut or olive oil for sautéing and peanut oil for frying.


  Broth


  A good broth or stock is often the sure foundation on which the flavors of so many vegetable dishes—and not only soups—are built. It is very little trouble to make, freezes beautifully, and adds a depth of flavor and body that makes the difference between a good dish and a great one. And yet so few cooks take this extra careful step. I tested many of the recipes in this book with canned broth, not because I prefer it or cook with it very often in my own kitchen, but because I wanted to be sure that the dish still tasted good when that shortcut was used. So when the ingredients list says “or canned broth,” it will work in the recipe, but it is not, and never will be, a recommendation. My preference, in all instances, is broth that I’ve made myself.


  If you choose to use canned or commercially frozen broth, look for a brand that does not contain monosodium glutamate (good luck), and if it is canned broth, dilute it with equal parts water, even if the package directions say to use it full strength.


  The only caution I have about homemade broth is that it is addictive. Once you make your own and taste the difference that it makes, you’ll never again be satisfied with anything else.


  Meat BrothMAKES ABOUT 5 QUARTS


  This is a sort of master recipe that can be used to make any sort of meat broth, since the kind of bones used determines the broth. The most usual is beef, though occasionally veal and even pork broth are used in traditional Southern vegetable cookery. You can even mix up the bones for a more complex broth, but where pale color and subtlety of flavor are important, it’s better to use only veal bones. If, on the other hand, you want a more intense color, brown the bones first in the oven. Position a rack in the upper third of the oven and preheat it to 400°F. Put the bones in a roasting pan and toss them with just enough oil to coat them. Bake them until they are nicely browned and fragrant, about half an hour. Be careful not to scorch them.
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  When a clear broth is important, careful skimming is critical, but when all that matters is flavor, you can happily ignore the pot. If the simmer is kept imperceptible, the broth will still be clear enough for most of the recipes of this book. If you want crystalline aspic, though, take the time to skim the broth.


  6 pounds meaty bones, shank, neck, tail, knuckles, or feet


  1 large yellow onion, peeled and stuck with 3 whole cloves


  1 large carrot, peeled and thickly sliced


  1 rib celery with leaves attached, thickly sliced


  1 leek, split and washed (or the green part only)


  1 Bouquet Garni (page 32), made with 2–3 sprigs parsley, 2–3 sprigs thyme, and 2 bay leaves


  6–8 whole peppercorns


  1 quarter-size ginger slice


  Salt


  1. Put the bones in a 10-quart soup kettle with 6 quarts of cold water. Place the kettle over very low heat, as low as you can get it, and let it come slowly to a simmer, which will take about three-quarters of an hour. As the scum begins rising to the top, skim it carefully away, and continue to do so as more forms on the top of the liquid. Do not stir the kettle, now or hereafter.


  2. When the scum no longer forms, let the liquid simmer for half an hour. Raise the heat to medium low and add all the remaining ingredients and a large pinch of salt. Let the pot come back to a simmer, again carefully skimming off the scum as it rises to the surface.


  3. Reduce the heat, as low as you can get it, and cook the broth at a bare simmer, uncovered, for at least 1½ hours or even longer, checking it periodically. The longer the broth simmers, the more concentrated its flavor will be. Simmer it very slowly, the steam bubbles not quite breaking the surface; it should never boil. Turn off the heat and let the broth settle and cool. Carefully strain it from the solids into a lidded metal or ceramic container or glass jars. Let the broth cool, uncovered, then seal it with a tight lid and refrigerate. It will keep like this for 4 or 5 days. To store it longer, chill it, skim off the fat, then spoon it into freezable containers, seal tightly, and freeze. It will keep indefinitely.


  Chicken BrothMAKES ABOUT 5 QUARTS


  Stewing hens or scrap chicken parts make excellent broth, and they are inexpensive.


  1 whole stewing hen, about 6 pounds, or the same weight in necks, back, wings, and feet


  1 large onion, peeled and stuck with 3 whole cloves


  2–3 large carrots, peeled and thickly sliced


  1 rib celery with leaves attached, thickly sliced


  1 leek, split and washed (or the green part only)


  1 Bouquet Garni (page 32), made with 2–3 sprigs parsley, 2–3 sprigs thyme, and 2 bay leaves


  8–10 whole peppercorns


  1 quarter-size slice fresh gingerroot


  Salt


  1. Put the hen or chicken parts in a 10-quart soup kettle with 6 quarts of cold water. Place the kettle over very low heat, as low as you can get it, and let it come slowly to a simmer, which will take about three-quarters of an hour. As the scum begins rising to the top, skim it carefully away, and continue to do so as more forms on the top of the liquid. Do not stir the kettle, now or hereafter.


  2. When the scum no longer forms, let the broth simmer for half an hour. Raise the heat to medium low and add all the remaining ingredients and a large pinch of salt. Let the pot come back to a simmer, again carefully skimming off the scum as it rises to the surface.


  3. Reduce the heat, as low as you can get it, and cook the broth at a bare simmer, uncovered, for at least 1½ hours or even longer, checking it periodically. The longer the broth simmers, the more concentrated its flavor will be. Simmer it very slowly, the steam bubbles not quite breaking the surface; it should never boil. Turn off the heat and let it settle and cool. Carefully strain it from the solids into a lidded metal or ceramic container or glass jars. Let the broth cool, uncovered, then seal it with a tight lid and refrigerate. It will keep like this for 4 or 5 days. To store it longer, chill it, skim off the fat, then spoon it into freezable containers, seal tightly, and freeze. It will keep indefinitely.


  Ham BrothMAKES ABOUT 3½ QUARTS


  The rich aroma and subtle flavor of salt-cured pork is a characterizing element of so many Southern vegetable dishes, whether it’s slow-simmered pole beans, collards, black-eyed peas, or old-time soup beans, but our modern paranoia about sodium and animal fat has led many traditional cooks to avoid this seasoning. There’s no getting around the sodium, but ham broth is one way to get those traditional flavors without the fat. Don’t trim away the fat from the scraps: It must be present during the cooking to give the broth its full depth of flavor. Once finished, the broth is chilled and the fat settles to the top and congeals. It’s easily removed. Used judiciously, that fat is wonderful for sautéing.


  If you are avoiding animal products altogether, there is of course no substitute for ham here: use the vegetable broth that follows instead.


  1 leftover country ham bone, with some meat still attached, or 1½ pounds ham hocks


  2 large yellow onions, peeled, 1 left whole and stuck with 4 cloves, the other thinly sliced


  1 medium rib celery, thickly sliced


  1 medium carrot, peeled and thickly sliced


  8–10 whole black peppercorns


  1 whole pod hot pepper such as cayenne, serrano, or jalapeño


  1 large bay leaf


  4 quarts water


  Salt


  1. Put all the ingredients except for salt into a 6- to 8-quart stockpot. Bring slowly to a simmer over medium heat, uncovered, about 30 minutes. As soon as bubbles begin breaking the surface, reduce the heat to low and simmer slowly for at least 1½ hours; 3 or 4 hours will be even better if you have the time.


  2. Turn off the heat. Taste and add salt if it is needed, then let the broth cool. Strain it and refrigerate until the fat on top has solidified. Skim off the fat and discard it or save it to use for sautéing. The fat will keep in the refrigerator for several weeks, up to 3 months if frozen in a well-sealed container. The broth will keep for up to a week, refrigerated, or as long as 3 months frozen in small batches.


  Vegetable BrothMAKES ABOUT 4 QUARTS


  Now that very few Southerners observe meatless fast days, few of us use vegetable broth anymore. But if you are cooking without meat, this aromatic broth will provide a welcome depth of flavor without adding meat to the pot. The flavor secret is the whole garlic. When garlic is slow-simmered in one piece as it is here, its taste is not pronounced, but it adds a subtle, almost meaty flavor to the broth.


  3 tablespoons butter or extra-virgin olive oil


  2 medium onions, peeled, 1 left whole and stuck with 3 cloves, the other thinly sliced


  2 large carrots, peeled and thickly sliced


  2 ribs celery with leafy tops, thickly sliced


  2 leeks, white and green parts, split, thoroughly washed, and thickly sliced


  6 quarts water


  4 large cloves garlic, peeled but left whole


  1 medium fresh tomato or one whole canned tomato


  1 Bouquet Garni (page 32), made with 3 sprigs parsley, 3 sprigs thyme, 1 sprig each oregano and sage, and 2 bay leaves


  2 quarter-size slices fresh gingerroot


  6–8 whole peppercorns


  Salt


  1. Put the butter or oil, the sliced onion, carrots, celery, and leeks in a large kettle that will hold all the ingredients. Turn on the heat to medium and sauté, tossing frequently, until the vegetables are nicely browned but not scorched, about 10 minutes.


  2. Add the remaining ingredients, a healthy pinch of salt, and reduce the heat to low. Bring the liquid slowly to a simmer, skimming it carefully of any scum that rises to the top.


  3. Reduce the heat, as low as you can get it, and cook the broth at a bare simmer, uncovered, for at least 1½ hours or even longer, checking it periodically, or until the liquid is reduced by about a third. The longer the broth simmers, the more concentrated its flavor will be. It should simmer very slowly.


  4. Turn off the heat and let the broth settle and cool. Carefully strain it from the solids into a lidded metal or ceramic container or glass jars. Let the broth cool completely, uncovered, then seal it with a tight lid and refrigerate. It will keep like this for 4 or 5 days. To store it longer, chill it, then spoon it into freezable containers, seal tightly, and freeze. It will keep indefinitely.


  The Southern Spice Cabinet


  One crisp winter day I spent the better part of a morning hashing over Southern cooking with two visitors from England, describing the many different cuisines that make it up, discussing its many regional differences, enumerating its characteristic elements. A good bit of that time went into trying to describe the real essence of the Lowcountry kitchen. Finally, famished from all that talk of food, we went over to Nita Dixon’s cafe for lunch. Nita is a dynamic cook who is doing a lot to wake people up to real Lowcountry food. It isn’t a crusade with her; she just cooks the way she learned
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