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Introduction
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Comfort comes in many forms, from the clothes we wear to our surroundings and the food we eat. I think growing up we all have those memories of backyard cookouts, family reunions, and Sunday dinners. It was often a time when family traditions and recipes were served up in hearty portions. There is just something about those old classic dishes that have been passed down through the generations that do more than fill your stomach; they bring about peace and togetherness. That is what comfort food is—a sense of contentment brought on by memories of good home cooking. Comfort food is hearty dishes that have not only stood the test of time but that also rekindle a memory with every bite.

In this book, it is Shannon’s and my goal to celebrate all the classic recipes that have brought us comfort through the years, whether it’s Grandma’s special pie, or a meal from a favorite hole-in-the-wall diner that wasn’t on any tourist map, or a creation born from hard times that is still replicated today. It’s important for us to remember not only these recipes but also the history and stories behind them.

Being a chuck wagon cook, my most important job is to feed cowboys. My second most important job is to make them feel comfortable in camp, to feel like family and give them a sense of being at home. When cooking on remote ranches, my home isn’t made of solid walls but of canvas. The conditions are much different than a typical dining room. The chairs are replaced with wood benches, and the fine china with enameled plates. But wherever Shan and I are cooking, we want to create a sense of home and comfort, and what’s the easiest way to do that? With food.

It is a special feeling when I see plates licked clean after a meal and hear the comment, “That was just like Mama used to cook.” A comparison to a mama or grandma is probably the highest compliment you can get. I love cooking true homestyle foods, and not only is this a way to share food and fellowship, but it’s also an opportunity to pass on traditions and history.

Cowboys need to be fed well to work well. It’s very common for cowboys to lose weight during spring or fall works because the hours horseback are long, the nights short, and they’re burning a lot of calories throughout the day. However, those fellers often have to let out another notch on their belts after too many extra helpings at the wagon. It’s often those homestyle favorites that do it.

I’ve walked in the boots of some tough cooks who came before me. I admire those old men who sat in that wagon seat, driving an ornery team of mules, day after day, in some of Mother Nature’s harshest conditions. Our cooking methods today are still the same, but I’m grateful for the wider selection of groceries we have to work with now. In our area, we have a great influence of Mexican cooking. This dates back to the cattle drive days, when many Mexican immigrants became cooks on the trail.

With that came the influence of new spices, including dried chiles, fresh oregano, ground cumin, among others. These spices found their way into a lot of dishes that were prepared during the long journey north. I’ve always said I like a dish that bites back, and we’re sharing some of my favorite authentic Mexican dishes, with a little heat. The heat comes from traditional chiles that we use, whether they are ground down or rehydrated for sauces. This is what makes these recipes unique—you won’t be using prepackaged seasonings, but creating a unique blend of flavors that you might only find south of the border.

Along with good Mexican food, some of my greatest memories of comfort food come from cafés and diners that populated small-town main streets, as well as one greasy spoon that served up the best patty melt in five counties. We didn’t grow up with a lot of money, so café dining was sure a treat, and we looked forward to special occasions when we could indulge. I know Mama enjoyed the night off from cooking and doing the dishes!

When I was on the road doing a lot of rodeoing, I looked forward to pulling into these little diners to satisfy some hunger pains. I might be in the mood for a chili cheese dog with homemade chili or maybe a famous Oklahoma fried onion burger. These are the places where you can count on the menu being filled with all-American comfort foods that are filling and satisfying. Now, most of the old stops I went to across rural America are boarded up and no longer exist, but we’re saving you some gas money since you can now re-create these classic café dishes right at home.

Let’s not forget that good outdoor cooking—which is what I’m known for. One of my favorite methods of cooking is with fire and cast iron. Now, you may not have a 385-pound wood stove like my Bertha, but you can still enjoy these flame-grilled recipes we’re going to share with you. And don’t you be using any briquettes! Whether it’s smoking or grilling, these recipes are guaranteed to give you that authentic fire flavor with natural wood. Outdoor cooking is one of the most social types of cooking, so let’s celebrate gathering around the fire!

There have been several times that I’ve cooked for ranches when I didn’t know anyone on the crew and it was in new country. You know when you’re in those situations, you often feel a little out of place. But the things that put me back in the saddle were the things that I had always relied on, and that was cooking, fire, and cowboys. It’s not a good feeling being out of your comfort zone, so you have to look to something you can count on, like family, friends, your trusty roping horse, and even food. I have found out that in what may seem like the worst of times or the biggest challenges, if you just ride that horse a little longer, there ain’t nothing you can’t overcome. The uncomfortable becomes comfortable, and the hopeless becomes hopeful.

The pages ahead are not just filled with feel-good recipes. We want to also take you on a journey through history. This book provides you with a ticket right in the wagon seat to travel with us to some of the ranches where we’ve cooked. It is filled with stories that explore what it was like going down the dusty trails in the 1800s to modern-day cowboy mischief that I seemed to get myself into growing up. This will be a look back at the tales of cooks, cowboys, and cow bosses who blazed the trails before us. If the stories don’t transport you, then surely Shannon’s beautiful photography will give you an up-close view into our unique lifestyle.

So get in the wagon seat—there ain’t no seat belt, so just hold on tight! We’re traveling to your favorite café, that authentic Mexican restaurant down the road, and the backyard to smell that good woodsmoke roll off the grill. You’ll be tasting it all with a little cowboy twist, because sharing food and history has been going on around the table for centuries. It is what gets us through both times of crisis and times of celebration. It is important that we carry on these traditions and re-create comfort wherever you may hang your hat.




Good Gravy!: Breakfast
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It was a cold November night in the Palo Duro Canyon of Texas. Factor in the forty-mph winds and it sure wasn’t a night for calm sleeping conditions. I remember the flapping of the canvas walls of my teepee hitting me in the head every time Mother Nature took a breath. That’s one thing about Mother Nature: She’s always in charge of the lighting and the thermostat when ranch cooking.

On nights like these, I’d always sleep with my clothes next to me so in the morning they’d be warm and I wouldn’t have to fight putting on a stiff pair of half-frozen britches. I was afraid to look at the actual temperature when I woke up that morning, but I knew I had to stoke Bertha (my trusty wood stove) full of mesquite knots that morning to melt the layer of ice in my kitchen. I had snapped in all the walls around the fly of the wagon to help block the arctic blast, and I was determined to get my kitchen as warm as possible for those cowboys I could hear rustling in their teepees.

I knew those fellers needed all the calories they could get in order to work in these seemingly unbearable conditions. As a good cowboy friend of mine would always say, “This isn’t a Pop-Tart kind of moment in life.” He was right—this was a hearty hot biscuits and gravy morning, with lots of sausage stirred into that creamy gravy. In case you are wondering, I believe gravy is its own food group. This breakfast was an easy deal because the biscuits didn’t need time to rise, so I had more time to gather firewood for Bertha.

As I combined the flour with my hands, it was hard to get my fingers moving like they should, but I knew I had to take care of this bunch because it’s my job to keep them fed, no matter the conditions. I also wanted to make extra so they could stick a couple of biscuits in their pockets for a midmorning snack.

When the boys slowly started to wander into camp, they were coated in an armor of denim and wool. They all hunched over the stove with outstretched hands. Bertha doesn’t have many friends in August, but in the winter, she sure is a popular ol’ gal.

I said, “Grab a cup of coffee, make yourselves as comfortable as you can, and I will get all this ready to go.” One of the younger cowboys leaned over to me and nearly in a whisper said, “Mr. Rollins, how can we get comfortable? It’s not fit for man nor beast to be out in this.” He sure had a point. It was cozy in camp, but one inch outside those walls and my mustache hair would begin to freeze. I paused for a moment, then looked him in the eye and answered, “It may be cold and windy, but we are the lucky ones. We’ve got dry wood, a hot breakfast, and good friends around us. I reckon the good Lord is keeping us as comfortable as we need to be.” Sometimes during the uncomfortable times in life, you just saddle up and tell yourself, This horse may be a little rough to ride, but with time, things will smooth out. It’s like a good skillet of gravy—if you just keep stirring, you’ll get all the lumps out eventually.





It’s like a good skillet of gravy—if you just keep stirring, you’ll get all the lumps out eventually.









Homemade Doughnuts
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It took many trips to the local doughnut shop, and a bigger size in britches, but we figured out how to make the perfect doughnut at home. This dough is light, airy, and deep-fried to perfection. We top it with a sweet glaze of vanilla and almond extracts, and as Shan says, “Don’t forget the sprinkles!”

MAKES 12 TO 14 DOUGHNUTS

PREP TIME: 2 HOURS AND 15 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 2 HOURS AND 25 MINUTES


	1¼ cups milk

	2 tablespoons dry yeast

	½ cup plus 1 tablespoon sugar

	4½ to 5 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

	1 teaspoon salt

	1 stick butter, softened, plus more for greasing

	2 large eggs

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	Oil, for frying

	Glaze




	In a small saucepan over low heat, warm the milk to room temperature. Be careful not to overheat. Pour the milk into a small bowl and whisk in the yeast and 1 tablespoon of sugar. Let the mixture rest for 10 minutes, or until bubbly.

	Sift 4½ cups of the flour into a large bowl. Stir in the salt.

	In a separate large bowl, using an electric mixer, cream together the remaining ½ cup sugar, the butter, eggs, and vanilla until smooth.

	Make a well in the center of the flour mixture and pour in the yeast mixture, then the egg mixture. Slowly begin folding the ingredients together until combined. Sift in more flour, if needed, to form a soft ball that isn’t too sticky.

	Turn the dough out onto a floured surface and knead for about 8 minutes.

	Form the dough into a ball and place in a bowl greased with butter. Cover and let rise in a warm place for about 1 hour, or until doubled in size.

	Turn the dough out onto a floured surface and roll or pat out to ½ to ¾ inch thick. With a 3-inch biscuit cutter, cut the doughnuts out. Be careful not to twist the cutter while cutting, which can seal the edges and prevent rising.

	With a shot glass or smaller cutter, cut the middles out. Place the doughnuts and doughnut holes on a floured pan or waxed paper and cover. Let rise in a warm place for 45 minutes to 1 hour, or until doubled in size.

	In a large saucepan or Dutch oven, heat 3 to 4 inches of oil to 340ºF.

	Place the doughnuts, a few at a time, in the oil and fry about 1 minute each side, or until a light golden brown. Repeat with the doughnut holes.

	Transfer the fried doughnuts to a wire rack and let cool slightly. Dip the tops of the doughnuts in the glaze and place back on the wire rack. Serve warm or at room temperature.



Glaze

MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP

PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 5 MINUTES


	2 cups powdered sugar, sifted

	¼ cup milk

	½ teaspoon almond extract

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract



Place all the ingredients together in a bowl big enough to dip the doughnuts in and whisk until smooth.
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Hearty Ham and Cheese English Muffins

Don’t waste your time at the drive-up window! We’ve remade the classic McDonald’s breakfast to include more meat, eggs, and a tangy sauce. Instead of Canadian bacon, I want y’all to get a good thick-cut ham steak for a heartier sandwich. Our sauce has a little kick with a blend of mayonnaise, mustard, and horseradish. But please don’t advertise this much because the neighbors will be wanting you to put a drive-up window in your kitchen.

MAKES 4 BREAKFAST MUFFINS

PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 20 MINUTES


	4 tablespoons mayonnaise

	4 tablespoons mustard

	3 teaspoons prepared horseradish, or more to taste

	4 English muffins, split open

	1 (1-pound) ham steak

	8 slices cheddar cheese

	8 large eggs

	Salt and black pepper

	4 tablespoons butter




	In a small bowl, whisk together the mayonnaise, mustard, and horseradish.

	Place the top of 1 muffin on the ham steak and cut around the ham to make a circle. Repeat to make a total of 4 cut ham rounds.

	In a large cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat, cook the ham pieces for about 4 minutes per side, or until lightly charred. Just before finishing, place 1 cheese slice on top of each ham piece and heat until slightly melted.

	Remove the ham from the skillet. Set aside and keep warm.

	Return the skillet to medium-high heat. Butter the inside of 4 large biscuit cutters or open tin cans (such as a tuna fish can or similar). Place the cutters in the skillet and crack 2 eggs in the middle of each. Lightly scramble the eggs with a fork. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

	Cook for about 2 minutes, or until the eggs set up a bit. Remove the cans and flip the eggs over. Continue cooking until the eggs have cooked through, about 2 more minutes.

	Turn off the heat and top the eggs with 1 slice of cheese and let melt slightly.

	Meanwhile, butter the insides of the English muffins and place in a separate skillet over medium-high heat to toast.

	Spread the mayonnaise mixture on the insides of the muffins. Top the bottom muffin with 1 piece of ham and egg. Finish with the top of the English muffin. Serve immediately.






Mountain Man Breakfast

Here’s a one-pot dish that will satisfy the hungriest bunch around the table. This casserole combines bacon and sausage, two types of cheese, red potatoes, and a smoked poblano chile to give it a little kick. Top with fried eggs and you will be able to climb any mountain that might come along. This is also a great camping recipe to do in a Dutch oven to keep your crew satisfied all morning.

MAKES 8 HEARTY SERVINGS

PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 1 HOUR AND 15 MINUTES


	10 small red potatoes, peeled, or 2 pounds frozen hash browns

	1 pound bacon, cut into bite-size pieces

	1 pound ground breakfast pork sausage

	1 white onion, chopped

	1 red bell pepper, chopped

	1 roasted poblano chile, chopped

	Salt and black pepper

	10 large eggs

	1 cup shredded pepper jack cheese

	1 cup shredded cheddar cheese




	Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

	If using red potatoes, grate the potatoes into a large bowl and cover with water.

	In a 12-inch cast-iron or other oven-safe skillet over medium-high heat, cook the bacon, stirring occasionally, until browned, about 5 minutes. Transfer to paper towels to drain. Leave about 2 tablespoons of bacon grease in the skillet and discard the rest.

	Crumble the sausage into the skillet and cook over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally, until it begins to brown, about 5 minutes. Stir in the onion, bell pepper, and poblano.

	If using red potatoes, drain the potatoes from the water, and pat dry with a towel. Stir the potatoes (or the frozen hash browns) into the sausage mixture and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion, bell pepper, and poblano are tender and the sausage has browned, about 4 minutes. Season with salt and black pepper to taste.

	Place 6 of the eggs in a medium bowl and whisk until smooth. Pour the eggs evenly over the sausage mixture. Sprinkle the bacon on top. Bake for 45 minutes, or until the eggs set up.

	Sprinkle the cheeses evenly over the top and bake for another 2 minutes, or until melted. Crack the remaining 4 eggs on top and bake until the eggs are sunny side up, about 5 minutes. Serve warm.



Tip If you don’t have a large enough skillet to bake all this in, you can transfer the ingredients to a large casserole dish in step 6 and bake.




Old-Fashioned Biscuits and Sausage Gravy
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A good ol’ buttery buttermilk biscuit slathered with gravy has always been a staple feeding cowboys at the wagon. This is a filling breakfast all on its own, but when you add crumbled sausage to the creamy gravy, it will keep a feller full until the next meal. The best part of this recipe is that there is no rise time for the biscuits, so they can be made on even the busiest of mornings.

MAKES ABOUT 15 BISCUITS

PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 30 MINUTES


	Butter, for greasing

	3 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

	3 tablespoons sugar

	1 heaping tablespoon baking powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	½ teaspoon cream of tartar or

	2 teaspoons white vinegar

	1½ sticks chilled butter, thinly sliced

	1 large egg, lightly beaten

	1¼ cups buttermilk

	Sausage Gravy




	Preheat the oven to 350ºF. Lightly butter a large cast-iron skillet or baking pan.

	In a large bowl, combine the flour, sugar, baking powder, salt, and cream of tartar. If using vinegar, mix in with the buttermilk in step 4.

	With a pastry cutter or fork, cut the butter into the flour mixture. You don’t want to cut it as fine as a cracker crumb consistency but leave some larger butter flakes.

	In a small bowl, whisk together the egg and buttermilk. Stir the wet mixture into the flour mixture until just combined. The dough will be a little sticky.

	Turn the dough out onto a generously floured surface. Flour your hands and knead the dough ten to fifteen times. If the dough is still tacky, knead in a little more flour to form a soft dough.

	Pat or roll the dough out to ¾ to 1 inch thick. Cut out about fifteen 2½-inch biscuits.

	Place the biscuits in the skillet or baking pan. Bake for 10 to 15 minutes, or until a light golden brown on top and bottom. Brush the tops with melted butter and serve immediately, topped with sausage gravy.



Sausage Gravy

MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS

PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 10 MINUTES


	½ cup meat grease (sausage, bacon, or other meat)

	5 tablespoons all-purpose flour

	1½ to 2 cups milk, warmed

	½ pound cooked ground pork breakfast sausage

	Salt and black pepper




	In a large cast-iron skillet over medium heat, heat the grease.

	Sift in the flour and let it come to a light boil for 2 minutes, stirring and mashing down constantly with a flat spatula.

	Slowly stir in 1½ cups of the milk and bring back to a light boil. Continue stirring and mashing with the spatula until the mixture is smooth and reaches the desired consistency, about 2 minutes. You can add more milk or warm water to thin the gravy, if needed.

	Stir in the sausage. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve immediately over biscuits.
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Southwestern Bagel Sandwich
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How about y’all hop in the wagon with me and we take a trip south of the border for breakfast? If cowboys have to saddle up quickly and get out for the day or if we’re moving camp, Shan and I like to make a grab-and-go meal like this sandwich. The southwestern flavor comes from refried beans smothered on a toasted bagel with thick-cut bacon and green chiles. We’ve also substituted the bacon with some chorizo for even more flavor.

MAKES 2 SANDWICHES

PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 25 MINUTES


	8 tablespoons canned refried beans

	1 heaping tablespoon mayonnaise

	2 tablespoons canned diced green chiles

	2 tablespoons butter

	4 slices thick-cut bacon, cut in half

	2 large eggs

	2 bagels, toasted

	2 slices pepper jack cheese

	1 avocado, thinly sliced

	Salsa, for topping (optional)




	In a small saucepan over low heat, cook the beans, mayonnaise, green chiles, and 1 tablespoon of the butter for about 5 minutes, or until warmed through.

	In a medium cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat, cook the bacon until crispy.

	In a large cast-iron skillet over medium heat, melt the remaining 1 tablespoon butter over medium heat. Crack the eggs in the skillet and fry for about 3 minutes, until the whites begin to set up. With a spatula, break the yolks and spread around gently. Continue to cook for 1 to 2 minutes, then flip and cook for 2 more minutes, or until cooked through.

	Spread the bottom bagels with about 2 tablespoons of the bean mixture each and top with 1 slice of pepper jack cheese, followed by the fried egg, 4 cut bacon strips, and half the avocado. Spoon salsa, if using, on top. Spread the inside of the bagel tops with 2 tablespoons of the bean mixture and place on top. Serve immediately.






Red Eye Gravy and Ham

This classic recipe was born from some hard times. Also known as poor man’s gravy, this recipe originally only required two ingredients: coffee and meat drippings. Unlike traditional gravy, the liquid is made from brewed coffee, which gives it a robust flavor and was much cheaper than using milk or cream. Just goes to show you don’t need fancy ingredients to serve up a good meal.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS

PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 15 MINUTES


	1 (12- to 14-ounce) ham steak

	2 tablespoons bacon grease

	1 tablespoon butter

	2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

	1 to 1½ cups brewed coffee

	2 teaspoons black pepper




	Heat a large cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat. Add the ham and cook for 4 minutes on each side, or until lightly charred. Transfer the ham to a large plate and set aside.

	Return to the same skillet and melt the bacon grease and butter over medium-low heat. Sift in the flour and stir until smooth with a flat spatula.

	Stir in 1 cup of the coffee, a little at a time. Bring to a boil, stirring occasionally. Sprinkle in the pepper and continue to cook for 3 to 4 minutes, until it reaches the desired consistency. Stir in more flour for a thicker consistency or add more coffee to thin it.

	Remove from the heat and let cool slightly. Pour the gravy over the ham and serve immediately.






“Green grass and fat cows . . . Man, we’re sure living in tall cotton.”












Top 10 Signs You’re a Chuck Wagon Cook


	Your kitchen is bigger than some states.

	You have no electric bill.

	Your patrons commute horseback.

	Your watch has two times: daylight and dark.

	The nearest grocery store is sixty miles away.

	You don’t have to mop the kitchen floor.

	Your dishwasher and bathtub are one and the same.

	Having a waterbed means your teepee leaked.

	Days off only come at night.

	To cook on high, you just add more wood.
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Green Chile and Egg Breakfast Quesadilla

Unlike using regular scrambled eggs, we are changing up the technique here so those eggs won’t fall out of your quesadilla when you take a bite. Be sure to get a big enough cast-iron skillet that will hold the entire tortilla. We’re also using lots of cheese and diced-up ham. This won’t be a little ol’ thin quesadilla, ’cause we’re layering it up!

MAKES 2 QUESADILLAS

PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES

TOTAL TIME: 20 MINUTES


	2 tablespoons butter

	4 large eggs

	Salt and black pepper

	1 cup shredded mozzarella

	2 (10-inch) flour tortillas

	1 cup pepper jack cheese

	1 (4-ounce) can diced green chiles

	1 cup finely chopped ham




	In a 10-inch cast-iron skillet over medium-low heat, melt 1 tablespoon of the butter. Swirl the butter around to evenly coat the skillet.

	In a small bowl, whisk together 2 of the eggs and pour into the skillet. Cook for 2 to 3 minutes, until they begin to set up around the edges. Season with salt and pepper to taste, then sprinkle the eggs evenly with ½ cup of the mozzarella cheese.

	Place 1 tortilla on top of the eggs and cheese and mash down slightly to seal the ingredients together.

	Cook for about 3 minutes, until the eggs are cooked through and easily release from the skillet.

	Flip the tortilla over and sprinkle ½ cup of the pepper jack cheese evenly on top. Sprinkle half the can of green chiles followed by half of the chopped ham on top.

	Fold half of the tortilla over to meet the other side and mash slightly. Cook for 3 to 4 minutes, each side, or until golden brown. Repeat to make the second quesadilla. Slice in half and serve immediately.
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