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Introduction

When the taste changes with every bite and the last bite is as good as the first, that’s Cajun! I’m a Cajun and that’s Louisiana cooking.

Cajuns originated in Southern France, emigrated to Nova Scotia in the early 1600′s and settled a colony that came to be called Acadia. In the mid-1700′s the British drove them out of Nova Scotia and many of them migrated to Louisiana, where they were well received by the large population of French. They usually settled along waterways and turned to their traditional country practice of fishing, trapping and farming for a living. Two of my ancestors were among those Acadians who migrated from Nova Scotia to Louisiana. Some of their descendants settled around the area of Opelousas, where I was born.

I grew up the youngest of thirteen children—ten boys and three girls. My family worked the land as sharecroppers, farming on borrowed land and paying the landlord a third of the profits from the cotton and sweet-potato crops. (My father spent forty-two years farming, following a pair of mules.) We also raised our own vegetables and animals for eating.

Fabulous food is a part of Cajun pride. It’s our tradition to always celebrate with food and to welcome guests with food and coffee. I was seven years old when I began cooking with my mother, when my youngest sister got married. The most important thing to my mother was the health of her family and the joy of setting a good table, and she was an awesome cook. Everybody thinks his mother is the best cook—but mine really was! She had to be, to prepare interesting meals day in and day out for such a large family. Cooking with her was like working for a small restaurant. It was incredible what she could do, especially considering that the best food we raised was sold. My mother also was a great storyteller, and she talked to me a lot about food—its lore, the different kinds of food and how they’re prepared. All of this is still an inspiration to me.

At the time I worked with my mother, I thought that it was just my job and that it was hard work. I know now that those years were a unique opportunity. The time I spent with her next to the stove, in the fields digging up roots and vegetables, and in the barnyards feeding and slaughtering animals provided me with an exceptional experience. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve realized how important living close to the land was and how real it was—not only for me and my family, but for all the people who live close to the land.

When I was seventeen, not fully knowing what was happening, not realizing why, I set out to become a cook. (The only thing I knew for sure was that I enjoyed eating!) I traveled around the country for twelve years, working full time at restaurants with chefs of every professional and ethnic background. In addition to learning new techniques and methods and the cuisines of various parts of the country, I shared my own heritage of cooking by fixing Cajun and Creole dishes. I was struck by the reactions to my food, from people all over the country. I began to understand how unique the traditional foods of my family were. I came to realize that the joy of cooking Cajun and Creole food was not just that I appreciated its goodness so much, but that there was this great pleasure I got from watching other people eat it and seeing the joy in their eyes. At the same time, I would notice when I returned home for visits that my Cajun family and friends didn’t seem to recognize the uniqueness of their cooking. I felt it was one of those situations where if you see something every day, you don’t see it; if you taste something every day, you don’t realize that it’s unique.

That’s one of the things that led me back to Louisiana. And I decided that Louisiana was the place to cook, not only because it was important to me to keep the Cajun culture alive, but because the most creative cooking in the nation was going on in Louisiana. Cooks and cooking as an art were most appreciated here.

Louisiana is a terrific setting for a cook because of its bountiful natural resources, including a variety of wildlife and a wealth of fresh seafood that is extraordinary because of the state’s diverse water resources: the brackish waters in the coastal wetlands and in many of the southernmost lakes, the salt water of the Gulf, and the freshwater lakes and streams throughout the state. Also, our subtropical climate produces a taste in fruits and vegetables that is unmatched—when the taste is there, it’s just really staggering!

It took me many years to understand that it was the use of local fresh products that was the single most important factor in good eating. One of my strongest memories of my mother’s cooking is her use of only fresh ingredients. We had no refrigeration, so we’d go out in the fields to get what we needed. When we dug up potatoes, within two hours they’d be in the pot, cooked and eaten. I couldn’t seem to get a potato to taste like my mother’s until I realized that it wasn’t anything that was done in the kitchen—it was just the freshness of the potato that made it completely different. This principle carries over to all foods.

The ingredients in Cajun food have always depended on what you could get, so it changed depending on where you were. If you lived near New Orleans or the coast, you used seafood. But where we lived, there was no salt water and no transportation to reach it, so we had crawfish, which live in sweet water; and we had an endless supply of game, and there was chicken, pork, beef and all kinds of vegetables.

Cajuns still make use of the plentiful crawfish, as well as chicken and pork (which is frequently smoked) and seasonal game. Filé powder, parsley, bay leaves, cayenne and black peppers and a variety of other hot peppers are the primary seasonings. Rice, an abundant Louisiana crop, is a staple of Cajun cooking.

People often ask me what’s the difference between Cajun and Creole cooking. Cajun and Creole cuisines share many similarities. Both are Louisiana born, with French roots. But Cajun is very old, French country cooking—a simple, hearty fare. Cajun food began in Southern France, moved on to Nova Scotia and then came to Louisiana. The Acadians adapted their dishes to use ingredients that grew wild in the area—bay leaves from the laurel tree, filé powder from the sassafras tree and an abundance of different peppers such as cayenne, Tabasco peppers, banana peppers and bird’s-eye peppers that grow wild in South Louisiana—learning their uses from the native Indians.

The evolution of Creole cooking, just like the Cajun, has depended heavily on whatever foods have been available. But Creole food, unlike Cajun, began in New Orleans and is a mixture of the traditions of French, Spanish, Italian, American Indian, African and other ethnic groups. Seven flags flew over New Orleans in the early days, and each time a new nation took over, many members of the deposed government would leave the city; most of their cooks and other servants stayed behind. The position of cook was highly esteemed and the best paid position in the household. Those cooks, most of whom were black, would be hired by other families, often of a different nationality. Of course, the cooks would have to change their style of cooking. Over a period of time, they learned how to cook for a variety of nationalities, and they incorporated their own spicy, home-style way of cooking into the different cuisines of their employers. This is the way Creole food was created. Creole cooking is more sophisticated and complex than Cajun cooking—it’s city cooking.

Today, in homes, there is still a distinction between Cajun and Creole cooking; in restaurants, little distinction remains. That’s why I’ve begun referring to the two together as one—Louisiana cooking.

I feel that food is a celebration of life; it’s a universal thing: shared needs and shared experiences. It keeps us alive, it affects our attitudes, it’s a social experience. But, there’s more to it: Watching people eat something that they’ve never tasted quite so good, or eat something that they didn’t believe could be that good, watching their eyes and their whole expressions change, and even their attitudes toward the cook change—that’s what keeps me cooking! And I think that’s what cooking food is about, whether you’re cooking in the commercial market or at home.

I think cooking is a very personal thing. You have to draw on the past, on what you’ve read, what you’ve tasted and what you’ve seen prepared. But I think that anyone can show imagination with food. First, you need to build your confidence. Start by reading cookbooks to see the different ways people combine foods. Keep in mind that there is only a limited number of foods available in this world to work with—which is fascinating, because people all over the world take these basics and make them taste completely different. People in your own neighborhood, the people next door, have the same products to work with, and yet each person ends up with a distinctive dish.

With all this in mind, use your imagination when approaching a single ingredient, like pepper, for example. If you put pepper in a dish, you don’t want to taste the pepper first; you want it there as an accent—but you don’t want it to take over. And think about this one: I’ve found a lot of magic in working with a single ingredient to produce a “redundancy” of flavor. For example, if you’re stuffing an eggplant, don’t just stuff it! Hollow out a slice of the eggplant to put the stuffing in, then use the pulp in the stuffing and in the sauce. That’s exciting!

If I could get across just one idea, it would be for you to treat each ingredient so that you bring out its best quality. If that’s done, you can’t fail to have a terrific dish. (And don’t be timid about it—just jump right in the skillet!)

I try to make my food “round” in taste. We have a variety of taste buds in our mouths and when food is “round,” it touches all of them in turn. One way I make food “round” is to use red, white and black peppers in the same recipe, which you’ll see I do frequently (as a matter of fact, not just frequently, but in nearly every recipe except desserts!). Different peppers excite taste buds in different parts of the mouth, and this makes you feel that you want another bite—that you just have to have another bite. The peppers also cleanse the palate and keep the food interesting by making it change with each bite. This keeps your taste buds happy!

You’ll notice in the cookbook that I often call for the same combinations of vegetables, such as onions, celery and bell peppers, or onions, celery, bell peppers and garlic. The secret of getting different tastes from these same combinations is in the amount of each you use. For example, in one recipe you might see one cup of onions and one-half cup of celery, and then in another you’ll see the reverse of that. That’s typical of my Cajun cooking.

Something else I like to do with these particular vegetables is to add a portion of them in the early stages of cooking and then add the rest later; when you do this, you achieve levels of taste and texture. You’ll notice this, for example, in some of the recipes that call for a portion of the vegetables to be “caramelized” (bringing out the sweetness and giving you a deep color) and the remainder to be added later (leaving this portion colorful and somewhat crunchy).

You may also notice the long cooking time in many of the recipes. This method stems from a tradition in old Cajun and Creole cooking—long, long cooking times. In the old recipes for such things as stuffed eggplant, stuffed mirliton and other stuffed vegetables—even in foods like red beans and black-eyed peas and sometimes seafood—it’s that long cooking time that establishes a taste you can’t get any other way, a uniquely Cajun and Creole quality. I still use a variation of that method in some of the recipes in this book. (Footnote: Looks like hell, but tastes wonderful!)

In almost every recipe in the book, I use a combination of seasonings or “seasoning mixes.” I’ve found this is the best way to use dry herbs and spices. The mixes are a direct result of my experience as a young man working in restaurants that didn’t season their food; I would yearn to season the food and so would mix up little packets of different herbs and spices, sneak them into the restaurants and use them as I cooked. (Of course, not only did I get the packets confused, but I got into trouble with more than one chef!)

In putting this book together, what I wanted foremost was for each recipe to work for you. I wanted the recipes not only to have a genuine Louisiana taste, but to be simple, direct, and useful for you in your home. It seemed especially important to me that the home cook, using a noncommercial stove and familiar cookware, be able to take grocery store ingredients and reproduce perfectly the recipes in the book. That’s why I did not test the recipes for the manuscript in my restaurant kitchen. Instead, I built a small test kitchen with a regular home range and reworked the recipes for more than a year.

When a recipe is long, this does not indicate that it is difficult. The book is a teaching tool as well as a recipe book; therefore, in addition to specific instructions in the text of recipes, there is also information about cooking methods and the reasons for using them. The same instructions are often repeated almost word for word in different recipes so they will be right there in front of you when you need them. Of course some recipes are harder to do than others. If you want to start out with the simpler ones first, the chapters are organized with the easiest at the beginning.

And we made a lot of general notes about ingredients and procedures and things that are special to Louisiana and Cajun cooking—such as the seasoning mixes, why I use powdered garlic and margarine (which otherwise you might find surprising), my own method for making roux, and explanations of Cajun words like “mirliton,” “pirogue,” “panéed,” and “etouffée.” I hope you’ll read them all in Notes from Our Test Kitchen before you start to cook from this book.

CHEF PAUL PRUDHOMME’S LOUISIANA KITCHEN contains what I know about pleasing people with food. I hope you and I will continue to grow as cooks and to create new and exciting dishes. Please let me hear of and learn from your successes and failures. The important thing is to have fun, to experiment and to trust yourself. When you do this and use only the freshest ingredients possible, you’ll find that new excitement comes to your dinner table. Remember, the measure of a good dish is that “it makes you want to take another bite.” So—good cooking! Good eating!
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LOUISIANA LANGUAGE AND INGREDIENTS

Andouille: The most popular Cajun smoked pure-pork sausage. Pronounced ahn-doo-i.

Creole Tomatoes: The traditional growing area for Creole tomatoes is the reclaimed Mississippi River delta. The soil here has a higher salt content than most other places in the world, and the level of other minerals in the soil is ideal. I think tomatoes are influenced tremendously by the moisture content of the land and air, and Louisiana (much of which is below sea level) is a perfect place for growing them. Creole tomatoes are always vine-ripened, they have a lower acid content than ordinary tomatoes, a better texture—and much more flavor! I always recommend that cooks use the best products possible; if there is a local vine-ripened tomato that’s especially good in your area, by all means try to use that one whenever you can.

Etouffée: “Etouffée” literally means “smothered”; in Louisiana cooking it signifies covered with a liquid. In my family it refers to a dish with a cooked roux in the etouffée sauce. (In French Louisiana we don’t put the accent on the first “e.” That would mean to smother a person!)

Gumbo: Gumbo is a Cajun soup almost always containing a cooked roux (see page 26) and sometimes thickened with okra or gumbo filé (see page 22); it usually contains a variety of vegetables and meats or seafood and is served over rice. Many people top their gumbo with gumbo filé. Gumbo recipes start on page 195.

Ham, Cure 81: This is the most consistent, best-tasting ham distributed nationally and readily available.

Jambalaya: Jambalaya, pronounced djum-buh-lie-ya, is a rice dish highly seasoned and strongly flavored with any combination of beef, pork, fowl, smoked sausage, ham (or tasso) or seafood, and often containing tomatoes. According to the Acadian Dictionary (Rita and Gabrielle Claudet, Houma, Louisiana, 1981), the word “jambalaya” “… comes from the French ‘jambon’ meaning ham, the African ‘ya’ meaning rice, and the Acadian [language] where everything is ‘à la.’” Jambalaya recipes start on page 215.

Lagniappe: A popular term in south Louisiana, “lagniappe” means “a little something extra”—as a gift or a show of appreciation. There are lagniappes of information at the end of a number of the recipes in this book.

Mirliton: A mirliton is a green pear-shaped vegetable from a West Indian vine of the cucumber family, available in many parts of the United States. In Latin grocery stores mirlitons are known as chayotes and in other locations may be referred to as vegetable pears or christophines. The seed is edible and delicious in salads.

Pirogue: A pirogue is a dugout canoe used in bayou country as a means of transportation and for fishing, hunting and trapping. Typically, pirogues have flat bottoms and are just wide enough to kneel in; they can be paddled or poled through the swamps. We make “pirogues” out of hollowed vegetables such as mirlitons, zucchini and eggplants and fill them with various stuffings and sauces. After hollowing out vegetables to make pirogues, see page 34 for ways to use up what you have left over.

Praline: The Louisiana praline is a candy patty popular in the South, made with brown sugar, nuts (especially pecans) or seeds, and sometimes butter and/or cream.

Tasso: A very highly seasoned Cajun smoked ham. Pronounced tahso.

SEASONINGS

Seasoning Mixes: I explain in the Introduction that I started to use mixes like these when I was working in other people’s restaurants! Many of the recipes in this book have ingredients listed under the separate heading of Seasoning mix. In these mixes, the proportions of herbs and spices vary greatly from one type of recipe to another, and the amounts of some of these ingredients are often small. When all the seasonings are well mixed together ahead of time in a small bowl, they are convenient to handle and to distribute evenly in a dish as you cook it. You just measure out portions of the mix with measuring spoons (measure level), rather than having to measure different amounts of each seasoning for different steps in the recipe—and the final amount of each seasoning is controlled. It’s not unusual for a recipe to have eight or more seasonings, so you can see that measuring them needs to be convenient if it’s going to be right.

The seasoning mixes in this book are specially calibrated for every recipe. In my restaurant I use Louisiana Cajun Magic ®, the brand name of seven different blends of herbs, spices and salt, which I created for different kinds of foods to teach my cooks to produce a consistent taste each time in dishes cooked to order. Cajun Magic is on the market, and very soon there will be national distribution. Then it will be possible for any home or professional cook to season Louisiana dishes even more conveniently with authentic Louisiana flavor.

Peppers: Black (ground), white (ground), red (ground and preferably cayenne), jalapeños (fresh), Tabasco (fresh), cayenne (fresh), finger (fresh), banana (fresh) and bird’s-eye (fresh)—these are staples of my Cajun and Creole seasonings. My method for controlling dried ground as they are measured into a dish is the seasoning mix described just above. When a lot of pepper is used, one needs to know how it works.

There are many results to be had from peppers, and of course “heat” is one of them. But the ultimate purpose of peppers is to achieve flavors, and these flavors are sensations in the palate that come at different times—when you first put a bite of food in your mouth, when you’re chewing it, after you’ve swallowed it. Each kind of pepper works differently, and when they are balanced correctly they achieve an “after-you-swallow” glow. They are also played off against the other ingredients in a dish. For example, in many recipes such as stuffings, we use the methods of caramelization and long cooking times of vegetables to bring out their natural sugars, which contrast so well with the peppers. A special example is the Lamb Curry on page 135. There, what we’ve done is to use fresh fruits and nuts that have various amounts of natural sugars in combination with various (and large) amounts of peppers. The stages of tasting are particularly obvious in the makeup of this dish, but the same “play-off’ principle is used in all our peppery dishes.

Creole Mustard: A brown mustard with mustard seeds in it. It is better than prepared yellow mustard, being comparable in quality to the finest brown mustards—mellow, full-bodied and slightly tart.

Garlic and Onions: I sometimes call for both fresh garlic and onions and garlic and onion powders. I’ve experimented with this dual system and found that the combination of the powdered ingredients in the seasoning mixes and the fresh in other steps of the recipes makes the final effect more balanced and interesting. Herb and spice companies label these garlic and onion products sometimes as powder and sometimes as granulated. There no longer seems to be much difference, so we just say powder in our recipes.

Gumbo Filé (Filé Powder): An herb of ground young sassafras leaves often used as a flavoring and/or thickener in gumbos and other Cajun dishes.

Sage: There are two types available—rubbed and ground. For rubbed sage, the sage leaf is scraped; for ground sage, the leaf is ground up. Rubbed sage has a stronger flavor than the ground. Our recipes specify which to use.

SEAFOOD

Crabmeat: Fresh lump crabmeat is available commercially in packages of various sizes, usually one pound. It is packed on ice. The meat has been cooked (actually, only blanched). Cooking raw crab, even briefly, makes removing the meat from the shells much easier. Lump crabmeat and peeled crawfish tails (see next) are the only seafoods that I use precooked.

Crawfish: In Louisiana, crawfish may be purchased readily (there is a lot of demand) in three forms: Live; fresh tails, blanched and “picked” (peeled) in 1-pound bags packed in ice; and frozen peeled tails in 1-pound bags. These same forms are shipped from Louisiana to markets throughout the country, but there’s no doubt that where there isn’t the demand, there aren’t going to be crawfish. Make friends with a good fish market and create the demand!

If you purchase live crawfish and blanch and peel them yourself, be sure to save the fat—the orange substance in the head also attached to the upper part of the tail. It adds incredible richness to crawfish dishes; it can often be substituted for some or all of the butter in a recipe. It is wonderful!

A note of caution: Crawfish don’t freeze well, and especially not the fat. The oils in the fat, since they freeze poorly, turn rancid quickly and will give your crawfish dishes a fishy taste.

Peeled crawfish tails and lump crabmeat are the only seafoods I use that are precooked, and then I mean blanched, not fully cooked. This means that if you or your source of supply does it right, the crawfish are plunged into boiling water and left only for a few seconds, just until they turn red.

Do not substitute shrimp for crawfish unless the recipe indicates that either may be used.

“Crayfish” is a spelling that won’t do in Louisiana, though it’s probably all right elsewhere.

Shrimp: Shrimp with their heads as well as shells are easy to get in Louisiana, but not in many parts of the country. Buy shrimp with their heads, to make seafood stock, if you can; if not, at least buy them with shells, which is possible almost anywhere. Shrimp fat, the orange substance in the heads, makes shrimp dishes rich, full, sweet tasting and wonderful.

Shrimp are not a substitute for crawfish, but many Louisiana recipes work well for either shellfish. All recipes assume fresh, uncooked shrimp. Never use frozen shrimp if you can help it.

Oysters: Louisiana or Gulf oysters are wonderful. For those people who are oyster connoisseurs or who truly believe the motto “Eat oysters and love longer,” our local preferences are Bayou Cook, Four Bayou, Bay Adam or Bay Baptiste oysters. But it’s more important for oysters to be fresh than that they come from Louisiana. If there are good native oysters where you live, those are the ones you want. From a fish market you can trust on freshness, you might as well buy oysters conveniently shucked and packed in their liquor in containers. Our recipes specify shucked oysters by weight, with a rough estimate of how many medium-size oysters the weight is likely to amount to.

Louisianians love oysters served freshly opened and raw on the half-shell and also sauced and broiled, sautéed, fried … any way you can think of. If a recipe containing oysters does not call for the oyster liquor to be used, be sure to reserve it when you drain it off and use it promptly in a seafood stock, in a sauce, in a pasta dish. You can’t allow such a great flavor to go to waste!

BUTTER AND OIL, PAN FRYING AND FRYING

Butter: Unless otherwise indicated, I recommend using unsalted butter because it’s generally a superior product. And, because salted butter has an unpredictable amount of salt, it’s easier to control the overall salt level in a dish by using unsalted butter.

Margarine: Margarine is not a substitute for butter. I use it, often with butter, instead of oil (see next).

Oil: Peanut oil is best for deep frying, especially when you’re using a batter on the food. It gives a “nutty” taste more quickly than other oils. Recipes in which foods are deep fried merely specify vegetable oil, because any fresh (unused) cooking oil is certainly acceptable, but put peanut oil on your market list! Vegetable oil is best for pan frying (see Panéed foods farther on).

At times, I call for both butter and oil in the same recipe. I want the taste of butter, but butter alone doesn’t have enough oil in it to produce the action needed in some dishes—for example, to caramelize vegetables. I usually prefer the taste of margarine to olive or vegetable oil for frying when butter is also being used, and margarine does have enough oil in it to do what I want.

How to Test Temperatures of Oil for Frying and Pan Frying:When oil is as shallow as ¼ inch, you can use several methods to test the oil’s temperature. First, use a deep-fry thermometer as a guide; but, just to be sure the oil’s at the proper heat, take a little flour, sprinkle it on the oil, and if it runs around and says “buzz, buzz,” it’s ready! You can also tilt the pan so the thermometer bubble is completely submerged in the oil.

With oil any deeper than ¼ inch, a deep-fry thermometer always does the trick, except that some recipe directions indicate how to get the proper heat by telling you to heat the oil until it begins to smoke.

It’s helpful to use a thermometer with a clip so you can leave the thermometer in the oil throughout the frying process.

Panéed Foods: “Panéed” is New Orleans terminology for pan frying. For the best pan-fried crust on meat or fish, the oil for frying should be just deep enough to come up the sides of the food but not to cover the top. In this way, the food is in contact with the pan bottom, which creates different levels of texture in the crust and adds to the interest of each bite.

It is important that the oil be hot enough (at least 300° for chicken, for instance) to seal the meat in the bread-crumb or other coating without the oil penetrating the coating, which leads to a greasy crust. And it is essential that the food always be in contact with the pan bottom, so never crowd pieces of food together; fry the pieces in batches if necessary. Always drain on paper towels unless otherwise directed.

Fried Foods: There are four keys to frying foods well.

1) Use only fresh (unused) oil. The molecules in fresh oil are close together and relatively inactive. Food dropped into fresh hot oil acts like an irritant to the oil, which responds very quickly by immediately sealing the batter, and the oil then cannot get to the food inside. All crumbs, drops of batter, salt or water that fall or are released into the oil during frying separate the molecules and therefore weaken the oil’s ability to seal the breading or batter. That’s why you should shake off excess breading or batter before frying.

Even frying unbattered foods (such as French fries) affects the oil’s ability to seal off the outer surface of food so the inside won’t be greasy. As a matter of fact, simply heating oil in the first place begins to break it down, and the more you reheat it, the less like the original oil it is. That’s why you should change oil frequently, instead of putting oil aside to be used again.

2) Use enough oil to completely submerge whatever you’re frying; generally this is from ½ inch to 4 inches deep.

3) Heat the oil to the proper temperature—350° unless otherwise stipulated. One of the wonderful things about deep frying is that if the temperature is right, when a cube of food is browned, that will be precisely when it is cooked through—whether you have a 1-inch cube or a 5-inch cube. If the oil is not hot enough, it will start to enter the batter instead of sealing off the food inside. The result will be a hard and greasy crust. Also, if the oil is too hot, the crust will not adhere properly, it will brown too fast (leaving the inside of the crust gummy) and the food itself won’t cook through properly. If necessary, cook the pieces in batches so as not to lower the oil’s temperature below the correct level. But whether you fry in batches or not, keep adjusting the heat as needed to maintain the temperature throughout the frying process.

4) Don’t bread or batter food until just before placing each piece in the hot oil. Breading and batter are basically a type of glue used to form a tight barrier around the food. But remember what happens when you let homemade glue (flour and water) sit for any length of time—it gets gummier and gummier, then finally hardens. Likewise, the longer breaded or battered food sits before being cooked, the gummier (and finally harder) the “glue” becomes, resulting in a hard crust. And also, oil penetrates hardened breading or batter, which not only leads to a greasy crust but also causes the food inside to cook before the crust has browned properly; by the time the crust is browned, the food inside is overcooked. If you fry each piece at the right temperature immediately after breading or battering it, you have all the ingredients working together to produce correctly cooked food within a very light and delicate crust.

ROUX

A roux is a mixture of flour and oil. The cooking of flour and fat together to make roux is a process that seems to go back as far as my ancestors of four hundred years ago. Traditionally, the fat used was animal fat, though today various oils are used, and the roux was, and often still is, made by very slow cooking. For example, when I was a boy, my mother used to start with a paste of animal fat and flour and cook it for several hours. Over the years I’ve developed a way to cook roux so it can be made in a matter of minutes, over very high heat, and with very few exceptions this is the method used in this book’s recipes.

The basic reason for making a roux is for the distinctive taste and texture it lends to food. This roux taste and texture is characteristic of many dishes that Louisiana Cajuns make.

The first few times, making a roux may seem difficult, and, certainly, using oil heated to over 500° has an element of danger to it. However, once you’ve made roux several times and become more accustomed to handling the high temperature, you will find it to be extremely rewarding because of the uniqueness of the finished product—and, as lagniappe, you’re sure to get praise from everyone who tastes your cooking!

How to Make a Roux

A few overall points may be helpful:

The usual proportion of oil to flour is fifty-fifty.

Roux can be made in advance, cooled and then stored in an airtight jar for several days, in the refrigerator or at room temperature. If roux is made ahead, pour off excess oil from the surface and reheat (preferred), or let it return to room temperature before using.

In general, light and medium-brown roux are used in sauces or gravies for dark, heavy meats such as beef, with game such as elk and venison, and with dark-meat fowl such as duck, geese and blackbirds. They give a wonderful, toasted nutty flavor—just the right enhancement—to these sauces and gravies. Dark red-brown and black roux are used in sauces and gravies for sweet, light, white meats such as pork, rabbit, veal, and all kinds of freshwater and saltwater fish and shellfish. In addition, black roux are best to use in gumbos because the darkest roux result in the thinnest, best-tasting gumbos of all; but it takes practice to make black roux without burning them, and dark red-brown roux are certainly acceptable for any gumbo. (See color pictures 2a-2d.)

You’ll notice that I make exceptions to these general guidelines in some recipes. These exceptions simply reflect my preference for the flavor of a particular roux with the combined flavors of the other ingredients in certain dishes. (For example, I prefer the flavor of a medium-brown roux in Grillades and Grits—a veal dish—and in Sticky Chicken, rather than a darker roux.)

My approach to roux derives from the tradition of Cajun cooks, who view roux as being essentially of two types—medium brown and black; and who also classify meats as basically of two types—heavy, dark, somewhat bitter ones, and light, white, sweet ones. Traditionally, Cajun cooks use light roux with dark meats and dark roux with light meats. This is because they know intuitively, whether they can verbalize it or not, that these particular combinations lead to wonderful-tasting food. Working within this tradition, I’ve developed variations and given you in this book the roux-meat combinations which I think are best. You’ll find that as you gain more experience and skill in making roux, you’ll want to experiment with the endless combinations of roux colors and the flavors of other ingredients you’re using—especially meats—to find those combinations that excite your taste buds the most!

Several words of advice are essential:

1) Cooked roux is called Cajun napalm in my restaurant’s kitchen because it is extremely hot and sticks to your skin; so be very careful to avoid splashing it on you; it’s best to use a long-handled metal whisk or wooden spoon.

2) Always begin with a very clean skillet or pot—preferably one that is heavy, such as cast iron (and never a nonstick type). If possible, use a skillet with flared sides because this makes stirring easier and thus makes it less likely the roux will burn. In addition, use a large enough skillet so that the oil does not fill it by more than one-fourth of its capacity.

3) The oil should be smoking hot before the flour is added.

4) Once the oil is heated, stir in the flour gradually (about a third at a time) and stir or whisk quickly and constantly to avoid burning the mixture. (Flour has moisture in it, and adding it to hot oil often creates steam—another good reason for using long-handled whisks or spoons.)

5) If black specks appear in the roux as it cooks, it has burned; discard it (place it in a heatproof container to cool before discarding), then start the roux over again—c’est la vie!

6) As soon as the roux reaches the desired color, remove it from the heat; stir in the vegetables, which stop the browning process and enhance the taste of the finished dish, and continue stirring until the roux stops getting darker (at least 3 to 5 minutes).

7) While cooking roux (bringing it to the desired color), if you feel it is darkening too fast, immediately remove it from the heat and continue whisking constantly until you have control of it.

8) Care and concentration are essential for you to be successful with this fast method of making roux. Especially the first few times you make a roux, be certain that any possible distractions—including children—are under control. In addition, have all cooking utensils and required vegetables or seasoning mixtures prepared ahead of time and near at hand before you start cooking.

SOME OTHER INGREDIENTS

Flour: All flour in our recipes is unsifted unless specified sifted.

Green Onions: Many people call these scallions, and just as many call them green onions. Our recipes say green onions, because that’s what we call them in Louisiana. They are common everywhere. The white bulb at the bottom is slender, not round. The shape of the bulb isn’t important; what matters is that there should be plenty of fresh and tender, edible green tops—which some rather scarce small round onions called green onions also have.

Pecans: Pecans are usually specified in the recipes as “dry roasted.” This is important for flavor. Place shelled pecans—halves or pieces—in a large ungreased roasting pan and roast in a 425° oven for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. The roasted pecans may be added either hot or cold to the other ingredients in a recipe, and they can be stored in a covered container in the refrigerator.

Roasting gives pecans extra flavor by bringing the sugar and oil in them to the surface. When you roast chopped pieces rather than whole halves, much more of the surface is in contact with the heat of the pan. So, if a recipe calls for roasted pieces, chop up pecan halves before roasting. Recipes call sometimes for pieces, sometimes for halves, but it’s worth remembering that shelled pecans packaged in pieces cost less then halves.

Rabbit: I strongly recommend that you use fresh rabbit if possible. However, I realize that in many parts of the country it is difficult to find, and I know that families in rural areas hunt for rabbit in season and freeze the meat for use throughout the year. The popularity of the rabbit dishes at K-Paul’s and their growing popularity in other restaurants in the United States should result in more fresh rabbit being available. Meanwhile, frozen cut-up rabbit is already quite widely distributed.

Rabbit is inexpensive, as easy to handle as chicken, and if it is young can be substituted for chicken in many recipes. But to those who are not familiar with it, it can seem like a problem. A butcher who takes the trouble to carry fresh rabbit should know that service to customers has to be provided, too. Have the rabbit cut up, and boned, as recipes require. Watch how it’s done; you can learn to do it yourself. The basic parts of a rabbit
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