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EPIGRAPH

BECAUSE I WAS BORN IN THE SOUTH, I’M A SOUTHERNER. IF I HAD BEEN BORN IN THE NORTH, THE WEST, OR THE CENTRAL PLAINS, I WOULD BE JUST A HUMAN BEING.

—Clyde Edgerton
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INTRODUCTION: MY SOUTHERN EDUCATION

I HAVE A CONFESSION TO MAKE. I DON’T MAKE GOOD BISCUITS. AND I’M A PRETTY POOR SHOT IN A DOVE FIELD. THESE ARE JUST A COUPLE OF THE SOUTHERN SKILLS I’M FAR FROM PROFICIENT AT. THEY WERE NOT PART OF MY UPBRINGING.

Though I was born and raised in Savannah, Georgia, my parents were decidedly not Southern, both having grown up in Brooklyn, New York. But my surroundings most certainly were. Our house sat on a tidal river flanked by a sliver of marsh. A small jon boat and a rusty outboard motor delivered me deep into some of the most beautiful landscapes in the Lowcountry—all teeming with fish, birds, the occasional alligator, and enough submerged oyster beds to damage an aluminum prop for a lifetime.

My home was also located across the hedge from my Southern mentor, the late William Gerken. He was a retired assistant principal for a local high school, and his wife, Martha, was a grade school teacher. Mr. Gerken was born in Savannah on May 22, 1915, putting him on a perfect trajectory for World War II. He served in the navy but saw little action, save for one day on an air patrol when the crew spotted an enemy submarine off the coast of Florida. The plane circled around and dropped a bomb on what turned out to be not a sub but a rather unlucky whale. Among many of Mr. Gerken’s skills was his ability to tell a great story. And the whale story was one of them. Never rushed. Always measured. Meandering with a purpose and then the punch line.

From Mr. Gerken’s flat-bottomed wooden bateau, he taught me about the river and the wonders of a tidal creek. At his side, I also learned how to properly clean a flounder, sharpen a knife, pick a flower for a girl, throw a cast net, and plant a vegetable garden.

This was a man who led by example. Up early. Did things right. Went to church on Sundays. Kept an immaculate tool shed. Held the door for his wife. He was always the first to welcome new neighbors to the street. In fact, he was sort of a neighborhood sage.

On one unforgettable occasion, I discovered a large tick that had latched onto my nether regions. My mother prudently dragged me next door, where my six-year-old frame was plopped on Mr. Gerken’s dining room table, and he unceremoniously removed the bugger before I knew it.

Mr. Gerken also knew that the natural world was full of signposts if you cared to read them. When the dogwoods bloomed in the spring, the whiting would be running thick in the river. And a full-moon night in September meant the largest shrimp of the year would be leaving the marsh en masse on the falling tide, making it a perfect time to fill the bottom of the jon boat with dinner.

At eighteen, I left for college in Vermont and then later moved to New York City to follow my dream of becoming a magazine editor. And while I was grinding away on those late nights, I would often remember what Mr. Gerken would tell me when I griped about some onerous task I had to complete. “Butter Bean,” he would say, “hard work ain’t easy.”

These days I’m back in Dixie and at the helm of Garden & Gun, a magazine that represents all that I love about the South. Now my Southern education is further bolstered by the many talented writers—Julia Reed, Allison Glock, Jonathan Miles, T. Edward Nickens, John T. Edge, Guy Martin—whose voices make G&G one of the most interesting and surprising reads on the newsstand. If I need a Bloody Mary recipe, I’ll dial Julia Reed, who will not only deliver (she prefers a good helping of lime juice) but also pass on a great story about serving Bloodys at a lunch while no one had any idea there was a six-foot chicken snake curled up behind the French doors. The snake was evident in a number of post-party photos. John T. Edge is a must-call before any road trip. His knowledge of culinary pit stops is beyond encyclopedic. (If you’re traveling the back roads of South Carolina during the summer, for instance, Edge says you must stop at Dori Sanders’s peach stand in Filbert.) When my Boykin spaniel decides she’d rather chase a rabbit than put her nose to the ground and find a quail, I get T. Edward Nickens on the phone for some moral dog support. (“It takes time,” he’ll say. “And patience.”)

We went to all of these great writers and a host of others to help compile The Southerner’s Handbook. And while you’ll find all sorts of wise advice (including the secret to making good biscuits), you’ll also find great storytelling. Consider it your own private Southern mentor.

—David DiBenedetto

Editor in Chief

Garden & Gun

Charleston, South Carolina





Part One

FOOD
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WHY SOUTHERN FOOD MATTERS (SO MUCH)

BY JOHN T. EDGE

THE REST OF THE COUNTRY HAS LONG WANTED WHAT SOUTHERNERS HAVE. THEY COVET OUR STONE-GROUND GRITS AND SKILLET-FRIED OKRA. THEY THIRST FOR OUR WHISKEY. THEY WANT OUR HAM, A CHEF FRIEND ONCE TOLD ME, AS WE LEANED AGAINST HIS TRUCK, SWIGGING A BOTTLE OF BOURBON. AND THEY WANT OUR HISTORY.

America wants a lot out of Southern food and drink. When Americans go for a snootful, they reach for Kentucky bourbon. When they seek diversion and abandon, they travel to New Orleans, our papal city of gastronomy, where brackish gumbos bob with crab and sausage and Sazeracs brim with rye and bitters.

A supper of braised pork neck bones and pepper-vinegar-spiked collard greens, served in a cinder-block diner on Atlanta’s Auburn Avenue, offers soul-food passage to urban black life. In an age when molecular cuisine is in the vanguard, North Carolina whole-hog barbecue, pulled from a carcass in vinegar-gilded ropes, offers a primal answer to pilgrims in search of honesty and authenticity.

As the nation urbanizes, as strip malls, cul-de-sacs, and other nowheres spread, the South appears the region where farm-to-table eating is a way of life, not a marketing concept, and food carries the weight of history. At a time when multinationals build pseudo crab shacks and barbecue joints in Walmart parking lots, the South seems a culinary redoubt, where honest cooks stand tall in back-alley kitchens, spearing drumsticks from lard-roiled cast-iron cauldrons. In the midst of an ongoing American nostalgia movement, the South promises the past, preserved in amber, ready to be consumed in the present.

From the 1880s, when Atlanta newspaperman Henry Grady sold the North on a New South, to the 2010s, when every chef and writer in New York City seems to take a summer road trip to New Orleans in search of the secret to the fried chicken at Willie Mae’s Scotch House, Southern foods and Southern cooks have captured the attention of outlanders—and insiders like me.

Born in Georgia, in the home of a Confederate brigadier general, I began grade school during the last days of the civil rights movement, as Martin Luther King, Jr., refocused his efforts on feeding our less fortunate brothers and sisters. I now live and work in Mississippi, the state that birthed novelist William Faulkner. My son plays in the pasture where Faulkner gamboled as a boy, and my wife cooks weekday dinners of salmon croquettes, following the recipe on the back of the can, just as the Nobel laureate did.

I love my region. Deeply. I’m proud of what our people have wrought, despite and because of our peculiar history. I balance that love, however, with questions. About who we are and how we got here. About who cooks, who cleans, and who gets to take a seat at the welcome table.

To glean answers to those questions, I’ve sipped iced tea with former Klansmen and present-day civil rights leaders. I’ve eaten cheeseburgers and fried okra with an Elvis impersonator. I’ve talked harvest techniques with a black man who converted his farmland from pesticide-dependent tobacco to organic heirloom collards. I’ve talked animal husbandry with a white man who tried to convince the rest of the region that possum was the next other white meat.

During those conversations, I learned that food offers entrée to talk of big-picture issues. Like race and class, gender and justice. Through the years, when I tried to tackle those matters head-on, I often lost an audience. But at tables piled high with country ham, buttermilk biscuits, and redeye gravy, I’ve marveled as all have leaned in close to eat, to talk, to listen. I’ve come to believe that time at table offers our best chance for all—for black and white, rich and poor—to acknowledge our past and celebrate our future in a spirit of reconciliation.

In a region bound by a tragic past, we Southerners find common purpose in shared creations. Like music. Like art. Like food. In a region where our relationships to various symbols have long been problematic, our beloved provincial dishes—from pulled-pork barbecue to fried chicken drizzled with honey, from hoppin’ John capped with chowchow to blue-crab gumbo thickened with dried sassafras—serve as unifying totems of people and place.

Our relationship to food is complicated here. Agriculture is one of the reasons people left the region during the Great Migration of the early and mid-twentieth century. For many poor whites and blacks of previous generations, farm life meant toil, poverty, and penury. Now our agricultural legacies and the strength of our honest farm-to-table bonds are drawing people back to the region.

The South was once the nation’s number-one economic problem. Families went without food. Babies from Appalachia and the Delta, with distended bellies and listless eyes, were television poster children for the Great Society poverty initiatives of the 1960s. Now the South is the nation’s number-one obesity problem. And many families, raised on a diet of double-crust freezer-case pizzas, take in too much of the wrong kind of food.

Our attitudes about Southern foodways are not static. Like all expressions of culture, they evolve.

Insiders and outsiders alike long dismissed Southern food as grits, greens, and grease. “Southern cooking has been perverted by slatterns with a greasy skillet,” wrote Atlantan Ralph McGill back in the 1940s. Singer Bette Midler once told a Charleston, South Carolina, audience in the 1980s that grits tasted like “buttered kitty litter.” And both were, to a certain degree, right.

Southern cookery went off the tracks for a while. We bought into the faster-cheaper-better industrial-food mantra. We ditched lard-frizzled wedges of cornbread in favor of slices of bagged white bread with the texture of a wasp nest. We quit putting up our own summer peaches and began buying canned freestones from the West Coast.

But a correction is afoot. A slow and steady return to the old ways and the old truths, filtered through new imperatives. Over the past several decades, writers like Virginia’s Edna Lewis and Tennessee’s John Egerton, along with chefs like Alabama’s Frank Stitt and North Carolina’s Ben Barker, have shaped a New Southern Cuisine, reliant on local farmers and artisans, dependent on traditional methods and practices, reflective of all contributors to the canon, especially the peoples of African descent who previously got short shrift.

Southern food has emerged as our pan-national cuisine. Hipsters from Brooklyn now descend on our mountain precincts in search of chocolate gravy, an Appalachian dish now falling out of favor in Kentucky, where it was once a Saturday-morning standard. Hippies from Berkeley now go questing for the last fish muddle in eastern North Carolina, hoping against hope to meet the old codger who still cooks his onions down in rendered salt pork. Emboldened by the views of outlanders, Southerners have begun to see the value in their own cookery, to comprehend that polenta is just grits with a mellifluous Italian accent.

After a long fallow period, the South is reclaiming its culinary heritage, paying down debts of pleasure that have accrued over generations. We now celebrate the pit masters who have long stoked our fires and flipped our hogs. We now honor the farmers who began saving our seeds long before we began referring to certain vegetables as heirlooms.

Southern food, as we know it today, is the potlikker and pone of enslaved Africans and their progeny. It’s the ham-shawled guinea hen of plantation gentry and their country-club dynasts. It’s the cracker-topped and canned-soup-thickened casserole served by working-class cooks and their sires. It’s the okra-threaded gumbo, once stirred in back-of-town cottages by Creoles of color, now served by white-toqued chefs in tony restaurants.

The state of the Southern Food Nation is good. Our cookery is vital and progressive. Our best meals, our most rewarding times at table, lie ahead.





CAST-IRON CARE

ACROSS THE SOUTH, one piece of cookware reigns supreme: the almighty cast-iron skillet, so good at conducting and distributing heat that you can bake, braise, sear, fry, stew, or roast in it with equal success. Walk into any Southern kitchen, and you’ll often find one front and center on the stove. But if you’re new to cast iron, don’t overlook one essential step: Before you get cooking, you’ve got to season it.

Seasoning a skillet has nothing to do with spices. Because the surface of a new cast-iron skillet is porous, fat has to be baked into those crevices, filling them up to make a smooth cooking surface—a natural version of the modern “nonstick” pan. Most instructions these days recommend seasoning a new skillet with vegetable oil, which can leave a gummy film. Purists prefer a more traditional method. “The only tried-and-true way to season a cast-iron skillet is with lard,” says Southern-food historian John Martin Taylor, author of Hoppin’ John’s Lowcountry Cooking and The New Southern Cook.

With its gorgeous shiny-black patina, a properly seasoned cast-iron skillet is durable enough to last several lifetimes. Taylor owns skillets handed down from his mother and grandmothers. “Both of my grandmothers, from either end of Tennessee—McNairy County on the Tennessee River and Sevier County in Appalachia—cooked every day in cast iron,” he says. “Mind you, these women could not have been more different. The South is a big place, and there are hundreds of miles and hundreds of years of diverging histories between folks in the Mississippi Delta and those in the Smokies. Tennessee is long, but cast iron is one common denominator.”

SKILLET SEASONING

1. WASH a new skillet with warm soapy water once to remove the thin coating of wax applied at the factory. That’s the last time you should ever wash it with soap.

2. HAVE the butcher grind enough fresh pork fat to nearly fill the skillet. Place a thin layer of water (about ⅛ inch) in the bottom, and then add the fat. Put the skillet in the oven set to 225 degrees or on top of the stove over very low heat.

3. MELT the fat slowly; it can take an hour or more. When the solid matter (called cracklings) turns brown and sinks to the bottom, strain the fat into a glass jar with a tight-fitting lid and wipe out the skillet. After the fat has cooled, cover it and store in the refrigerator. You now have rendered lard for biscuits and piecrusts—and a seasoned skillet.

4. AFTER each use, rub the inside of the skillet with bacon grease and wipe out the excess. The salt in the bacon grease will help preserve the skillet and keep food from sticking to the surface. If you must wash it to remove any dust or bits of burned food, don’t even think about putting it in the dishwasher. Use only cold water and a natural-bristle brush, then dry it thoroughly and wipe down with bacon grease.
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PERFECT FRIED CHICKEN

OF ALL THE CLASSIC Southern foodstuffs—beloved through generations for their down-home preparation and sheer deliciousness—fried chicken has suffered the most at the hands of the homogenizing chains, which long ago ran off with Great-Grandma’s tasty yardbirds and twisted them into bland, crust-armored Cluckensteins.

The secrets to giving this most exemplary of soul foods some actual soul don’t have anything to do with a certain Kentucky colonel or a magic number of herbs and spices. They have to do with a few old-fashioned details and time-proven techniques. “Making great fried chicken is really pretty simple,” says Raleigh, North Carolina, chefAshley Christensen, owner ofBeasley’s Chicken + Honey, where the birds are done right, and the difference is nothing short of inspiring.

First, find the highest-quality chicken you can and brine it overnight in a solution of salt and sugar, which helps infuse moisture and flavor. A minimal buttermilk-and-flour coating will also let the chicken’s natural flavor come through, as will frying it in neutral canola oil. For a perfect crust, the classic method is to shake the brined and buttermilk-drenched chicken in a paper bag full of salted flour. A cast-iron skillet is the only way to fry, but don’t drown your chicken; use just enough oil to come halfway up the sides of the skillet, keeping the oil at 325 degrees, which will cook the meat all the way through while the crust turns golden brown. Armed with Christensen’s tips and recipe, you’ll be turning out perfect—and perfectly simple—fried chicken in no time.

ASHLEY CHRISTENSEN’S FRIED CHICKEN

1 whole chicken, cut into pieces

8 cups cold water

1 cup granulated sugar

1½ cups + 1 tsp. kosher salt

1 gallon ice cubes

Canola oil as needed

4 cups all-purpose flour

4 cups whole buttermilk

TO BRINE the chicken, bring the water to a boil, add the sugar and 1½ cups salt, stir until dissolved, and remove from heat. Combine the brine and ice in a large food-safe container. Place the chicken in the brine, cover, and refrigerate for at least 10 hours and no longer than 12 hours.

 

FILL A large cast-iron skillet with just enough canola oil to come halfway up the sides; heat to 325 degrees. Meanwhile, fill a paper grocery bag with the flour and the remaining teaspoon of salt, fold closed, and shake to combine. Fill a large bowl with the buttermilk. Remove the chicken from the brine and pat each piece dry. Dip the pieces in the buttermilk, let the excess drip off, and place in the bag with the flour mixture one by one. Fold the bag closed and shake to thoroughly coat each piece of chicken. Shake off excess flour and lay your chicken in the skillet. Adjust the heat as necessary to keep the oil at 325 degrees. Fry, turning only once, until fully cooked: interior at 165 degrees.





LOVE YA, HONEY

WITH OUR DIVERSE FLORA and geography giving precious honeybees the raw material for creating fine art, the South is home to some of the finest honey anywhere. And Southerners have taken advantage of this fortunate circumstance for a very long time. Biscuits with butter and honey? Bliss. Grits with a touch of honey? Folks do it all the time, and they’re not crazy. And don’t forget glazing roast birds, pigs, and so on.

True Southern honeys bear little resemblance to the generic sugary sap sold in plastic bears at grocery stores. “Commercial honey is often blended, and there is no clear, distinct flavor,” says Walter Bundy, executive chef of Lemaire in Richmond, Virginia’s Jefferson Hotel, who has installed bee colonies on the hotel’s roof. “Most local honey will be from one floral source, and much like wine, the nectar’s flavor is determined by soil, geography, climate, and weather.”

Fresh honey should be plentiful at Southern farmers’ markets from April through fall. Look for raw, unpasteurized honey that’s “monofloral,” such as these outstanding varieties. They put those plastic bears to shame.

SOURWOOD HONEY: Rarely sold beyond the Blue Ridge and Allegheny Mountains, this highly prized honey comes from the skinny, soaring Appalachian Lily tree, which blooms late June through July. The honey is most frequently described as “indescribable,” a tribute to its floral sweetness and complex gingerbread flavors.

TUPELO HONEY: The name “tupelo” gets slapped on honeys across Florida, but true tupelo honey can be traced back to small stands of Ogeechee tupelo trees along the Apalachicola and Ochlockonee Rivers. In order to fix up their bees with the right trees during the short spring blossoming season, tupelo producers sometimes keep hives on secluded docks in forbidding swamps. The honey smells like pears and tastes like cotton candy.

BLACK LOCUST HONEY: The Southern cousin of the European acacia honey that commonly turns up on cheese plates, black locust is an eagerly awaited springtime honey in North Carolina and Georgia. Although much of the harvest is mixed with tulip poplar honey, pure black locust honey is delicate, fruity, and startlingly clear.

ORANGE BLOSSOM HONEY: The same trees responsible for the South’s most popular citrus fruits provide the nectar for orange blossom honey, a vigorously sweet honey produced in Florida and Texas.

GALLBERRY HONEY: Gallberry trees grow as far north as Nova Scotia, but their honey-giving properties are acknowledged almost exclusively in Georgia and Florida. Thick Gallberry honey, esteemed for its golden hue and lack of granulation, is especially suitable for baking.
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BIG BAD BUTTERMILK BISCUITS

BY CHEF JOHN CURRENCE

MAKING GREAT Southern-style biscuits is about understanding and respecting the science behind them. It’s about the right balance of fat to flour, and a deft hand at combining and kneading them. When it comes to the fat, I like a combination of butter and lard in my biscuits. Lard brings a flavor and crispiness that no other fat lends, while butter brings the leavening and its own flavor.

Butter is composed of three basic elements: butterfat, milk solids, and water. Oddly enough, water is about the most important part of this equation. Biscuit recipes typically read, “Cut butter into flour mix until mix resembles a coarse meal.” The reason for this is that you want the fat to remain intact, in its original form, while being broken into as many small bits as you can get. Biscuits don’t require a lot of kneading once the dough comes together, because, again, you want the butter to remain as intact as it can. When biscuits cook, each one of those tiny little butter bits breaks down inside a pocket of dough, and that little bit of water boils and creates a pocket of air after the steam escapes into the biscuit itself.

It wasn’t until I understood what was at work that I made good biscuits. I labored over them and was meticulous in my technique and execution. I was convinced the old-fashioned approach was the only way to make biscuits come out exactly how I wanted them. Then legendary Charleston, South Carolina, chef Louis Osteen ended up in our restaurant kitchen one morning. He saw us toiling over our biscuits and asked why we weren’t cutting the flour in with a food processor. (We were making about five hundred biscuits.) He shoved us out of the way and showed us how to quickly cut the fat in by pulsing the ingredients in the food processor. That blessing of technique by the Pope of Things Southern was all we needed. We now use it to make thousands of biscuits weekly at our restaurant Big Bad Breakfast, and it makes whipping up great biscuits at home a lot easier too.

BIG BAD BREAKFAST BUTTERMILK BISCUITS

(Makes about 15 biscuits)

1½ oz. butter

2 oz. lard

2 cups flour

½ tbsp. baking powder

1 tsp. baking soda

1 tsp. salt

½ tsp. black pepper

1 tbsp. sugar

1 cup buttermilk

CUT BUTTER and lard into small cubes and place in freezer on a pie tin or plate. Mix dry ingredients in a food processor. Turn machine off, and add butter and lard to dry mix, distributing evenly. Using metal or dough blade, pulse until mix resembles a coarse meal. (Alternatively, you can cut the fat into the dough with a pair of knives.) Dump this crumble into a stainless steel bowl and slowly drizzle in buttermilk while stirring with a fork. This mix should not quite come together into a ball.

 

FLOUR YOUR hands and begin turning dough in the bowl and mashing with the heel of your palm until it begins to come together. As soon as it does, turn out onto a floured surface. Flatten and fold the dough repeatedly (no more than six or eight times) until it becomes even in moisture and somewhat smooth. Roll out to three-quarters-inch thickness. Cut dough into rounds and bake on a dry baking sheet at 400 degrees for 12 to 15 minutes or until golden brown.





SUPREME SAUSAGE GRAVY

NOTHING CROWNS a beautiful Southern biscuit better than the gravy conjured up out of the grease and crumbles of some spicy pork breakfast sausage. Sure, have a patty or two with your eggs, but leave the rest for the gravy. This is wisdom.

Food lore traces this countrified staple back to Appalachian logging camps—you’ll sometimes hear the term sawmill gravy—and it will forever be regarded as a classic Southern workingman’s breakfast: hearty, tasty, and inexpensive, made to feed a mess of laborers. In some parts of the South, a split biscuit with sausage gravy is still referred to as “poor-do,” which speaks to its economy, and “life everlasting,” testimony to its staying power.

If you’d like to eat like those old lumberjacks but with a touch of sophistication, you might want to hunt up chef David Bull. Bull has made his name cooking at such fine Texas eating establishments as Congress in Austin, but he’s embraced the soulful dish as part of his culinary signature. “I’ve put biscuits and sausage gravy on the menu everywhere I’ve worked,” he says. “It’s warm and comforting but also unexpected.”

Traditionalists will find it easy to spot Chef Bull’s refinements. Heavy cream enriches the white gravy, while fresh, aromatic sage leaves bring out the best in the pork breakfast sausage, topped off with a fried sage leaf garnish that takes the dish from belly warmer to showstopper.

DAVID BULL’S SAUSAGE GRAVY

2 tbsp. unsalted butter

1 small yellow onion, peeled and diced (about ½ cup)

1 tbsp. finely chopped fresh sage leaves

2 tbsp. flour

¼ lb. pork breakfast sausage (not links), fried and crumbled

2 cups half-and-half

2 cups heavy cream

¼ tsp. cayenne pepper

Salt to taste

Lemon juice to taste

Tabasco to taste

Worcestershire to taste

IN A large saucepot over medium heat, melt butter until almost foamy. Add the onion and cook until it appears translucent, about 2 to 3 minutes. Add the sage, stirring frequently. Do not brown. Quickly stir in flour. Add the sausage, half-and-half, and heavy cream, and bring sauce to a boil. Lower heat and simmer until liquid is slightly thickened, about 10 minutes. (Adjust the heat so it doesn’t simmer over the sides.) Add cayenne pepper and season with salt, lemon juice, Tabasco, and Worcestershire to taste.

FRIED SAGE GARNISH

Vegetable oil (enough to “float” the leaves)

6–8 sage leaves

Salt to taste

 

HEAT THE oil in a heavy-gauge saucepot with tall sides over medium heat until it reaches 325 degrees. Carefully drop each sage leaf into the hot oil and turn once after 30 seconds. Cook until color darkens, about 15 to 20 seconds more, and remove leaves from oil. Place on a paper towel to drain. Season with salt.

 

SPLIT YOUR biscuits in half by hand to make a lumpy bed for the gravy, then lightly spread with butter and toast until warmed. Place your toasted halves in the center of a shallow bowl, dollop on your sausage gravy, and garnish with the fried sage.





GREAT GRITS

PITY PRETTY MUCH the entire rest of the world: They just don’t seem to get grits. But don’t judge too harshly. The “quick” or “instant” (and rather tasteless) varieties that have become ubiquitous these days bear only a passing resemblance to a good bowl of ground hominy and certainly don’t do any favors for converting the skeptical. No one knows that better than chef Sean Brock, a Virginia native whose work at Husk and McCrady’s, his Charleston, South Carolina, restaurants, has made him a revered figure in the Southern food world and beyond.

“I could eat grits every single day,” Brock says. “When I travel, no matter where I go, the first thing I do when I come home is eat a bowl of grits. That brings me back.” A stoveside purist who insists on the freshest, most local ingredients, Brock brings to grits the passion of a Southern gourmand and the expertise and cosmopolitan tool kit of a thoroughly modern chef. His rules for grits begin at the source. “Each region has its own variety of corn,” he says, “and to me, that’s what you should be cooking.” Grits milled nearby come fresher and imbued with local flavor. If you can’t buy local, Brock suggests Anson Mills as a good backup. And to preserve freshness, keep your grits in the freezer.

To get the most out of that flavor, a little preparation is in order. Soak your fresh-milled grits overnight before cooking, three parts water or stock to one part grits. “If we’re doing a dish with onions,” Brock says, “we might use a vegetable stock with a little more onion. If we’re pairing with a chicken dish, we might use chicken stock.” But water’s fine, too. The idea is to soften the grits so they cook faster, which helps preserve both texture and flavor.

The next day, skim off any bits of floating chaff and transfer the mix to a pot. Bring it to a boil, then reduce the heat and stir for seven to ten minutes, or until the starch takes hold. “You’ll see it,” Brock says. “You’ll be stirring water and grits, and all of a sudden it locks.” Now put the lid on your pot and take the heat down to a simmer, stirring the grits every seven or so minutes. Keep water or stock warm on the stove to add as necessary. (If a spoon can stand straight up in the grits, they need more liquid.) While cooking times vary, soaked grits should be ready in about an hour.

Brock believes in keeping the seasoning simple. Halfway through the cooking process, he adds salt—just a teaspoon or so for every cup of dry grits—and a pinch of white pepper. Once the grits are finished, he also mixes a good spoonful of butter into the pot for a smoother, creamier texture. When making cheese grits—“there is a time and a place,” he says—Brock favors a mild cheddar, like the hoop cheddar that thickened his grits growing up. Just don’t overdo it. Grate the cheese on top of your grits for a layer of molten dairy that supplements but doesn’t overwhelm.

GRITS BY MAIL

If you can’t find quality grits near your home, try one of these three suppliers.

ANSON MILLS, COLUMBIA, SOUTH CAROLINA

Chefs all over the country swear by the flavorful grits that farmer and culinary historian Glenn Roberts mills from heirloom corn the old-fashioned way—on wheels of South Carolina granite.

www.ansonmills.com

GEECHIE BOY MARKET AND MILL, EDISTO ISLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA

On a farm just an hour outside of Charleston, the shrimp-and-grits capital of the world, Greg Johnsman grinds some of the tastiest grits in the Lowcountry.

www.geechieboymill.com

MILLS FARM, ATHENS, GEORGIA

Tim and Alice Mills named their signature Red Mule Grits, featured at several big-name Georgia restaurants, after the 1,250-pound mule that powers their gristmill.

www.redmulegrits.us





THE ULTIMATE APPETIZER

IF THERE’S ONE DISH you’ll find doubled or tripled up on at a Southern party spread, whether potluck or planned, it’s deviled eggs. And even then, the folks who brought them aren’t likely to be leaving with any leftovers. The “devil” part? It’s not because they’re a source of temptation (though they are); it refers to the spices that add that nice piquant kick.

Southern cooks have lately taken to dressing up their eggs with various accoutrements—country ham, chilled Gulf shrimp, poached tomatoes. But connoisseurs will rightly tell you that what matters most is the springiness of the white and the tang of the yolk. To please the fussiest of them, start with eggs a few days removed from the nest, since fresh eggs are frustratingly dodgy come peeling time. Put the eggs in a pot, cover with an inch or so of cool water, and boil. Once the water’s sputtering, reduce the heat to a low simmer and cook for eight minutes. To avoid overcooking the yolk, shock the eggs in an ice-water bath for thirty seconds before peeling. Slice the eggs lengthwise and remove the yolks.

If the boiling process is a science, doctoring up the yolks is an art. But if you’re short a treasured yellowed recipe card with handwritten instructions for the absolute perfect proportions of mustard to mayonnaise, not to worry. Just combine a dozen yolks with a half cup of your favorite mayo and a quarter cup of your favorite mustard, then add salt, pepper, and paprika to taste and you’ll have a preparation worth handing down.

If you like your eggs creamier, you might add a bit of butter. If you like your eggs spicier, a few dashes of Tabasco or grated horseradish will do the trick. And there are plenty of folks who won’t declare deviled-egg filling ready until they’ve added a teaspoon of lemon juice and a tablespoon of pickle relish. But by then you’re just tinkering with perfection.

[image: ]





WHERE THERE’S SMOKE ...

FORGET RELIGION or politics. If you want to start an argument in the South, just bring up barbecue. Beef versus pork, whole hog versus shoulders, the proper style of sauce: When it comes to barbecue, everything is controversial.

There’s a reason for that. Barbecue stirs Southern passions like no other food, and it’s been doing it for a very long time.

The roots of barbecue in the South stretch back to the early colonial days, when English settlers adopted from Native Americans both a method of cooking meat and the word used to describe it. The local tribes, Robert Beverley noted in his History and Present State of Virginia (1705), roasted meat by “laying it upon sticks raised upon forks at some distance above the live coals ... this they, and we also from them, call barbecuing.”

Outdoor barbecues featuring whole hogs, rum, and dancing were an indispensable part of colonial Virginia social life. Settlers carried the institution with them as they made their way from Virginia down into the Carolinas and Georgia and eventually over the Appalachians into Tennessee and Kentucky and along the Gulf coast all the way to Texas. Barbecues were the preeminent way that antebellum Southern communities celebrated the Fourth of July, complete with speeches, music, and toasting. Massive barbecues drew thousands of people together to hear political candidates speak, to raise money to build railroads, and to celebrate important civic events.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, barbecue transitioned from
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