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Review The Gift of Southern Cooking: Recipes and Revelations From Two Great American

Cooks By Edna Lewis and Scott Peacock Knopf, 352 pp., $29.95

For many people otherwise wholly unconnected to the South, the idea of Southern cooking has

an irresistible allure. The phrase "creamy grits," for instance, is enough to start the juices

flowing. And each year as the weather warms, we look forward to fried chicken and barbecue;

by picnic season here, the table looks as if it were lifted straight out of Georgia.

It's an irony of Southern cooking that in a climate where the last thing you want to do is hover

for hours over a deep-frying pan, much of the food is a world of trouble. Yet time and again we

return to those down-home recipes, brimming with flavor and so infernally good that they

command us to defy all good sense and dietary discipline.

If you're going to do it, you might as well do it right, and that means listening to Edna Lewis

and Scott Peacock in "The Gift of Southern Cooking." They have no shortage of advice: Don't

buy smoked ham hocks from the supermarket (they're full of chemicals). Make your own baking

powder, grind your own nutmeg, and while you're at it, make your own coconut milk. This

suspicion of commercial products, coupled with a disdain for shortcuts, would be off- putting if

it weren't expressed with such charm. Lewis's and Peacock's directives simply convince you it

would be foolish to do things any other way.

Coleslaw, for instance, demanded bouts of salting, resting, and squeezing. But it was worth it.

Their slaw bore no resemblance to the white and waterlogged hash you get at most carryouts.

Still green and just resistant to the bite, the cabbage was tart with vinegar, creamy without

being cloying.

"Honestly good" crab cakes were just that. They didn't overcome the disintegrating-patty

problem that frustrates all crab cake cooks, but a succulent crumb and a spicy dipping sauce

made up for it.

Sharp dried thyme had mellowed by the end of slow-cooking the thyme-smothered chicken.

Patience had drawn out such character from just a half dozen ingredients.

Blanched and shocked for color, green beans retained just enough crunch to stay interesting



when tossed in garlic and butter. Roasted okra with onion, garlic, and mint sounded like an

overlooked vegetable treasure. But even after 20 minutes, instead of the recommended 5 to

10, the okra never wilted even slightly.

Of course baked eggplant with peanuts - made with bacon fat, peanut butter, and a peanut

and bread crumb topping - was addictive, unctuous, and explosive with flavor.

A cornmeal souffle rose up in a pale and mighty foam of white cornmeal and milk. It had the

lightest texture imaginable, combined with the highest number of calories.

I longed to make buttermilk biscuits, but it seemed pointless to attempt them without White

Lily flour (available by catalog), fresh leaf lard (two days of rendering and a 30-mile drive away),

and fresh buttermilk.

Still, a cookbook is more than the sum of its recipes, and perhaps the most compelling aspect

of this one is the partnership it honors between a young white man and a venerable 87-year-

old black woman who cook together. That two such different souls can find communion at the

table is enough reason to proclaim, as they do, "praise the lard and pass the biscuits."

SIDEBAR: GARLIC GREEN BEANS Serves 4.

Salt and pepper, to taste

1 pound green beans, stems removed

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 large clove garlic, chopped

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

1. In a large pot of salted water, cook the green beans for 5 minutes or until they are tender

but still have some bite.

2. Drain the beans and immediately plunge them into a bowl of lightly salted ice water.

3. When the beans are chilled, drain them.

4. In a large skillet, heat the butter and add the green beans. Cook, tossing constantly, until

the beans are hot. Add the garlic, parsley, a generous sprinkling of salt and a few grinds of

black pepper. Continue cooking for 1 minute more.

CORNMEAL SOUFFLE Serves 4.

Butter (for the dish)

2 cups milk

1/3 cup stone-ground white cornmeal



3 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 1/4 teaspoons salt

3 eggs, separated

1. Set the oven to 425 degrees. Butter a 4-cup souffle or baking dish.

2. In a heavy saucepan, heat the milk until it is scalding. Slowly whisk in the cornmeal and bring

to a boil. Cook and stir for 5 minutes. Pour into a bowl.

3. Stir in the butter and the salt. Let the mixture cool for 15 minutes.

4. Beat in the yolks.

5. Beat the whites until they form soft mounds. Stir a third of the whites into the cornmeal

mixture to lighten it. Carefully fold in the remaining whites, and transfer the batter to the

prepared dish.

6. Bake the souffle for 25 to 30 minutes it is puffed and golden brown. Serve at once.

Adapted from "The Gift

of Southern Cooking"
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