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Introduction
For those of you married more than once, you already know how hard it is to keep a relationship working well. Often, it is impossible. When my first marriage with then wife Gail failed after seven years, I felt I was losing more than a life-partner; I was also losing her entire family. I’ll explain.
While Gail and I are both from Louisiana, she grew up south of New Orleans, I north of Shreveport. This probably doesn’t mean much to those from other states, but everything for Louisianans. The French and Spanish originally populated New Orleans and most of south Louisiana. English speaking people populated north Louisiana. Catholicism is the dominant religion of south Louisiana; Protestantism predominates in north Louisiana. While my mother was a wonderful cook, as were my grandmothers, I grew up eating cornbread, pork chops and fried potatoes. I wasn’t introduced to the wonderful regional Cajun and Creole cuisine of south Louisiana until I began dating Gail and met her mother Lily.
Lily was the quintessential Cajun cook. She knew every dish she prepared by heart, always using just the right amount of spice or Creole seasoning. I soon became a connoisseur of gumbo, learning no two bowlfuls are ever quite the same. While I have now tasted many bowls of the wonderful concoction—a dish I like to call “Nectar of the Gods”— prepared by cooks and chefs alike, I have never tasted any that quite compares to my former mother-in-law Lily’s. While I lost Lily along with many other things in my divorce, I will always remember her as the greatest Cajun/Creole cook I have ever known. This little Cajun cookbook is my feeble attempt to immortalize her culinary greatness.
Lily not only loved to cook, she also loved to entertain. Here is a recipe for one of her favorite appetizers, and also one of mine.
Ingredients
•14 oz. crabmeat
•2 cups bread crumbs, dry
•2 tablespoons lemon juice, fresh
•2 tablespoons onion, finely minced
•1 tablespoon mustard, dry
•½ cup white wine, dry
•1 pound bacon
Directions
Remove shell and cartilage from crab meat. In medium bowl, combine crabmeat, bread crumbs, lemon juice, minced onion, mustard, and enough wine to moisten the mixture. Mix thoroughly and shape into quarter-sized balls. Wrap crabmeat balls in a half slice of bacon, covering crab mixture completely. Secure with toothpicks. Place in oven and broil for about fifteen minutes, turning frequently, until bacon is crispy on all sides. Enjoy.
Gail grew up in Chalmette, a city south of New Orleans devastated by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. While attending college in Monroe, she and I would often leave at night from our respective menial jobs and drive to Chalmette for the weekend. We would enter the old wood-framed structure quietly and sleep in one of the empty bedrooms in back. At five, our nightly rest always ended along with the booming bass voice of a distant cousin named Admiral.
"Hey Harvey, you and Lily gonna sleep all morning?" he would bellow.
Gail’s parents, Lily and Harvey were already awake, although barely, and Lily would open the door for Admiral and let him into the kitchen. He always came in the back door. Lily would start a pot of strong coffee. She didn’t use a modern coffee pot, brewing hers in a simple drip pot that she heated on the open natural gas flame of her little stove. Like many Cajuns, she employed a blend of coffee and chicory that produced a strong, aromatic brew. I still remember the aroma of Lily’s Cajun coffee.
Admiral’s voice was so deep and booming, it actually shook the walls. At least it felt that way after only four hours of sleep. Soon, Gail and I would succumb to the cacophony, and stories about Fats Domino we had all heard many times before. She would roll out of bed, put on her robe and tread down the hall to the kitchen. Finally, I would rub my eyes, take a big whiff of the coffee aroma wafting from the kitchen, and follow her.
Two wives later, I still love coffee, but in all my travels I have never had a cup as good as Lily brewed, or experienced that wonderful aroma that can revive you fully from a hard day’s work, a long drive, and only four hours of sleep
South Louisiana was a wild and treacherous place when first populated by the French, and later the Spanish. Those early settlers not only managed to subsist, they thrived by learning from the Indians to cook with native fruits, roots and vines. They also learned how to embellish what they created with tomatoes, one of Lily’s favorite foods.
Ingredients
•2 large Creole tomatoes
•¼ pound fresh mozzarella cheese
•Fresh basil
•1 teaspoon balsamic vinegar
•¼ cup high-quality salad vinegar
•1 teaspoon Dijon mustard
•¾ cup extra-virgin olive oil
•½ teaspoon salt
•Freshly ground pepper
Directions
Slice tomatoes about 1/3 inch thick. Place a slice on each of 2 salad plates, then a slice of mozzarella, then several basil leaves. Make 2 more layers and drizzle with as much dressing as desired. To make dressing, whisk the vinegar and mustard together in a small bowl. Gradually pour in the olive oil, continuously whisking. Add salt and continue whisking until smooth. After adding dressing to Bonaparte’s, place a few basil leaves around the plate and grind pepper lightly over all.
A mirliton is a green, pear-shaped fruit found in abundance in south Louisiana. They crawled up the fence by the dozens in Lily’s backyard. There are hundreds of ways to prepare this tasty plant, usually like a vegetable such as squash, but Lily especially liked this particular variation, and so do I.
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