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A Few Irish Recipes for Good Measure

I started my career in the restaurant business when I was 13 years old. Blanche and Robert Stout owned the Country Café in Spindale, NC. I convinced them I was 14, the age at which you could legally work at the time, and got a job after school and on Saturdays. I started out washing dishes, then doing prep work, and finally, they let me cook. Blanche was a great country cook and people lined up out the door at lunchtime.
That was the beginning of almost thirty years of cooking for the public. During high school I worked at Scoggins Seafood and Steakhouse, which is still feeding the masses here in my town; they opened in 1959, the year I was born, and they've been rocking ever since. For several years, I was a trainer for Sonic, traveling around opening their drive-in restaurants and training managers.
When I was 19 and stupid, I opened my first restaurant, called "Don's Wonderful Food." The previous owner had a big, fancy lit-up sign that said that, and I couldn't afford another one so I let it stand. It was a failure and a learning experience. The other three that I went on to own over the next 20+ years were a success, I'm happy to say. I have named this book Nothin' Fancy after the name of my last two ventures, both by that name, which was suggested by my brother, Robert. Pat, his wife at the time, and I owned the business together, and it was a huge success, so much so that we had to move out of our original location after two years and into a bigger building. We had people standing knee deep. We served "meat and three," fresh vegetables, homemade soups, cakes, pies, and breads—just good country cooking.
I had told Pat before we opened Nothin' Fancy in 1993 that I was going to stay in the business for five more years and then I was getting out. I didn't know at the time what it was I was going to do, but after more than 25 years and what I calculated as cooking over 875,000 meals for the public, I figured I had enjoyed it as long as I could.
In between owning my own places, I also cooked in some very fine restaurants. I spent 7 years cooking in a high-class resort, and another 3 years in a fancy hotel in the mountains. I was privileged to work with chefs from a lot of different places, and I stole tricks and recipes from every single one of them.
My mid-life crisis led me to shift gears in 1998. I sold Pat my half of the business and went back to college to earn a degree in psychology, and a short time later graduated from The Whole You School of Massage & Bodywork. I stayed at the school as the administrator and a teacher for five years before leaving to launch my own business, THERA-SSAGE, which is an alternative health care clinic where we offer massage therapy, acupuncture, chiropractic, and other complimentary services. I have also authored three massage-related books that are published by Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, and I travel extensively teaching classes. If you'd like to investigate my present life, you can do that at www.LauraAllenMT.com and at www.thera-ssage.com
For the first two years after I sold Nothin' Fancy, I actually paid my mother to do the cooking at our house. I was burned out to the point where I didn't want to boil a pot of water. When we remodeled our kitchen at home, I was describing the stove I wanted to my husband, Champ, who said "You don't need a stove. You can have a picture of a stove!" I did get the stove, and I did eventually start cooking again and enjoying it.
It's now been 13 years since I left that career behind, and over the years I was asked many times to share recipes. Here are some of my favorites, along with some helpful cooking advice, and a few tales from back in the day. I hope you enjoy them.
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Dedicated to the memory of my grandmother, Mattie Bailey Rollins and to my mother Margaret Rollins Lawson
Two of the finest cooks in the land, and they taught me everything they know!
I come from a long line of good Southern country cooks. My mother was raised on a farm in the days when everything was organic—no pesticides, no hormones, no genetically modified vegetables. The only fertilizer was the natural kind from the hen house.
Her parents grew most of what they ate. They had chickens, guineas, hogs, beef, the occasional goat and sheep, milk cows, fruit trees and vines, and acres of vegetables. My grandpa and his brothers were known for putting a produce stand out on the side on the road with an honor system…no one looking after it, just leave the money and take what you want. You could do that 50 years ago and no one would steal it.
My Granny Rollins cooked a big country breakfast every morning, and as soon as she washed the dishes, she would start cooking dinner…that's what we call the noon meal. In the evening comes supper, which she'd start cooking right after she cleaned up from dinner. They rarely ate in a restaurant; in fact, I doubt if my grandpa ever went in one at all.
Granny's cooking, for many years, was done on a woodstove, and it was amazing what she whipped up on that stovetop and in the oven. Of course controlling the heat was not a very exact science. She wouldn't have known a cooking thermometer if she had seen one, back in those days. I remember when she got an electric stove, and how sad I thought it was to see the old blue woodstove gone. I'm definitely giving away my age, but I also remember the day my grandparents got running water. Prior to that, water was drawn from the well right outside the kitchen door, and all hot water needs were met by boiling it in a big wash pan on the woodstove. They had an outhouse. True Appalachian poor folks, and they were the finest people I ever met. I'm proud to be descended from them.
My mother learned to cook at an early age and she let me start helping in the kitchen as soon as I could stand.
I love fine food, I love country food, and my own style of cooking usually involves some elements of both.
There are traditions in every part of the country and foods that are popular in one place aren't necessarily so in another. There are even unique foods, like our Rutherford County livermush, that isn't available anywhere else. Livermush is made from all the parts of the hog that can't be used for anything else, and I love it sliced thin and fried until it's almost burnt, although it's already cooked and edible without further cooking. In other places there's souse meat, scrapple, or liver pudding, but livermush is only available in about a 75-mile radius of where I live. The nearby town of Shelby even has a livermush festival.
Wherever two or more are gathered, there is food. On any Sunday in the South, you could stop in at any church fellowship hall where there are a lot of cars parked…you'll likely find a family reunion going on, and you can just slip right in. Anytime someone dies, within minutes the neighbors will start appearing with food. I have a Yankee friend who, soon after he moved here from New Jersey had a death in his family, and he told me he was shocked when people started bringing food to his home, but later that evening when there was a house full of relatives converging, he was grateful to have it. The covered dish is a time-honored tradition here for every occasion, happy or sad.
Many of my habits from my restaurant days still linger, like cleaning up as I go along and always having some prep work done.
Some of the recipes here are handed down from my granny and my mother, some are the ones I swiped from other folks I've cooked with, and some are my own. I always have an eye toward is being able to get home from work and whip something up fast. Most of the recipes can be prepared quickly. I'm also fond of using the crock pot, putting something on before I go to work, and having a nice meal all ready when I get home.
I've included a complete pantry list; keep these items on hand and you'll always be ready. One of the best investments I've ever made was buying a small deep freezer; that has facilitated another habit of mine: cooking a bunch of meals at one time and freezing them for future use so I can have good food ready quickly without getting stressed out about it. Cooking should be fun and enjoyable, for the cook as well as the diners.
Bon Appetite, y'all.
Baking
All-purpose flour
Self-rising flour
Baking powder
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