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Cajun Cooking

By Pat Hartinger

“New Orleans food is as delicious as the less criminal forms of sin.”

Mark Twain - 1884

At about the same time as the Acadian people had settled in the swamplands and waterways of South Louisiana, a new title was given to the residents of New Orleans. The name “Criollo” was given to all residents of Europeans descent, including the Spanish settlers from the West Indies, Central or South America as well as the original French settlers. Included in this group were persons of European and Black descent. Criollo soon became “Creole.” It would appear that the main difference between Cajun and Creole cooking is the difference between city cooking and country—peasant cooking. Creole is a cuisine that developed over two centuries as a blend of French dishes and African cooking methods, with Spanish, German, and American influences. Its rich gumbos are a combination of onions, bell peppers, and celery, cooked in a roux of oil and flour.
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When the Acadians arrived in Louisiana, they had nothing and had to learn to make use of what they found. One of their first discoveries was the crayfish (or crawfish). Early recipes were simple: usually crayfish were simply boiled or steamed. It was not until the 1940s and ‘1950s that this freshwater crustacean became popular and available commercially. These “mudbugs” are now raised in flooded rice fields, a practice known as double—cropping. However, earlier recipes made use of crabs, squirrels, muskrats, frogs, and alligators. The introduced nutrias have been added to many cook’s repertoire

The practice of cooking with tomatoes and hot peppers shows the early Spanish and Afro-Caribbean influence. Other African influences include single dish combinations like jambalaya and gumbo. (Gumbo is an African word meaning okra, but most Cajun gumbos no longer contain okra.) It is a green—brown soup containing several types of seafood, some vegetables,and thickened with gumbo—file, which are powdered sassafras leaves stirred in at the end to prevent bitterness. This latter is a Native American contribution. Other recipes make use of rice, blackeyed peas, pork innards, yams and sweet potatoes. Cajun cooking has been popularized by chef Paul Prudhomme of K-Paul’s Louisiana Kitchen. It is a spicy and robust presentation.

When requesting a recipe from a Cajun cook, don’t expect exact measurements. Cajun people cook by instinct, “stir and cook until done.” When giving Cajun cooking a try, just remember to say, “Laissez les bons temps rouler.” Let the good times roll.

Websites for more information:
The Creole & Cajun Recipe Page

http://www.gumbopages.com/recipe-page.html
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