American Regional Cooking

(Anna Mandzhiyeva)

         Food is a crucial part of every culture, since it is an essential element of everyday life and it is indispensable for special occasions. In fact, it helps people gather together, and many cherished memories are inextricably connected with a certain kind of food. Every country is proud to have a national cuisine which tells a lot about the nation, about its history and its character. American cuisine is often misunderstood all over the world, and many refuse to use the word cuisine in American context supposing that such items as hamburgers and hot dogs do not deserve it. But actually American cuisine is much more sophisticated and diverse, like the country itself. 

        Every region of the country has its own distinctive cooking traditions. Americans have been enjoying preparing regional recipes known as “comfort” food for about four centuries. Regional cooking used to be classified as Eastern, Western, Central and Southern. But such classification seems to be too general, since with the change of the scenery the cooking ingredients and  techniques change as well. There is a joke: Don't like the food here? Just go on over to the next town! (Wilbert Jones). 
        “There are at least six culinary regions within the continental United States--New England and Mid-Atlantic, Southern, Midwest, Southwest/Tex-Mex, West and the Pacific Northwest”. (Wilbert Jones). Though there are some dishes that are similar both in the process of cooking and in the ingredients used. But even inside the culinary regions subregional cuisines can be found, and in addition to those there are also city cuisines, which may vary from one neighborhood to another in a metropolis. There is no universal system of defining and classification of national cuisine. Even though there are most frequently used patterns, the details are in most cases up to an individual. This paper touches upon cuisine in such culinary regions of the United States as New England, Chesapeake Bay shore and the Mid-Atlantic states, the Plantation and the Appalachian South, Louisiana and the Mexican border. 

       New England is the land where the first pilgrims arrived and settled down, and this region’s contribution to the development of the nation is hard to overestimate. And the authors of “Eating in America” suppose that English cooking traditions brought by the first pilgrims have been playing a significant  role in the cuisine of the New World. “Why did America miss the chance to achieve independence from one of the least admired institutions of the British Isles?” (Root/de Rochemont, 10). And at first indeed the pilgrims cared about the nutritious food rather than tasty, since there were very few ingredients available. The pilgrims came to the New World without sufficient hunting and trapping skills and they did not know how to grow crops, and the Indians taught them how to sustain their livelihood in America. Even today farmers throughout the region of New England harvest such food ingredients as corn, beans, cranberries, apples, maple syrup and squash. Besides there was such abundance of seafood that lobsters were a frequent dish on the dinner table.  “Nowadays seafood is generally recognized as one of the region's culinary mainstays.” (Frumkin). Today New England chefs are applying their creativity to development of more sophisticated dishes in compliance with the best regional traditions. Such shellfish as lobster, clams and oysters and finfish like haddock, grey sole, tuna, striped bass and cod are basic ingredients of the best-known seafood dishes in the country, such as clam chowder, clambake and fish stews. New England cuisine is often associated with the first Thanksgiving feast and considered to be sort of plain, but even though the roots go deep into English Puritan cooking and simple American Indians’ techniques, it has been evolving and is yet to develop. 

         If we take a look at the cuisine of the region which lies to the south off New England, we might find that there are similarities, since there are no absolute “food boundaries”. The cuisine in Mid-Atlantic states has been distinguished recently and there are still arguments about whether it exists or not. Chef-owner Forrest Shirkey is one of those who believe in it and who want to put it on the cuisine map, that is why he has opened his Mid-Atlantic Café. And in his opinion, the actual cuisine of the region should include dishes made from fresh, locally available ingredients.” (Wilkinson). Examples of the foods featured on his Mid-Atlantic menu include duck, sea bass and strawberries from Long Island, heirloom tomatoes from New Jersey, Maryland soft-shell crab and lamb from upstate New York. Mid-Atlantic cuisine also has a great connection with the sea products because of the geographical location of the states which are very close to the Atlantic Ocean. The most influential Mid-Atlantic state is New York for the reason that there is the largest metropolis here – NYC, which has been welcoming immigrants in the course of American history. But New York City is  rather weak in terms of American cooking. Even though the city can be defined as the greatest gastronomic melting pot of the world, very little melts there. “You can find there restaurants offering virtually all cuisines of the world… Each of the foreign cuisines available in New York remains isolated in its own context. They do not borrow from one another.” (Root/ de Rochemont, 312). It seems that Mid-Atlantic cuisine is something in between New England and the Chesapeake Bay cuisines. And I view the latter as a phenomenon.

         Indeed, the Chesapeake Bay shore usually is not defined as a separate region by any criterion; the states of Maryland and Delaware belong to the Mid-Atlantic region and Virginia is a southern state. But in terms of cuisine the tiny territory of the Chesapeake Bay shore is proud to be singled out. “The Chesapeake Bay region is blessed with glorious food - half East Coast and half Deep South in character - and there are few tastes that can't be satisfied here”. (Kotkin). The cooking traditions involve indigenous ingredients from the local land and waters. Like in New England, as the centuries passed, the ingredients remained the same, but the dishes have evolved to create a modern, interpretive style. Chesapeake Bay cooking immediately brings to mind the world-famous blue crabs, briny Chincoteague oysters and fresh clams. And the “Chesapeake Bay” means the “Great shellfish bay”, a term adopted from the Susquehannock Indians. Soft-shelled blue crab is the mainstay of the cuisine and the greatest region’s specialty, and about 60 pages of the local cookery book are dedicated to the crab dishes, where one can find recipes of “crab cake, deviled crab, crab-stuffed mushroom caps, ham and crab imperial, crabmeat curry, crab fluffs, crab and artichoke dip, crab loaf, crab quiche, and soft-shell crab sandwiches.” (Ingle). But the menus of the traditional regional cooking eating establishments also include various ways of preparing soups and stews out of chicken and game birds, meat and game. Meat preserves are also a part of the Chesapeake Bay Cuisine, however, not as important as it is, for example, in the Appalachian South. And this fact shows that there is a large grain of truth in the saying that the Chesapeake Bay cuisine encompasses both New England and Southern elements.

        This paper deals with two types of Southern cuisine: the Appalachian and the Plantation or the Deep. The Appalachian South cooking traditions have been influenced a lot by the American Indians living on the territory. And the thing that springs to mind concerning Kentucky and Tennessee local food is barbecue (BBQ). Barbecue is a derivation from the Arawak Indians’ word “barbacoa”, which meant “the green-wood grails which the Indians set up over holes dug in the ground in which smoked heated stones or the embers of a fire which had been allowed to burn down to it glowing coals, over which they cooked game or fish”. (Root/ de Rochemont, 280). “Memphis is the epicenter of urban barbecue, standing ribs and shoulders above all other Tennessee cities. But rural, western Tennessee matters too. Here, they smoke the whole hog, a tradition that is as ancient as the woods, requiring a commitment of time, smoke and sweat.” (Southern foodways alliance). Long-standing tradition of smoked pork is very strong in the state, though BBQ-social events have spread throughout the whole American South and to the rest of the country. Kentucky BBQ style prefers mutton and lamb to pork, and the residents are especially proud of fingers licking good barbecued ribs, which they consider to be truly American, since they used to be the cut the wealthy were throwing away. But the poor found a way to utilize them and that’s how the new contribution to the American traditional cuisine was made. Also Kentucky is famous for fried spicy chicken, which inspired entrepreneurs to create a fast-food chain, which is extremely popular all over the country. 

        From a geographical standpoint, the Deep South stretches from westward Georgia to Alabama, Mississippi and Arkansas. Over the years, Deep South cooking has adopted many names, such as survival cooking, country cooking, down home cooking and soul food. When you think of Deep South cuisine, you usually think of pumpkin or sweet potato pie, cooked greens, red beans and rice, cornbread, and peach preserves. The roots for these dishes began long before European explorers or settlers arrived on the scene, though. Deep Southern cuisine was originally Native American. “It included the succotash of the Powhatans and dried berries of the Algonquians, along with squash, pumpkin, and corn grown in the region”. (Jones). African slaves cooked "food from the soul" and used sweet potatoes, peanuts, corn, peppers, cabbage, onions, and okra in their cooking. The value of the peanut was understood in the Deep South, and American admiration for peanuts and peanut butter started here. Agricultural products of the Deep South were exchanged for Eastern spices brought by the British, which enriched the culinary traditions of the region. The Deep South cuisine has turned out to be more diverse and rich in ingredients. And the Southerners, trying to prove their superiority over the Northerners even today, turn to their food as a source of pride. Mr. Vaningan, a chef of a traditional Southern restaurant, has proposed such menu: “…Hoecakes, Bacon and Cheddar Spoon Bread, Southern Sweet Tea, Sweet Potato Pie, Red Velvet Cake, Homemade Ice Cream, Southern Divinity, Fried Green Tomatoes, Fried Okra, Deep-South Succotash, Chicken and Dumplings, Alabama Gumbo, Rabbit Stew, and Deep Fried Turkey.” (Vaningan). Southern food is a magnet for gourmet tourists who try to explore American cooking. It seems that the history of the country and the customs of various ethnic groups of the country have reflected in the Deep South cuisine. 

        Geographical location has influenced the cuisine of the states situated on the border with Mexico. And the traditions derived from Mexico slightly vary from one state to another.  The cooking of Arizona is closely linked with the cooking of Mexican state called Sonora. So tortillas de harina, wheat tortillas, are more widely spread in Arizona, even though they are not that popular in Mexico, except for the territory of Sonora. “Sonoran food is less violently spiced.” (Root/ de Rochemont, 278). Consequently Arizona prefers comparatively mild chillies and the state’s specialty is a soup called munodo, containing tripe, green chilies, onions and mint, which is said to be good for the hangovers.

         If  Mexican food is more specialized in Arizona, it is more widespread in New Mexico, because there are more people proud of their Spanish-Latin heritage there. And there can be distinguished both Mexican and Spanish trends in the cooking. For example, there are special little hot breads called sopapillas, which are usually served with cinnamon, a favourite Spanish spice. And the flavour of the baked pudding panocha made from sprouted wheat has been complimented by cinnamon too. 

      “And despite the competition of Arizona and New Mexico, Texas remains the  state where the most Tex-Mex food is found, if only because it is so much bigger”. (Root/ de Rochemont, 279). No wonder that the type of food popular in the region is often described as Tex-Mex. Tex-Mex dishes are well-known all over the globe for being explosively spicy, and the Texans enjoy telling to the whole world how spicy they like their chilli. Texas pursuits strong flavors, thus  there are such specialties are prepared as meat of kid, steamed ears of corn, potato salad, spicy cole slaw, pickles. Texan tacos have also spread all over the country as the most popular meal in Taco Bell fast-food chains. “Tex-Mex food might be described as native foreign food, contradictory though that term may seem. It is native, for it does not exist elsewhere; it was born on this soil. But it is foreign in that its inspiration came from an alien cuisine.” (Root/ de Rochemont, 281). 

     Another example of native foreign food is Creole cooking popular in the southern state of Lousiana. Creole cooking represents a mixture of French, African, Indian and Spanish cuisines. “No regional cuisine in America has received so much attention, practically all of it complimentary, as the Creole cuisine found at its best in New Orleans…” (Root/ de Rochemont, 281).  The first contributors to the regional cuisine were the Indians, the Spanish arrived second followed by the Africans, and the French were the last to arrive. One of the most famous dishes is jambalaya, and it was greatly influenced by Spanish paella. The Cajun, or Acadian contribution, was the fish chowder known as bouillabaisse. Louisiana cuisine has also managed to improve gumbos, fish dishes thickened with okra, which contain any kinds of fish, shellfish, frogs’ legs. Louisiana cuisine as well as the Deep South cuisine has been shaped by various ethnic groups who came to the territory in the course of the history. “Creole  cooking is no longer a borrowing , it is a cuisine with  a soul all its own, harmonious and  consistent”. (Root/ de Rochemont, 283).  

      And the same is true about the American cuisine on the whole. Though immigrants from different countries brought their own cooking and festival traditions, which obviously were born in other places, and these cuisines have not been melted yet (and hardly will) in the American pot, there are certain cuisines native for the territory of the States. Moreover, the cuisines vary in different regions of the country and the political or even cultural division is not the same as culinary. The history of every region of the country has played a great part in the development of the distinguished cooking and the contributions made by different ethnic groups on the territory of the US have complimented one another. Besides, the climate, nature and the environment are great factors in the development of cooking patterns. But the traditional together with the inventive have not stopped surprising the gourmets, and the cuisines are still evolving and the American chefs are creating new gastronomic wonders, special in every culinary region. 

                                       Works cited

 New England cuisine

1. Jones, Wilbert. “From simple to complex- Formulation and Ingredient Challenges- how New England Cuisine evolved.” // http://www.findarticles.com
2. Frumkin, Paul. “New England’s fresh take on food: steeped in history, region bends tradition, adds global touches to local cuisine.”// http://www.findarticles.com
3. Root, Waverly and de Rochemont, Richard. Eating in America. New Jersey: the Ecco Press,   

                                                                                                                                         1981

 The Mid-Atlantic cuisine

1. Wilkinson, Jennifer. “Atlantic Avenue chef hopes to put Mid-Atlantic cuisine on the map”//

                                                                                                       http://www.go-brooklyn.com
 2. Root, Waverly and de Rochemont, Richard. Eating in America. New Jersey: the Ecco Press,   

                                                                                                                                         1981

 The Chesapeake Bay cuisine

 1. Kotkin, Carole. “Down on the Chesapeake – Adding verve to a historic cuisine”//

                                                                                                         http://www.thewinenews.com
 2. Root, Waverly and de Rochemont, Richard. Eating in America. New Jersey: the Ecco Press,   

                                                                                                                                         1981

The Appalachian South cuisine

1. Southern foodways alliance.  http://www.southernfoodways.com/ 

2. Root, Waverly and de Rochemont, Richard. Eating in America. New Jersey: the Ecco Press,   

                                                                                                                                         1981

The Deep South cuisine

1. Jones, Wilbert. “The Deep South’s flavorful foods-Regional Cuisines-Southern recipes and food products.” // http://www.findarticles.com
2. Vaningan, Robert. “Cooking in the Deep-South with Chef Bob”//

                                                                                          http://www.southernscribe.com
The Mexican border and Louisiana cuisine

1. Root, Waverly and de Rochemont, Richard. Eating in America. New Jersey: the Ecco Press,   

                                                                                                                                         1981

PAGE  
3

