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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

          TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

TURKEY DAY FOODS & HERBS—OLD AND NEW

By Linda T. Collins, Master Gardeners Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Every year in the U.S.A. we celebrate Thanksgiving Day on the fourth Thursday of November with a dinner consisting of a wonderful array of foods, including turkey, stuffing, corn casseroles, cranberry sauce, and pumpkin pie to name just a few. Oh, and of course family, friends, parades and FOOTBALL!  

Now where did we get some of these traditional turkey-day foods? Of course from the English colonists at Plymouth a/k/a Pilgrims and the Wampanoag, the Native American Tribe that occupied the area now known as New England where the Pilgrims settled in December 1620.   The Wampanoag were a horticultural people who supplemented their agriculture with hunting and fishing.  They taught the Pilgrims how to cultivate corn, beans, squash, pumpkins, melons, Jerusalem Artichokes, groundnut, a potato-like root, and other vegetables, in addition to teaching them hunting and fishing skills.  

With few supplies, cold, sick and slowly starving to death, less than half of the original Pilgrims managed to survive the first winter of 1620-1621.  However, with the help of the Wampanoag, the remaining Pilgrims had a bountiful 1621 fall harvest.  Sometime between September 21 and November 11, 1621, the 52 Pilgrims shared their bounty with the 90 Wampanoag at a three-day harvest feast, now known as Thanksgiving.  There were no forks at the time, but rather just knives and spoons, and plates that were usually wooden. 

Items most likely on the menu included the following:  

· CORNBREAD:  admired by both the English and Native Americans

· ENGLISH CHEESE PIE:  cheese was important to the English

· VENISON:  five deer were brought by the Native Americans

· DUCKS & GEESE:  gathered by the English

· WILD TURKEY:  Native Americans and English alike enjoyed this meal

· STUFFING:  with herbs, onions and/or oats

· GARLIC AND ONIONS:  staples of the diet

· PUMPKIN PUDDING:  there wasn't pumpkin pie at the time

· INDIAN PUDDING:  can be served as a warm or cold dessert

The local Native Americans taught the Pilgrims about native vegetables and herbs including many different kinds of nuts, berries, greens, and mushrooms that they gathered from the woods. Along with the many herbs especially valuable for medicinal uses, the settlers also learned to use strawberry and blackberry leaves, sassafras root, bee balm, and birch bark for teas.

Although today our Thanksgiving celebration occurs about two months later in the year than the Pilgrims' celebration, we still season our dishes with many of the same herbs they used, especially sage, thyme and rosemary. These are all woody perennials that in late November, are not yet completely dormant in the northern gardens of the U.S.A. However, in south Texas this is when they thrive, and come summer the sage and thyme will die back due to our intense heat and humidity. The rosemary can and does thrive year round here in south Texas providing it has excellent drainage. 

In addition to adding sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, Mexican Mint Marigold (sometimes referred to as Texas Tarragon and is a replacement for French Tarragon), and other herbs to turkey dressing, the leaves can be placed in the cavity of the Thanksgiving turkey. And for a great presentation, slide your hands between the turkey breast meat and skin to loosen the skin. Rub butter or margarine on the breast meat and arrange the leaves under the skin. Pat the skin down and roast, and when finished, the leaves will show through the browned skin.  

So go ahead and be creative in the kitchen this Thanksgiving by learning to use fresh herbs which add wonderful flavors to many dishes. When you add fresh herbs, you can decrease your intake of salt and oils without losing flavor. When substituting fresh herbs for a recipe that calls for dried herbs, triple the amount with fresh herbs. Also if using dried herbs, keep them in a cool, dry area, away from sunshine and keep them no longer than six months. And remember throw out that old jar of sage because it can and does go rancid after more than a year.  

Here is my own stuffing recipe using fresh herbs that everyone seems to love. 

SAUSAGE STUFFING

1 16-ounce package corn bread stuffing or make your own corn bread

1 ½ to 2 cups canned chicken broth 

14 ounces sausage of your choice 

8 tablespoons butter 

1 ½ cups chopped sweet yellow onion 

¾ cup chopped celery (leaves too) 

¾ cup chopped leeks (white part only) 

¾ cup chopped fennel bulb (can add a few green leaves) 

4 garlic cloves, chopped 

¾ cup nuts of your choice or can add and/or substitute with chopped water chestnuts 

½ cup raisins or dried currants or dried cranberries 

Salt and Pepper 

2 large eggs beaten 

Preheat oven to 350°.   Butter 13 x 9 x 2 inch glass baking dish.  Mix corn bread stuffing and chicken broth in a large bowl. Set aside.  In a large heavy skillet brown sausage until cooked. Drain and transfer sausage to the bowl with the stuffing.  Drain off fat in skillet.  Melt the butter in the same skillet over medium heat. Add onion, celery, leeks, fennel and garlic to skillet and cook just until tender. Transfer to bowl with the stuffing.  Mix in nuts and fruit and season mixture with salt and pepper. Then add beaten eggs and mix. Be sure not to have the mixture to hot when you add eggs or the eggs will cook. Transfer beaten mixture to the baking dish. Cover dish and bake about 45 minutes. Uncover and bake another 10 minutes or until the top is golden and crisp. 

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners allow the gardens to be viewed at no charge during daylight hours, seven days a week.

PAGE  
1

