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By Katie Workman

I’ve been practicing Thanksgiving. That’s because
I almost never make the same things from year
to year. I’ve already brought you a big pile a

greens (Creamy Swiss Chard with Coconut) as well
as a bourbon and molasses glazed turkey drum-
stick recipe. Greens. Bourbon. Molasses. This is
shaping up to be a very Southern “practice”
Thanksgiving. If you’ve spent some time in a
Southern kitchen I’m sure you know spoonbread. If
not then you might not realize how perfect spoon-
bread is as a Thanksgiving side dish.

Spoonbread has many of the same ingredients
as cornbread: cornmeal, eggs and milk. But it has
no leavening at all. In fact spoonbread isn’t really
bread. It’s more of a savory pudding. You might be
tempted to call it a cornmeal souffle. But where I
come from, you’d get a whole lot of nasty looks if
you did. For starters there’s nothing fancypants
about spoonbread. It’s a humble dish that gained
popularity in the south about 100 years ago when
cornmeal began to replace yeast in some Southern
“breads”.

Like grits spoonbread is a wonderful blank can-
vas for flavor. To keep my spoonbread appropriate
to the holiday mine features sweet potatoes. I may
not make the same dish every year at Thanksgiving,
but at my house sweet potatoes show up year after
year in some form or another.

Ingredients
2 pound sweet potatoes
1/4 cup yellow corn meal
2 cup milk

2 tablespoon unsalted butter (plus more for loaf
pan)
2 tablespoon brown sugar (optional)
1 teaspoon cinnamon
1/4 teaspoon cayenne pepper
1/8 teaspoon freshly ground nutmeg
1 teaspoon kosher salt
1 cup water
1/2 cup flour
2 tablespoon honey
4 large eggs (lightly beaten)
1 cup cream

Preparations
Heat oven to 400 degrees. Bake sweet potatoes

until soft when pierced with a knife, 40 to 45 min-
utes. When cool enough to handle, slice the sweet
potatoes in half and scoop the flesh into a medium
bowl to cool completely.

Meanwhile, reduce heat to 325 degrees. In a
medium saucepan over medium heat combine
cornmeal, milk, butter, brown sugar (if using), cin-
namon, cayenne, nutmeg, salt, and water. Cook,
stirring, until slightly thickened, about 10 minutes.
Let cool.

Butter a 9-inch-by-5-inch loaf pan. Set aside.
Working in batches if necessary, place cornmeal
mixture, sweet potatoes, flour, honey, eggs, and
cream in a food processor. Process until smooth;
pour into the prepared pan. Bake until spoonbread
is set and begins to pull away from sides of pan,
about 50 minutes. Let cool slightly before serving.
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Ifind it a source of great comfort that pretty much every culture, every
cuisine has its own interpretation of chicken soup. The Mexican ver-
sion in particular speaks to me, scented with chilies and spices like

cumin and coriander, riddled with slightly softened tortilla chips.
In Mexico, whole chilies may be used, often toasted and the crumbled

into the soup. I rely on dried chili powder, pure ancho if you can find it,
but in this recipe, regular blended chili powder also works just fine.

Cooking the chicken breasts in the broth enriches both broth and
chicken, but if you are in a rush, go ahead and use about 3 cups of shred-
ded cooked chicken, maybe from a rotisserie chicken. Need one more

shortcut? Skip the frying of the tortillas; grab a bag of tortilla chips, light-
ly crush a few handfuls and use those instead.

The garnishes are what make this soup so special. Do not be timid
with the offerings: An assortment of shredded cheese, diced avocado,
fresh cilantro, salsa and lime wedges will turn a comforting soup into a
feast.

You can make the soup ahead - stopping after adding the chicken -
and keep it refrigerated for up to four days. Reheat, adding the lime juice
when you are ready to serve (and, of course, don’t fry the tortillas or prep
the toppings until just before serving!).

Mexican Tortilla Chicken Soup

Ingredients
For the soup:
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
2 medium-size onions, chopped
2 cloves garlic, minced
1 1/2 teaspoons ground cumin
1 teaspoon ground coriander
1 teaspoon pure ancho chili powder
1 can (14.5 ounces) crushed tomatoes
6 cups chicken broth, preferably low-sodium
Kosher or coarse salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste
3 skinless, boneless chicken breasts (about 1 1/2 pounds)
Canola or vegetable oil, for pan-frying
6 corn tortillas, halved and cut crosswise into thin strips
Juice of 1 lime
To serve (optional, pick and choose):
1 or 2 avocados, peeled and diced
1 cup shredded Monterey Jack cheese
1/2 cup coarsely chopped fresh cilantro leaves
Salsa or Pico de Gallo
1 lime, cut into wedges

Preparations
Heat the olive oil in a large stockpot over medium heat. Add the

onions and garlic and sautÈ until tender and golden, 5 minutes. Stir in the
cumin, coriander, and chili powder and cook until fragrant, 1 minute. Add
the tomatoes and chicken broth, season with salt and pepper, and bring
to a simmer over high heat. Add the chicken breasts and lower the heat to
medium-low. Simmer uncovered (don’t let the soup come to a boil), stir-
ring occasionally, until the chicken is just barely cooked through, about 12
minutes. Remove the chicken to a plate and let sit until cool enough to
handle. Keep the soup gently simmering over medium-low heat.

Meanwhile, pour the oil to a depth of 1 inch into a medium-size skillet
and heat over medium-high heat. Line a plate with a couple of paper tow-
els. When the oil is hot, add the tortilla strips in batches and fry, stirring
often, until they are crisp and lightly colored, about 2 minutes. Remove
with a slotted spoon to the plate, and sprinkle lightly with salt while they
are still hot.

Shred the slightly cooled chicken, and stir it and the lime juice into the
soup.

Ladle the soup into soup bowls and top with the fried tortilla strips,
along with your choice of diced avocado, cheese, cilantro, salsa and lime
wedges.
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If you have kids, then you know that thinking about
dinner on Halloween is not easy. Getting the kids out
the door with a little something in their stomachs

besides candy is one of the few things you can do to
wrangle a bit of order into this free-for-all holiday.

My kids are too old to really rein in their candy con-
sumption, so I just make something simple, think of some
faraway yoga pose and look forward to rooting around in
their bags when they get back.

Quesadillas fit the bill nicely for Halloween: Kids can
pick up the cheesy wedges by hand and eat while they
look around for the missing pieces of their costumes.
After they are on their way, the quesadillas pair nicely
with a glass of wine for the grownups left manning the
door at home (and the friends who are willing to hang out
with them).

This recipe’s particular combination of cheese, chicken
and vegetables makes my family happy, but quesadillas
are a wonderful springboard for combining all kinds of
ingredients, so feel free to use what you like and what’s in
your fridge. If you have left-over, simply cooked chicken,
use it here. If not, this is what rotisserie chickens were
meant for. The olives are optional, but my kids love them.

These make fat quesadillas, which are so much more
soul-satisfying that flat, under-filled ones. I’d much rather
have two wedges of slightly overstuffed quesadillas than
four wedges of skinny ones. If you prefer differently, use
more tortillas and fill them with less stuff.

You can keep the quesadillas warm on a baking sheet
in a 250-degree oven for 20 to 30 minutes. Cut them into
wedges just before serving.

In addition to sour cream and salsa, guacamole or
diced avocado makes fine toppings

Ingredients
1 cup shredded sharp cheddar
1 cup shredded Monterey Jack
2 tablespoons unsalted butter, divided
8 ounces sliced mushrooms, any kind, or a mix
1/2 teaspoon minced garlic
1 cup roughly chopped spinach
Kosher or coarse salt and freshly ground pep-
per to taste

8 8-inch flour tortillas
1 cup shredded cooked chicken
1/4 cup chopped pitted black olives (optional)
Sour cream and salsa to serve
Combine the two cheeses in a small bowl.

Preparations
Heat 2 teaspoons of the butter in a skillet with a cover

over medium heat. When the butter has melted, add the
mushrooms and sautÈ for about 8 minutes. The mush-
rooms will soften and probably release some liquid as
they cook. Continue cooking until all of the liquid has
been released, and evaporated, and the mushrooms start
to brown a bit. Add the minced garlic and stir for 30 sec-
onds. Add the spinach, season with salt and pepper, and
saute for two minutes until the spinach has wilted. Turn
the vegetables onto a plate and set aside.

Wipe out the skillet, then return it to medium heat and
add a half teaspoon of butter. Place a tortilla in the pan
and cook for 30 seconds, then flip the tortilla. Sprinkle 2
tablespoons of the cheese mixture over half of the que-
sadilla, and distribute about 1/8 (a couple of tablespoons)
of both the sautÈed vegetable mixture and the shredded
chicken over the cheese, as well as some of the chopped
olives, if desired. Top that with another 2 tablespoons of
the shredded cheese. Flip the bare half of the tortilla over
the filling, cover the pan, and sautÈ for about 2 minutes,
until the bottom is golden and the cheese has started to
melt, then use a spatula to flip the half-moon quesadilla,
and continue to cook, uncovered, until all of the cheese is
melted and the underside is browned, 2 to 3 minutes. 

Remove the quesadilla to a cutting board and let it sit
for a minute before you slice into two or three wedges.
Repeat until all of the quesadillas are cooked. Serve with
salsa and sour cream.

Nutrition information per serving: 569 calories; 259
calories from fat; 29 g fat (16 g saturated; 0 g trans fats); 87
mg cholesterol; 628 mg sodium; 48 g carbohydrate; 3 g
fiber; 3 g sugar; 31 g protein.

Quesadillas for dinner

on Halloween

Sweet Potato Spoonbread 
for practice Thanksgiving


