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N THE FIELD TO TABLE COOKBOOK: 

Gardening, Foraging, Fishing, & Hunting 
(Welcome Books, 2016), writer Su-
san L. Ebert leads readers into a vi-

brant world from the get-go — with no couch in 
sight. She refers to “the backfl ips my heart does ... at 
the gobble of  a turkey in bluebonnet-festooned 
meadows.” A duck wears “stained-glass window 
colors of  iridescent emerald green, royal purple, 
garnet, indigo, chestnut, and gold, slashed with a 
brilliant white.”

But what might be new to big-city types is just 
life lived to Ebert, whose family expected an outdoors 
lifestyle for her even before she was born. “It all kind 
of goes back to my Papaw, my granddaddy Dorsey 
Watkins, who was a big outdoorsman,” Ebert tells 
C&I. “I was the fi rstborn grandchild, and he badly 
wanted a grandson that he could take along hunting 
and fi shing with him. He got me instead and decided 

to just proceed with the original plan. I was horseback 
on the front of Papaw’s saddle before I could even 
walk and fi shing for bluegill with him out of the little 
stock tank that he kept on the back of his farm. He 
taught me how to shoot and to hunt with him.” 

While she drifted away from those self-suffi cient, 
horseback days during grad school and the early 
years of  her professional life, it wasn’t long before 
she was growing an organic garden and working at 
Organic Gardening magazine, and from there she be-
came the fi rst woman publisher-editor ever at Texas 
Parks & Wildlife magazine. 

Ebert has seen interest in the outdoors and or-
ganic lifestyle ebb and fl ow and is excited to see its 
current esteem. “People are ready to listen to that 
message now, and I couldn’t be more thrilled about 
it,” Ebert says. The Field to Table Cookbook, with more 
than 150 fantastic and accessible recipes separated by 
season, couldn’t have come at a better time.

W E S T E R N  G O U R M E T
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Ebert: This whole locavore, sustainable, non-GMO, organic 
movement is really [about] getting the chemicals out of  our 
food supply. People are starting gardens, growing things in 
their backyard. There’s a huge increase in the interest in forag-
ing. Women are learning to hunt in record numbers. In 2001, 
there were 1.8 million women hunters; by 2013, there were 

3.3 million. That’s an 85 per-
cent increase in just 12 years. 
And most of  the women com-
ing into hunting are doing so 
to put clean, hormone-, anti-
biotic-, chemical-free protein 
on their family’s table while 
spending quality time outside 
and helping conserve wildlife 
populations. People are ready 
to listen to that message now, 
and I couldn’t be more thrilled 
about it. 

C&I: The movement is as much 
about an overall lifestyle as it is 
about eating. How would you rec-
ommend someone interested in the 
foraging lifestyle get into it? 
Ebert: Foraging is such a 
cool thing because it teaches 
people to recognize that in all 
this green stuff  around them 
all the time there are edible 
plants — even right in their 
own backyard. A good first 
step is to get a field guide; 
there are some great ones. 
Mark Vorderbruggen, who 
people know as Merriwether 
of  Texas, has a website, www.
foragingtexas.com, and he just 
came out with a book, Idiot’s 
Guide: Foraging, which is doing 
phenomenally well. That’s a 
great little field guide to take 
with you. His website is also 
extremely valuable. 

Start with easily recogniz-
able plants. You don’t want 

to start with mushrooms or something that could have a lot 
of  doppelgängers because some of  them are highly toxic. So 
it’s best to start with things that are very easy to recognize 
like blackberries and elderberries and American beautyberries 
and wild persimmons. The No. 1 foraged food in Texas, of  
course, is the pecan. There are all sorts of  wonderful ways to 

Cowboys & Indians: How did you make the 
leap from avid huntress, angler, forager, gar-
dener, cook, and writer to cookbook author?
Susan L. Ebert: My husband [Shannon 
Tompkins] — he’s the outdoors writer 
for the Houston Chronicle and a big hunter-
angler — and I basically met through our 
shared love of  the outdoors and careers 
in journalism. Our life has revolved a 
lot around hunting and fishing together, 
so we always had a lot of  fish and game 
around for me to play with. It never had 
really occurred to me to do a cookbook. 
But I loved having dinner parties. I loved 
serving fish and game, and when people 
would come over they kept saying, “This is 
the best venison — or the best duck or the 
best redfish or the best whatever — I’ve 
ever had. You should really write a cook-
book.” And I kind of  got pushed off  the 
cliff  and decided, well, maybe I should. 
I’ve got more than 50 wild game and fish 
cookbooks, and I think some of  my ways 
are better than what’s in those, so I’m go-
ing to take a swing at it.

C&I: Can anyone from the single mom to the 
city slicker take a swing at making these dishes? 
The cookbook makes it seem relatively easy to, 
as you say, build a bridge between the natural 
world and the family table.
Ebert: That’s exactly what I set out to do: 
help build that bridge for basically any-
one. I felt I had something to say because 
I was a single mom myself  the whole 
time that my kids were growing up, and 
I understand what it’s like to be a single 
parent, have a demanding full-time job, 
and then try to take care of  your kids and 
all their sports activities and doctors’ ap-
pointments and PTA meetings and that 
sort of  thing, and still have some recre-
ational time for yourself  and still be able 
to cook healthy meals. So I focused on 
the kinds of  things that would be ap-
proachable, that people could look at and 
say, “Hey, that looks like something I 
could do. That looks pretty easy.” 

C&I: Easy, good, good for you — and very 
timely considering the growing movement to-
ward clean, whole foods. ... 
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thickener instead of  cornstarch because cornstarch is manufac-
tured from non-GMO corn. 

I didn’t realize when I got into this that I was going to be 
making so many condiments. But when you have such pure, clean 
protein, you don’t want to use something like bottled ketchup or 
mayonnaise or mustard or remoulade on it. You can make may-
onnaise in less than a minute, so why not learn to do it? You can 
make ketchup in your crockpot. Mustard is a snap. Worcester-
shire sauce is a little more complicated, but it’s still very doable. 
If  you’re committed to clean, pure food, then you can even go a 
step further and make all your own condiments. That’s one of  
the things that I’m proudest of  and that really is at the heart of  
this cookbook: It’s within your grasp to eat a much healthier diet 
and be in touch with the wild world at the same time.

C&I: Grocery stores carry things year-round that aren’t necessarily in 
season. Your cookbook is arranged by season. How did you deal with the 
issue of  seasonality? 
Ebert: People understand that these things change depending 
on what state you are in. I actually sat down and built an Excel 
spreadsheet of  the open game seasons for all the different wild 
game species, when my produce was coming in in my garden, and 
what foraged foods were available during which months. Duck 
and deer seasons open in early November in Texas, so you know 
that you’re going to have both wild duck and venison to work 
with for November-December and into January.

C&I: What’s a good seasonal menu option for the upcoming holidays?
Ebert: For the upcoming holidays, I would encourage people 
to look at the venison backstrap with the beautyberry sauce 
recipe (see page 168) because that’s an easy take on a classic 
venison Christmas-type dish.

C&I: Any favorites that you serve regularly at your own home?
Ebert: My husband actually wishes that I would do the corned 
venison every single week of  the year. I think he would live on 
that. And I will say it’s better than the best corned beef  you’ve 
ever tasted. We eat wild game or fi sh almost daily. It’s just part 
of  our lifestyle to be outdoors and to hunt and fi sh and forage, 
and it’s the food that we most enjoy. Not only do you know 
that it’s untainted, chemical-free, and antibiotic-free, but it’s 
imbued with the memories of  
being out in beautiful wild places, 
which makes a pretty good start 
for a special meal.

The Field to Table Cookbook: 
Gardening, Foraging, Fishing, 
& Hunting by Susan L. Ebert 
(Welcome Books, 2016) is available 
for purchase at www.rizzoliusa.com 
and Amazon.com.

get started in foraging. Merriwether is 
also now doing workshops all over Texas 
for people who want to get involved. 

C&I: What about hunting? 
Ebert: Folks who aren’t in Texas can 
check with their state’s natural resources 
department for workshops they might 
put on. Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment produces high-quality workshops 
through its Becoming an Outdoors-
Woman program, which is targeted to-
ward women who want to learn outdoor 
skills. For guys, there are lots of  oppor-
tunities as well. Jesse Griffi ths — he owns
Dai Due Butcher Shop & Supper Club 
in Austin, Texas, and wrote the cookbook 
Afi eld: A Chef’s Guide to Preparing and Cook-
ing Wild Game and Fish — does absolutely 
wonderful workshops several times a year. 

Also in Austin, Chris Houston oper-
ates Feral (www.feralaustin.com), a “wild 
food workspace” with a fully equipped 
kitchen for people who want to butcher 
and process their own wild game. He does 
workshops where you can learn to hunt, 
take a wild hog on your hunting trip, and 
then Chris and his staff  will be there to 
help you fi eld-dress, process, package up 
your processed cuts, make sausage, that 
sort of  thing. Things like this are popping 
up around the country. A little research 
on the internet will get you pointed in the 
right direction in your area. And of course 
my cookbook has how-to primers on ev-
erything from plucking a duck to handling 
and freezing fi sh.

C&I: Hunting might not be for everyone, but 
there’s an awful lot in this book even for someone 
who’s never going to pick up a gun or crossbow. 
The point really is about eating clean foods. ... 
Ebert: One of  the things that was re-
ally important to me that maybe sets this 
book apart from other wild game cook-
books is I completely expunged any sort 
of  prepared food or packaged goods. 
I thought it was really important that I 
cover everything from main dishes to 
condiments to organic breads to sides. 
It’s all organic, non-GMO, down to the 
point of  using organic tapioca root as a 

Venison
1 (1- to 1½-pound) venison backstrap
¼ cup, plus 1 tablespoon extra-virgin

olive oil
2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar
1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves
½ teaspoon sea salt

Cumberland Sauce
(Yields about ¾ cup)
½ cup American beautyberry jelly 

(may substitute currant, blackberry, 
or wild dewberry jelly)

1 cup port
Zest and juice of 1 orange
Zest and juice of 1 lemon
¼ teaspoon dry mustard
¼ teaspoon salt

 teaspoon ground cayenne
 teaspoon ground ginger
 teaspoon ground cloves

Dry-age the backstrap by placing it on 
a rack over a drip pan in the refrigerator 
for 24 – 48 hours. 

When you are ready to cook, place 
the backstrap in a narrow baking dish 
and add ¼ cup of the oil, the vinegar, 
thyme, and salt. Using tongs, turn the 
meat to coat evenly with the marinade. 
Cover loosely with plastic wrap and let 
sit at room temperature for 2 hours, 

turning the backstrap every 15 minutes 
so that all surfaces are evenly coated.

Preheat the oven to 400 degrees.
Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon oil in 

a cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat, 
then add the backstrap and sear for 3 – 6 
minutes, turning it with tongs every few 
minutes to sear evenly on all sides. 

Place the backstrap in a baking dish 
and cook in the oven, uncovered, for 
10 minutes, or until the internal tem-
perature reaches 130 degrees. Remove 
from the oven, loosely tent with foil, and 
let the meat rest for 5 minutes to allow 
the juices to reabsorb. 

For the Cumberland sauce: Combine 
all the ingredients in a small saucepan 
over medium-low heat and simmer for 
30 minutes, until the sauce is reduced 
by half and thick enough to coat a 
spoon. Serve warm. 

Cut venison into -inch-thick me-
dallions, plate, and drizzle with Cum-
berland sauce.

Recipe reprinted and edited with per-
mission from The Field to Table Cook-
book: Gardening, Foraging, Fishing, & 
Hunting by Susan L. Ebert (Welcome 
Books, an imprint of Rizzoli New York, 
2016).

American Beauty Backstrap 
(Dry-Aged Venison Backstrap with American Beautyberry Cumberland Sauce)
Serves 4 – 6
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2  s h o p s  a r e  b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e !2  s h o p s  a r e  b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e !2  s h o p s  a r e  b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e !
Jimmy “the Hat Man” Harrison 
has shops in two great towns: 
Darby, MT and Wickenburg, 
AZ. For 20 years Jimmy has 
handmade the best quality, 
true-beaver, custom - fit and 
designed hats.  See Jimmy 
“The Hat Man” at his booth at 
the PBR World Finals in 2016.the PBR World Finals in 2016.the PBR World Finals in 2016.the PBR World Finals in 2016.

Jimmy “The Hat Man’s”
Cell # 406-360-6979

DO U BL E  HH CUS TO M HAT CO.
j immy@doublehhats.com    www.doublehhats.com

121 S.  Main • Darby, MT 59829
201 N. Frontier  St.  •  Wickenburg,  AZ 85390


