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One old man and a whole lotta bull
BY LAURA HUNT ANGEL

MESSENGER FOOD COLUMNIST

“R

UN!”
It started out as an
ordinar y weekend. The
sky was clear and it was cool,
a perfect day for my friend
and neighbor, Donna, and I,
to head for what we called
the “back acre” and do some
exploring. In reality, the back
acre was a field, several acres
wide, made up of the combined
back yards of all of our homes
along with a swath of vacant
land that appeared to belong to
no one. It was roughly a square
mile, and it stretched from our
road to the next one behind
us, forming our little countr y
“block.”
On nice days, we would
clamber through Dad’s
orchard, zig-zag behind our
bachelor neighbor, Harr y’s,
beagle kennel (holding our
ears the whole time), and
across the creek on a little
wooden bridge to get to
the most vacant part of the
field. All manner of wars, spy
missions and Indian hunts took
place there.
One year, Donna’s dad
fenced up a portion of the
field and bought a small herd
of cattle. It didn’t hinder our
play at all, we simply included
the cows. Depending on the
scenario, they played the part
of buffalo, deer or elephants.
That is, until one sunny day
when only Donna and I were
out playing.
There was a little patch of
lawn between Dad’s orchard
and the garden that was kept
mowed just for us kids. It
wasn’t too far from the house
and was the perfect spot to
build blanket forts, dig holes
or just run around and holler.
That day, Donna and I were
doing just that sort of thing
when we heard a commotion in
the cornfield. It was a shuffling
kind of noise, and we glanced
up to see the cornstalks
bending to the sides like a big
boat was cruising through
them. Suddenly, we heard a
low snorting, groaning sound,
and a monster of a thing came
roaring out of the cornfield
and straight at us. It was a big,
black bull.
The bull had already built
up a head of steam and was
coming at us full blast. Donna
and I started running as fast
as we could, screaming the
whole way. The bull didn’t
stop even when we got right
up near our houses. Being the
faster runner, I was about a
yard ahead of Donna when she
slowed for a second, thinking
that she could get our back
door open and duck inside to
safety. Glancing behind me, I
could see that she didn’t have
time to get in the door before
getting clobbered.
“RUN!” I yelled. Donna let
go of the door handle just in
time, and we raced around
the corner to the front of
the house, where the bull
would have to slow down and
hopefully give us enough time
to scramble up the front steps.
All the while, I could feel that
bull’s hooves pounding the
ground while great billows of
steam snorted and puffed out
of its muzzle.
The plan worked. We ran
around the corner and up the
steps as fast as we could. I
shoved open the front door and
we both flew inside, landing
in a screaming, cr ying pile on
the floor. My folks raced in
from the kitchen to see what
was going on, and through
our gasps we told them what
had happened. Dad went out
to locate the bull, and Donna
called her mom to tell her what
had happened. I was relieved
that her mother wasn’t talking
on our party line, because she
could talk for long, long time.
Sometimes I would sneak and
pick up the phone and hear
her talking away to her sister,
Petie. Ever y now and then she

This budget friendly Mock Swiss Steak has all the flavor of the real deal at half the price.
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Cheeseburger Soup is just the thing for a rainy spring day.
he and my granddad caught
a bull, the man would fill that
little cup with the bull’s blood
and drink it in the tradition of
his family. I suspect that the
man’s ancestors were from the
Maasai tribe of Kenya. I never
learned of his name.
After Papaw hauled the bull
into the truck, we never saw it
again. Donna and I were free to
roam the back acre, climbing
trees, eating sour apples and
making clubhouses out of the
occasional refrigerator box. A
short time later, we received
a big box of beef from our
neighbors, and the grown ups
had a good laugh.

An impressive young bull captured mid-stride.
would shout, “I know you’re
listening!”
My granddad, William
Jennings Br yan McGregor,
slept in a little camper right
behind our house, (something
that we’d conveniently forgot
to tell the local tax collector)
because we didn’t have enough
bedrooms inside, and he was
there taking a nap when all
of this happened. Dad went
around to the camper and woke
him up, but I had no idea why.
While Donna, Mom and I
stayed in the house and the bull
stomped around in the yard,
Dad and Papaw went next door
to talk to Donna’s dad. The
men seemed to reach some
sort of agreement and, to my
surprise, Papaw went walking
back toward the beast while the
other two men moved off.
Standing in the yard and
holding out one of his long
arms, Papaw began to goad the
bull to come toward him, and
the bull did just that. Then,
right before the bull would
have slammed into his side,
Papaw quickly reached into its
nostrils and grabbed on tight.
To our amazement, the bull
stopped in its tracks. Papaw led

Photo by Darren Hanlon

it up a little ramp and straight
into the truck that Donna’s dad
had pulled into their back yard.
I had noticed before that,
like many other southern men,
Papaw kept his fingernails
neatly filed but just a little
long. When I asked him about
it, he’d said it was easier to
grab hold of things that way.
On that day when Papaw stuck
his finger and thumb into that
bull’s nose and pinched down
with those sharp fingernails,
I knew what he meant. They
worked the same way that a
brass ring in the nose of a bull
or a hog works.
Papaw’s father died way
back in 1906 over in Caldwell
County, and at eight years old,
Papaw left school and began
working as a butcher’s helper.
Later, during the Depression,
he put his skills to work
chasing down rogue bulls
and butchering them for folks
throughout Hopkins County.
He had a friend and partner
from Earlington, a man whose
skin was so dark that it had
a blue sheen to it. This man
was the grandson of slaves,
and he always carried a little
tin cup with him. Whenever

The Recipes

Thankfully, most folks don’t
have to chase down their beef
these days. However, over the
last year the price of beef has
risen dramatically, so stretching
your grocery dollar is more
important than ever. Here are
two recipes designed to make
the most of your budget.

Mock Swiss Steak
This comfort food favorite is
traditionally made with round or
cubed steak, but even these lesser
cuts can be a shock to the wallet.
Here is a way to get the same
flavor and texture of Swiss steak
using ground beef. Some recipes
call for tomato sauce, but the
Amish version that we like does
not. I’ve included instructions on
how do make it either way.

11⁄2 pounds lean ground beef
1⁄2 cup all purpose flour
1⁄2 teaspoon salt
Black pepper to taste
2 teaspoons paprika
3-4 tablespoons oil
1 large onion, halved and sliced
1 1.25-oz package onion soup mix
2 cups water, or 11⁄4 cup water and
1 8-oz can tomato sauce
Divide beef into four patties,
about 1⁄3-inch thick. (They will draw
up some during cooking so they need
to start out on the thin side.) In a
shallow dish, mix together the flour,
salt, pepper and paprika. Heat the oil
in a skillet set to medium heat.

Dredge each patty in the flour
mixture, reserving 3 tablespoons of
leftover flour for the gravy. Brown
patties in the oil; remove them to a
baking dish, then add the onions to
the skillet and saute about 3 minutes
or until barely tender. Blend the onion
soup mix and reserved flour and
sprinkle it over the onions; add either
the 2 cups water or the 11⁄4 cup water
and the tomato sauce. Stir and cook
until thickened, adding a little more
water if you like a thinner gravy. Pour
the gravy over the patties and bake,
covered, at 350 degrees for about 40
minutes. Top with a little extra
paprika for color if you like. Serve
with mashed potatoes or buttered
noodles. 4 servings.

Best Cheeseburger Soup
More like a chowder than
a soup, this is an excellent
cool weather meal that uses
ingredients you probably have
on hand. Use frozen diced
potatoes if you wish; this recipe
easily converts for use in a
Crock Pot.

1 pound ground beef
1 medium onion, chopped
3 cups diced potatoes
1 teaspoon seasoning salt
1⁄4 teaspoon black pepper
1⁄2 teaspoon garlic powder
1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce
1 tablespoon mustard (I add extra)
1 tablespoon ketchup
1 26-oz carton beef stock (or 3 cups
bouillon)
3 tablespoons cornstarch
1 12-oz can evaporated milk
2 cups cubed processed cheese,
like Velveeta brand
Brown the beef and onions, drain,
and put in a pot. Add the potatoes,
seasoning salt, pepper, garlic powder,
Worcestershire, mustard, ketchup and
all but 1⁄2 cup of the beef stock. Heat
to a boil, then reduce heat to simmer,
cover and cook for 20 minutes or until
potatoes are tender. Mix the
cornstarch into the remaining beef
stock and add along with the
evaporated milk and cheese cubes.
Cook, stirring often, until the soup is
thickened and the cheese is melted. I
dressed mine up with shredded
lettuce, buttered croutons, chopped
tomato and pickle; you could try
bacon bits, chopped jalapenos or
even deep fried dill pickles. Serves
4-6.

