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== COOKING WITH CHRIS =—
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BAKED POSSUM

BY CHRIZ DFFUTTY
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much Ilove possums. They Lve the way |
feel most of the nme—a nomadic living fossil, 8
lener wnsble to tolerate company except dunng
mating season, Fortunacely for them that accurs
every six months, Possum, opossum, how dol

love thee? Let me count the ways!

You have opposable thumbs

You are the anly marsupial in the entire

Whesrernm hemisphere
Yo wall eat darn near aoyrhing!
You have a prehensile il

Tou act in movies when the script calls for

a rar!

You hawe over ffty teeth!

Pimaifi

You are immune to rattlesnake venom and
rabiea!

Possums are the aldest surviving mammals
in Morth America, having successfully de-
fended themselves in the mose absurd WAy
possible. When scared, they bare their testh in
1 hiss, self-induwce a temporary comarose state,

il emita stench thar smells like ratting meat.
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This response to attack has kept the species
alive and unchanged for 75 million years.

The following recipe for Baked Possum
is from More Thaw Moonsbine, by Sidney
Saylor Farr, published by the University of
Pittsburgh Press in 1983, The book is divided
ik nineteen sections with an extensive in-
dex. When her mother fell ill, Miss Sidney
dropped out of school in seventh grade to take
care of her nine younger siblings. She married
at age fifteen and atrained her high school
degree through correspondence courses. She
eventually wrote several books, worked asa
librarian at Berea College, and edited Appa-
facluan Heritage for fourteen years.

The primary ingredient for this recipe is of
course American Opossum, which most folks
know a5 roadkill. Possums are not available in
stores or at organic farms. You can harvest a
possum with adog and a shotgun, but you run
inte the problem of breaking your tooth ona
pellet lodged in the meat. Possums are inher-
ently “free-range.” which means they are the
ultimate scavengers, willing to eat all manner
of garbage. ldeally you will erapa possum and
keepitalive for a week, feeding it 2 steady diet
of roughage to clean out its system. They're
nod £a5y to trap. They like trees, and have the
habit of changing dens every few days to foil
predators. Experienced possum seckers carry
a small mirroe to hold beneath the animals
nose to check for life. If the glass fogs, your
possum is playing possum,

Before we begin preparing the possum for
baking, I'd like to relate two highly personal
stories about possams. Oneis quite sentimen-
tal and the second hasa squeamish element,
50 | will bead writh che sweer and kind.

As 2 yousg =an | lved on a dire road ina
three-roos caban allegedly built by lesbians.
Ie kad I#l-'ﬂi'-‘l]]t with hﬂ.u':.r ingula-
tion, double-bung windows. twelve inches
of insulation i the caling, and 2 woodstove
that theew heas Bl the gates of Hell. During
snowstorms, I'd besld 2 bag e, clamp the 1id
shut, open the doors and windows, and sit
by the szowe. waeching snowflikes enter the
howss 2=d eveporse = mid -5 The moldtiine
wis among s Sneer Not masy folks can lay
claim 1o = emdowme mlosesed athoant the nsk
of freezing sodesh

My nearest aaghbor was Jerry Jerrell, who
lived in 3 bomse be'd bl wirh his wife.
Jerry and Sherry Bad ench been maeried be-
fore, and oefermed o themselves 33 “forced
homebodies™ Becssse they couldn’t go 1o

town without running into an ex. He ran
his own flooring business and she cooked at
ajail. Jerry was uneducated, claiming to have
read just ome boaok in hislife, a guide to scuba
diving, despite never having lived near the
sea. He was also one of the smartest people
I've ever known, curious about the world and
knowledgeable about nature. He could read
the woods like 2 newspaper. His capacity for
compassion was 5o deep that he once lured
me into ten hours of labor, shoveling grain
intoa handmade cart, and towing said cart owo
miles for unloading. As [ rested afterward,
Jerry expliined that the five-foor mound of
grain was intended a5 food for the wild ducks,
Fo0n o migrate past his house.

Jerrys A-frame house was pale blue,
trimmed in white scallops like rickrack on
a dress, calling vo mind a fancy cake. The
interior was outhitred like a ship with cat-
walks, thickly coiled ropes, and portholes
to nowhere. One long narrow shelf held a
taxidermied possum. It was not a professional
Jjob. The cut in the gut zigzagged off~center
and was poorly sewn, the hide stretched over
a crude form. For two years | ridiculed Jerry
for keeping a stuffed possum on a highly vis-
ible shelf. Jerry just laughed and called me
=Awiul Offun,” saying I'd never understand.
Oneday [ asked him point-blank why he had
it. “To keep me humble,™ he said. “Even a
lowly possum needs love.”

A year later | moved away. A few years
afver that, Jerry died. Another year went by
and I visited his wife, Sherry. She ook me
around back to show me the stump where
he sat before falling over dead. It was a hard
moment for each of us. Not oo many people
knew him and it was important to Sherry that
| see the precise spot where Jerry had taken
his Last breath. We both looked ar the earth.
Early autumn leaves were beginning to turn,
afew yellow poplars blowing in the brecze. |
waited, listening for a sign of him but hearing
only a distant chainsaw. Sherry and [ were
both stoic, concealing our emotions with
tense control, a kind of vestament to Jerry,
whoalways laughed, never complained, and
scoffed at erybabies. [ vold her goodbye and
she walked me to my truck. She asked me
b0 WL 3 minute, went into the house, and
came back with the possum. “Jerry would
want you to have this,” she said. As [ wook
it, we hugged exch other, the staffed possum
between us, its stiff fur pricking our faces.

I still have that possum. I keep it on a
highly visible shelf. When visitors inquire,

I tell them it keeps me humble.

All that sappy pabulum notwithstanding,
the other personal possum story is somevhat
lessthan savory, A possum's penis is bifurcat-
ed on the end, creating the myth that it copu-
lates by inserting the vwin forks into cach of
the female nostrils, Lending credence vo this
belief is the habit 2 female has of breathing
into her pouch tooxygenste a litter of ffteen
extremely tiny fetuses. At one time, people
thought she gave birth by sneezing out her
babies. As a child I heard thar males had a
bone in the penis thar was considered lucky
by gamblers; that young people keepitasa
love voken, a talisman given to the object of
desire; that older gentlemen of the hills kept
one in their hat, using the tapered point to
pick their veeth after meals.

I have long wanted a possum baculum.

Lest any reader suspect my interest in ac-
quiring a penis bone is remotely prurient, |
hasten to explain that I am merely attempa-
ing to add o a burgeoning collection. My
Uncle Hank was an expert in penal reform
and traveled the country inspecting prisons
and recommending changes to benefit the
inmates. Inthe 19702 he lived in Alaska. He
developed a friendship with the warden of a
state penitentiary who bestowed Uncle Hank
with an exotic gift upon his departure forthe
lower forty-¢ight. The present was the petri-
fied penis bone of an arctic walrus, tipped fore
and aft with sculpted ivory from the tusk.
Uncle Hank carried it back to the University
of Indiana, where he used it a5 a pointer in
the classroom, delighting in the secret joy of
aiming a baculum at the images he projected
during slide-show lectures. Many years after
he died. his wife, my beloved Aunt Jane Of -
furt Bums, presented it tome. Thankfully the
walrus baculum now resides prominently in
my house. The rest of my uncle’s archive is
in the Hank Burns Criminal Justice Media
Collection in the Newton Gresham Library
at Sam Houston University in Huntsville,
“Texas. The presence of a walrus penis bone
in his collection would be hard o explain
to scholars.

Originally used by the Inuit people as
a weapon to kill baby seals, the larger end
depicts a snarling polar bear complete with
bared teeth and open mouth. The smaller
tipisa geal’s head. The carving is precise and
lovely, clearly performed by an accomplished
artist who painted the mouth red and the eyes
black. A dark band of baleen, a keratinous
protein from a whales mouth, separates the
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ivary from the bone. The walrus baculum
weighs three pounds. It is fifveen inches long,
s]:g'ht.l_',.' curved, dark browmn, and -l;hil'lFIﬂ-l,l
Erom use,

The Inuit called the bone an “oasik,” a term
which has now entered popular usage. The
only other animal with 2 word specific to its
genitals is a bull, endowed with a “pizzle,”
uged as 3 whipin olden times. A dried pizzle
served as o dandy walking stick for gentle-
mign. O tha .!.'I.Il_'l]a‘,'.'tl: nfﬂlj,rrnnlug:.'. the word
“baculum” is Latin for "livele rod.” [t is alao
the roor word [or oradivional Frencl bread,
called a "baguetre” due vo its shape. Inter-
estingly enough, a professional acvor named
Scort Bakula performed off-Broadway in a
1985 show called Three Guys Neked From
tie Wadsr Doswn. [ Leave the reader to make
the obvicus connections, along with the same
tenuons comncidencs of a Ih:nni scholar own-
ing an gosik,

Mot to put too fing 8 potnt on this narratve,
but Reykjavik, Iceland, is host to a phallologi-
cal museum thar offers nearly three hundred
phalluses from ninety-thres ditferent spe-
cies, including one lifted from a rogue polar
bear. The publicity brochure refers to itsell
as “probably the only museum in the world
1o comsain 2 collection of phallic specimens
belonging toall the various types of mammal
found in @ single country.” (l admare the re-
straint shown by using the word “probably. ")
[ncidentally, a whale penis 15 the largest, and
né dizcuzzion would be n-.-1'.|1]:|| ate writhout
m:nl.'i-:‘:-r'l'irl.g the ul'EiqLI.e u]:!ili.l:}r af whales.
They are able to achieve erections at will, a5
readily ag 2 man lifting his hand, and are the
only manmal with this abilicy. This explains
the lack of pornography marketed to whales.
They simply don’t need it!

All af this is a long-winded, around-the-
harn journey to avoid relating an incident 2
fewr years apgo in which my wife'’s dog killed a
possum that made che mistake of ventunng
into our backyard. Due to scheduling, I was
unable vo perform the necessary surgery on
the spot, and my wife refused to ler me store
the desd possumin the hause. | slad the corpus
mtoa plusu: has and hu:rl.g it h:igh um,:lugl: on
the fence to prevent the dog from applying
further damage. Unfortunately [ forgor abour
the project for two days, during which climare
change presented a severe heat spell.

At this time, my sons were still in high
school, We lived in vown, wich the backyard
facing an alley where wisitors parked cheir
vehicles. A buddy of theirs came in che
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back door asking about the ternible smell.
[ thought perhaps it was a mouse trapped
in the walls until my wife wenr ontside and
b'EHI.D }'l:“iﬂg. ]jninnd. her and we realized
the stench emanated from the bag on the
fence. Cher teenage boys were in the house
by now, four or five in all, armiving w play
videogames and eax pizza, My son racher
gleefully explaned the existence of 8 penis
bomne vo his friends, and my only chodce was
to harvest under evervone's scrutiny. [ pur
(60151 ;w:]]c-w diﬂ!wj!hing Elmﬂe: and slid. |
paint mask over my face. Ourside 1 spread
a plastic tarp on the ground and opened the
bag. The smell was horrendous, and 1 realized
the respiraror artached to the paint mask
was broken. My eves began watering bur [
coulda’t wipe them due to the gloves. [ gently
ripped the bag and poured ourt the liquefied
remnants of the possum amid swirling bones,
cartilage, and fur. | planced at the window. My
wife was gone but several boys watched in
awe. | used a stick to spread the mess about,
humnting the baculum.,

In ancient times, people sought todivine che
future by examining the entrails of creatures
through the art of augury [ felr as they must
hawve, at least the apprentice augur, who was
in over his head and feared disappointing the
master, | found the skull and scapula and ribs
resdily encugh. My stomach began churmning.
I breached threugh my mouth vo guard against
the smell bur became afraid that rowing mi-
crabes would lodge in my lungs. Surprisingly,
a5 | serted through the possum enizails, [ began
ta see the future—T'd fold the tarp, carry it to
& dump:ur. FEMOVE Oy PTotective gear, enter
the house with grear chagrin, take a shower,
and wash my clothes. The final prophesy was
that of telling my sons and their frends thas
the possum rurned ou to be a female. All of
this came true. Mary vears laver [ learned that
the possum is cne of the few mammals thar
lacks 2 baculum, slong with humans, chimps,
and delphins. My entire backyard project was
therefore an urter waste of time, #nd embar-
rassingly ignorant to boot!

Alas, saill lack a baculum.

I Mare than Moarsiime, Si.dm"_l.r Ea}']nr
Farr in¢ludes a -d'u'[:tl:]' ml;i.tl-:l:] ‘;"'-'[-l:n;s: G-unr
and Tame.” She recalls her father hunting
groundhog, rabbit, and squicrel. If the seazen
was not good for game, he broughe the less
desirable possum to the table. She adds: “Fos-
sum meat is strong and gamey, and elaborate
methods of cooking had vo be used vo make
it palatable,” 4

E\) BAKED PDSSUM ;

1 dressed possum

1 tablespoon burter

| |.l.rE_E onian

1 cup breadeambs

¥ teaspoon chepped red pepper
Diash of steak sauce

1 hard-boiled egg, chopped

Salt Lo easte

Small amount of water

1 or 2 sprigs of sassafras root

Diess che possum or have it
done for you, For the stuffing:
Melt butrer in frying pan and
add onion, When onion be-
gins to brown, add chopped
liver of possum and cook
uaril veader and well-done.
Add breaderunibs, red pepper,
sbeak sauce, epp, salt, and wa-
Rer to molshen mixture.

Stuff the possum with the
mixture and sew wp the open-
ing. Putin 2 roasting pan, add
] uhlnpdﬂﬂﬁ water, and reast
inmoderae oven (300-350 de-
grecs) until mear is VEry [en-
derand a golden brown. Baste
the possum frequently with its
own fat. When it isdane, take
from oven, remove stitches,
and put possum on a kot plat-
ter. Skim the grease from the
drippings and serve gravy ina
separate dish.

To add flawor, slip a sprig or
two of sassafras root dowmn
into the stuffing between the
stitches after you have sewn
the possum up.

Serve the possum with baked
sweet potatoes and green veg-
etables along with cornbread
and coffee or milk.
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