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FADED RECIPES. WE’VE all come across them from time to time in our lives-either handwritten by ourselves or by another person in our family, or as old-yellowed newspaper clippings stuck in a cookbook of sorts.

While doing the research for the Butter in the Well series, I’ve found some very old recipes and home remedies. They’ve been handwritten in old ledger books, on scraps of paper, in margins of old cookbooks, and in the memories of the pioneer’s children.

As a result, Egg Gravy is a collection of recipes pioneer women used during their homesteading days. They were collected from area people-family and neighbors-who had connections with Kajsa Swenson Runeberg, the main character in the book series. Some recipes I can trace back to the first generation of women who left Sweden and homesteaded in Liberty Township, Saline County in central Kansas during the 1800s. Others, I’m not sure where they originated because they’ve emerged from more than one person’s file. At least I could tell it had been a favorite recipe passed around the neighborhood.

Although most of the recipes were written in English, some were handwritten in Swedish. Several were a combination of Swedish and English words with misspellings prominent. The immigrant women in the 1800s had very little schooling growing up in Sweden. Then they had to learn another language when they settled in America. Most of the women probably learned to read and write English when their children attended school.

When the pioneers first homesteaded on the prairie, they depended on food they could gather or hunt from the prairie. Creek and riverbanks were combed for wild fruit and game. When excess was available, it was dried and stored for future use. Later, when they were established on the farm, they had garden produce, fresh in the summer and preserved for the winter. Farm animals were raised and butchered for the family’s meals.

Most recipes were basic, using ingredients they grew on the farm or were available at the general store. The availability of food and the season depended on when some recipes were used.

This “cookbook” is to be read, rather than used as a general book to cook from since basic instructions of how to mix ingredients, time and oven temperature are missing from the recipes. Usually the recipes didn’t list such things because all good cooks of the 1800sknew the quirks of their own wood stove and how to bake in it. Rather than an oven temperature gauge, the woman stuck her hand in the oven and counted how many seconds she could stand the heat. This told her whether the oven was warm, moderate or hot. She also knew which type of wood burned in the stove worked best for which recipe.

Some recipes I expected to find, I didn’t. These were very basic recipes that the cook kept in her head and didn’t need to write down. Instead of precise measurements of cups or teaspoons, the ingredients were in pinches or handfuls. Some of these “mental recipes” were passed on to daughters, but many commented, “I could never make it taste quite like Mother’s though.” (So, do keep in mind that these recipes are written as the originals, and some words and ingredients may be incorrect by today’s standards.)

My main goal in writing this book is to portray the everyday life of the women who homesteaded the prairie. By reading the quotes and recipes, I hope the reader appreciates the hard work the pioneer mother did for her family and remembers their own past fondly.

Egg Gravy. It has always been the staple meal, no matter how poor or rich we’ve been. No matter how low the staples were in the pantry or cellar—we always had eggs, milk and a little flour.

Egg Gravy
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2 cups milk

2 eggs

2 tablespoons flour

Salt

HEAT MILK. BEAT EGGS, flour and a little milk. When milk is hot, pour and stir the egg-flour mixture into the milk. Cook until thick. Put on toast or bread. Good served with bacon.

Dedication

~*~

TO THE WOMEN OF LIBERTY Township who in the past and present, have given love, guidance and protection to their families and community.
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Recipes from Butter in the Well
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GO BACK TO A TIME WHERE there are no streets, roads or cars. Imagine there are no buildings, homes, hospitals or grocery stores around the corner. All of your family’s belongings fit in a small wooden wagon. The year is 1868. There is nothing but tall, green waving grass as far as the eye can see. The scent of warm spring air after a morning rain surrounds you. Spring blows gently in your face. The snort of the horse and an occasional meadowlark, whistling its call, are the only sounds. You are alone on the virgin land of the vast prairie.

From the Introduction of Butter in the Well

March 31, 1868

By the creek on our land—When we arrived in Salina today, we bought a wagon, an ox, a horse, and lumber for the buildings, a 100-pound sack of flour and a few supplies. We spent practically all of our money in one day. . . .Carl picked out land east of the river on Section 30, Township 16 South, Range 2 West. It has a creek running through it and the river nearby. . . . The trees of the Smoky Hill River loom up within a half mile west of our homestead. No one lives in that area yet, so we will be free to hunt and fish along its banks. . . .
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