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PREFACE



We are two roundish bespectacled women who have a combined total of 114 years of home cooking experience. We have always felt comfortable in the kitchen because we learned to cook at a very early age. Our mother, Dorothy, was an inspired home cook, and the meals she produced when we lived on Sea Foam Avenue, in Winthrop, Massachusetts, more than sixty years ago are still memorable.


Working at the black cast iron stove with its green enamel trim, we learned to ignore its idiosyncrasies to produce the soups and stews of our childhood, recipes we still make with pride today. We believe that there is nothing more comforting than the smell of a thick vegetable soup simmering on a back burner, a glistening brisket braising in the oven, or a dish of macaroni and cheese with its golden crust of buttery crumbs. We still relive the glories of the appetizers, vegetables, salads, and main dishes that came out of that sunny kitchen to become satisfying home-cooked meals. When we want to replicate these precious family recipes, we go to Mama’s first cookbook, All About Home Baking, fragile now, but priceless, with her handwritten recipes on the front and back pages.
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Sheila, third grade, 1943; Marilynn, first grade, 1948


We couldn’t have written Heirloom Cooking without consulting our manuscript cookbooks, those treasured notebooks of personal recipes compiled by home cooks. It is these living recipes, these notes handwritten on crumbling scraps of paper or the pages of old, well-worn cookbooks that inspire us to interpret the lost recipes and family stories of others. We continue to find these recipe collections, gathered together in bundles or in small boxes at yard sales, in used bookstores, or on the pantry shelves of friends.


Our personal collection of manuscript cookbooks has grown from 85 to 150 over the past two years. Because we are women of the twenty-first century, we have launched our own Web site (www.thebrasssisters.com) to communicate with our new friends, exchange recipes and family stories, and answer culinary questions.


In Heirloom Cooking, we give you the choice of planning and serving an entire heirloom meal or preparing a special heirloom dish from primary sources, the recipes handwritten by home cooks from all over the United States and Canada. The recipes we present are culturally diverse and tempting, from a German sauerbraten recipe from Ohio to a sophisticated liver paté from New York City. Discover Arline Ryan’s Swedish Meatballs with Sour Cream Sauce from Indiana, Sweet Potato Pudding from North Carolina, Elinor’s Shrimp Creole from Florida, and Danish Roast Goose Stuffed with Apples and Prunes and served with Red Cabbage and Caramelized Potatoes from Minnesota. Scottish baps appear as well as sweet and sour cabbage rolls and French-Canadian tortière. Mrs. Fredman’s Coleslaw, from our childhood, is represented right along with Southern Icebox Pickles. For dessert we present a colorful choice of Red Velvet Cake, Green Tomato Pie, and a New England Blueberry Buckle, as well as other classic home-baked desserts.


We also pay tribute to the inexpensive vegetarian meals that utilized and celebrated the bounty of backyard gardens—those dumplings, frittatas, and pancakes that often served as main dishes in families that had more love in their kitchens than money in their purses.


Heirloom Cooking contains chapters on appetizers, soups, salads, vegetables, breads, and main dishes, as well as a respectable number of pies, cakes, and cookies. We have interpreted these handwritten recipes so that you can reproduce them in your own home kitchen, and we’ve tried to simplify the ones that once took hours or days to put together. To do this, we’ve turned to the culinary tools of twenty-first-century America—the mixer, the food processor, and occasionally, the microwave oven. Some recipes, such as those for bagels, have been scaled down and reinterpreted so that you will be able to prepare a home version of something that was usually produced in large quantities commercially. Not only have we kept it simple, we’ve also given you the freedom to adjust the seasonings, the size of the portions, and the cooking times. Please remember that the more exotic dishes, such as curries and patés, are interpretations of how an heirloom cook would have prepared these dishes in her own home kitchen. The recipes for roast goose and sauerbraten require more time to prepare and would have been served on special occasions.


What has influenced our appreciation of heirloom cooking the most has been the culinary journey we’ve taken across America. We’ve traveled through the South, the Midwest, and New England meeting old friends and making new ones. It was a sentimental journey because these visits with home cooks all over America have reinforced our belief that every family has a story and a recipe to document its own personal history. Sometimes the stories are sad, sometimes they are funny, but all are touching.


For us, traveling across America was a movable feast. We shared chicken pot pie in St. Louis, and we ate pierogi and stuffed cabbage in Ann Arbor. We learned about a Danish-American boy from Minneapolis who, upon losing his mother when he was fifteen years old, learned to cook the substantial meals needed to sustain his construction worker father. We were told of a young girl who, married at age fourteen to a Russian Orthodox priest, fed her five children her delicious cheese and farina dumplings between entertaining the bishop and ironing the church linen. There was the sprightly white-haired woman in Philadelphia, with a no-nonsense haircut and merry blue eyes, who advised us to add brewed coffee to our soups and gravies to give them a richer color. Later, we found the same advice in a Southern cookbook from the 1870s.


These encounters were precious, but the message was always the same. Cooking is the way we show our love for others. It’s the way we nurture and support our family and friends. Heirloom cooking is just another definition for comfort food.


We have provided you with a keepsake envelope in the back of Heirloom Cooking as well as a special chapter of blank lined pages on which to transcribe the stories and recipes of your own family. We encourage you to listen to each story, write down the recipe, and make the book your own. Have fun cooking!


MARILYNN AND SHEILA BRASS
Cambridge, Massachusetts
2008
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



We hope you will enjoy using this book. We have tried to make the recipes easy to understand and the ingredients easy to find. We’d like you to be so inspired by the recipes that you go into your own kitchen and start cooking.


Nearly all of the ingredients for the recipes in Heirloom Cooking are those found in most home pantries. You probably won’t have to make a stop at your local gourmet shop to stock up on special spices, herbs, flours, or extracts. If you do find that some ingredients prove to be elusive, we have included a short list of suppliers (see Sources on page 269) whom we suggest you contact to order what you need. Most of the recipes will make four to six servings; several of them can be successfully halved or doubled. Some of the soup recipes make more than four to six servings. We suggest freezing leftover soup. What constitutes a serving size is often subjective, and open to interpretation, so for some recipes, we have tried to give you measurements in cups or slices for each serving. Decreasing or increasing the recipes may result in adjustments to cooking times.







SOME SUGGESTIONS


BEFORE YOU BEGIN




	Read each recipe several times. Make sure you understand the directions, know what ingredients are needed, and note how many servings the recipe will yield.


	Adjust oven racks before turning on the oven.


	Have all ingredients at room temperature, unless otherwise stated.


	Prepare pots and pans, and set out racks for cooling.


	Assemble your ingredients and utensils.





COOKING TIPS




	Combine ingredients in the order they are listed.


	Set a timer when a dish is in oven or special timed directions are given, such as “boil for 2 minutes.”


	Allow completed dishes to cool completely, unless otherwise noted.


	Store cooked dishes in appropriate containers and refrigerate.








 



INGREDIENTS



BRANDY, SHERRY, AND WHISKEY


We bought small amounts of good-quality brandy, sherry, and whiskey to have on hand when making heirloom recipes. We use them to flavor recipes, plump raisins, and season fruitcakes.


BUTTER


For the recipes in this book, we use unsalted or sweet butter, softened at room temperature. Some recipes call for butter that is refrigerator-firm or melted before it is combined with other ingredients. We used generic store brand butters and found them to perform as well as commercial brands. If you do not have unsalted butter on hand, you can use salted butter for cooking, but do not use salted butter when baking because its moisture content can affect your results. We suggest that you reduce the amount of salt when cooking if you use salted butter. Do not use whipped butter in any of the recipes.


CHOCOLATE AND COCOA


Chocolate was often a luxury ingredient in the kitchens of the women whose recipes we tested. Occasionally, we introduced a gourmet chocolate when testing a recipe and noted a subtle enhancement of flavor, but we also found that familiar commercial brands of chocolate and cocoa produced good results. We discovered that by judiciously adding small amounts of bitter or baking chocolate to semisweet chocolate, we could achieve the complexity of flavor we were seeking. When a recipe requires baking chocolate, we use bitter chocolate. We were vigilant about using the correct cocoa, either American-style or Dutch, depending on the rising agents used in the recipe. Store chocolate and cocoa in a cool dry dark place. Milk chocolate candy bars can be used for Milk Chocolate Pound Cake (page 242).
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Tin advertising displays for candy bars, 1920s–1930s



DAIRY PRODUCTS



The recipes in this book use homogenized milk, not skim milk, and cultured nonfat buttermilk. We used whole-milk ricotta. We do not use reduced-fat cream cheese or nonfat sour cream. For cream, we use heavy cream, whipping cream, or half-and-half. We use farmer cheese or pot cheese instead of dry curd cottage cheese. We do not use reduced fat cheese or products referred to as cheese food.


EGGS


For consistency, we used only U.S. graded large eggs. Unless otherwise noted, the eggs should be at room temperature. Some recipes call for beating the eggs before adding them to the other ingredients. Egg whites should be at room temperature before being beaten. Eggs added directly to a warm or hot mixture run the risk of cooking too rapidly. To temper the eggs, stir a small amount of the hot mixture into the eggs before adding the eggs to the recipe.
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Toy milk jugs, 1930s



EXTRACTS AND PURE FLAVORED OILS



Vanilla is the most popular flavor in the recipes we tested. We use only pure vanilla, lemon, and almond extracts. Pure citrus oils, when substituted for extracts, resulted in some very true flavors, and we provide a source for ordering them (see Sources on page 269).


FLOUR AND GRAINS


Use all-purpose bleached or unbleached flour unless the recipe calls for a specific type, such as bread flour, cake flour, or pastry flour. Some recipes require graham flour or rye flour. We also use yellow and white cornmeal interchangeably. Even though most large grocery chains carry specialty flours, you can order these items by mail or on the Internet (see Sources on page 269). For smooth gravies, we suggest that you use quick-mixing flour, which is finer than regular flour. It is available in grocery stores under the brand name Wondra. We tested several recipes with well-known commercial brands of flour but we found that using store brands produced the same results.


Measure flour by scooping a cup of flour and leveling it with a knife. If a recipe calls for “1 cup sifted flour,” sift the flour and then measure it. If a recipe calls for “1 cup flour, sifted” measure the flour first and then sift it.
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Measuring spoon, 1930s; bowl, American, 1930s



FRUIT—FRESH, DRIED, AND CANNED



We use the fruit called for in the original recipe whenever possible. Most of the manuscript cookbooks call for raisins, currants, prunes, cherries, dates, figs, and candied peels such as orange, lemon, or citron. When we did make substitutions, such as dried fruit for fresh or fresh for dried, we noted it. We use fresh fruit when it is in season and buy dried fruit in small quantities. Often, we found that plumping dried fruit in orange juice, tea, or brandy before using added another level of flavor.


We used canned fruit when it was appropriate to the recipe, such as canned pineapple and mandarin orange sections for Dot Luke’s Hawaiian Jellied Salad (page 78) or the cranberry sauce for Aunt Ida’s Apple Cranberry Noodle Pudding (page 229).
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20 Roseville Pottery bowl, American, 20th century


LARD AND SALT PORK


We buy only commercial brand lard for use in recipes that call for lard. Old pastry recipes often call for a combination of lard and butter. We found that some cookies and pie crusts were particularly flaky and tender when made from lard or a combination of lard and butter. We also found that using lard gave an old-world flavor and texture to finished dishes. We use commercial brand salt pork to add flavor to heirloom dishes. Salt pork is remarkably salty. Since it might be necessary to remove the tough skin and blanch the salt pork, we suggest that you substitute bacon or pancetta (Italian bacon), when appropriate.


LEMON, ORANGE, AND LIME JUICE AND ZEST


We use medium-sized lemons and oranges, as well as regular-sized Persian limes, with firm, unblemished skins. Use a Microplane zester/grater or a traditional grater to remove the zest or colored part of the rind, leaving behind the bitter white pith. We roll the fruit on a flat surface to break up the juice pockets first. Then cut the fruit in half and juice it on a reamer; strain the juice to remove any seeds. A lemon weighing 4½ ounces yields approximately 2 teaspoons grated zest and 3 tablespoons lemon juice. An orange weighing 6¼ ounces yields approximately 2 tablespoons grated zest and 4 tablespoons orange juice. A 3½-ounce lime yields approximately 2 teaspoons of grated zest and approximately 5 tablespoons lime juice.


NUTS


Our choice of nuts depended on the original recipe. Walnuts, pecans, peanuts, and almonds were typically found in the larders and pantries of the women whose recipes we tested. Buy nuts in small quantities and store them in sealed and dated plastic bags or covered plastic containers in the freezer to preserve their freshness.



SALT AND PEPPER



We generally use freshly ground black pepper in our heirloom recipes because its flavor is more assertive than white pepper. However, white pepper has the added advantage of not being visible in white foods. We use table salt as well as kosher salt in our recipes. Kosher salt has larger crystals, and it draws more fluid out of protein when sprinkled on its surface. This is part of the koshering process. Because table salt has finer crystals, 1 teaspoon of table salt contains more than 1 teaspoon of kosher salt. Specialty salts sold in gourmet shops should be sprinkled on top of dishes to add a burst of saltiness and to enhance the flavor of the dish. We’ve adjusted the salt and pepper in recipes according to our own taste, but we suggest that you taste and adjust seasonings to your taste.


SPICES AND HERBS


Cinnamon is the most popular spice in our recipes, followed by nutmeg, ginger, cloves, and allspice. For those who wrote these living recipes, spices were not easily accessible and were often expensive. Some cooks were creative and mixed small amounts of different spices or herbs to achieve multiple levels of flavor. Buy spices in small quantities and store them in a cool dark place.


Early heirloom recipes called for herbs that were readily available, such as parsley, sage, thyme, and rosemary. Basil, oregano, dill, summer savory, and saffron were introduced with the arrival of immigrants from the Mediterranean, Eastern Europe, and India. Spice blends such as curry powder, garam masala, and red curry powder have gained in popularity as America’s cuisine becomes more diverse.
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Vintage spice tins, American and English



SUGAR



Use white granulated sugar unless a recipe calls for a specific type, such as light brown sugar, confectioners’ sugar, or sanding sugar. We generally do not use dark brown sugar because we think the flavor is too assertive for most of the recipes, but you may prefer it. If you use dark brown sugar, use the same amount as light brown sugar. Brown sugars should always be firmly packed in a measuring cup. Store in a tightly closed plastic bag to prevent it from hardening. We tried store-brand and commercial-brand sugars and found that both provided successful results. Sweeteners with additional flavors include maple syrup, molasses, honey, and light and dark corn syrup. Store confectioners’ sugar in a sealed plastic bag so that it is easier to measure. Sift it after measuring to remove any lumps. Sanding sugar, also known as decorating or sparkling sugar, is coarser than table sugar and is found in the baking sections of grocery stores.


VEGETABLE OIL AND OLIVE OIL


We use a pure, unflavored vegetable oil such as corn oil or canola oil for deep-frying and baking. We always use fresh oil when we deep-fry. We use extra-virgin olive oil for pan-frying and for some of the salad dressings. It’s worth the extra cost because of the superior flavor it adds to finished dishes.


VEGETABLE SHORTENING


Solid vegetable shortening can be used for some of the recipes in Heirloom Cooking. We buy it in small containers to ensure its freshness and store it according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Whenever we had a choice, we used butter instead of shortening.


VEGETABLES—FRESH, CANNED, AND FROZEN


We used fresh vegetables when they were in season. We used canned vegetables only when we wanted to replicate the flavor and appearance of an heirloom recipe because most cooks used their own home-canned vegetables. We also substituted frozen vegetables, when available, for out-of-season fresh vegetables or canned vegetables.


YEAST


We used active dry yeast in baking the recipes that called for a raised dough. We used a quick-rising yeast only when we found the recipe benefited from its use. We did not use cake yeast. We proofed our yeast in water that had been heated to 115°F.







THE HEIRLOOM PANTRY SHELF


We keep certain ingredients for preparing heirloom recipes on our pantry shelf. These items (listed below) have a long culinary history, and in one form or another they continue to be helpful in reproducing the recipes we find in manuscript cookbooks: garlic powder, onion powder, dehydrated onion flakes, tomato ketchup, tomato sauce, tomato paste, mayonnaise, Worcestershire sauce, dry mustard, prepared mustard, Tabasco sauce, canned green chilies, chopped hot peppers in brine, pimentos, chili sauce, curry powder, cayenne pepper, cream of mushroom soup, cream of celery soup, packaged or canned broth, creamed corn, canned clams, clam broth, soda crackers, common crackers, Crown Pilot crackers, ginger jam, apricot jam, chocolate syrup, maraschino cherries.


Substitutions can be made when preparing heirloom recipes in your own home kitchen, such as fresh garlic and onion for garlic powder, onion powder, or dehydrated onion flakes.






UTENSILS, STOVES, AND APPLIANCES



BAKING PANS


We are specific about noting the size, weight, and material of cooking and baking ware and always try to use standard sizes. We use only 9-inch ovenproof glass pie plates, not the ones with handles or ruffles. Manufacturers of glass baking products often suggest lowering the baking temperature when using their products. We suggest that you follow the instructions that come with any product you use. However, the temperatures we state for ovenproof pans are the ones we used for these recipes. No one knows your stove and baking equipment better than you do. Many of our baking pans and utensils are more than thirty years old. We are used to working with them. Several were purchased at yard sales for a few dollars. If you need to buy kitchenware, we suggest that you explore all the options, buy brand names, and keep instructions on how to use them in a file folder in a handy place.


MIXERS AND FOOD PROCESSORS


We used a KitchenAid standing mixer for most of the recipes because one of our goals was to save home bakers as much time as possible. We used the dough hook for easy kneading. A handheld mixer will also work for many of these recipes, as will a wooden spoon or a whisk, but it will take more time and effort, and the texture and result may vary. We are careful to note that certain recipes such as those for muffins and quick breads benefit from gentle hand mixing.


We use a 7-cup Cuisinart food processor, usually with the metal blade attachment. Using a food processor for mixing pastry or cookie dough and switching to alternate blades for grating or shredding saves time and provides uniform results. For many recipes, a blender can be used in place of a food processor, and we’ve noted where that substitution is applicable.


STOVES


We used a gas stove to test the recipes. Since every stove is different, we suggest that you honor the idiosyncrasies of your own stove and use an oven thermometer. Turn cookie sheets halfway through baking if you have any hot spots in your oven. We usually bake one sheet of cookies at a time, but if you do multiples, be sure to switch them from rack to rack and front to back halfway through baking.







POTS AND PANS WE FIND USEFUL




	9-inch by 13-inch by 1-inch jelly roll or half-sheet pan


	14-inch by 17-inch metal baking sheet


	17-inch by 11-inch by 1-inch metal jelly roll pan


	8-cup and 10-cup Bundt pans


	Metal springform pan


	Round cake pans


	9-inch by 5-inch by 3-inch metal loaf pan


	10-inch by 4¼-inch angel food cake or tube pan


	8-inch by 8-inch by 2-inch pan for bar cookies and brownies


	9-inch by 9-inch by 2-inch pan


	Muffin tins


	Round jelly mold


	9-inch by 13-inch by 2-inch metal or glass pan


	9-inch ovenproof glass pie plate


	9-inch, 10-inch, and 12-inch quiche dish


	1½-quart ovenproof glass or ceramic baking dish


	2 quart overproof rectangular glass dish


	8-inch round tart pan


	Large metal roasting pan for water bath


	8-inch and 10-inch nonreactive stainless steel heavy-bottomed frying pans


	5-quart nonreactive stainless steel heavy-bottomed saucepan


	Cast iron and enamel Dutch oven


	8-quart nonreactive stainless steel stockpot


	12-quart nonreactive stainless steel stockpot


	Ovenproof custard cups


	Set of nonreactive glass or stainless steel mixing bowls


	Double boiler


	8-inch round soufflé/casserole dish










COOKING AND BAKING AIDS
WE CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT




	Standing mixer with paddle, whisk, and dough-hook attachments


	Food processor with metal blade and grating and shredding blades


	Microplane zester/grater (to grate zests)


	Offset spatulas (to smooth batters and frost cakes and cookies)


	Tongs


	Turkey lifters


	Turkey baster


	Potato ricer


	Thermometer to check oven temperature


	Candy thermometer to test sugar syrup and oil temperature


	Instant-read thermometer to test water temperature when proofing yeast or checking temperature of roasts


	Scale (for weighing ingredients)


	Disposable gloves


	Disposable piping bags


	Strainers (for sifting, removing seeds from juice, and dusting with confectioners’ sugar)


	Cooling racks in a variety of sizes


	Parchment paper


	Wax paper


	Silicone baking liners


	Set of stainless steel measuring cups for measuring dry ingredients: ⅛ cup, ¼ cup, ⅓ cup, ½ cup, ⅔ cup, ¾ cup, 1 cup


	Set of stainless steel measuring spoons for measuring dry and liquid ingredients: ⅛ teaspoon, ¼ teaspoon, ½ teaspoon, 1 teaspoon, 1 tablespoon. Spoons with a rectangular bowl are easier to dip into narrow-necked spice jars.
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Toy steamer and pots, 1890s–1900s
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Cast iron baking pan, American, early 1900s
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Miniature molds, American and English, 1870s–1920s
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THE ESSENCE OF HEIRLOOM COOKING



There is nothing that tastes as good as something cooked by someone who loves us. It is the memory of these comforting meals that sustains us in a world that constantly changes. People need a place where they feel safe, even if it is constructed from the ephemeral aromas and tastes created in the kitchens of their past.


As we look through our collections of manuscript cookbooks, we realize that everything old is new again. In the twenty-first century we see a return to cooking with local seasonal ingredients and an interest in taking from the earth the best it has to offer. We also find a continuing commitment to maintaining the earth as a healthy and bountiful resource.


It is important to celebrate the heirloom kitchen in our own home kitchens by recreating those meals and memories and honoring that commitment. We want to preserve the flavor, taste, and value of heirloom recipes, but we must listen to the stories of the people who created them. We have to understand their daily obligations to provide and maintain a home. We have to learn about the types of foods they raised or bought, and the amount of time it took to harvest or secure those foods and prepare them for their family’s meals. People have always had to confront the challenges of hard times when just surviving was a victory, but to survive while making a family feel loved and protected was heroic.


We are fortunate that handwritten recipes still exist. They may be fragile and crumble as we touch them, but they are, nevertheless, living recipes. They will never be lost if we assume their stewardship by cooking them in our own kitchens. We are grateful that our grandmothers, mothers, aunts, and friends had the foresight to jot down their personal recipes in old notebooks, sometimes attaching fragments of even older recipes to the pages with safety pins or bent nails. Through these, often multigenerational, documents, they have bequeathed to us what they valued most—their own personal histories illustrated by the meals they cooked every day. They have taught us that we have much to learn about food and how it’s prepared to appreciate its value. We must never forget that these women were not just home cooks, they were “homemakers,” a title which was hard-won and worn with pride.


For some, cooking is a challenge. To others, it is as natural as walking through the kitchen door. Cooking is intuitive; it is not as specific as baking because there is usually room for interpretation. It is not uncommon for the home cook to adjust seasonings, substitute ingredients, or change cooking times and still achieve essentially the same result as the original. We want to re-create the foods we ate as children, the food our mothers and grandmothers wrote and talked about. Heirloom cooking, like most home cooking, should be simple and economical. It should use ingredients readily available from the home pantry or the local grocery store. Above all, it should be enjoyable to eat. The dumplings, stews, and soups of yesterday should still taste good when made in today’s kitchens.


Because women came together socially at church or temple gatherings, at holiday celebrations, or through something as universal as sharing a cup of tea or coffee, they were able to exchange recipes and advise each other on how to make the best corned beef hash or bake the best refrigerator rolls. These formal and informal get-togethers provided an opportunity to educate each other in how to run a household, feed a family, and, more importantly, how to create a home. They also provided a universal meeting place for women to support and celebrate one another when they talked about their fears and joys. Not to be forgotten are the men who found themselves maintaining their homes by going into the kitchen to cook family meals.


Developing a self-image has always been important to women. Except for the years that America took part in World War II, when women’s skills and labor were needed in manufacturing, most women did not work outside the home after marriage until just after the middle of the twentieth century. One of the few ways a woman could individualize herself, whether she was formally educated or not, was by creating and personalizing a recipe admired by others. More than one husband urged his wife to ask for the recipe for brisket or macaroni and cheese served by their hostess so that she could prepare it in their own kitchen.


Because so many women were honorable in crediting the creator of a recipe, more than fifty years later, we are able to acknowledge a recipe for Lemon Chicken, authored by Anna Morse. This was one of the recipes she shared with the members of “The Railroad Club,” the group of women who met morning and evening when commuting from the North Shore of Massachusetts to Boston. Anne Kemelman, a member of the club, at age ninety-eight still remembers Anna and the other women who loved to exchange recipes, discuss the stock market on their commute, and eventually form an investment club.


We found that heirloom cooks were clever at substituting ingredients and judging how much was needed from large ingredients such as heads of cabbage or sweet potatoes. The guidelines for recipes were more permissive, and with the introduction of standardized measurements by The Boston Cooking School, and its zealous director, Fannie Merritt Farmer, the burden of replicating the amounts of ingredients was lessened. No longer was a teacup, a tumbler, a gill, or butter the size of an egg a mystery.


In comparing heirloom recipes, we found that a woman established her own guidelines for selecting and purchasing the major ingredients for the meals she cooked in her kitchen. When buying fish, she would often ask, “What’s fresh today?” If it didn’t pass her scrutiny, she turned to canned tuna and canned salmon with very good results. Women were comfortable cooking with commercially canned foods because most women had learned to preserve foods at home to feed the family when times were lean or when food was out of season. However, home-canned food was only as good as the skill of the person who canned it. In a farm society with no refrigeration, heirloom cooks kept food in cold places such as icehouses or cellars. Sausage meat was highly salted and kept in crocks and covered with a layer of lard. This sometimes led to spoilage. Most home cooks eventually switched to commercially canned foods because it was convenient and more dependable.


With refrigeration came the choice of frozen foods, and women who were now working outside the home in increasing numbers took advantage of this new way to reduce time-consuming repetitive chores like washing and cutting up vegetables and fruit. Women still buy canned tomato sauce and cream soups because their mothers used them or because they enable the modern home cook to quickly prepare casseroles and meat-loaves with a traditional taste.


The campaign slogan of Herbert Hoover in 1928 promised a chicken in every pot, but during the Great Depression, the home cook sometimes found herself struggling to pay dearly for that chicken and searched for ways to make it go further. Chicken soup and chicken pot pie were two good ways to stretch a poultry purchase. If a woman lived on a farm and raised chickens herself, she served them only for special occasions because she needed the chickens to provide the eggs she sold. It was traditionally accepted that women could keep for themselves the money they made by selling eggs. Often, Mother’s egg money became a nest egg for emergencies or special treats for the children.


During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, veal was described as a budget meat. It was less expensive than chicken. Veal was particularly favored for Italian dishes, but it also found its way into recipes such as Mock Chicken Salad and Swedish Meatballs. Veal was a lean meat and responded well to periods of long moist cooking, making it an economical choice to feed the family.


Beef was the standby of the home kitchen. Even the more challenging cuts of beef could be transformed into appealing home plates such as sauerbraten, meatloaf, and corned beef. These culinary challenges resulted in leftover favorites such as corned beef hash and meatloaf sandwiches. The creative heirloom cook could use her skills in braising, stewing, and roasting to tenderize the less expensive choices, and there was always ground beef, the versatile ingredient that found its way into soups, sauces, and casseroles.


Pork has always been the salvation of the kitchen budget, whether utilized for stuffing cabbage leaves, making a ham loaf, or baking beans. Hearty and satisfying, pork dishes fed many for very little. Most American women lived on farms during the nineteenth century, and some still did up until the middle of the twentieth century. Most farm families raised their own pigs and learned to utilize them “from tail to snout.”


Heirloom cooking often used generous amounts of cheese and eggs. Although dishes such as frittatas and macaroni and cheese may not have met all of the requirements of vegetarianism, they were still able to satisfy the culinary needs of those who refused to eat meat, fish, or poultry. An added bonus for the home cook was that eggs and cheese were both available and inexpensive.


Living recipes made use of familiar spices—cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves and ginger—for savory dishes as well as sweet. As transportation improved, the price of spices declined, and it was often worth spending money for small amounts of spice to enhance the flavor of home cooking. Women sought to prevent their cooking from becoming repetitive or dull. Two recipes—our mother’s Romanian Stuffed Cabbage made with tomato sauce and Bunny Slobodzinski’s Polish Stuffed Cabbage with Salt Pork Gravy—taught us that two home cooks could prepare a recipe using the same primary ingredients, but still end up with two very different dishes, each reflecting her ingenuity and her cultural heritage.


With the coming of immigrants from the Mediterranean and Eastern Europe, herbs such as thyme, oregano, dill, and basil were put to good use as homemakers duplicated the dishes they had first learned to make in their homelands. The home cook could grow herbs on a kitchen windowsill. Because living recipes continuously used the same ingredients—cabbage, cheese, eggs, ground meat, macaroni, potatoes—home cooks found it necessary to personalize them with their own combinations of spices and herbs. A few adventurous women learned to cook with the exotic spices of India, and curries of chicken, lamb, and shrimp were included in their repertoire.


Home cooks have always known how to make something out of nothing. They learned to turn stale bread into puddings and frittatas, and crumbs into pie crusts. By supporting brand loyalty with sometimes three generations of women buying products with encouraging names such as Reliable Flour and Blue Ribbon Mayonnaise, they learned how to perform culinary magic in the kitchen.


Heirloom recipes provide us with valuable information about who these home cooks were, how they lived, and what they prepared in their kitchens. Because they belong to the past, they can teach us so much about what life was like then and what they hoped life would be like for those who came after them. We cannot go into our kitchens without thinking of these generations of women who honored their responsibility to feed their families and preserve their homes. These are the women who knew how to banish tears with a slice of homemade bread and butter or calm fears with a bowl of hot soup and a hug. When we reproduce their recipes, which have lain forgotten on shelves or in boxes, in our own kitchens, we are filled with expectation, remembrance, and joy.
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Cooking pamphlets, American, 1950s
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Cooking pamphlets, American, 1920s–1950s
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C H A P T E R   1

IN THE BEGINNING
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Appetizers and first courses have always been an important part of every meal. They are the first act, the prelude to what is coming next. If the appetizer tastes good, than chances are the rest of the meal will be delicious. •  Almost every language has a word for appetizers. In our family, we used the Yiddish word farschpais to refer to herring salad or chopped liver prepared to pique our appetites—we interpreted its meaning as something to spice up the meal. Italian families referred to their caponata (an eggplant-tomato spread) as the antipasto—something served before the rest of the meal. If we want to be fancy, we can call the recipe for savory Mystery Stuffed Mushrooms an hors d’oeuvre. These days, we often refer to these tempting first bites as something to whet or sharpen our appetites.
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Reading through our growing collections of manuscript cookbooks filled with handwritten recipes, we’ve found a bounty of intriguing starters with interesting stories about the women who created them.


While not all starters are created equal, they should be simple and inexpensive to make and use easily obtainable ingredients. Some of the recipes in this chapter use similar ingredients such as cheese, eggs, or chicken livers, but they are used in very different ways. For example, the chopped liver of our childhood is very different from Ione Ulrich Sutton’s sophisticated liver paté, with its buttery texture and hint of chopped sweet gherkins.


We found the recipe for Ione’s paté as we leafed through a pile of faded handwritten recipes, late at night, in a New York bookstore. Ione Ulrich Sutton was a Renaissance woman. She was the Financial Officer of the Museum of Modern Art in the 1930s, and she worked on Wall Street in the 1940s and 1950s. Above all, she was a creative hostess who generously passed on her recipes for paté and zucchini pie to those who asked for them, often jotting them down on her own business stationery. We found that her recipes are as good today as they were when she served them at gatherings for her socially prominent friends.


Mrs. Yaffee’s pierogi are meat-filled treasures in a crust rich with chicken fat. Baked, rather than boiled, these crusty starters came from the mother of our next-door neighbor, Thelma Hankin. Stopping by to visit on Sea Foam Avenue after a trip to Mexico, Mrs. Yaffee graciously shared her recipe with the women sitting on beach chairs in her daughter’s driveway. We still have her recipe transcribed in our mother Dorothy’s handwriting. Mama used to serve two or three pierogi with a bowl of homemade chicken soup, but we’ve made these smaller pierogi as appetizers.


A local yard sale provided Libby Corkery’s Spicy Ribs with Barbecue Sauce. Our agent, Karen, gave us Libby’s file of handwritten recipes. The telephone operator for the Town of Groton, Massachusetts, for thirty-five years, Libby was a formidable home cook. These ribs are juicy, succulent finger food and a perfect start to a festive party.


Browsing in an antique store in Marblehead, Massachusetts, we found the recipe for Helen’s Fried Cheese Balls, tasty little bites that are wonderful dipped in a Chili Mayonnaise. As we handled the fragile pages of this manuscript cookbook, we found a precious love letter, written from Charles to Helen and dated June 27, 1897. In it, we read about the hopes the young couple had for a life together now that her father had given his blessing to the engagement. When Charles wrote his love letter, he had no idea that his “own darling little girl” would turn out to be such a gifted home cook and capable hostess.


Our friend Nick Malgieri provided us with the recipe for a savory cheese cracker that tasted very much like the ones Grandpa Katziff brought us from the family grocery store years ago. We adapted the recipe to include an extra level of flavor by substituting blue cheese for cheddar and adding the crunch of chopped walnuts. The taste of these crackers comes as close to the waffled cheese treats of our childhood as we can get.


We hope that you will enjoy reading the stories and preparing the recipes in this chapter, and that in making them your own, you will recreate the good times they represent.
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LIBBY’S SPICY RIBS WITH BARBECUE SAUCE
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YIELD: 20 RIBS, 6 APPETIZER SERVINGS


SOME APPETIZERS JUST BRING A CROWD TOGETHER. People don’t stay strangers long when they’re wiping barbecue sauce off their chins. Maybe that’s what Libby Corkery, of Groton, Massachusetts, planned when she entertained—comfort food that was actually “finger-licking” good. This is a home cook’s interpretation of barbecue. There are lots of pantry shelf ingredients in this recipe, so break out the ketchup, celery seed, and garlic powder.


4 lbs. pork baby back ribs, separated


1¼ cups chopped onion


1 tablespoon salt


1 tablespoon pickling spice


1½ cups water


1 cup ketchup


¾ cup chili sauce


¼ cup firmly packed brown sugar


2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce


1 tablespoon celery seed


¼ teaspoon garlic powder


⅛ teaspoon hot pepper flakes


1 teaspoon ground mustard


Tabasco sauce (optional)




1. Place ribs in a heavy 8-quart pot. Add onion, salt, and pickling spice. Add water to cover ribs. Cover pot and bring to a boil. Reduce heat and simmer 1 hour, occasionally stirring with a wooden spoon and checking to make sure water doesn’t evaporate. Replenish water if needed.


2. Set the oven rack in the middle position. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Coat a 9-inch by 13-inch by 2-inch ovenproof glass baking dish with vegetable spray.


3. In a small saucepan, combine water, ketchup, chili sauce, brown sugar, Worcestershire sauce, celery seed, garlic powder, hot pepper flakes, mustard, and Tabasco sauce, if using. Bring to a boil, reduce heat, and simmer 5 minutes. Place ribs in prepared dish, pour sauce over ribs, and turn ribs once in sauce to coat. Bake 1 hour, or until ribs are tender and falling off the bone. Turn ribs at least twice during baking. To serve, spoon sauce on top and pass extra sauce on the side.







TIPS & TOUCHES[image: Image]




	For a more spicy sauce, add more Tabasco sauce.


	Remove some of the cinnamon sticks from the pickling spice to reduce the cinnamon taste of the sauce.









MRS. YAFFEE’S PIEROGI
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YIELD: 20 PIEROGI


THIS IS ONE OF THOSE GREAT RECIPES that women exchange when visiting. We lived next door to Thelma Hankin, who held court with the ladies of Sea Foam Avenue during spring and summer afternoons in the 1940s. Her mother, Mrs. Yaffee, a talented home cook, could talk a good recipe. These meat and potato-filled pastries are like Jewish baked empanadas. The chicken fat in the dough gives these tender little savories a satisfying flavor. Originally made with shredded leftover pot roast or brisket, we use ground beef.
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