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PRAISE FOR
Memories of a Midwestern Farm

“Don’t read this book if you’re hungry—it will make you want to get up and start cooking. It’s definitely one of the best on pure country cooking.”
—Jack Odle, Progressive Farmer
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. . .THE BOOK EVERY GREEN THUMB WILL LOVE!

“A charming book, full of nostalgic reminiscences and anecdotes
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“Delightful. . . .It’s what gardening is all about!”
—Denver Post

Available in trade paperback from Pocket Books


Memories of a Midwestern Farm



[image: image]



Use of the following materials is gratefully acknowledged;

Selected Quote from Mules and Men by Zora Neale Hurston. Copyright 1935 by Zora Neale Hurston. Copyright renewed 1963 by John C. Hurston and Joel Hurston. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins. Publishers, Inc.

Selected quote from “Hot Weather,” in One Man’s Meat by E. B. White. Copyright 1939 by E. B. White. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

Quote by Etta Macy from “Indiana’s Self-Reliant Uplanders” by James Alexander Thom, National Geographic magazine, Vol. 149, No. 3, March 1976.

“The Ballad of Davy Crockett,” collected, adapted and arranged by John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax. Copyright 1934 (Renewed) Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, New York. Used by permission.

“Ole Aunt Kate” and “Old Jesse,” from Dorothy Scarborough, On the Trail of Negro Folk Songs. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Copyright 1952 by Harvard University Press; copyright renewed 1953 by Mary McDaniel Parker. Reprinted by permission of the publishers.

“Young Man Wouldn’t Hoe Corn,” from A Treasury of American Folklore by B. A. Botkin (editor). Copyright 1944, 1972 by B. A. Botkin. Reprinted by permission of Crown Publishers, Inc.

“The Law of the Yukon,” from The Spell of the Yukon by Robert Service. Copyright 1916, used by permission of the Estate of Robert Service.

“Hutchens Succeeds on Hills” by Lewis P. East in The Indiana Farmers Guide, Vol. 87, June 27, 1931. Permission granted by Farm Progress Companies.

Photograph of Grandpa Hutchens reprinted by permission of M. Anthony Morgan.

[image: image]
POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 1995 by Nancy Hutchens
Illustrations copyright © 1995 by Richard Lang Chandler

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce
this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.
For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue
of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Hutchens, Nancy.
    Memories of a midwestern farm : good food and inspiration from around the kitchen table / Nancy Hutchens.
         p. cm.

ISBN-13:978-0-671-51071-8
eISBN-13: 978-1-439-11816-0

1. Cookery, American—Midwestern style.    2. Farm life—Indiana. I. Title.
TX715.2.M53H88 1995
641.5977—dc20                                                                         95-16912

                                                                                                  CIP

First Pocket Books hardcover printing November 1995

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Book design by Barbara Cohen Aronica

Printed in the U.S.A.


For Mamaw Tribby and Grandpa Hutchens and all of our grandparents—our most devoted teachers and faithful friends.

When I was just a little girl
you used to care for me.

Were there ever happier times than those,
just sitting on your knee?

How fast those hours flew,
we had so much to say.

I’d ask a million questions
while you told me about your day.

When I grew up and left,
you knew it was time to part.

But, do you know that I still feel
you present in my heart?
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The author at the age of four.

Nancy Hutchens grew up on a 700-acre farm in the upland hills of southern Indiana, an area of great natural beauty that was settled by frontiersmen who came up through the Cumberland Gap in the first part of the nineteenth century. On her grandfather Hutchens’ side of the family she is a descendant of Davy Crockett; her mother’s family, the Tribbys, have been in America for eight generations—some in the family say back to the days of the Mayflower. The Tribbys, who settled in Virginia, lived there until 1716 when they went on to Ohio, and then moved farther west to farm in Greene County, Indiana, in 1860.

Nancy’s childhood on the farm in the 1950s was reminiscent of life at the turn of the century. Teams of horses were still used for farmwork. Her family used an outhouse until she was eight years old, and it took several more years for television and the telephone to arrive. Soap and butter were made on the farm, and everyday items like blankets and rugs were handmade.

After completing her degrees at Indiana University and Rice University in Houston (where she earned a Ph.D. in anthropology and psychology), Nancy settled in New York City. Since 1985 she has had her own business, consulting to companies about human resources. Nancy and her husband, Michael Fields, live in Westchester County, New York, but she still considers Indiana home.
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The Simple Pleasures of Life on the Farm


’Tis the gift to be simple,
’Tis the gift to be free,
’Tis the gift to come down
Where we ought to be.
And when we find ourselves
in the place just right,
’Twill be in the valley of
love and delight.

—Simple Gifts, Shaker song, 1848


THROUGH THE FARMHOUSE DOOR


Let’s sit in the old-fashioned parlor again
And let me take hold of your hand.

The light will be low—and I’ll whisper the words
That bring dreams of days spent on the land.

A branch, a farmhouse with winding rock paths—
Let’s pause for a glance through its door.

A family around an old wooden table,
And Mother fills our plates with s’more.

—Mamaw Tribby (1936)

I grew up in the fifties in Little Cincinnati, Indiana. Little Cincinnati was a village in the Indiana upland hills with a fire tower, ten houses, two churches, a one-room schoolhouse, and our family farm. Everyone thought we were rich because we had land. I thought we were poor because my dad never got a regular paycheck. The fire tower was the closest I ever came to seeing a skyscraper until I was about twelve. It was built on land that my grandpa, Harlan Crockett Hutchens, had leased to the state for a dollar for one hundred years. Grandpa Hutchens was a smart and cantankerous farmer who never went inside a church building except to go to funerals. Working in the fields every day, surrounded by the power and beauty of Mother Nature, was enough for him.

As a little girl, I could look down from the fire tower to see field after field of land—wheat, corn, or soybeans in the summer, dried stalks waiting to be chopped up into silage for cattle feed in the fall, and the silent bare earth in the winter. At the base of the tower were Daddy and Grandpa’s enormous vegetable gardens—each over a quarter of an acre. The rows of tasseled corn at the very back were followed by stakes of tomato plants and “pole” beans, and then, the vines—the low-growing strawberries, cucumbers, and potatoes—in the front.

Gardening was serious business. Almost all of the food we ate throughout the year came from the land. We had few luxuries—television, telephones, and indoor bathrooms didn’t reach us until I was almost a teenager—but our kitchen table was filled with luscious, natural food. Working in the fields was the strict preserve of the men in our family, while the women did the cooking, but we came together to work in the garden and to break bread around the kitchen table. Each of us, from my baby brother Jeffrey to Daddy, helped to grow the food we ate throughout the year. All of us staked the tomatoes when they grew heavy on the vine, hoed the bunch beans, and shared the everyday weeding and watering of the garden. We all were proud when the kitchen table was loaded down with our own homegrown fruits, vegetables, and herbs.

When I was ten, Grandpa built a new home and Mother was busy for weeks sprucing up his wonderful old farmhouse, which our family had inherited. To help her out, I began cooking. My very first meal—Harvard beets, creamed peas, fried potatoes, and pork chops—was colorful but not very inspired. By the time I was fourteen, I was cooking meals for hay hands and making Sunday dinners that were second to none in the county.

My mother was both a vegetable gardener and a great cook. She taught me to honor food and that the ability to prepare it was a divine gift we all have. Mother always knew that cooking is a celebration of life. This little book is a collection of memories about gardening and cooking with my family in the upland hills of southern Indiana. It is a way to share with you the simple recipes and pleasures that have been a part of our life on the farm for many generations.

 


Mother’s Five Golden Rules of Cooking

1 COOK WITH LOVE


Love is the secret ingredient that gives food its essence—the flavor that stays with you long after the dishes are washed. The simple memory of Mother’s apron hanging on a nail on the back porch, waiting for her to start supper, still floods me with warm feelings. She believed that the fanciest dish prepared in anger was not satisfying, while food prepared with love—even a washday meal of cabbage and corn fritters—was sublime.

2 MAKE YOUR KITCHEN A SANCTUARY FOR EVERYONE


Mother used to say that the kitchen is the heart of the home. Daddy, Grandpa, my brothers, neighbors, and playmates were always passing through the kitchen, tempted by the smell of coffee perking and something good in the oven. No one was ever told to leave the kitchen because we were “busy” cooking. Many times when I asked Mother how good my bread or pot roast was, she would smile and say, “You’ll know you’re a great cook when people can’t stay out of your kitchen.”

3 START WITH THE BEST FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


When you grow your own food, you know exactly how it was treated. Like children, food thrives on love. We can’t have fresh garden produce all year round, but we can enjoy home-canned products with their own unique flavors and textures.


4 USE RECIPES AS SUGGESTIONS, NOT FORMULAS


Mother wasn’t concerned about following recipes; instead, she taught me how to communicate with food—to listen to it, and feel it. “The bread will tell you when you’ve kneaded enough,” she would say. “You have to look at the corn today because it’s more mature than what we had last week. A recipe won’t tell you the difference.”

5 USE YOUR HANDS WHEN YOU CAN


Our electric mixer didn’t do much good when we cooked for hay hands or had family get-togethers. Mother would stick her hand up to the elbow in a big bowl of coleslaw or potato salad and stir, You may not need to cook in such large quantities, but remember, like any living thing, food would rather be stroked by a human hand than beaten with a metal whip. Or as Mother put it, “Don’t be afraid to touch it if your hands are clean. Just think how much happier anybody is when they get a pat,”

 


A WORD ABOUT FARM COOKING


I’m told, in riding somewhere West,
A stranger found a Hoosier’s nest . . .
One side was lined with divers garments,
The other spread with skins of “varmints”;
Dried pumpkins overhead were strung.
Where venison hams in plenty hung;
Two rifles placed above the door;
Three dogs lay stretched upon the floor—
In short, the domicile was rife
With specimens of Hoosier life.

—John Finley,
“The Hoosier’s Nest” (1830)
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Farm cookery as we know it in southern Indiana comes from the pioneers who settled the area in the early to middle 1800s. Some, like my great-grandmother Belle Crockett’s family, came up from the South. She descended from Davy’s brother after he left Tennessee and moved to Indiana. They were great hunters and backwoodsmen. Other settlers, like Mother’s family, the Tribbys, were farmers from the East. My grandmother, Mamaw Tribby, used to tell us handed-down stories about how they started homesteading in Indiana in 1860 after leaving Germany in the early 1600s and living for several generations in Virginia and Ohio.

Our pioneer ancestors lived in log cabins with a big open fireplace for cooking. A Dutch oven, like the ones we still use, simmered over the fire with a squirrel or rabbit stew in it. If fruit was in season, they might be lucky enough to have a big slice of apple or raspberry pie. For special occasions they made wonderful dishes from native plants, such as the persimmon, huckleberry, hickory nut, and sassafras. I’ve included the original recipes here so you can try them for yourself.

On a typical day on the farm our men herded cattle, mended fences, and plowed, while we made bread, churned butter, and washed clothes. Meat, cream, butter, and sugar gave us the energy to do this work day in and day out. Few of us today have the same physical need for hearty cooking, but more than ever we crave the emotional sustenance of old-fashioned country food. Nothing makes the morning a little perkier, the day a little brighter, or the night a little warmer than sitting around the kitchen table with a home-cooked meal filled with good stuff from the garden and oven.

Most farm families had at least one milk cow for their own use and one milker. Not everyone has the right touch to milk a cow, but Grandpa Hutchens was the best milker in our family. Every morning, whether it was a Sunday or the Fourth of July, he set a pail of milk on the back porch in time for breakfast. The raw milk was hand separated, and it produced three types of dairy for cooking and drinking. The top layer was the heavy cream, so thick you could eat it with a spoon. This was what we made butter out of. The next layer was more like store-bought cream diluted with a little half-and-half—we called this “top milk.” Under that was the regular milk that we drank. Overall, it was rich, a little richer than store-bought whole milk. The exact flavor of fresh, raw milk can’t be replicated, but you can approximate it by mixing a little half-and-half into whole milk.

Nothing in the world compares with butter—made in a wooden churn from the milk of your favorite Guernsey—slathered on a piece of fresh yeasty bread still warm from the oven. But I hate to tell you: that butter has very little in common with the butter we reach for in a supermarket. Like most people who farmed in the Indiana kills, we often used margarine unless we had homemade butter. Store-bought butter was expensive and did not taste like “real” butter to us.

As far as I am concerned, all of the dishes described here can be made either with butter or with margarine, and any kind of milk will do. If you are concerned about cholesterol, here are some easy variations you might try. Substitute skim milk for whole milk or cream. And in most dishes other than baked goods, you can reduce the amount of fat by about a quarter and use unsaturated vegetable oil. In all cases, use your judgment: the most important thing is to make these recipes fit your diet. Then you can enjoy them every day—instead of saving them just for special occasions.


THE TRIBBY FAMILY ALBUM
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The Tribbys shortly after they came to Indiana; probably taken in the 1870s,
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Early pioneer ancestors on Mamaw Tribby’s side of the family.
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Four generations of Tribby women at the turn of the century. Mamaw Tribby is on the right, holding Mary, her next-to-oldest daughter.



SPRING
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The Glory of the Early Garden


Behold, my brothers, the spring has come;
the earth has received the embraces of the sun and
we shall soon see the results of that love!
Every seed is awakened and so has all animal life.

—Sitting Bull


A Spring Meal to Feed the Hungry Farmer


We went out to the garden and found everything thriving. . . . We picked heads of the most beautiful lettuce you ever saw, and we cut asparagus. Then we came in and washed the asparagus, steamed it, and had a feast of asparagus and lettuce not half an hour out of the garden.

—Hal Borland,                      
Hal Borland’s Book of Days
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As soon as the fields began to dry after the spring rains and the first plants popped up through the earth the whole farm became a shimmering green. We savored the special dishes made of delicate spring vegetables—like leaf lettuce, asparagus, and new peas—that have long been a part of the farmer’s tradition. Buttery-soft leaf lettuce came from the front rows of the garden by the basketfuls. Each leaf had to be looked over carefully to make sure no bugs would make their way into a salad. Big mounds of lettuce mixed with scallions were “wilted” with a hot dressing in a cast-iron skillet. Wilted lettuce had been a family favorite for generations, probably some version of a dish brought by the original Tribby settlers from Germany in the seventeenth century.
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