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Introduction

History Has a Flavor

IT WAS THE year 2000, and I celebrated post–high school freedom by driving my light-blue-and-rust-colored Toyota Corolla maybe a little too fast and playing my Ben Folds Five album just a little too loud. I was eighteen and headed to my summer job, a job that allowed me to travel back in time.

Those June mornings were beautiful. I descended down winding country roads into Ohio’s Cuyahoga River Valley, the sun’s rays the electric peachy color of dawn, the air already thick with the rising humidity. The smell of hay and manure breezed in through my rolled-down window when I finally pulled into the parking lot.

I would emerge from my car and smooth the front of my light pink and blue paisley dress, which reached to the floor. To make the skirt stand out to the appropriate proportions, I wore a large, poufy crinoline—of the type that goes under a wedding dress—topped by several starched petticoats. The dress was never meant for driving, and cramming my skirts around the gear shift proved challenging. One morning I unknowingly drove all the way to work with my hem slammed in the door.

It was a unique uniform, but appropriate. I worked at a large, outdoor museum—a collection of historic houses, brought together from all over northeastern Ohio, for the purpose of preservation. Set about a village green, they functioned as a fabricated historical town, a re-creation of what life was like in 1848. We—those of us driving into the valley in our petticoats and waistcoats—were employed as denizens of this town, “living history” characters. Our stories were fictionalized, but created from the factual lives of real people from the past. I spent five days a week, eight hours a day, in costume, in character, in this museum.

That was how I spent the first four summers of my employable life. Putting on petticoats, learning cross-stitch (I loathed it), and pretending it was perfectly normal to have hundreds of tourists a day stop by for a visit. I had a “home,” with an assigned family group—who are still like brothers and sisters to me—and the woman who played my mother was my mother. I spent so much time living in the past that aspects of my work life began to slip into my real life. Like the time I greeted my server at Applebee’s with a hearty “Good day!” instead of “Hello!”

In high school history classes, I had learned about the past as a series of dates, laws, and battles. But my job immersed me in history, and taught me that the past was three dimensional; I could only begin to understand it by using all of my senses. The most important place in my workday life was the kitchen of my historic home. We cooked on a wood-burning stove every day, using recipes from the mid-nineteenth century. When the morning was chilly, we gathered in the kitchen to watch my “brother” light the fire. The kitchen smelled like wood smoke, fresh coffee, and my brother’s cigarettes.

Each morning, we sipped tea and made plans for the day, until the first museum visitor came knocking at our door. Then the house’s cook took over the kitchen table, her red hair swept back in a bun, her sleeves rolled up. She spread out her ingredients and scrutinized 150-year-old recipes. By lunch, we would sit around the table, eating buttery macaroni and cheese flavored with a generous grating of nutmeg, fricasseed chicken with marjoram, and hunks of cake full of raisins and currants, perfumed with brandy and rose water.

One day the cook was out sick, and I begged to take her place. The foodways director didn’t usually welcome newcomers in the kitchen, but this time she said yes to me. I busted my butt to produce the most perfect pound cake that day—accomplished, mind you, with 1840s technology and in front of the probing eyes of the visiting public. It was nerve racking. When the director came back that afternoon to inspect my work, she gave me the subtlest nod of approval. I can’t say that I was “in” after that—especially since, immediately afterward, I burnt an entire tray of cookies to an unidentifiable crisp. But I was granted permission to cook from time to time. The experience of working with those nineteenth-century recipes changed the way I thought about American food.

What stuck in my head about that first 1848 cake I baked was that it wasn’t flavored with vanilla. It had all of the other ingredients of a modern cake, from white sugar to butter, but it was flavored with a teaspoon or more of rose water.

I had never encountered the flavor of rose water before. It imparted a bright, citrus note to the cakes and cookies I baked. I found out later that it’s made by distilling a mixture of alcohol, water, and damask rose petals. The alcohol and essential oils evaporate, leaving behind rose-scented water used to flavor food. Brought to Europe during the Middle Ages from the Middle East—in the cultural exchange following the Crusades—rose water was used in English cooking for hundreds of years before colonists brought it to North America. Bakers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries used rose water the same way we use vanilla today: a teaspoon in a cake, a dash or two in pumpkin pie, even a tablespoon with stewed fruits. Today we associate rose water only with imported or immigrant foods—like yogurt drinks and milk-based desserts from India—with no memory that in 1800, using a tablespoon in apple pie would have been as “American” as the apple pie itself.

Every dish I made in that historic kitchen had its own distinctive taste, unique to the time. By the end of four summers there, I could easily rattle off the spices we used to cook: nutmeg, mace, black pepper, savory, and marjoram. But every dish was also flavored with the taste of wood smoke from our stove. I didn’t notice it while at work, but if I packed up leftovers and ate them at home, the flavor of the smoke was overpowering. The food seemed out of place in modern surroundings—a relic of the past, but made just a few hours ago.

After that summer, I moved out from my parents’ house to start my first year at the Cleveland Institute of Art. I tried to ignore my love of butter churns and wood-burning stoves. But I kept revisiting history, in assignment after assignment, fascinated by the interpretation of the past. In my final year at art school, I traveled to the East Coast to assemble research for my senior thesis. I visited a museum that was similar to the one I had worked in as a teenager, and discovered it boasted a restaurant that served cuisine from the 1830s. I was thrilled.

I reserved a table for lunch. A waitress sauntered over, wearing a generic, old-timey blouse with a sort of dirndl thing on top—all polyester. She greeted me and handed me a laminated menu. I pored over it . . . and was instantly disappointed. There was no Beef à la Mode or Marlborough Pudding, dishes I remembered from mid-nineteenth-century cookbooks. Instead, the restaurant offered beef stew and apple pie. Dishes that, yes, would have existed in the 1830s, but that are also still familiar today. When I ordered, I was doubly disappointed: the beef stew tasted like the beef stew from any modern restaurant. Where was the marjoram, the savory, the cloves and mace? Dessert was a delicious apple pie, but without rose water, white wine, and nutmeg, it wasn’t an apple pie from the 1830s.

In that moment, I realized the same dish made in 1800, or 1900, or 2000, had different ingredients and different flavors. And I wondered why.

My trip to this restaurant inspired my senior thesis: I opened a pop-up restaurant for a week that served Revolutionary War–era food, seasoned with the flavors I encountered in historical cookbooks. There was a carrot soup pureed with cream, flavored with the spicy zing of mace. I roasted squab with a maple syrup glaze as a stand-in for the now extinct passenger pigeon, once an easy and affordable game meat for all Americans. And for dessert, I served green tea–flavored ice cream over a delicate rose-water sponge cake. Ginger beer and cider accompanied the meal, and smoky Lapsang souchong tea and French-roast coffee brought it to a close. Consumed around a communal table, in a space constructed to look like the dining room of an abandoned mansion, the meal was like a dinner eaten with ghosts of the past.

The restaurant was a success, but at the time—2005—my professors warned me there wasn’t an audience in Cleveland for the work I was doing. They told me to go to New York City.

In January 2006, a handful of days before my twenty-fourth birthday, I packed the matching luggage my parents gave me for Christmas. I boarded a plane that lifted off from a cornfield in Akron, Ohio, and landed at LaGuardia Airport in Queens, New York. I remember that it was a clear winter day when I flew over the city, and I could easily pick out the tiny green action figure of the Statue of Liberty in the harbor. She greeted me as she had greeted my father’s mother, all four of my mother’s grandparents, and the millions of immigrants like them.

I landed my first job in Manhattan—predictably in food services, selling fancy chocolate on Park Avenue. Then I sold fancy men’s suits on the wealthy Upper East Side. And then I found a job coding animated features for New York magazine’s website, which (after the fashion director dramatically fired the videographer) led to filming and editing video features, many of which focused on New York’s culinary scene.

On assignment in some of the city’s best restaurants, I witnessed chefs mining the past for inspiration. Like a potato dish from a Michelin-starred restaurant, where the spuds were set in a cast-iron Dutch oven, nestled in hay. The whole thing was then placed on a hot burner and the burning hay imbued the potatoes with a smoky flavor that took me right back to my 1848 kitchen. And there was the trend for Ossabaw pork from pigs descended from a very old breed left by Spanish conquistadors on an island off the coast of Georgia in the sixteenth century. Even Chipotle introduced corn tortillas that were “based on a 3,500-year-old recipe.” Each dish I encountered reminded me of my own love of food history.

I realized the combination of my “living history” job experience and art school education gave me a unique perspective on food. I began to devour old cookbooks, always dreaming about how the recipe would taste and look when I made it. In my reading, I stumbled across a reference to the first cocktail guide ever published, Jerry Thomas’s How to Mix Drinks; or the Bon-vivant’s Companion, published in 1862. Thanks to the wonder of the modern era, the book was online in its entirety. As I digitally flipped through its pages, the old historical food itch came back to me. I didn’t want to just read about these 150-year-old drinks, I wanted to taste what my great-great-grandfather—a Union cavalryman—sipped during the Civil War. Unless he was a teetotaler.

I decided to invite a few friends over to sample the historical cocktails. I made some phone calls and sent an evite—and, okay, there was a website, too, with photos, because I was excited. I expected a half-dozen patronizing acquaintances to attend. Instead, thirty people showed up. In costume: soldiers, troubadours, and mountain men. Long before old-timey mustaches were the latest Brooklyn fashion trend, they made an appearance at my apartment in Queens.

We got drunk and debauched, 1860s style. There’s a photo of me giving the camera the peace sign while wearing petticoats and a corset. The image is snapped from up high, a photo of my kitchen swirling with a bizarre assortment of costumed characters, sipping ale flips, green tea punches, and peach brandy mint juleps. My apartment was sticky with simple syrup and hellish to clean the next morning, but I couldn’t wait to throw another party.

After the party, I decided to launch a blog called Four Pounds Flour. Within a year I watched my life go from a series of odd jobs to even odder jobs: “Can you cater this 1860s St. Patrick’s Day party?” “Can you come and cook a Revolutionary War–era Thanksgiving dinner?” “Can you make eighteenth-century cookies for my museum’s bake sale?” Well . . . sure! I cobbled together a career based on what was in the bellies of historical Americans. It became apparent that my obsession with the flavors of the past was just as intriguing for others as it was for me.

Unexpectedly, the deeper I delved into the history of American food, the broader a perspective I gained on what Americans eat today. I realized American food is greatly influenced by where the cook grew up and where their family originally emigrated from. These differences in regionality and ethnicity result in an extremely diverse culinary nation.

But if I looked past these differences, I wondered what united America’s culinary culture? I thought of rose water and vanilla: rose water, at one time, was used all over the United States; and vanilla, regardless of a family’s ethnicity, is consumed all over the country today. I realized the key to defining American cuisine was to break it down to the basic flavors we all use, like vanilla.

Flavor is a concentrated mixture of aromatic compounds that provide all or part of the sensory experience of a food or a beverage. Some flavors are liquids (like vanilla extract) and others are dry powders (like curry powder). All flavors are chemicals. Eight to twelve chemicals make up the flavor of a garlic clove, while over two hundred chemicals work together to make up the flavor of a vanilla bean.

Flavor is primarily a combination of taste and aroma. There are at least five basic tastes: sweet, salty, bitter, sour, and savory (or umami). Each has an evolutionary trigger tied to survival: for example, sweet signals the presence of carbohydrates, which provide energy; while bitter can indicate the presence of poisons that could lead to sickness or even death. Chemicals in our food trigger taste receptors in our mouth; our brain then interprets information about which foods are good to eat, and which are not.

Humans can detect only a handful of tastes but can identify about one trillion different scents. Scent is caused by chemicals evaporating off our food and entering our nasal cavity. To understand the importance of aroma, try this experiment I learned from visiting the Flavor: Making It and Faking It exhibit at the Museum of Food and Drink (MOFAD) in Brooklyn: chomp on a Crunchy Flamin’ Hot Cheeto with your nose pinched closed. When I plugged my nose, my tongue detected salty—a basic taste—and the chemical irritation of “spicy,” from the capsaicin present in hot peppers. When I unplugged my nose, I suddenly could appreciate the aromas of cheesy and herby. Together salty, spicy, cheesy, and herby created the flavor of the Cheeto.

The physiological signals of flavor are interpreted in our brain’s frontal lobe, the part of the brain where emotional reactions are processed and personality is formed. Personal experience, memories, and emotions all inform the experience of flavor.

Flavor preferences and aversions are learned. Since every cuisine around the world employs specific flavors in its cooking, flavor preferences could be considered the signature of a cuisine and can be used to interpret culinary culture. So American food, and how it has changed over time, can be illustrated by its most commonly used flavors.

When I began my research, I made a timeline of recipes from my respectable collection of cookbooks, dating from Amelia Simmons’s American Cookery, the first cookbook published in this country in 1796, all the way through modern American standards like How to Cook Everything by Mark Bittman. I flipped through these cookbooks from different eras: the 1800s, 1850s, 1900s, and 1950s, selecting the most influential tomes from those periods, like Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife; Fannie Merritt Farmer’s The Boston Cooking-School Cookbook; and James Beard’s The Fireside Cook Book. I looked for ingredients that significantly affected the flavor of the recipe. After I made a list of commonly used flavors, I plotted them on a graph with the help of Google’s Ngram Viewer, which visualizes the frequency of words in all the books Google has digitized. I set the sample size to American books from 1796 to 2000. When I built the graph of American flavors, it revealed which ones were used the most frequently in text (and for all practical purposes, were the most popular), when flavors entered our lexicon, and how some grew in popularity while others disappeared. After all was said and done, the results revealed eight winners—flavors that were the most popular, and had never waned in their popularity.

I didn’t so much choose the flavors that appear in this book, as discover them: black pepper, the dried berries of an tropical vine; vanilla, the fruit of a Central American orchid; chili powder, ground dried chilies with spices; curry powder, the Westernized version of an Indian spice blend; soy sauce, the salty-savory runoff of fermented soybeans; garlic, the odorous leaf of a European herb; monosodium glutamate (MSG), the umami-rich glutamic acid salt; and Sriracha, the California-made hot sauce that has captured American’s hearts. I’ve excluded two common flavors, chocolate and coffee, simply because so much has already been written about them. I wanted to tell the stories of the equally popular but less recognized flavors of American food.

I’ve organized this book chronologically, in the order that these flavors appeared in American kitchens, from black pepper just after the Revolutionary War, to the Sriracha boom of the last decade. Our current pantry is cumulative: as flavors have arrived in this country, some earned a permanent place in the kitchen.

But at the end of the day, the study of culinary history isn’t about food—it’s about the people who prepare and consume this food. The individuals who brought these flavors to America’s table don’t usually get a page in the history books. We have black pepper because of enterprising New England merchants who treated the indigenous people of Sumatra with respect. Vanilla is here thanks to a twelve-year-old slave who figured out a botanical secret no one else knew. Chili powder spread across the country because of entrepreneurial Texan-Mexican women who fed soldiers and tourists—and a clever German immigrant who was looking for a culinary shortcut. Curry powder’s popularity was due to sailors craving flavors they had tasted in the Far East, but also because of America’s first Indian chef (who was a kind of bad boy). Soy sauce came thanks to immigrants from China—although we started using it more broadly because of the Japanese; and garlic, thanks to immigrants from Italy—although we started using it more broadly because of the influence of French cuisine. MSG was discovered in a homemade soup by an inquisitive Japanese scientist, and Sriracha was created by a refugee from Vietnam as a sauce for pho. Each flavor became American as a result of three main factors: an event that created the desire for each flavor, followed by increased availability, paired with a biological preference.

This book tells the stories of these flavors, the stories of the people behind them, and, consequently, the story of our country. You can find these eight flavors in kitchens from New York to California, used by families whose ancestors came from everywhere, from Italy to Vietnam. And through these eight flavors, I learned that American food has a complicated, continuously evolving identity—just like Americans themselves.
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One

Black Pepper

AMERICANS HAVE COOKED with black pepper for hundreds of years, and it will be a part of our pantries for hundreds of years to come. It’s integral to American cuisine: the United States is the largest black pepper importer in the world. According to Al Goetze, McCormick’s spice buyer of more than thirty years, black pepper is currently the number one selling spice in America, representing 10 percent of all retail spice sales, and Americans use more than 158 million pounds of it per year. Slate recently wondered if there was a spice or seasoning that would better serve as salt’s accompaniment. In a reader vote, 34 percent of people voted to keep pepper in its place, the largest percentage. A few of the runners-up—garlic (powder), MSG, and Sriracha—are featured later in this book.

Until recently, I took black pepper for granted. But in the late eighteenth century, black pepper was difficult to come by. In 1801 a merchant from Salem, Massachusetts, named George Crowninshield and his son, John, made plans to seek out pepper at its source. The black pepper trade would make them some of the richest men in America. Because of the Crowninshields and other Salem merchants like them, black pepper became the American pantry staple it is today.

I cooked with black pepper never thinking about its origins until a frigid day in February 2011. I was visiting the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, gathering ideas for a class I was teaching in the spring. I decided to seek refuge from the outdoor arctic temperatures in the Tropical Pavilion, a great, glass-domed greenhouse where the season never changes. I pushed through the door, and into the humid air, dense and pungent with the scent of earth. When I entered this world, it felt both familiar and alien, an island of the Tropics in the middle of the city.

As I walked through the Pavilion, I came across a deep-green vine climbing up the trunk of a palm, its foliage so dense it could be mistaken for the tree itself. Teardrop-shaped leaves reached out from a ropelike stem that spiraled upward. The color range would have made Pantone proud: everything from the purest spring greens to the deepest forest hues. Amidst this frenzy of emerald were strings of ruby berries, growing on stalks. This botanical specimen, native to southern India, was Piper nigrum—a black pepper plant, the first I had ever seen in person. I would later learn that a peppercorn is this plant’s dried berry, with a husk, pulpy middle, and a seed in the center.

As I examined the plant, a large family of tourists came around the trail. As they peered at the vine, I gathered they weren’t sure what they were supposed to be looking at. I gently tapped a woman about my age on the shoulder and pointed out the cherry-red berries. She looked at me, amazed, as if I had performed a magic trick. She showed the fruit to her family, who flashed their cameras and exclaimed to one another in at least two languages. I wasn’t the only one who was fascinated by this spice in its natural state.

That day, when I got home, I unscrewed the top of my pepper grinder and rolled a few peppercorns into my hand. I examined the dry, wrinkled berries closely for the first time. I tossed one in my mouth and bit down: a hot, burning sensation covered my tongue and the back of my throat; I coughed. When the heat was gone, the aromatics remained—floral and earthy.

I felt driven to understand this plant better, but it’s difficult to fully comprehend the cultivation of an exotic species half a world away. I scratched my head reading paragraphs of advice on loamy soil and light requirements. I decided there must be a better way to learn how pepper grows. So I bought a pepper plant.

A month after my visit to the Botanic Garden, I did some Googling and I found a greenhouse in Delaware that would deliver a baby pepper vine to my door. My excitement built as I tracked the plant in transit. When the postman finally arrived with a telltale box, I treated him as if he were the stork delivering a newborn.

“He’s adorable!” I chirped when I unwrapped my little pepper vine from the cozy newspaper packing. No more than four inches tall, my vine had five stems, each topped by a cheery leaf that stretched upwards, searching for the sun.

Pepper plants can be grown from a seed, but the seed has to be unprocessed, so you can’t just plant a kitchen peppercorn and expect it to grow. My baby pepper vine was grown the way most are cultivated—from a cutting. I gave him water and set him in a windowsill. He doubled in size in less than a week. Pepper-farming guides recommended setting up a post for him to start climbing right away, so I moved him to a large pot, equipped with a six-foot stick for him to ascend.

He was happiest the year he summered in Ohio with my parents. He baked in 90-degree heat on their asphalt driveway and exploded in dark green foliage. When the weather changed, he returned home to my Queens apartment; and with him came soil gnats, which required an intensive treatment that nearly killed my other houseplants. But my pepper vine seemed largely unaffected. I babied him, while my roommates (and cat) swatted bugs and slowly went insane from the infestation.

And then to my great surprise, one October morning, I saw a pepper spike amongst his leaves. A pepper spike is about an inch long, shaped like a rounded pyramid, and covered in rows of very light green, miniscule buds that would eventually fruit. I had no idea if black pepper vines could self-pollinate, or what sort of help they might need to do so. I blew on the pepper spikes, rubbed them between two fingers, and did any number of other ill-informed and vaguely erotic gestures that I hoped would result in pollination. The flower buds shriveled, and then swelled and looked promisingly like pepper berries. But eventually the spikes died and fell off. To this day, I haven’t had any luck growing my own pepper berries, though my plant still sits near my window, now four feet tall and growing.

It’s likely I had so much difficulty reaping a pepper harvest because the vines are much more comfortable in their native climate of Southeast Asia. Pepper was first collected wild on the Malabar Coast of India long before modern records began. Pepper vines were first brought to Sumatra, a large Indonesian island just southwest of the Malay Peninsula, from India sometime before the seventh century. This island is where American merchants like the Crowninshields originally imported their black pepper.

Pepper is harvested the same way in Sumatra today as it has been for at least two hundred years. Small family landowners produce the bulk of the crop and large, commercial farms are rare. When pepper berries ripen, they turn from bright green to yellow to Christmas red. Male workers lean wood ladders against the trees or posts that support the pepper plants, then ascend to harvest the berries by hand. A pepper vine produces four types of pepper, depending upon when its berries are harvested: green, black, white, and red.

Three different peppercorns are sold in the multicolor pepper grinders, which can be found in grocery stores. Green peppercorns are freeze-dried, unripe berries. They taste fruity and are not too hot, although chomping down on a green peppercorn still makes my eyes water. White pepper is harvested when the pepper spike is almost fully ripened and all the berries are red or yellow. These berries are soaked in water, historically in a running stream, and the outer husk and pulp is degraded by bacteria. In the final stage of the process, the husk is rubbed off, leaving behind only the grayish seed of the pepper. White pepper has a distinctive funky taste from the slight fermentation, which reminds me of stinky feet. Red peppercorns are fresh berries and are used as a condiment in areas where pepper is grown. But don’t confuse them with the pink “peppercorns” that are sometimes included in multicolor pepper mixes. These are not peppercorns at all, but the seeds of an unrelated shrub native to South America, Schinus terebinthifolius—more commonly (and festively) known as Christmas berry or Florida holly. This invasive species produces berries that more closely resemble rose hips than peppercorns, but their heat can nicely round out a pepper blend.

Black pepper is harvested when only a few berries on the spike have turned yellow, the midway stage of ripeness. Aromatics decrease as the berries ripen, so the slightly unripe berries are more flavorful than a fully ripe berry. After harvesting, the pepper berries are either blanched briefly in boiling water or left in piles to ferment for several days; each process is particular to the producer and results in different coloration and flavor profiles in the final product. Then, women and children spread the berries on a concrete floor or bamboo mats and leave them to dry in the sun. The pepper berries are turned with feet, hands, or rakes, working through the peppercorns like black sand to ensure the pepper dries evenly. As the peppercorns dry, the outside husks turn black, while the pulpy inside remains light.

Once properly dried, the harvested pepper is collected and usually sold to a large export house, which sorts, washes, and bottles the peppercorns before they’re sent to grocery stores around the world.

There are many different varieties of black pepper, each with their own distinct flavor. At New York City’s spice and condiment mecca Kalustyan’s, I found six different types of black pepper. Overwhelmed by choice, I organized a pepper tasting: I taught a class on the history and uses of black pepper at the Brooklyn Brainery, a learning center that offers “casual classes for curious adults” on everything from macramé to . . . well, the history and uses of black pepper. I asked my fifteen students to taste six types of pepper. It was an awful idea. We were all beading sweat and breathing fire by the time we were done. It’s funny, because you don’t think of black pepper as being “hot,” but black pepper packs the punch of piperine, a chemical irritant that is responsible for bite, pungency, and the sneezy sensation in your nose. An essential oil called oleoresin contributes to black pepper’s aromatic qualities, in combination with up to 135 other compounds.

My tasters and I were shocked to discover that not all black pepper tastes the same. Malabar pepper, from India, had intense heat but with hints of coriander and a tannic, tealike flavor. Sarawak pepper, native to Malaysia, had distinct lemon and ginger notes. And Lampong pepper, from Sumatra, was the hottest, due to a high piperine content. It’s one of the most popular peppercorns in America today.

Colonial Americans were just as unfamiliar with black pepper’s origins as I was when I first saw that vine in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. Although black pepper had been used in Western cooking since the Roman Empire, it wasn’t until the end of the seventeenth century, when the British East India Company established reliable trade routes with Asia, that pepper became relatively affordable. American colonists bought most commodities, including pepper, through England and had little idea where it originated.

What were Colonial Americans cooking with all that pepper? To find out, I turned to the recipes of one of the period’s leading ladies: Martha Washington. The future first lady was a widow when she married George; she got hitched to her first husband, Daniel Custis, in 1750. When she was married, she received a stack of recipes from her in-laws as a wedding present. The manuscript is known to scholars as “A Booke of Cookery,” and it features recipes from the tail end of the Middle Ages through the Colonial Era. Copied and passed down by Washington’s in-laws in the kitchens of early America, it reveals clues about what Americans ate long before the first cookbook was published. And the way black pepper was used in these recipes surprised me.

In a manuscript of over five hundred recipes, black pepper is used about fifty times, usually in combination with other spices. Most of these mentions occur in recipes for meat, poultry, and fish, including sausage and pickled seafood. But the entry I found the most intriguing was called “To Make Pepper Cakes That Will Keep Good in Ye House for a Quarter or Halfe a Year.” Oddly, as the title suggests, these “cakes” could hang out in your house for six months. The spicing reflects a holdover from the Middle Ages: a time when pepper was used the same as any other spice, in the sweet as well as the savory. Although the recipe’s name includes black pepper, it is strangely omitted from the ingredients—though in the 1996 reprinted manuscript, culinary historian Karen Hess argued that it might have been left out accidentally. The recipe combined black pepper, ginger, coriander, and caraway with candied fruit, orange zest, and molasses.

The cakes are formed into “pritty large cakes about an intch and halfe thick at moste.” In shape and texture, they’re what we’d call a cookie today. They were then baked and could be stored for four to six months. I cooked a batch and, after half a year of sitting in the back of my pantry, they seemed oddly unperturbed by the passage of time. I took a bite. They were dense, sticky, and heavily spiced. With nearly as much ground seasoning as flour in the recipe, their flavor was overpowering.

But I found Washington’s “Pepper Cakes” inspiring. I love to look to the past to inform my contemporary kitchen. Often historical documents can be used as a jumping off point for new recipes that feel modern, despite being grounded in history. A little tinkering in the kitchen and I came up with a version of Washington’s cakes that blended black pepper harmoniously with other spices.

Black Pepper Brown Sugar Cookies

I choose to use Sarawak peppercorns from Indonesia, as the pepper has notes of citrus and coriander that lend itself well to desserts. But any black pepper you have will do. The result is a chewy cookie, speckled with pretty bits of black pepper.

Yield: makes 3 to 4 dozen, depending on the size of the cookie

4 cups flour

1 teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper, plus more to top the cookies

1 teaspoon ginger

1 teaspoon coriander

3/4 cup (11/2 sticks) unsalted butter, room temperature

2 cups packed light brown sugar

Zest of one orange

Juice of 1/2 an orange (about 1/4 cup)

2 large eggs

1. In a large bowl, whisk together dry ingredients and spices.

2. In the bowl of an electric mixer, add butter, sugar, and orange zest. Using the paddle attachment, beat on medium-high until light in color. Add the orange juice, and then add eggs one at a time, beating well after each addition.

3. With mixer on low, add the dry ingredients slowly. Stop and scrape the bowl, then continue mixing until combined. Divide dough in half, wrap in plastic wrap, and chill at least 1 hour and as long as overnight.

4. Preheat oven to 350 degrees. On a generously floured work surface and with a floured rolling pin, roll dough 1/8 inch thick. Using a pepper grinder, crack fresh pepper over the surface of the dough and then gently press the pepper in with the rolling pin.

5. Cut into desired shapes using a cookie cutter or knife. Bake on a cookie sheet 10 to 12 minutes, rotating the cookie sheet halfway through, until the cookies are brown around the edges. Allow to cool completely on wire racks.

Black pepper was a common flavor in eighteenth-century American kitchens, but when the colony broke ties with England, the spice was harder to come by. After the Revolutionary War, no one in America knew where black pepper came from. The British, by exporting the commodity from England, had kept it a secret. Until their secret was discovered—and the Crowninshield family of Salem, Massachusetts, took advantage of it.

I visited the Crowninshields’ home town of Salem in June 2012. I approached the city by driving down Chestnut Street, an avenue lined with mansions. Built in the Federal style of two hundred years ago, the exteriors are simple by today’s standards, but subtle gilding, carving, and Flemish Bond—one of the most expensive ways to lay brick—whisper “wealth” to those in the know. These were the residences of the richest people in Salem: traders, merchants, and sea captains. From the widow’s walks, they would have watched their ships come in to the port below.

Patriarch George Crowninshield’s three-story childhood home still stands, although now it’s owned by the Peabody Essex Museum of Salem, and was moved from its original site to a tiny village of historic buildings near the museum. It’s modest compared with the Chestnut Avenue mansions: two and a half stories with wood siding painted a cheerful yellow. Touring it with a museum guide, I saw that the house still included signs of the Crowninshield family’s journeys abroad: in a corner of the study sat a massive clam shell, dragged back from some tropical port, that looked worthy of Aphrodite. Next to a bed was a nightstand with a shaving mirror, a basin to hold water to wash the face, and a chamber pot, all in a wooden cabinet that could be closed up and loaded aboard a ship, ready to sail for distant shores.

It’s unlikely George spent much of his boyhood running around the halls of this home. George Crowninshield turned fifteen the same year Martha Washington received her stack of recipes; by then, he had already been sailing on trade ships for seven years. That wasn’t uncommon at the time: boys as young as nine were admitted into the U.S. Navy.

Eight years later, in 1757, at the age of twenty-two, Crowninshield married into big money: he won the hand of Mary Derby, sister to Salem’s wealthiest merchant. The Derby family’s wharf is preserved in Salem, a testament to their economic power 250 years ago. Mary’s brother Elias—or “King” Derby, as he was nicknamed—was a successful merchant who became even richer by operating a fleet of privateers during the Revolutionary War.

Crowninshield and Mary Derby had a batch of children together, eight of whom survived infancy: six boys and two girls. Crowinshield’s time at sea left him rough in appearance and language, and by all accounts, he grew into a grouchy patriarch. A guest once recalled breakfast at the Crowninshield house; each of the children wanted something different to drink: tea, milk, water, hot chocolate, and so on. Irritated by his sons’ and daughters’ individual requests, George asked a servant to bring a cup of each and a large bowl. He poured the drinks all together, stirred them up, and said, “Now, children, help yourselves.”

By the time of the Revolutionary War, the Crowninshield family became moderately successful merchants. As the boys grew older, they were expected to become sailors, like their father. George Crowninshield dreamed of building a trade empire with the partnership of his sons. Some took to it better than others. The youngest son, Edward, was known to be timid and introverted. Sent to sea by his father at the age of eighteen, he was brutalized by the ship’s captain and later committed suicide. The incident was seldom spoken of by the family.

Other sons survived their father’s tyranny to work in the family business. After the war, Salem-based merchants, including the Crowninshields, wanted to expand their interests to the Far East. The pepper trade was potentially lucrative—but how to break in when no one knew where pepper plants grew?

Finally, around 1790 the source of pepper was revealed when a Salem captain named Jonathan Carnes was docked in Sumatra. He received a hot tip that pepper grew wild on the island’s northwestern coast. With this bit of information in hand, Carnes returned home and convinced a wealthy merchant named Jonathan Peele to fund an expedition to search for black pepper. Carnes’s ship, the Rajah, left Salem in 1795; the crew kept its destination a secret. When the ship returned to port eighteen months later, it had pepper “shoveled right into her hold like gravel.” The crew brought home an estimated 100,000 to 150,000 pounds of pepper, which sold for 37 cents a pound—an astounding 700 percent profit. This shipment was the first load of pepper ever imported directly to the United States from Sumatra.

It would have been to Peele’s and Carnes’s advantage to keep the source of the pepper secret, like the British East India Company had; but someone on their staff or crew let the cat out of the bag. Old Crabby Crowninshield caught wind that pepper could be found in Sumatra. Crowninshield dispatched his son John to Sumatra in 1801 as captain of a black pepper expedition.

Blond and blue-eyed, John was considered handsome at twenty-nine years old when he departed Salem on the America III. On July 2, 1801, he laid eyes on Sumatra. It was a sight that only a few Americans had witnessed: green mountains ascended from the rocky sea and disappeared into the mist. On these volcanic slopes grew pepper vines, entwined around the trunks of jungle trees.

I imagine John was as captivated as I was by the pepper vine when he first laid eyes on it. Here was the key to his family’s budding fortune. But if he was, he didn’t mention it in the journal he kept of his expedition. What he did talk about was how much he liked the local people, the Acehnese.

When a ship like the America III sidled up to a town along the coastline of Sumatra, such as Rahnoo or Telloo Gootupang (both known as “considerable pepper ports”), a rowboat was sent ashore to inquire if pepper was available for sale. Ships would stay in port until they could purchase a full hold of pepper, which could take an entire year.
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In Sumatra, pepper wasn’t traded: it was bought with gold and silver, the price determined by the picul, a unit of measurement in Southeast Asia equal to about 133 pounds. The precious metals were then used in local commerce, either stamped into coins or weighed out in dust. The Acehnese adorned themselves with gold jewelry, in the form of headpieces, bracelets, and necklaces.

John tried two ports before he found enough pepper at a fair price—$8 for a picul—and struck a deal. A handkerchief was filled with pepper and eight pieces of silver, “kept sacred as a prooff of the bargain until all is finished,” John wrote in his journal. He and his crew waited for weeks as thousands of pounds of dried pepper were loaded aboard. In the meantime, they hung out with the Acehnese. Initially intimidated by the curved swords the men wore, John came to respect his trading partners. “They treat us with the greatest politeness,” he wrote. “The people on shore are remarkably civil to us & behave in every respect with the greatest propriety . . . they are by no means a vicious set of people, quite the reverse.”

If John sounds astonished in his writings, it’s because in the West, the Acehnese were often portrayed as primitive but cunning—and sometimes violent. Part of this depiction can be attributed to xenophobia, but it was also carefully crafted by the English to keep other traders away. In reality, the Acehnese had a monarchy with a lavish, central palace; their homes were comfortable and well adapted to the climate; and although they wore a simple loincloth for work, they also possessed fine sets of layered clothes made from cotton or locally produced silk. John Crowninshield told the Acehnese leaders before he left that “the reason the Americans had not traded largely with them before . . . was from the bad character we had heard of them.” He suspected “this information has been given by those whose interest it was to deceave with the view of keeping trade in their own hands.”

“They were very much surprised,” John wrote, “And said they hoped I would not tell any such bad stories . . . that between nations thinking so different as we do there always must be great misunderstanding . . . I told them I thought very favourable indeed of them.” When John was ready to return home, he left not only with a full cargo of pepper but also with a feeling of respect for the Acehnese people.

John had the right idea. The key to stealing trade from the English was to be nice to the local population. Before the English arrived, the Acehnese had little motivation to cultivate the pepper plant; small crops were harvested, but they were worthless on the local market. The English moved in on Sumatra in the late seventeenth century, which gave the Acehnese an outlet for their pepper. But the English also literally moved in by forming settlements on the island. Agents of the East India Company paid off local tribal leaders to “compel” their dependents to cultivate pepper: “The inhabitants of the districts were obliged to plant a certain number of vines: each family 1,000 and each young unmarried man 500.” If the pepper crop failed to reach the East India Company’s estimated yield, “punishments” were doled out.

This imperialistic agreement between the East India Company and the tribal chiefs included a guarantee to ensure that the pepper crop was sold exclusively to England. This arrangement allowed the English to keep the prices low and keep the locals in poverty—in 1780 the English were paying $15 for 500 pounds of pepper. When the Americans arrived, they offered a much better price: John, as I mentioned above, paid $8 for 133 pounds—double what the English offered—and by 1803, Americans were paying $10, and bringing hulls full of peppercorns back to Salem.

When I visited Salem, I imagined sailing ships docked along the waterfront. I walked out to the end of Derby wharf, property of the incredibly wealthy in-laws of the Crowninshields’. The Crowninshields’ own wharf no longer exists, although the family commissioned a painting of it during its busiest years for posterity. Built of stone and earth, it stuck out into the port across from the customhouse, where incoming goods would have been assessed and taxed. I stood on the end of Derby wharf and thought about John, traveling home after eight months at sea and navigating the narrow, shallow bay as his ship came into port. If I had been there, waiting for him, I would have smelled his cargo even before he docked. An army of workers would have descended to unload the 844,918 pounds of black pepper he had acquired.

John paid around $50,800 in Sumatra for his pepper, and at the customhouse, he was charged a comparable amount of duties. The cargo sold on the market for about $282,000, which meant that the family earned around $180,400 in profit. Consider that in 1802, the average man made about $1 a day, and you’ll begin to understand the vastness of the wealth the Crowninshields amassed. The America III turned right back around and returned to Sumatra; the next year, it brought back 760,000 pounds of pepper, which fetched $250,000. George Crowninshield dispatched a second ship to Sumatra, the Belisarius, which, during 1801 and 1802, brought home an additional 600,000 to 700,000 pounds of pepper. The pepper sold for around $206,366, as the market became flooded, and the price began to drop.

In the span of two years, George Crowninshield & Sons—as their partnership was now officially known—brought over 1.5 million pounds of black pepper into the United States, which yielded over $400,000 in profits. It’s no surprise the Crowninshields haughtily called Sumatra “our pepper gardens.”

The Crowninshields grew prosperous, but remained notoriously ill-tempered. A relative once said she knew of “No . . . Crowninshield . . . distinguished for intellect or piety. They were all marked by haughtily knit brows and intense hauteur of Manners.” There was constant infighting amongst the siblings. In 1809 Crowninshield & Sons was reorganized so that John could strike out on his own. A sum just shy of $1 million was distributed among the four partners. George wrote to them: “Now Sons, I think You will Possess Ample Fortune Enough to Make you all Happy if . . . Pease & Union amongst you all is Cultivated, As I think it is not too late to Attempt & which is My Earnest wish to See Established Before I Bid you a Lasting Farewell. Your Father, George Crowninshield.”

George Crowninshield died in 1815, a millionaire from the pepper trade—but with his children squabbling over his will around him.

The Crowninshields had fueled America’s passion for black pepper and inspired other merchants to set their sights on Sumatra. As more ships sailed from Salem to Sumatra, their owners and captains followed the Crowninshields’ example: American captains respected the Acehnese, if for no other reason than it was a wise business decision. The continual opportunity for competitive prices allowed the Acehnese to distance themselves from their English trading partners. By 1813, the East India Company abolished its mandatory cultivation rules and forgave debts in an attempt to win back the populace. But by 1830, only two pepper plantations remained under English rule. American merchants had stolen the pepper trade, and they had done it without conquest or colonization.

John Crowninshield lived until 1842; by the time he passed, the shipping trade had almost disappeared from Salem. The last boatful of pepper docked in Salem in 1846; after that, boats sailed directly from Sumatra to the larger harbors of Boston or New York. By then, fifty million pounds of pepper had been imported into Salem, worth over $25 million at the time.

° ° °

With the American market flooded with pepper, it became more affordable and, soon, a staple in everyone’s kitchen. But it was more than simple availability that made black pepper an important flavor in American cuisine: this spice has beneficial properties. A bizarre story recounted in the 1949 book Pepper and Pirates: Adventures in the Sumatra Pepper Trade of Salem alludes to one of black pepper’s unique qualities: a seafaring man from the Crowninshields’ time died far from home and “was shipped back to Salem in a coffin filled with pepper.” Apparently his body returned only a little worse for wear.

The story could be true, because black pepper has antimicrobial properties. A 1998 study by Cornell University’s Paul W. Sherman and Jennifer Billing showed that black pepper kills up to 25 percent of bacteria it comes into contact with. The alkaloids in black pepper’s piperine affect the membrane permeability of bacteria. The microbes either lose or absorb liquid, depending on the salinity of the environment around them. They shrivel or pop, and die. Colonial recipes like Martha Washington’s that included pepper in pickles and sausages suggest some awareness of the spice’s preservative properties.

I was amazed to find that many flavors in this book have antimicrobial properties: the components of curry and chili powder, the jalapeños in Sriracha, and in particular, garlic, which, in one study, killed 100 percent of bacteria it came into contact with. Cornell researcher Sherman theorized the antimicrobial properties of these spices is one of the reasons humans like the taste of spicy food. Foods cooked with these spices were better preserved, and in a time before refrigeration, the people who ate them were at a lower risk of food-borne illness. They were healthier and lived longer than people who did not consume spicy food, so they had more children. Natural selection favored those who ate spicy food, because they survived, and the preference for spicy food became a dominant trait in humanity.

A recipe I found in Martha Washington’s manuscript emphasized this connection between heavy seasoning and health. It was a preparation of venison, where the meat was stuffed with lemon peels and crusted in an enormous quantity of black pepper, salt, and lemon juice.

To Season a Venison

Take out ye bones & turne ye fat syde downe upon a board. yn take ye pill of 2 leamons & break them in pieces as long as yr finger & thrust them into every hole of yr venison. then take 2 ounces of beaten pepper & thrice as much salt, mingle it, then wring out ye juice of lemon into ye pepper & salt & season it, first taking ye leamon pills haveing layn soe a night. then paste it with gross pepper layd on ye top & good store of butter or muton suet.
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