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Dedicated with love and expectations
To Ellen
(Although this is not a book for the ladies!) 





LONDON, JUNE 5.

TO DR. LEWIS

Dear Lewis,

… The bread I eat in London, is a deleterious paste, mixed up with chalk, alum, and bone-ashes; insipid to the taste, and destructive to the constitution. The good people are not ignorant of this adulteration; but they prefer it to wholesome bread, because it is whiter than the meal of corn: thus they sacrifice their taste and their health, and the lives of their tender infants, to a most absurd gratification of a misjudging eye; and the miller, or the baker, is obliged to poison them and their families, in order to live by his profession. The same appears in their veal, which is bleached by repeated bleedings, and other villainous arts, till there is not a drop of juice left in the body and the poor animal is paralytic before it dies; so void of all taste, nourishment, and savour, that a man might dine as comfortably on a white fricassee of kid-skin gloves, or chip hats from Leghorn ….


Your unvariable friend,

Matt. Bramble

-Humphry Clinker, by Tobias Smollett







FOREWORD
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AWAY back an experienced old editor told me that food is always good. You could pontificate on the virtues, discuss great social problems, and commentate masterfully on the humanities-but an editorial on mince pies would wake everybody up. You could profoundly enunciate great truths and the world would nod agreeably; but if you wanted a lot of mail you should do a little piece about hot biscuits and honey.

There is a history of English literature done by Emile Legouis and Louis Cazamian, and I observe they have considered a mediocre poet named Stephen Hawes. Stephen Hawes is important only because he was a source for Edmund Spenser, and Hawes’s style, say Legouis and Cazamian, is as bad as you’ll find in all English poetry. This is pretty bad. But think about this. Here is a man who labored at syntax and thought, sawing and splitting the winged word with diligence and zeal, and after he is dead and gone the best that can be said for him is that he was worst. All sole alone, he has his niche in the History of English Literature where he sits in unchallenged supremacy as the worst one of the bunch. It is a dubious honor, but it is all his, and he shares it with nobody.

However, in discussing Hawes, Legouis and Cazamian fall victim to my old editor’s philosophy of food. “Never,” they say. “Never did poetry in English sink to lower depths of the prosaic than when Lady Grammar explained the nature of a noun to her pupil.” Here was Hawes, lowest of the low, at his most dismal depths. Here he gained his title. But now Legouis and Cazamian succumb to appetite. Their mental profundity is mellowed with the ready flow of gastric juices. They are like the fellow who is dutifully paying attention to an informative television show and permits a beer commercial to send him to the icebox. Mince pies and hot biscuits and honey beguile; for Poet Hawes stops explaining nouns and verbs and begins to write about something to eat.

They now say his “verses … on cooking recipes are much better …”

The worst poet in the English language suddenly attains critical stature-not because he is writing poetry, but because he is writing poetry about food.

There is only one thing in this world which everybody does. It is: To eat. In all pursuits of mankind, except food, there are celibates, abolitionists, and abstainers. Mankind can be rated, not only from Shakespeares to Haweses, but from the president of the gourmet society down to the ricket-stricken aborigine who needs powdered milk. Only some of us write poetry; all of us eat.

May we suppose that Poet Hawes, recognizing his own poverty of skill, turned to receets as a last hope for critical recognition?





POOP ONE
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“I don’t know o’ nothin’ women
don’t take to naturally ’cept
housework, spittin’, an’ bricklayin’.”

-Ez Pash, Abe Martin, and/or Kin Hubbard



IF the fine art of household cookery is to survive, we men must step in; for the trend is toward oblivion otherwise. Under the management of women the logistics of mankind have dwindled, and what we are getting is a mighty poor imitation of the once-glorious experience known as food.

Now, let’s be honest about this. You can start with oatmeal, which was the backstay of the day, and which has completely disappeared. If you ask for oatmeal today and get it, it turns out to be rolled oats, which is not the same thing at all. Besides, it’s quick-cooked, with the flavor of poplar sawdust, which is a very poor grade of sawdust. And if you want molasses on it, you get a sulphured version panned out within an inch of its miserable life. If you like raisins in it, they are the merest imitation of the raisins that were. If you think you’d like maple syrup on it, you get a fabricated glucose tinged with only the slightest suggestion of the richness and glory of the lordly maple. Instead of cream you get a rarefacted, spatulated, homogenized, irradiated excuse-for.

This needs to be said. All this, and plenty more too, has come about because the ladies permitted it. The buyers and the cookers, they have permitted the good things of life to wane and disappear, by and with their consent and collusion. Examples without end can be cited. Take a stew. Who makes a stew any more? The woman has been sold the gas and electric range and the electronic oven. She has magnificent pots and pans of fancy construction that gleam and shine, pressure cookers and plug-in frying pans. Some of her utensils blow whistles. She has been told, and agrees, that her leisure is all-important, that cooking is drudgery, and that anything heated over fifteen minutes is unhealthy. The very thought of starting a potful of goodies that won’t be ready for two days is unnerving. For that matter, the stores don’t sell those cuts of meat now, turnips smell up the house, dumplings are bad for the blood, and it takes too long anyway.

Salt pork, alone, proves the point. The American Home, today, gets along without any salt pork. You hear distressing argument about saturate-fats, and the pork barrel is but a political allusion. Slab and chunk are dirty words. And so on, all because we have left housework to the women. When the pre-packaged cake
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was invented they allowed it to become endemic by buying it, taking it home, cooking it, serving it, and believing it was cake. They are the ones who got suckered by imitation lard, machine-sliced bacon, processed cheeses, and store-bought bread. The woman even got suckered so far that factory bakers now sell her a half-baked biscuit to take home and bake in the very oven she was emancipated from by the bakers. The American Male who reflects on the half-baked biscuit business will lose himself in amazement. So it has gone.

Momentarily, but only so, it was encouraging that a chain-store house-organ magazine recently printed this paragraph:


The country would be Brighter and Much Tension would be lessened by giving more time and attention to making batches of griddle cakes, waffies, popovers, muffins, coffee cakes, fritters (especially banana), dumplings, biscuits, scones and doughnuts. Umest has a tough time getting a “hand-holf” on people well filled with these commodities.



But, behold, I went into the first store operated by this chain that I came to, and I stepped to the first clerk I saw, and I said, “I would like to buy a barrel of flour.” He said he was a young fellow and he had never seen a barrel of flour. So I said I would like a one-hundred-pound bag of flour. He said they didn’t carry them. I said fifty. He said no. I said twenty-five. He said he would go and look. He did, and he came back to report that they had nothing in the way of flour except ten-pound bags.

“And fives,” he added as I left.

Obviously we men aren’t going to push into the kitchen and take over. You can’t run a foundry all day and come home to fritter. Besides, Woman thinks she is doing fine, and would resist us. She believes in herself. She believes a cookie in which the chocolate chips fail to melt while baking is a culinary triumph and Man should be grateful that she found out about it. She believes a boughten doughnut is fit to eat. And we are not going to break these things down overnight. But as things have wended and trended, we men have a glimmer of hope, a hand-hold, a possible way out. The sales pamphlet for a new front-lawn broiler says jubilantly, “The ladies love to have the men cook for them.” Patio dining, camping, the surge of boating and outdoor living, the call of the wild far from the kitchen–these are bringing families into the open. And who is leaning into the smoke, turning eggs with a long-handled flipper and looking happy? It is Poppa; and he is having the time of his life in a modern simulation of the ancient fireside rituals of tribal life in the jungle. The lady, who loves to have her man cook for her, is seated to one side with folded hands, has nothing to say, and a smile adorns her face.

I merely propose that we men embrace this opportunity and make the most of it. By adroit handling of the skillet we may get The American Way back on its mealtime course. If, outdoors, we can show the little lady that cookery is an art, and the art is long and satisfying, we may again see oatmeal in the stores. Bakers may go bankrupt, packaged cakes may spoil on grocery shelves, and doughnuts fit to eat may come again to table.





FEMALE LOGIC
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THE general theme of this effort is such that we must not discount the way women are going to take it. I’ve thought about this a good deal. When I decided the salvation of humanity required the lifting of a profane masculine voice, and trnthful things needed saying, I sampled the thing, as the survey analysts would put it, and tried the idea out on a magazine. I thought if I broached the general subject of how womankind has allowed the quality of American food to decline, we would find out how they reacted to the criticism and would know how to proceed. I think the results have been satisfactory.

But you do have to take Female Logic into consideration. One reply came, for instance, from a lady who said, “You are so wrong-I bake bread regularly.” The rooster who thought the sun came up because he crowed has long been a whimsical cuss in our attitudes, but this lady brooks no dalliance with her position. One could take this lady into the chain stores and show her that store after store has nothing larger than a tenpound bag of flour. One could take her into the manager’s office of a baking factory and show her the delivery-route maps, where America is crisscrossed with bakery routes that can’t pay unless they stop at practically every house. But this would serve no purpose. She bakes bread; I am wrong-and the sun comes up every morning.

When you get the hang of Female Logic, it isn’t too hard. It depends on a skip, a mental leap from bough to bough, and it is just ever-so-little too long for a man. When you ask your wife, “Has the mail come?” she generally says something like, “I just put a new light bulb in the woodshed.”

And it is logic, no matter how futilely you grope. Because she was screwing a light bulb at the back of the house she could not have seen the mailman whether he came or not. Thus, for a time, after I did my little experimental piece in Field&Stream, I was baffled, for the letters that came from women seemed completely unrelated to the topic. It was wiser to forget food and become a student of Feminine Logic, and I was tremendously beguiled. Then, in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, appeared an article written by a Clarissa Start, in which with absolute Feminine Logic she picked me apart and left me in shreds, demolishing me completely and showing by screwed-in light bulbs exactly how wrong I was. When, now, I think that life is muddled, and the affairs of humanity are a mess, I like to get Clarissa Start and read her again, for her Feminine Logic has a way of making everything hunky-dory. In the first place, Miss Start answers me by affirming my contentions, which proves I am wrong. When I say oatmeal is gone, she says this is quite true, and therefore I am in error. She might, were she a man, have done this differently, by saying that she didn’t happen to like oatmeal, herself, and so the situation didn’t create any undue alarm on her part. But she says she was screwing in a light bulb.

Miss Start says that hot biscuits are perfectly delicious out of those refrigerated tin tubes, which settles the controversy forever. What she means is that she either doesn’t know how to bake real biscuits, or doesn’t plan to, and if she were a man she would say so. Biscuits out of a tin tube do not happen to be delicious at all, they cost too much, and even the green stamps can’t put flavor into them. Furthermore, if you’re going to make biscuits, you might just as well bake ’em right. But you see what I’m doing-I’m trying to analyze Feminine Logic with masculine attitudes, and it can’t be done. When you ask your wife a question she might just as well say, “I don’t know,” but she rarely does.

Miss Start picks me up on salt pork. She says salt pork is readily available at the store every time she makes home-baked beans, which is about twice a summer. A man might remark that this isn’t putting much of a strain on a bean pot, and that Miss Start isn’t in much of a position to tangle with somebody who bakes beans every Saturday. But the crux of the dispute, while the male has already been demolished, remains unchallenged-namely, that salt pork today isn’t the same thing as salt pork yesterday. Or that it isn’t used enough nowadays, and that all inferior foods are on the market only because the Miss Starts of our generation refuse to walk menacingly up to the counter and demand what they should. If Miss Start is willing to buy the wrapped-in-Cellophane salt pork the man hands her, that’s the kind of salt pork Miss Start is going to get.

But having ruined me, Miss Start overdoes it a little, I think. She wasn’t about to let me lie a bruised mass in the public print. She had to kick me once more. She says my erudite treatise is “one of those typical, snide, masculine critiques of feminine cooking.” That buttons it up. Furthermore, she says, “baking bread and biscuits is an art, a talent like having perfect pitch or curly hair.”

There is no possible manly answer to such Feminine Logic. You might think that having curly hair is neither an art nor a talent, but this would be “typically snide.” You could say, “Look, Miss Start, art is long, and talent is relative, but if you will take two hours off and do what I tell you, you can bake biscuits such as St. Louis would never believe!” Alas, I know better than to say so.

To the little lady who wrote and said that she baked bread regularly and therefore I was mistaken, I replied tenderly that her reward is neither here nor there. I told her it would lie in the reverence of her children, who would grow up to tell of hot loaves of crusty bread from a hallowed kitchen range, and that they would grow up to speak in hushed tones of biscuits not drawn from refrigerated tin tubes. Ronsard will not celebrate her, nor will she be in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, but she is building handsomely toward her own unchallenged memory. She may not have perfect pitch or curly hair, but she has my total respect and her family’s love.





“THIS IS BETTER!”
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THE American Republic has worried about a good many subversive things in mid-century, but has adopted the packaged cake without batting an eye. I don’t think the factory-trained cake is necessarily evil in itself, any more than any temptation that challenges the Good Christian Conscience, but it is a barometer of our standards. Well, the run-down puny little boy is the one who catches cold, while the robust, hearty, resilient lad keeps going. If the American People still had their strength, things would be different. I just think a whole people who embrace en masse the essence of conformity are a wishy-washy, pasty, debilitated people, and are pushovers and setups for worse things. The moral fiber that accepted these cakes is what I am worried about.

I remember when the pre-fab cake first hit New England. We had a lady here who did a daily radio show, and every day millions of housewives (she called them homemakers) tuned her in faithfully for her wit, wisdom, and recipes. Her advertising sponsors ran to the things women would like to know about, and one day the first packaged cake came on her list. She gave it a salutatory that was a humdinger. This promised to be a steady and fruitful account, and she didn’t spare the horses. New England got introduced to the ready-made cake in superlatives.

Then, turning from the first New England-wide announcement of this great innovation, this radio lady picked up her program notes and read a pathetic letter from a listener in North Andover who wanted to know if anybody could give her the recipe for those wonderful oatmeal griddlecakes that adorned her youth when life was beautiful and the nation was growing. This oatmeal griddlecake, the steady listener wrote, was not made from rolled oats, but was made from oatmeal-and what had ever become of oatmeal?

Now, this radio lady, having just heralded the ready-mix cake with wild enthusiasm, shifted to mawkish sentimentality and proceeded to praise the fine features of the past. 0, how good those old Scotch oatmeal hot-cakes were! What a firm foundation for a useful day! Indeed, she had the recipe, and it was one long treasured in her family, for she, too, had been brought up by a wise mother who wanted her children to have only the very best. Fortunately, she added, an occasional store could still be found where real, honest-to-goodness oatmeal was kept for sale, even though today’s tendency toward spontaneous ingredients had made it scarce. It is a shame, she said, for the American People to lose touch with the true and beautiful, old-time American foods.

This was followed by another commercial for the ready-mix, pre-packaged cake.

In the beginning, the pre-packaged cake was not advertised as “better.” The early promotion was pitched on the emancipation of woman, whose freedom was being won by the Lucretia Mott of a pasteboard box. The ease and convenience. The added price, factor of waste in all modern packaging, wasn’t enough to worry about. The yummy-yummy aspect of the advertising came only after the country had forgotten what a real cake tastes like. Now they blaze away with, “This cake tastes better!” without telling us just what it tastes better than. Woman may think it, and Woman may protest it, and Woman may hope nobody says so-but no packaged cake tastes as good as one made from scratch in a warm kitchen where love is more important than time. To deny that is to deny mother love itself.

One of my grandmothers (I had two) used to give the girls in the family this kind of pre-marital advice. She dwelt on the pleasures of keeping house. She never said it wasn’t work, and didn’t take time, and should be easier. She just said that some people in this world paint beautiful pictures, some make lovely music, some influence kings, and some lead the nations into noble eras. But for most girls, they would do just as great and sufficient things in the smaller arena of the home, and bring up a family that was well fed and responsive. She believed this herself, and practiced it. She was happy at the stove, and would have hooted at any suggestion her lot was drudgery. To tell her a packaged cake would spare her time for other things would have shocked her-what other things? What kind of a cake could they make in Minneapolis that was half as good as she could make herself?

I’ll try to be honest with the different times. Grandmother was not without her leisure, and she was not without her pleasures. She was extremely well read, with great discernment. She went to clubs, and took part in the church societies. For her own time, she did about all there was to do. Now, I feel that if Grandmother had envisioned labor-saving devices, she’d have loved laundries and dishwashers and vacuum sweepers, but in general would not have gone for the new things in the food line. We’ll never know, of course, but the memory of her cakes gives me security. I think she would instantly see that if you make a cake out of a box, what you’ll get is what was in the box. If you want that kind of a cake, and are happy with it, there’s no quarrel.

And although I’ll probably get a fight on this, I don’t think the pre-packaged cake is as fast and as easy as modern women think. The television commercials which show a four-layer cake, with somebody thumping on it to prove it is moist, are not fair to Grammie. It takes four packages of mix to make one of those cakes, and by the time anybody opens all four and gets started Grammie would have had her big cake in the oven and the potatoes half peeled. Perhaps as the modern woman has been weaned from pantries, it is now true that the four packages are faster than she could be, but not Grandmother.

But far more important than comparisons ’twixt Grandmaw and Mrs. America Today is the ethical question of what the packaged cake indicates in our mores. A nation which subscribes to uniformity of packaging is victim to the dictatorship of sameness, a yoke on the neck, as evil as any dictatorship is evil. People who believe something is “better” just because somebody keeps saying it is are in a susceptible frame of mind. And if we are too close to it now to fear the awful consequences of this frame of mind, thoughtful historians will surely spell it out-that the Decline of the American Republic started when the citizens began eating pre-packaged cakes.
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