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  TELL ME WHAT YOU EAT AND I WILL TELL YOU WHAT YOU ARE.

  —Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste (1825)
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  THE MOST REMARKABLE THING ABOUT MY MOTHER IS THAT FOR THIRTY YEARS SHE SERVED THE FAMILY NOTHING BUT LEFTOVERS.

  THE ORIGINAL MEAL HAS NEVER BEEN FOUND.

  —Calvin Trillin
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    INTRODUCTION
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  IN THE HOPE THAT HER SYSTEM OF COOKERY MAY BE CONSULTED WITH EQUAL ADVANTAGE BY FAMILIES IN TOWN AND IN COUNTRY, BY THOSE WHOSE CONDITION MAKES IT EXPEDIENT TO PRACTISE ECONOMY, AND BY OTHERS WHOSE CIRCUMSTANCES AUTHORIZE A LIBERAL EXPENDITURE, THE AUTHOR SENDS IT TO TAKE ITS CHANCE AMONG THE MULTITUDE OF SIMILAR PUBLICATIONS, SATISFIED THAT IT WILL MEET WITH AS MUCH SUCCESS AS IT MAY BE FOUND TO DESERVE, MORE SHE HAS NO RIGHT TO EXPECT.

  —Eliza Leslie, Directions for Cookery, in its Various Branches (1840)

  WHY DEVILED EGGS and not stuffed mushrooms? Why apple and pumpkin pies, and not peach or blueberry? What is this eclectic mix of dishes—some of which might only be eaten in one region of the nation and scorned in another? Needless to say, it is rather a mash-up of various foods, but in a way—how appropriate.

  Thinking about American cookery from its very roots reveals how nearly everything we eat came from Europe with settlers. It also makes very clear the elaborate—and sometimes random—updates and changes that have been made to these dishes.

  Brownies were once prepared without chocolate (is a brownie without chocolate really a brownie, you might ask?). Pumpkin pie was made with rosemary, thyme, and apples. Granula, a precursor to today’s granola, was hard as a rock, and had to be soaked in milk before it was eaten. Biscuits went from twice-cooked pucks taken on ship journeys because they never became stale (they started out that way), to the flaky, buttery mounds we enjoy today. Peanuts for peanut butter were once boiled, not roasted. And there are dozens of variations on meatloaf; we added the ketchup and the cheese.

  About the recipes themselves: I’ve included many simple ones from the late 1800s and early 1900s. These may have been handed down from early European immigrants or even from ancient Rome, but those printed here represent the first ones published in America. It’s fascinating to see how little emphasis was placed on measurements.

  Perhaps these old recipes will inspire you to pick half a dozen apples, cut them up, and toss in some sugar to make a pie, without having to roll the dough exactly right or worry about how much liquid will seep from the crust, and so forth. It’s quite wonderful to see the words of our past and find a connection with the present through these recipes.

  I hope you will enjoy the roundabout journey. Let me know if there’s something that absolutely needs to be included next time around!

  Ann Treistman

  New York City
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    MACARONI AND CHEESE
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  IF YOU DON’T LIKE MACARONI AND CHEESE, YOU DON’T KNOW HOW TO HAVE A GOOD TIME.

  —Ina Garten, The Barefoot Contessa

  MACARONI AND CHEESE is the easiest comfort food you’ll ever make. Hot pasta tossed with cheese and butter at its base, the combination appeals to children and adults alike. Yet for such a simple recipe, it’s hard to pinpoint exactly where this dish was first created.

  Oh, mysterious macaroni. Historians and archaeologists have yet to answer the question: who invented pasta? The two major theories claim that fresh noodles were first crafted either by ancient Etruscans in Italy or by peasants in ancient China. Other evidence suggests that dried noodles were being sold and consumed by Arab peoples as early as the fifth century CE.

  Pasta had made its way north through Europe sometime after the fifteenth century, when the art of drying noodles was perfected in Italy. Americans were slow to warm to the dish, but the English of the industrial age quickly embraced the time-saving staple. Historical rumor states that macaroni first migrated to the United States when Thomas Jefferson returned from France with the first pasta makers in 1789.

  Mary Randolph, a cookbook writer close to Jefferson’s family, published an early recipe for macaroni and cheese in her cookbook The Virginia Housewife in 1838. This early support by Jefferson and his family might explain why homemade macaroni and cheese has become a Southern “soul food” specialty in the United States.
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    There are entire cookbooks devoted to macaroni and cheese. Additions to the genre include shaved truffles, bacon, buttered bread crumbs, diced ham, broccoli, peas, lobster, caramelized onions, pesto, and every kid’s favorite addition: hot dogs!

  

  In 1918, another discovery made traditional American macaroni and cheese even easier to make: Velveeta. This “cheese product” was created by a Swiss immigrant named Emil Frey, for the Monroe Cheese Company in Monroe, New York. What makes this different from regular cheese, is how the whey and curd are bound together so they don’t separate at all when heated. This makes for a pretty creamy mac and cheese. Perhaps that’s why the Velveeta Cheese Company was made its own company in 1923, and then sold to Kraft Foods in 1927.

  Outside the South, macaroni and cheese may be thought of as more blue than yellow. In 1937, the Kraft Cheese Company introduced the first boxed version of macaroni and cheese in blue-and-yellow packaging with the slogan, “A meal for 4 . . . in 9 minutes.” The timing was perfect. Not only was the boxed dinner a hit on its own, but when World War II ignited just a few years later, Kraft became a great resource for riveting Rosies who were expected to cook after a full day of work.
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  from The Book of Household Management by Isabella Mary Beeton (1861)

  ½ pound of pipe macaroni

  ¼ pound of butter

  6 ounces of Parmesan or Cheshire cheese

  pepper and salt to taste

  1 pint of milk

  2 pints of water

  bread crumbs

  Put the milk and water into a saucepan with sufficient salt to flavour it; place it on the fire, and, when it boils quickly, drop in the macaroni. Keep the water boiling until it is quite tender; drain the macaroni, and put it into a deep dish. Have ready the grated cheese, either Parmesan or Cheshire; sprinkle it amongst the macaroni and some of the butter cut into small pieces, reserving some of the cheese for the top layer. Season with a little pepper, and cover the top layer of cheese with some very fine bread crumbs. Warm, without oiling, the remainder of the butter, and pour it gently over the bread crumbs. Place the dish before a bright fire to brown the crumbs; turn it once or twice, that it may be equally coloured, and serve very hot. The top of the macaroni may be browned with a salamander, which is even better than placing it before the fire, as the process is more expeditious; but it should never be browned in the oven, as the butter would oil, and so impart a very disagreeable flavour to the dish. In boiling the macaroni, let it be perfectly tender but firm, no part beginning to melt, and the form entirely preserved. It may be boiled in plain water, with a little salt instead of using milk, but should then have a small piece of butter mixed with it.

  Time: 1 ½ to 1 ¾ hour to boil the macaroni, 5 minutes to brown it before the fire.

  Sufficient for 6 or 7 persons.

  Seasonable at any time.

  Note: Riband macaroni may be dressed in the same manner, but does not require boiling so long a time.
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    FRENCH FRIES
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  LET THE SKY RAIN POTATOES.

  —William Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of Windsor

  IT’S A FACT: Americans love the spud. According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), Americans consume almost 130 pounds of potato a year—over 50 percent of which is consumed as french fries, chips, and other potato products. While the stats are impressive, it’s not the consumption rate, but the unlikely rise from detested edible to beloved icon that makes this a truly American snack.

  The potato is a native of the Andes mountains and has been cultivated by humans for over seven thousand years. Spanish conquistadores first brought the nutrient-packed tuber (any fleshy root capable of reproducing without pollination) back to Europe in the mid-sixteenth century, where it enjoyed a less-than-glorious welcome.

  Peasants and the general masses or Europe were initially distrustful of the dirt-covered (and none-too-attractive) vegetable. After all, how could you trust a food that was never mentioned in the Bible? The aristocracy, however, was less concerned about the religious validity of their palates. As a result, the spud began appearing as a superficial addition to royal gardens across Europe. Royals and other government officials recognized the potential in cultivating the nutritious staple (potato spuds require a minimal amount of land to yield a full crop). Yet it wasn’t until the wars and famines of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that farmers across Europe began to rely heavily on the potato as a staple crop.

  The French royal family was one of the first in Europe to take an active role in promoting potato planting. (Marie Antoinette even wore the purple potato flower as a decoration in her hair on more than one occasion.) In 1802, Thomas Jefferson served a dinner with “potatoes served in the French manner,” though it is highly unlikely that this refers specifically to what we now call french fries. Various recipes for cooking, carving, cutting, and crafting potatoes spread across Europe and America in the nineteenth century. Though no one is exactly sure, most historians agree that it is in this murky period of potato acceptance that the “french fry” was first invented . . . in Belgium.
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    Ketchup is the ubiquitous topping to french fries—so much so that sales of restaurant fries actually boost sales of ketchup. But there are many ways to enjoy your pomme frites, including with mayonnaise, mustard, or malt vinegar (very European), melted cheese with or without chili (oh so American) or brown gravy and cheese curds (Canadians call it poutine). You can dip them in blue cheese or Thousand Island dressing, guacamole, or carne asada.

  

  According to popular legend, the french fry became popular in the United States after American soldiers returned home from fighting in WWI. The servicemen first encountered the tasty treat while liberating small towns in Northern Europe from German occupation. The citizens were speaking French, the crispy spuds were delicious—and the fact that the Americans were actually in Belgium didn’t seem to bother anyone. (Belgian journalist Jo Gérard claims that his countrymen were frying potato strips as early as 1680 while Spain was in control of the area.) This linguistic fumble accounts for the fact that Americans are the only ones who refer to strips of deep-fried potato as “french.” In England, fries are called “chips” (chips are “crisps” in case you were wondering); in France they are called frites or pomme frites.

  In 1923, fourteen-year-old John Richard Simplot left school and began working on a farm just outside of Delco, Idaho. Shortly thereafter, Simplot became a potato man. Simplot began processing and selling his spuds across the United States. By World War II he had become the biggest shipper of fresh potatoes and was selling millions of pounds of product to the military. Spurred by wartime shortages and the need for storage, Simplot’s company scientists began perfecting dehydration techniques while trying to find a way to freeze potatoes effectively. In 1953, Simplot patented the first frozen french fry and began marketing in the United States. By the late 1960s, Simplot had perfected his frozen fries and he approached McDonald’s with an idea. Up to that point, all McDonald chains had been cutting and frying fresh potatoes, which led to quality control issues during the summer months. The McDonald’s company struck a deal in which Simplot would supply all frozen fries to the fast-food chain franchises. And the rest, as they say, is history. Delicious, golden history.
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  from Mrs. Lincoln’s Boston Cook book (1884)

  Bacon fat or salt pork

  Potatoes

  Cut cold-boiled potatoes into slices about a quarter of an inch thick. Have a frying-pan hot and well greased with bacon fat or salt pork. Cook the potatoes in the fat until brown, then turn, and brown the other side.
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    CAESAR SALAD
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  WHAT GARLIC IS TO SALAD, INSANITY IS TO ART.

  —Augustus Saint-Gaudens

  IT CAME, THEY saw it, and, man oh man, the Caesar salad conquered. There are two major conflicting stories that describe the origin of the Caesar salad. The most widely accepted tale begins in the 1920s in Tijuana, Mexico, with an empty kitchen, a few fireworks, and a man doing his best to fight the temperance movement.

  According to legend, Italian immigrant and restaurateur Caesar Cardini first moved to Mexico to avoid Prohibition enforcement in the United States. While there, he opened a successful restaurant with his brother Alessandro (Alex), and they began catering to the wealthy, young Hollywood crowd.

  The restaurant was particularly busy on the Fourth of July in 1924. After an unexpected lunch rush and influx of hungry patrons, it became obvious that the kitchen was running out of traditional salad ingredients. However, rather than disappoint his discerning customers, Cardini took the opportunity to provide a little dramatic flair for his restaurant. He gathered together a few unique ingredients, rolled out a cart, and tossed the first “Caesar salad” at the table to keep the customer’s entertained. Patrons loved the table-side entertainment, and Cardini himself reportedly tossed the greens whenever he could find the time.
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    Julia Child went to Cardini’s restaurant as a child and recalls, “Caesar himself rolled the big cart up to the table, tossed the romaine in a great wooden bowl, and I wish I could say I remembered his every move, but I don’t. The only thing I see again clearly is the eggs. I can see him break two eggs over that romaine and roll them in, the greens going all creamy as the eggs flowed over them. Two eggs in a salad? Two one-minute-coddled eggs?”

  

  In the twenties, Tijuana was a playground for the rich and famous of the West Coast (the newly emerging Hollywood crowd was particularly influential in trendsetting). With starlets and celebrities embracing this new salad craze, demand for Caesar’s unique taste soon spread across the United States and the globe.

  According to legend, Wallis Simpson first brought Caesar salad to Europe. After tasting the dish while on vacation in Tijuana, Simpson demanded that her chefs learn to make the distinctive dressing—often criticizing those who failed to capture the unique taste.

  By 1938, Cardini moved to Los Angeles and began marketing his unique dressing as a grocery product available in stores around the country. The same Cardini Original Caesar Dressing that was trademarked in 1948 can still be purchased today in specialty stores and through the Internet.
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