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  An Introduction to the Amish and Their Food

  The Amish have captured the interest of the modern world because of their quaint clothing, homes, and buggies, their striking quilts, their lusty food. These people prefer to be regarded as a community of faith who deliberately seek to live in a way that honors God and the creation. They purposely refuse many conveniences to better foster their life together; they choose to live close to the land in an effort to care for their families and the earth.

  Who Are These People?

  The Amish are a Christian group who trace their beginnings to the time of the Protestant Reformation in 16th century Europe.

  In 1525 a group of believers parted company with the established state church for a variety of reasons. Among them was the conviction that one must voluntarily become a follower of Christ, and that that deliberate decision will be reflected in all of one’s life. Therefore, baptism must symbolize that choice. The movement was nicknamed “Anabaptists,” meaning re-baptism, since the believers wanted to be baptized again as adults.

  Eventually the group were called Mennonites after Menno Simons, one of their leaders who had formerly been a Roman Catholic priest. Over the years these people grew into a strong faith community, concerned with the nurture and discipline of each other.

  Basic to their beliefs was a conviction that if one was a faithful follower of Christ’s, one’s behavior would clearly distinguish one from the larger world. These people saw themselves as separated unto God because of their values of love, forgiveness, and peace. Because they were misunderstood and because they appeared to be a threat to the established church and government, the people were often persecuted and many became refugees.

  In 1693, a magnetic young Mennonite leader believed that the church was losing some of its purity and that it was beginning to compromise with the world. And so he and a group who agreed with him left the Mennonites and formed a separate fellowship. They were called Amish, after their leader, Jacob Amman. Today the Amish identify themselves as the most conservative group of Mennonites.

  The movement which Amman began reached into Switzerland, Alsace, and the Palatinate area of Germany. As early as 1727 Amish families began to resettle in North America where they found farmland, space to live as neighbors to each other, and a climate that nurtured their growth as a church family with a distinctive lifestyle.

  The tiny communities struggled to survive in the early years. As was true for other pioneers, the Amish invested most of their time and energy in clearing the land, establishing their homesteads, and getting along with the native Americans. Most of those who arrived from the 1720s through the mid-1760s settled in eastern Pennsylvania, yet they did not live in sequestered communities. Frequently they had neighbors who were not Amish. With that came the opportunity for interchange with folks from the larger world. Nor was the Amish church as defined in terms of distinctive practices nor as organized under recognized leaders as it became following the American Revolution. That event crystallized many of the convictions these people held and united them in their refusal to join the War, since they were (and remain today) conscientious objectors.

  The Amish intend to give their primary attention and energy to being faithful disciples of the teachings of Jesus Christ. They believe they can do that best as members of a community who together share that desire. Consequently they have tried to withstand acculturation into the “worldly” society surrounding them. They have remained close to the land, preferring to farm if at all possible. They believe hard work is honorable, that church and family provide one’s primary identity. Their ideal in life is not to pursue careers that lead to prosperity and prestige, but to become responsible and contributing members to their faith community.

  The Amish have changed throughout their nearly 300 years of history. Their intent, however, is to be deliberate about change, to manage it carefully so that it does not erode their convictions.

  The Amish continue to grow. Today they live in 20 states and one Canadian province, totaling about 100,000 adults and children. There are twice as many Amish persons today as there were only 20 years ago. They are a living and dynamic people.

  What Is Their Food Tradition in the New World?

  Because they are highly disciplined, the Amish are often perceived as being grim, austere folks who live as ascetics. They do live ordered lives and, in general, are restrained in their outward expression. But in two particular areas they have exercised color—in their quilts and in their food! In both areas they distinguished themselves only after becoming established in North America. By the mid-1850s and during the next several decades a food tradition evolved that included an amalgam of dishes from a variety of sources: they brought their own cultural taste preferences from Switzerland and Germany; that affected what they copied and adapted from the diets of their English and native American neighbors; the geography and climate in the area of the New World where they made their homes also shaped their eating. In those ways, however, they were little different from the other German folk who settled in William Penn’s colony.

  How, then, did the Amish develop and retain a food tradition that is identifiable? With their sustained rural base, the Amish have continued a productive relationship with their gardens and fields. With their large extended families they have not only been able to convey the love of certain dishes to their children, but they have also been able to show their daughters how to make those specialties, many of which are learned best by “feel” than by reading a cookbook. In addition, their active community life supports the continuation of a food tradition—at gathered times, favorite dishes appear, undergirding the event, whether it be a school picnic, a funeral, or sisters’ day.

  Several principles prevail among these people with as much strength now as they did when the first Amish built their homestead in Pennsylvania: to waste is to destroy God’s gift. To be slack, work-wise, is to be disrespectful of time and resources. To go hungry is to ignore the bounty of the earth (furthermore, there is no reason that eating shouldn’t be a pleasure!).

  Many myths exist about these people and their food. Separated as the Amish are from the larger world in their dress and transportation choices, they are not immune to the many food options in the grocery stores of their communities. They shop, and so they pick up packaged cereal, boxes of fruit-flavored gelatin, and cans of concentrated soup. Although tuna noodle casserole and chili con carne turn up on the tables of Amish homes, and chocolate chip cookies and lunch meat are packed into the lunch boxes of Amish school children, cornmeal mush and chicken pot pie are still favorites. Because the Amish are a living group, despite their regard for tradition, their menus continue to change. Their foods are influenced by their neighbors and the recipes they find on boxes containing packaged foods or in the pages of farm magazines and local newspapers.

  The Amish are hard workers whose efforts on the land have been rewarded with fruitful fields and gardens. And so they have eaten well. In fact, their land has been so productive that Amish cooks have undertaken massive “pickling” operations, preserving the excess from their gardens in sweet and sour syrups. Likely one amazed guest, who sat at the table of an Amish cook or who witnessed her well-stocked canning shelves, began the tale of “seven sweets and seven sours.” That exaggeration of what is typically served has a bit of truth at its core—hard work has its payoff and all food is made to be enjoyed.

  Desserts are eaten daily in most Amish homes. But multiple desserts at one meal are generally eaten only when there is company. Thus the story of manifold pastries available at every meal has only a shade of truth in it.

  What Does this Cookbook Contain?

  This cookbook is a collection of those dishes that go back as far as 80-year-old members of the Amish church can recall or discover in handwritten “cookbooks” which belong to their mothers, and that are still prepared today, either in the old-fashioned way or by an adapted method. These foods are ones that were—and still are—eaten (perhaps now in a modified form), in eastern Pennsylvania, most often in the Lancaster area. It was in that general community that the first Amish settlements took root and grew. Although Lancaster gave birth to many daughter colonies, it is today the second largest Amish community (Holmes County, Ohio, is the largest).

  Typically those hand-written and food-spattered cookbooks included only ingredients without any, or only minimal, reference to procedures. Furthermore, the measurements were far from precise! Most Amish folks recall that their mothers seldom consulted a cookbook anyway. Experience kept their skills polished. In keeping with the Amish tradition of living as extended families, an elderly mother or aunt was usually nearby to offer help.

  The Best of Amish Cooking contains old recipes, but they are written to be understood and used by those without the benefit of these people’s history or the presence of an experienced cook. Recipe sizes have also been adapted, in most cases to yield six to ten servings.

  Throughout the book, pronoun references to the cook in Amish homes are consistently of the feminine gender. This was done deliberately, since in Amish society, roles are clearly defined. Women are solely responsible for food preparation, apart from butchering and related processes such as drying and smoking, certain gardening chores, and making apple or pear butter. A man who carries primary responsibilities in the kitchen is a rare exception.

  Here, then, is the possibility of making good food—not fancy, but substantial; more hearty than delicate; in tune with the seasons.


  Mainstays and One-Pot Dishes

  History and convenience have worked hand in hand in the creation of many mainstays in the typical Amish diet. Both pleasure and tradition have established these dishes as favorites over the years, in one form or another.

  Many one-pot meals trace their beginnings to open-hearth cooking when the primary food for a meal went into a kettle suspended over the fire. When ranges replaced fireplaces in the mid-1800s, certain dishes survived that modernization of kitchen equipment. In many cases the combination of flavors in a dish was particularly pleasing—chicken pot pie, for example; in others, the ingredients happened to be available during the same season of the year—such as pork and sauerkraut. There were still other dishes which fit the family farm schedule and so became mainstays—cornmeal mush, for instance.

  Cornmeal mush is a cousin to the hasty pudding of the 19th century. Its roots may be traced still further back to the European porridge, originally eaten as a bread substitute. That staple, blended with the American Indian corn tradition, was taken one step further in its development by the German folk who made their home in eastern Pennsylvania. These settlers distinguished their mush from the cornmeal dishes made elsewhere in the country by roasting the yellow field corn in a bakeoven (and later in a range) before it was shelled and ground at the mill. The roasting process gave a nutty rich flavor to the cornmeal.1 Mush persists today in the diet of the Old Order Amish.

  Pot pies, which typically use wheat flour in their noodles, also have their origins in the one-pot stews of open-hearth cooking. Meat, vegetables, broth, and a tasty extender could simmer, with little attention from the cook.

  Large families and unannounced company tutored many Amish cooks in making meals go far. Noodles (or their cousins, dumplings and rivvels) could be tossed into bubbling broth and stretch the stew. Wheat flourished in eastern Pennsylvania, so wheat flour was available for cooking and baking. Many farms had a flock of chickens, so eggs were easily at hand. Noodles came to be a favorite and frequently made side dish or main ingredient.

  These traditional dishes, in contrast to many more modern casseroles, begin with sturdy ingredients that generally improve with long, slow cooking. Ham with green beans, and pork and sauerkraut have long histories with Amish cooks. Other combinations have been retained but adapted—for example, baked stuffed pig stomachs brown appetizingly in the oven.

  Still other favorite mainstays have developed as quickie parallels to the satisfaction provided by those meals that brewed for hours. Stewed crackers with eggs are routinely eaten for breakfast in Amish homes. On the other hand, stewed crackers with oysters or pink salmon became a traditional company dish. One Amish historian remembers that stewed chicken and gravy over homemade crackers was the main dish served at their weddings during the Depression years.

  Fried crackers are remembered fondly by the older people as a welcome side dish for the main meal. Eliminate saltines or oyster crackers from the grocery store and the Amish will have lost a basic ingredient for many nearly instant yet basic dishes.

  The following recipes, which grew out of strenuous times, still fit well in a household where the cook juggles extensive homemaking duties, childrearing, gardening, and often, barn or field work.

  Chicken Pie

  “My grandmother at Christmas time would make chicken pie and oyster pie. And my mother holds to that too. That’s still the main meal for the family at Christmas.”

  Filling

  1 fat hen, cooked until tender

  3 Tbsp. butter

  3 Tbsp. flour

  5 cups chicken broth

  1 cup milk

  2–3 cups cooked potatoes, peas, and carrots, mixed together

  Remove chicken from bones. Cut meat into bite-sized pieces. Set aside. Melt butter; stir in flour. Blend in chicken broth and milk, and cook until smooth and slightly thickened. Add chicken to gravy.

  Spread vegetables on bottom of greased baking pan. Pour chicken gravy over top.

  Crust

  2 cups flour

  2 tsp. baking powder

  1 tsp. salt

  2 Tbsp. chicken fat or shortening

  1 cup milk

  1 egg

  Mix dry ingredients together. Cut in shortening until mixture resembles peas. Stir in milk and mix well. Add egg and blend. Roll out dough, then spread over chicken. Cut slits in dough to permit steam to escape. Bake at 425° for 20–30 minutes or until crust is brown.

  Chicken Pot Pie

  Chicken Pot Pie is a stew cooked on top of the stove. It usually includes cut-up potatoes and is seasoned with chopped onions. Pot pie noodles “are cut thicker and used right away,” in contrast to noodles that are eaten as a side dish (which must dry before being cooked). “Pot pie has more body. They aren’t just slippery noodles,” explains one Amish man.

  An Amish grandmother remembers, “Mom liked to make chicken pot pie whenever we had men for silo filling or haymaking. We always had chickens, so she’d kill a few in the morning and we’d have them for lunch. Whenever we had unexpected company we could go kill a chicken!

  “Chicken pot pie is a meat-saving dish. Now it’s not a quick thing. Mom always had onions and potatoes to put in. And she’d make the pot pie noodles right then. She didn’t keep a supply of them on hand. When I make pot pie I put in some carrots, too, for flavor and color. It’s a good meal to make when our children come to visit.”

  Personal touches are a part of all these dishes. “I put a few threads of saffron in my pot pie,” explained another Amish grandmother. “It adds a little color and flavor.”

  1 3½–4-lb. chicken

  4 medium-sized potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks

  1 onion, diced

  salt and pepper to taste

  pot pie squares

  Cook the chicken in two quarts water until it is partly tender. Then add the onion and potatoes and cook until they and the chicken are completely tender. Remove meat from bones and set aside.

  Bring broth to a boil. Drop pot pie squares into boiling broth and cook 20 minute or until tender. Return chicken to the broth and serve steaming hot.

  Pot Pie Dough

  2 eggs

  2 cups flour

  2–3 Tbsp. milk or cream

  Break the eggs into the flour. Work together, adding the milk or cream to make a soft dough. Roll out the dough as thin as possible and cut into 1” x 2” rectangles with a knife or pastry wheel. Drop into boiling broth.

  Chicken Roast

  Roast is a crowd pleaser. Today it is the main dish served at Old Order Amish weddings in Lancaster County. It has been so for many years.

  Some families make roast for Christmas dinner. Others traditionally prepare it for threshers.

  Roast has the qualifications for being a favorite in the Amish community for cook and feasters alike. Its ingredients are readily available; the combination of flavors is basic and full-bodied; it can be prepared with turkey or duck if the supply—or taste preferences of those eating—so demand.

  1½ loaves homemade bread

  1 lb. butter or margarine

  1½ tsp. salt

  ½ tsp. pepper

  1 tsp. celery seed

  ¾ cup celery, chopped (optional)

  meat from a whole chicken, stewed and removed from bones

  Crumble the bread by hand into a large mixing bowl. Melt the butter; then pour it over the bread crumbs. Add the seasonings and chopped celery. Then mix with the deboned chicken chunks.

  Turn into a large roast pan and bake covered at 350° for a half hour to an hour, until heated through. Dampen with water around the edges if it begins to dry out. Stir often to prevent sticking.

  Note: You may make a rich gravy to serve over the roast by thickening the chicken broth with flour.

  Pork and Sauerkraut

  Fresh pork became available after fall butchering. In the days preceding freezers, fresh meat was eaten promptly or canned for later use.

  Sauerkraut was also an autumn dish. Late harvested cabbage was shredded and stomped into sauerkraut, then served as a vegetable through the cold months when the garden was not productive.

  Today, although canning and freezing make pork and sauerkraut a possible meal at any time of the year, it is still thought of as a dish most appropriately eaten when there is a chill in the air. Served usually with mashed potatoes, pork and sauerkraut is a combination of balanced tastes—the sharp, acidic quality offsetting the rich pork.

  4–6 lb. fresh pork roast or 3–4 lbs. spare ribs

  salt and pepper to taste

  1 quart sauerkraut

  Season meat. Place in roaster, add ½ cup water and cover with lid. Bake at 350° for 2½–3 hours.

  Add sauerkraut around roast or ribs. Cover with lid and return to oven. Continue baking at 350° for an additional hour.

  Ham and Green Beans

  Smoked hams hung in the attic from one fall’s butchering until the next. When the supply was strong, ham and green beans could be made with a smoked shoulder or picnic. As the number and size of the meat cuts dwindled, ham and green beans could still be made, although it was more likely prepared with a ham butt, primarily for flavoring.

  Green beans were dried and in later years canned—for use throughout the winter months, and so this dish developed as a sort of tasty and logical combination. The unnamed, but expected ingredient in this meal was potatoes, often cut up in chunks rather than mashed.

  A customary side dish was cole slaw (see page 80). Its vinegar dressing provided the “bite” to offset the heavier meat. Furthermore, cabbage kept well into the spring and so was handy for this wintry meal.

  Although much time had already been spent in butchering and curing the ham, in picking and preserving the green beans, and in digging the potatoes, the immediate preparation of this meal was relatively quick and easy for the cook.

  2–3 lb. ham shoulder or picnic or 1–2 lb. ham hock

  4 potatoes, peeled and cut in chunks

  1 quart green beans

  Place the ham in a roaster, add ½ cup water and cover. Bake at 250° for 1–1½ hours.

  Add potatoes and green beans to roaster. Cover and return to oven for an additional hour of baking.

  This can also be cooked on top of the stove. Place the ham in a heavy kettle. Add 2 inches of water and cook slowly, covered, for 1½ hours. Add potatoes and green beans and continue cooking slowly for another hour, or until the meat is tender and the potatoes are soft.

  Stuffed Pig Stomach

  “We always expected a pig stomach at butchering time. That was special.”

  Stuffing a pig stomach with a sausage-potato-onion mix is a blend of the innovation and conviction against wastefulness that characterizes the Amish.

  The texture of the browned, chewy skin against the moist richness of sausage and cubed potatoes has made this combination survive the demise of family butchering. Today, thanks to freezers, pig stomachs are available from retail pork butchers in the Lancaster area at almost any time of the year.

  One gray-haired Amish man recalls that his mother “put oysters in pig stomach instead of sausage.” A middle-aged woman remembers that at serving time, her mother “would take the stuffing out of the stomach, grind the skin, then lay that meat over the stuffing. She did that because the skin was not evenly browned and it was not of equal thickness. That way no one felt cheated for getting a thin spot and no one got stuck with a too chewy piece!”

  1 large, well cleaned pig stomach

  1½ lbs. bulk sausage meat

  6 medium potatoes, peeled and diced

  1 small onion, chopped

  Cook potatoes and onion together until potatoes are tender. Separate sausage meat into small pieces and add to potato mixture. Stir and cook only until sausage loses its reddish color.

  Drain off excess liquid. Stuff mixture loosely into stomach and close all openings with skewers laced with string. Place in roast pan with ½ cup water. Place remaining mixture that will not fit in stomach in a buttered casserole.

  Cover roast pan containing the stomach and bake at 350° for 2–2½ hours. After first hour prick stomach with sharp fork. Place casserole of remaining mixture in oven, uncovered, and bake only for the last 40–45 minutes of baking time.

  Overstuffing the stomach may cause it to burst while baking, because the stomach shrinks considerably.

  Makes 4 servings

  Meat Pie

  2–3 cups cooked beef

  3–4 cups cooked vegetables (potatoes, peas, carrots, onions, or other leftovers)

  2–3 cups gravy

  Layer meat and vegetables into 3-quart baking dish or two pastry-lined pie plates.

  Pour gravy over mixture or prepare thickened broth by melting 2 Tbsp. margarine. Stir in 2 Tbsp. flour, 1 tsp. salt, and ⅛ tsp. pepper. When blended, gradually add 2 cups beef broth and 1 cup milk. Bring to boil, stirring until thickened.

  Cover baking dish or pie plates with pie crust. Cut slits in crust to allow steam to escape.

  Bake at 425° for 35 minutes. Turn off oven but let pie sit in it for 10–15 minutes so that the flavors can blend.
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