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This book is dedicated to our parents, who raised us to be readers and eaters.
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If you’ve picked up this book, we’re guessing that you’ve probably already read Little Women, or at least watched one of the many movie and TV adaptations. But in case you’re a more casual visitor, here’s a quick recap: The story follows four sisters, Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy, who live in New England during the American Civil War era. Their father is away as a chaplain in the Union Army and their finances are not in great shape, but they do their best to enjoy life and improve themselves despite difficult times. Over the 10 years that the book covers, they grow from idealistic teenagers to mature adult women (with one sad exception). Even though many details of daily life have changed, the characters are so lovable and realistic that Little Women has been in print continuously for over 150 years! We both read our copies to pieces as children and teens, and we continue to find new things to enjoy in the story as adults.

We, the authors of this cookbook, are librarians by day and spend our free time making food and beverages from our favorite stories. Re-creating fictitious dishes is an immersive, 4D experience of our most beloved books. Especially in Little Women, where the novel centers on domestic life, the menus the characters choose and enjoy give us hints and insights about their personalities and priorities, and help us better understand them. Having a themed meal makes it that much easier to pretend we’re in that era—we think of the food as an extra detail to cosplay! And so we asked the question: What exactly would the March sisters have eaten? After perusing hundreds of 19th-century recipes (or receipts, as they called them back then), we present you this book as our response to this worthy query.


A BITE-SIZED HISTORY

Let’s start with a little history of Northern Civil War–era cuisine. New Englanders, as descendants of Puritans, liked meals of baked or stewed meat, boiled vegetables, and pie.1 But you’re mistaken if you assume their food was all boring and bland. For one thing, Victorians made a vast array of their own condiments to season their food—curries, catsups, pickles, and gravies of all kinds. (We’ve included just a few samples in this book for you to try.) Plus, international cuisine already had a strong presence on the middle-class table in the 19th century. In the mid-1800s, advances in the railroad and canning industries allowed supplies to be sent quickly from one end of the country to the other, and even the most budget-conscious cookbooks required ingredients that had to be imported from all over the world: chocolate, coffee, tea, spices, citrus fruits, and tapioca, for example.2




FOOD IS TRENDY

Going through old cookbooks makes you realize that food is as trendy as fashion. Dishes, ingredients, and culinary methods that were popular in the 1800s might surprise or weird us out today, just as the idea of wearing a hoopskirt daily is decidedly unappealing to most modern readers. For example, we prefer to eat vegetables al dente, so to us, it seems like Victorians cooked theirs for a ridiculously long time. (They want us to boil the summer squash for 45 minutes!?) More differences between Americans then and now: Victorian bakers were reaching for their nutmeg where we would add vanilla, and nutmeg was also as common in savory dishes as pepper. We struggled to find a cookie recipe from the period, but there were endless options for blanc-manges and puddings. Finally, there are whole genres of cooking that aren’t included in the typical American repertoire anymore. “Sweetmeats,” for example, included preserved and candied fruits. And in most 19th-century cookbooks, there’s a chapter devoted to “invalid cookery,” or food for the sick, since medical care was usually administered at home.3 (See Dainty Dishes starting on page 60 for more details!)




COOKING WAS A CHORE

Even for the most enthusiastic 21st-century chef, cooking can still feel like a chore sometimes. But imagine if you lived in the 1800s, when the whole process was a gigantic pain. First, you’d have to get the ingredients ready…. Wait, but there was no one-stop grocery store, so shopping meant visiting multiple shops. Food was only available according to season: fresh produce in summer and early autumn, shellfish in winter, and lamb in spring. (Take a look at What Shall We Eat? A Manual for Housekeepers, an 1868 cookbook that suggests menus for every day of the year. It’s fascinating!) Chicken is a standard dinner meat now, but back then, poultry was considered fancy because you had to take the extra step of plucking the feathers—you might have even bought it live from the butcher, so you’d have to kill it first. You would also have to tend to the home garden and livestock, if you had any.

And you’re still not ready to begin cooking. You’d have to pump and haul water, carry coal, chop wood, and start and watch the fire. This last task was no small feat. Ovens had no handy thermometers or switches, so you had to know how to control the temperature by building the fire a certain way. That’s why old recipes don’t say, “Bake for 45 minutes at 350°F.” Instead, their instructions are more like, “Bake in a quick oven till done.” Helpful, right? Victorian cookbooks assume readers have a lot of prior knowledge, and they often don’t list specific ingredient amounts either. That’s why their directions can read like the Technical Challenge on The Great British Baking Show.




NOVEL TAKES ON CLASSIC RECIPES

The technical challenge of making a historical receipt (recipe) is fun, but can often be frustrating if you’re not an experienced cook. In this book, we’ve tried as much as possible to keep to the flavors and textures of the actual food from the era, so that you can literally get a taste of what it was like to live 150 years ago. For the most part, we’ve been pleasantly surprised at how good Victorian food is—there’s a perception that it’s all flavorless boiled things, but these simple preparations really let the ingredients shine. Time after time we would read a recipe from an old cookbook and think that there was no possible way it would work, only to be shocked at how delicious it turned out to be.

We’ve made some modifications to ingredients where they’re no longer readily available in the U.S. (mutton, black currants) or now known to be toxic (bitter almond) or prohibitively expensive (recipes containing truffles, or 100 oysters, were left out). We’ve also updated techniques since most people no longer have a smokehouse, a cooking fireplace with a roasting spit, or a special muslin bag for the purpose of boiling squash—not to mention an army of apprentice cooks to make French sauces, or a kitchen maid to whip egg whites by hand.

We’ve sprinkled a few original 19th-century receipts through this book so you can compare our modern versions, side by side. The main difference between our recipes and their historical counterparts is that we’ve tested ours, given specific measurements and clear instructions, and done our best to take out the guesswork so you can just go ahead and cook!

Note: Unless otherwise specified, we tested these recipes using:


	Salted butter (we believe in salted butter for almost everything!)

	Diamond Crystal kosher salt (the large crystals are less salty by volume than regular table salt, so use less if your salt is fine-grained)

	Unrefined cane sugar (rather than pure white, it’s a golden color, with a hint of molasses—more flavorful and historically accurate, but regular white sugar is fine with no adjustments)

	All-purpose flour (flour production was a whole different thing back then, so we just went with what’s easy to get)

	Large eggs (eggs were most likely smaller in the 1800s, but we’ve adjusted since small eggs are harder to find these days)






WHO IS MRS. CORNELIUS?

We consulted a wide variety of historical cookbooks in compiling these recipes, but one in particular stands out: The Young Housekeeper’s Friend, first published in 1846. It is actually mentioned by name more than once in Little Women, so it became our first point of reference for the dishes in this book. And the author, Mary Hooker Cornelius, was from Andover, Massachusetts—not far from Concord, where Louisa May Alcott’s family lived.

In the preface Mrs. Cornelius writes, “I have seen many a young lady, just entered upon the duties of married life, perplexed and prematurely care-worn, for want of experience, or a little good instruction, in regard to the simplest domestic processes; and often have felt, with the sincerest sympathy, an earnest wish to render her some effectual aid.”

Her wish seems to have come true: The cookbook was quite popular in its day, and went through several editions—with good reason, as we discovered. Of all the cookbooks we used in our research, the receipts in this one were always the tastiest and most reliable!

As you go through our recipes, you’ll see the occasional tip marked “Friendly Advice”—these are hints from us in the spirit of Mrs. Cornelius, to make your cooking easier, avoid disasters, or suggest alternative ways to serve a dish.


	
1 Helen Zoe Veit, Food in the Civil War Era: The North (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2014), 14.

	
2 Veit, Food in the Civil War Era: The North, 31–32.

	
3 Veit, Food in the Civil War Era, 24.










Which March Sister Are You?

Before we embark on our culinary journey, let’s see if you’re a Meg, Jo, Beth, or Amy. Take this personality quiz to find out! Here’s what you do:

STEP 1: For each numbered statement, decide if you agree or disagree. Circle the letters in the column for your response.

STEP 2: Count the number of As that were circled and note it on the next page. Do the same for the Bs, Cs, and Ds.

STEP 3: Take a look on the next page to see which sister you are!



	 

	AGREE

	 

	DISAGREE




	1. I consider myself a creative person.

	B D
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	A C




	2. I like big social gatherings.

	A B D
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	C




	3. I’ve often dreamed of falling in love.

	A
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	B C D




	4. I love puttering around the house.

	A C
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	B D




	5. I seek adventure in my life.

	B D
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	A C




	6. I can’t keep track of my stuff—I lose and break things all the time.

	B
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	A C D




	7. I admit I have a temper.

	B D
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	A C




	8. If I could choose, I’d live in a gorgeous mansion over a cute cottage.

	A D
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	B C




	9. I kind of enjoy shocking people.

	B
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	A C D




	10. I want to earn acclaim for my work.

	B D
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	A C




	11. Flirting is fun for me.

	A D
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	B C




	12. I’m always coming up with ideas.

	B D
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	A C




	13. I make friends easily.

	A B D
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	C




	14. My clothes are very important to me.

	A D
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	B C




	15. It’s hard for me to say I’m sorry.

	B D
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	A C





Number of As: ______ Number of Bs: ______ Number of Cs: ______ Number of Ds: ______




Each letter represents a March sister. Which letter do you have the most of?


Mostly As

You are most like … Meg!

Meg is sweet, patient, and domestic. These are characteristics she shares with Beth, but Meg is more social, flirtatious, and romantic. She appreciates nice things and little luxuries, especially clothes. Cook up a delicious dinner with Meg in Chapter 1 (page 12).




Mostly Bs

You are most like … Jo!

Jo seeks adventure and dreams of accomplishing great things. A conventional life is not for Jo. She has a temper and can be heedless. Jo is a social creature and likes being around people (although she has a distaste for fancy company and occasions). Take a bite out of life with Jo’s favorite foods in Chapter 2 (page 30).




Mostly Cs

You are most like … Beth!

Beth is kind, careful, and considerate. She prefers to stay in a small circle of trusted loved ones than to go out among strangers. She likes being at home more than anywhere else. Enjoy a night in with Beth’s cozy dishes and Victorian remedies in Chapter 3 (page 54).




Mostly Ds

You are most like … Amy!

Like Jo, Amy is creative and adventurous, and she dreams of achieving greatness. Amy can be temperamental and has a weakness for pretty things. Popular and gifted with social grace, Amy enjoys parties, where she can be the belle of the ball. Indulge your inner Amy with treats in Chapter 4 (page 66).

If you take a look, the sisters have different traits they share with each of the others. Jo and Amy are often presented as opposites, so aren’t you surprised, going through the questions, just how much they have in common? If Jo and Amy butt heads, it’s not necessarily because they’re too different!

Even if you get a perfect 15-point match on this quiz, none of us is a complete clone of any one March girl. The beauty of both the book’s characters and ourselves is that we are multifaceted beings, and that means readers can find something to relate to in each of the four sisters.









CHAPTER 1 Meg
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In spite of her small vanities, Margaret had a sweet and pious nature, which unconsciously influenced her sisters, especially Jo, who loved her very tenderly, and obeyed her because her advice was so gently given.

CHAPTER 2: “A MERRY CHRISTMAS”








Genteel, sentimental Meg longs for romance, beauty, and comfort. She loves parties, amateur theater, dressing up in pretty clothes, and adding little touches to make things nicer. As the oldest sister, she can still remember when their family had money, so she has the hardest time with their relative poverty. She can’t afford new clothes, but she tries to remake her old ones to fit the latest the new fashions … with mixed results. Eventually, she comes to realize that simplicity and good taste suit her best, and can be achieved even with her limited resources.

Despite her dreams of luxury, Meg defies even her own expectations by choosing love over money, and elects to be a poor man’s wife. When she sets up her own household, she’s willing to move into a small cottage and live a modest lifestyle in order to be with her beloved John Brooke, but she has high standards for herself as a housekeeper. She resolves that her home will always be perfectly clean and ready for unexpected company, with her as the perfect hostess in a pretty dress. (You can see where this is going—there’s definitely going to be a day when her husband brings home a friend for dinner to find Meg sobbing into her apron, the kitchen a disaster, and the house in total disarray.)

Meg likes cooking, although she needs practice before she gets the hang of it. Young Meg proudly sends Laurie blanc-mange (page 84), her best dish, when he’s sick, and tries to make an omelet for her mother (who very kindly does not tell her how badly it turned out). As a newly married woman, Meg is determined to master the culinary arts by working through every recipe in The Young Housekeeper’s Friend book, and despite some embarrassing setbacks, she eventually does become a competent cook and homemaker, the kind of person friends and neighbors come to for advice and encouragement with their own domestic difficulties. She truly enjoys making her home a pleasant and beautiful place, with a happy family around her.

A modern Meg is the one who can throw a real dinner party, with hors d’oeuvres and cloth napkins. Her house is full of amazing vintage yard sale finds, and her kitchen is spotless when anyone comes over. If you’re a close friend (or sister), you realize all these accomplishments don’t always come easily—Meg is the queen of the Pinterest fail, but unlike Jo, she would never send photos of her latest hilarious disaster. Instead, Meg would toil in secret until she’s able to produce a beautiful success.

[image: Image]

In this chapter, we’ve included revisions of some of Meg’s failed attempts, like the omelet that Marmee threw away and the currant jelly that wouldn’t jell (this one will). You’ll also find a selection of simple weekday recipes for the newlyweds, based on the classics that good Mrs. Cornelius wrote for the young housekeepers of the mid-1800s.




Omelet for Mother
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There was plenty of food in the larder, and, while Beth and Amy set the table, Meg and Jo got breakfast, wondering, as they did so, why servants ever talked about hard work.

“I shall take some up to mother, though she said we were not to think of her, for she’d take care of herself,” said Meg, who presided, and felt quite matronly behind the teapot.

So a tray was fitted out before anyone began, and taken up, with the cook’s compliments. The boiled tea was very bitter, the omelet scorched, and the biscuits speckled with saleratus; but Mrs. March received her repast with thanks and laughed heartily over it after Jo was gone.

“Poor little souls, they will have a hard time, I’m afraid; but they won’t suffer, and it will do them good,” she said, producing the more palatable viands with which she had provided herself, and disposing of the bad breakfast, so that their feelings might not be hurt, —a motherly little deception, for which they were grateful.

CHAPTER 11: “EXPERIMENTS”


Everyone has to start somewhere, and this is clearly Meg’s first attempt at making breakfast. Never cook an omelet on high heat, or you’ll end up with a scorched one like hers! It may sound strange to put nutmeg in a savory egg dish, but it adds a nice flavor, almost like a different sort of pepper.
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