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Introduction

In April 2005, I began writing a weekly column called Taste Buds for the Bangor Daily News. In April 2023, nine hundred and thirty-six recipes later (with maybe a dozen repeats), on its eighteenth anniversary, I stopped writing Taste Buds.


Mildred “Brownie” Schumpf, whose BDN recipe column ran for forty-something years, and Marjorie Standish, who wrote weekly for twenty years for the Maine Sunday Telegram, both created cookbook compilations of their columns. Following their footsteps, I authored Maine Home Cooking in 2012, published by Down East with one hundred and seventy-five recipes. And now here is Down East Delicious with another assortment of some of my favorite and most useful recipes collected since 2012.


To be perfectly honest, I don’t particularly like writing recipes. What I do like—actually love—is having conversations with column readers who have shared their recipes with me along with all the stories and memories associated with them.


I am the lucky and grateful recipient of much kitchen wisdom from Mainers all over DownEast, neighbors and friends nearby, to Mainers living in farther reaches of the country who stay in touch with their home state. I don’t miss a weekly deadline very much; I do miss hearing from folks and perhaps this book will seem a little like a reunion of old friends. At least, it will put some helpful recipes in your hands again or, perhaps, for the first time.



STORY AND HISTORY

Having spent a few decades exploring and writing about food history, I have always gravitated toward the backstory of our food. When a recipe comes along with a beguiling family tale attached or reveals some detail about what this dish meant in the past, I bite on it hard. Cooking a recipe from the past is a little bit of time travel; sometimes it is a little like sitting down at the kitchen table with an ancestor, your own or someone else’s. We honor them and their accomplishments by recording their recipes.


Mainly, I think we all like stories, and even if you don’t cook you might enjoy reading this cookbook as a work of non-fiction.





THESE ARE YOUR RECIPES

The majority of these recipes came from column readers, sometimes in response to my query in the paper, sometimes because something they read triggered a memory. And because a weekly column can turn a writer into a kind of recipe predator to satisfy the weekly need for something to write about, sometimes, I cornered friends at potlucks or dinners to collect a recipe.


I owe each recipe contributor a huge vote of thanks. You have been so generous all these years.


Because, as a home cook like you, I don’t have vats of time to fiddle around in the kitchen and can’t be running off to the store at the drop of a hat for some missing ingredient, I value recipe tinkerbility: adjustable for substitution, or omission; for suiting personal taste; accommodating food allergies or avoidance among those around the dining table.


Some of the best recipes will simply absorb an array of leftovers or miscellaneous ingredients to use up before they spoil. Some of the best recipes aren’t recipes, but are ideas, or a set of suggestions. Sam Sifton of the New York Times Cooking Section calls them “No Recipe Recipes.” You probably already cook like this from time to time.





HEARING FROM YOU

Between 2005 and 2023, one great shift occurred in how we communicated. In the early days, I received recipes in the mail, sometimes written on handy recipe cards, sometimes on note-paper. In the past ten years, most have come by email. When recipes came in envelopes, the return address told me where the recipe donor lived. If the recipe came by email, if I didn’t remember to ask, I often didn’t know the cook’s location which is why you may read a name without a hometown identified.





RECIPE EXTINCTION

The internet and YouTube are full of cooks whose recipes depend on pre-made items which can be assembled to make a dessert or casserole. Quite possibly this is delicious, and the recipe will serve until the product is reformulated or eliminated in favor of the next great thing.


Some common products, like chocolate chips, no longer work as they did before as manufacturers reformulate them to use less expensive ingredients. Then there is the great shrinkage problem as producers periodically shave off a few ounces so that a can or package looks the same but instead of holding sixteen ounces, now contains fifteen, or thirteen and a half. So it goes. Sooner or later an old, favorite family recipe no longer tastes the same, or makes the quantity it used to. If it is irreplicable, it goes extinct.


In this cookbook, I’ve tried to keep to a minimum of recipes relying on pre-packaged ingredients both so that you will be able to make the dish well into the future, and so you can avoid the wasteful packaging that come with prepared foods, and since the prepared food often costs more than the ingredients would cost purchased separately, cooking from scratch can save you a few bucks, too.





HOW TO USE THIS COOKBOOK

As with Maine Home Cooking, the recipes here appear in topically organized chapters.


Classic Maine Dishes comes first containing some of the old recipes that home cooks used to make everyday fare for growing families, often frugal, and often overlooked these days. They deserve a revival.


Winter Warmers and Summer Suppers and Summer Lunches follow. When someone asks me what my favorite thing to eat is, I have to reply that it depends on the season. With a garden where I grow lots of the vegetables I eat. Butternut squash in the fall, apples as we head into winter, asparagus in spring, strawberries in late June, and cucumber sandwiches in July with the first ripe cuke I find, all appeal in turn. Pasta salads in summer, and beany soups in winter.


These two chapters offer up seasonally appropriate dishes, though, of course, if you have a hankering for a braised meat dish in August or a crunchy salad in February, by all means go for it.


If you need a dessert afterwards, turn to the chapter A Mountain of Desserts with lots of choices for the sweet tooth.


Good Morning offers up something different for breakfast. We often eat the same breakfast food day after day, and it may be that trying one of these recipes will wait until the weekend when there seems to be more time to experiment. Or perhaps a wrinkle on one of your old favorites will catch your eye and give you a different way to start your day.


You’ll find recipes for holiday fare in Celebrate. Major and minor holidays appear in order with helpful recipes to match the occasion.


Over the years, Taste Buds collected drinkables to which I added a few of my favorite beverages. Hot and cold, and with spirits and without, the Have a Drink chapter isn’t exactly a bartender’s guide but it suggests a few ways to vary beverages, often with homemade cordials and liqueurs.


Finally, a chapter called Doing It Yourself has a collection of recipes for some of the products we buy pre-made but could easily replicate at home at less expense and at our convenience.


Why don’t you join me in the kitchen along with many Maine cooks, past and present, where, as the sign on the Maine turn-pike in Kittery claimed, we can cook up “the way life should be.”











1
Classic Maine Dishes


Because writing a weekly newspaper column over the years put me in contact with lots of Maine home cooks with long personal and family memories, I collected a grand assemblage of old-fashioned, traditional homemade dishes, some hardly ever made now, and some nearly forgotten.

They come from collections of family recipes, many already published in Maine Home Cooking, published in 2012 by Down East Books. The classics in this chapter bubbled up since, often accompanied by charming stories. They still taste good and deserve a place at your table.







{ADVICE}

» Two pounds of beans produces about a gallon baked. I end up spooning some into quart containers to freeze for another day as home-made fast food. Don’t forget the brown bread, the ham or hot dogs, and some pickles.

If you wish to make vegetarian baked beans, to add flavor add tamari, miso, toasted sesame oil, olive oil or vegetarian Worcestershire sauce to the beans before baking.




• • •
Real Maine Baked Beans


Baked beans have sustained Mainers since settlement, even though there were times in the 20th century when eating beans suggested one’s family might be cutting the budget a little closely. One old timer told me that the pot of beans was whisked off her family dining table when an aspiring boyfriend came to call, lest he think the family had fallen on hard times.

Mainers like big beans; pea beans are for Boston, and Yellow Eyes are Maine’s first choice. Jacobs Cattle, Soldier Beans, Great Northerns, Marafax, and a few other heirloom beans also find favor, though they are harder to find in grocery stores. One reader wrote me that Marafax were always used in the lumber camps, but I had at least one other reader say his grandfather cooked in the camps and “always” used yellow eye. So there you go. Marafax are a personal favorite of mine, and I grow them. The Kennebec Bean Company in North Vassalboro, Maine, carried them twenty years ago under the State of Maine Bean label; I was heartbroken when they stopped selling them.


	2 POUNDS OF YELLOW EYE (OR OTHER LARGE DRIED) BEANS

	½ POUND SALT PORK

	½ CUP MOLASSES

	¼ CUP SUGAR

	2 TEASPOONS DRY MUSTARD

	½ TEASPOON PEPPER

	PINCH OF SALT

	1 MEDIUM ONION



Soak the beans overnight with enough water to cover generously. Next day, boil the beans until the skins peel back when you blow upon a spoonful. Preheat an oven to 250 (to bake for eight hours) or 300 (to bake for six hours). Put the beans together with the salt pork, molasses, sugar, mustard, salt and pepper, and onion in a bean pot, and add enough water to barely cover the beans. Put the pot into the oven and bake for six to eight hours, checking from time to time and adding water if beans on top look dry. Remove the lid for the last hour or so.





• • •
Swaggon


We need a bean swaggon revival. What a warm and comforting, richly beany, chowder-like dish!

Unbelievably economical, swaggon is nutritious as all-getout. Legumes like beans and peas, when combined with dairy products and/or grains turn vegetable matter into complete proteins nutritionally comparable to meat. A pot of swaggon will fortify you for anything that hard times and a cold Maine winter can throw at you.


Swaggon Stories

The origin of the name swaggon remains a mystery to me, though I hunted through all my usual etymological sources.

Readers generously provided stories and recipes. Bev Bubar wrote to say that she remembered her grandmother cooking swaggon all day on the back of the woodstove.

Then Alan Badine, writing from way out West, asked about it, too.

Alan’s family worked in Maine logging camps. He wrote, “All I can recall is that the main ingredient of the dish was beans, and was wet, but more like a stew than soup, with the bean liquor retained.”

Ann Smith in St. Albans and Judi Smith in Hampden sent recipes. Ann says she has made swaggon for fifty years, and that the “not very precise” recipe she uses came down through her husband’s family. She suggested a hot biscuit to go with it, and a crisp dill pickle. Judi Smith in Hampden found her recipe in the Herman Senior Citizen Club cookbook from 1982 originally submitted by Delmont Getchell.

Imagine my delight when Jill Holt from Hampden subsequently wrote me that Del Getchell was her uncle, Jill’s mom’s brother. Jill grew up in Aroostook County and wrote, “I grew up on simple food like [swaggon]… uncomplicated, delicious and also nutritious. We ate a lot of beans, usually baked, and we never got tired of them. In fact, everyone in my large family still loves beans.”





	DEL GETCHELL’S SWAGGON

	1 TO 2 POUNDS OF DRY BEANS

	WATER

	¼ TO ½ POUND OF SALT PORK CUBED

	1 SMALL ONION CHOPPED

	1½ TO 3 CUPS HALF-AND-HALF, EVAPORATED, OR WHOLE MILK

	2 TABLESPOONS OF BUTTER

	SALT AND PEPPER



Put the beans, pork, and onion in a large Dutch oven or other heavy cook pot. Cover with cold water. Cook over medium heat, covered, stirring every fifteen minutes or so, until the beans soften, adding water to keep the beans covered. When the beans are completely soft and begin to break cup, cut the heat to very low, remove the pot cover, and add the milk and butter. Heat through, add salt and pepper to taste. {Serves 4 to 8}




• • •
Tomato Stew


When Jill Holt sent me her swaggon memories, she went on to recall that her family’s evening meal was often what they called Tomato Stew. Simply scalded milk seasoned with salt and pepper to which canned tomatoes, often home-canned, were added, “It was,” she wrote, “so tasty served with saltine crackers. Simple food, economical food that satisfied a large growing family.”

Like swaggon, it’s another exceedingly economical and wholesome supper. As Jill said, “If a family could make just a couple of these simple and cheap meals a week, it could really make a difference in their budgets.”

Jill recalled her mom often used home canned tomatoes, evaporated milk, and that she added a bit of baking soda to keep the mixture from curdling. I use a pint of my own home-canned tomatoes from my garden, to which I often add a couple of leaves of basil and a clove of garlic. Round the tomatoes off to the nearest whole can and for the quantities that follow, just get as close to sixteen ounces as you can.



	1 12-OUNCE CAN OF EVAPORATED MILK OR 2 CUPS WHOLE MILK

	1 CUP OF WATER

	1 TEASPOON BAKING SODA

	1 PINT OR 2 CUPS OF CANNED STEWED TOMATOES, NOT DRAINED



Put the milk and water into a heavy bottomed pan and set over a medium flame to scald it. When you see bubbles around the edge of the pan, add the baking soda and stir in. Then add the tomatoes and heat through. Don’t allow it to boil. Put crackers or toast, buttered if you wish, into the soup bowls and ladle the tomato stew over it. {Serves 4}




• • •
Bang Belly


One reader sent along an article authored by a Canadian Maritimes writer, Monique Gibouleau, who learned to make bang-belly from her mother Marie. Marie described bang belly as “a dessert my mother says ‘brings you right through the season.’ First rhubarb, then strawberries, raspberries, blackberries and finally blueberries became the basis of the summer dessert-of-desserts for the Giboleaus. Her description of a fruit pudding with a drop biscuit, made in a deep casserole dish, puts bang belly in the same class as grunts, slumps, and cobblers.

Another food memory from The County (that is, Aroostook,) came from a reader whose husband grew up with it and hankered for some, specifically blueberry bang belly. A recipe found on the web attributes one Blueberry Bang Belly recipe to a Mrs. Heloise Williston.

This means you can merely stew up the fruit of your choice, especially berries, whatever is in season, and top it with your favorite sweetened biscuit mix and bake it.

Just please don’t ask how it got the name Bang Belly, which has been lost in the sands of time.

Filling:


	4 CUPS BLUEBERRIES

	1½ CUPS SUGAR (OR LESS IF DESIRED)

	3 TABLESPOONS FLOUR




Topping:


	2 CUPS FLOUR

	1 TEASPOON SALT

	2 TEASPOONS BAKING POWDER

	⅔ CUP BUTTER OR SHORTENING

	½ CUP MILK



Combine the blueberries, sugar, and flour in a saucepan. Cook together until the mixture bubbles. Spread the filling in a greased nine-by-thirteen-inch cake pan. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees. In a bowl, whisk or stir together the flour, salt, and baking powder. Cut in the shortening until the flour looks like coarse corn meal. Add the milk and stir until the dough forms a ball. Flour a board lightly and roll the dough out about a half inch thick or slightly less, sufficient to cover the berries, and lay on top of the blueberry mixture. Bake for twenty to thirty minutes or until the crust is golden brown. Cut in squares and serve from pan.


{ADVICE}

» One of the first things I learned from a reader of my column was how to freeze lobster meat. The late Eleanor Campbell of Gouldsboro, and the mom of my island neighbor, the late Connie Leach, told me to just break off the claws, tails, and legs, and freeze the lobster in its shell in a plastic bag. When you thaw the lobster, you can pick it out just as if it was freshly cooked.






• • •
Lobster Rolls


The best lobster roll recipe is probably the one you personally prefer; there’s no lack of opinions about them among the general populace. I turned to Mildred “Brownie” Schrumpf, whose weekly food column graced the pages of the Bangor Daily News for about 43 years and whose recipe you’ll find below

When Brownie wrote about lobster for salad or filling for rolls in Memories from Brownie’s Kitchen, she recommended cooking enough for boiled lobster one day, then having lobster stew the next, then, finally salad or lobster rolls.

The proper Maine way to serve the lobster filling uses a top split roll with butter-toasted sides. How many rolls you can make with this recipe is really a matter of personal taste. You may be willing to risking a little spillage with a generously stuffed roll, or perhaps you like a more manageable one. Your choice.


	2 CUPS OF LOBSTER MEAT, CHOPPED LIGHTLY

	JUICE OF HALF A LEMON

	FINELY CHOPPED SHALLOT, OPTIONAL, TO TASTE

	½ CUP FINELY CHOPPED CELERY

	
MAYONNAISE TO MIX TO TASTE


	SALT AND PEPPER

	TOP SPLIT ROLLS WITH FLAT SIDES



Mix the lobster meat with the lemon juice and set aside in the refrigerator. When you are ready to make the rolls, toss the lemon, shallot, celery, and mayonnaise together. Spread the sides of the rolls with butter and grill them until they are golden. Fill each one with the desired amount of lobster filling and serve. Makes about two cups plus a little more of filling.


{ADVICE}

« Cut the potatoes thick like steak fries, or in slender sticks like classic French fries. Use a very hot oven, and make sure there is a single layer of potatoes to insure that they will be crisp and golden. At 475 to 500 the potatoes will roast up in fifteen to twenty minutes. If you are very good at paying attention, you could venture 525 or 550 and they will roast in less time.

A fun snack food, cheese curds squeak pleasantly when you bite into them, and are readily found at most grocery stores. Essentially curds are milk curdled and drained from the whey, but not pressed, the product of the first step in making hard cheese. Sometimes flavored with herbs or hot peppers, or sometimes just plain, curds melt readily in the hot potatoes.






• • •
Poutine


As with so many popular dishes, the history of this combination of French fries, cheese curds and gravy is full of competing origin stories, though most seem to point to the mid-1900s in French Canadian restaurants or snack bars where French fries were produced most easily in fryolators. Poutine has found its way into lots of Maine restaurants, even high end ones. And as with so many comfort foods, cheese-rich poutine is high in calories, too. One source declared that the word poutine means mess, and it is a lovely mess, all melty and gravy covered.

A perfectly acceptable version of something akin to deep fried potatoes is possible with oven-roasted potatoes made with plenty of oil, or if you have it, duck or chicken fat.


	2 TO 3 TABLESPOONS FAT OR VEGETABLE OIL

	2 LARGE OR 4 MEDIUM POTATOES, PEELED AND CUT INTO FRIES

	½ PINT OF CHEESE CURDS

	1 CUP GRAVY, PREFERABLY PORK

	SALT AND PEPPER TO TASTE



Heat the oven to 475 or 500. Melt the fat and oil together in a heavy baking or roasting pan. Distribute the potatoes in the pan, tossing to coat all sides with oil, but making sure there is a single layer. Put them into the oven. Check the potatoes after ten minutes and if they are golden on the pan side flip them over and put them back for another ten minutes. Meanwhile, make the gravy or heat up pre-made gravy. When the potatoes are golden brown, add the curds to them and toss to distribute, then stick them back into the oven to melt the cheese, about three minutes. Remove from the oven and dribble the gravy over the potatoes and cheese and serve. {Serves 2}




• • •
Genuine Mincemeat


Most commercial mincemeat is devoid of meat, with perhaps only a little meat flavoring added. Read the label and you may find you can feed it to a vegetarian.

Here in Maine, however, some still make mincemeat using venison from hunting season, traditionally neck meat because you can just boil it off the bones.

If you lack venison, substitute inexpensive lean beef. Suet (along with lard) has a bad reputation these days but is really a necessary addition for proper flavor. Many prefer to chop the meat and apples in a food processor, while some use an old-fashioned crank grinder. I pull out a wooden chopping bowl and a chopping blade that I’ve had for years. It takes energy (read calories) to use it, and I like the amount of control I have over how finely the meat, suet, and apples come out.

Sweetening is adjustable. Some recipes call for molasses, plus sweet cider, and sugar in some combination. Personally, I am a cider and brown sugar fan, and I also use brandy. Feel free to increase the proportion of apples to meat if you wish. Spicing is variable, too. Season to taste.

I want to hear a soft squishing noise when I stir the mincemeat, and I add cider until the mixture glistens.

The recipe below that I have used for a few years now is based on three or four older recipes that I have, and it will make enough mincemeat for two pies. Double it or halve it. I usually put mine in a crock and keep it in the unheated wood room between the house and barn. You can keep yours in the fridge or even can it.


	1 POUND OF LEAN BEEF OR VENISON

	4 TO 6 OUNCES BEEF SUET

	2 POUNDS OF APPLES

	
1 POUND OF CURRANTS


	1 POUND OF RAISINS

	1½ CUPS OF BROWN SUGAR

	¼ CUP BRANDY

	1 PINT OF SWEET CIDER

	JUICE AND RIND OF A LEMON OR ORANGE

	½ TEASPOON FRESHLY GROUND PEPPER

	1 TEASPOON OF SALT

	2 TABLESPOONS CINNAMON

	1 TABLESPOON CLOVES OR ALLSPICE

	1 TABLESPOON NUTMEG



Put the beef and suet in water to barely cover it, and cook until the meat is fork tender. Take the meat and suet out, retain the cooking water, and allow the meat to cool until firm enough to handle. Chop finely and put into a large bowl. Peel (if you wish), core and chop the apples. Chop the raisins coarsely. Mix the meat, suet, apples, raisins, and currants together and add the sugar, brandy, cider, orange or lemon, and spices. Mix together and cook over a low heat until the apples are translucent and the raisins and currants have plumped up. Cool and store in the fridge until you are ready to use it. {Yields two quarts}


A Bowl Full of Ingredients

Ever the years, I’ve collected recipes which measure mincemeat ingredi ents by the bowlful. My Bangor dental hygienist was the first to tell me about her grandmother measuring by the bowlful which alerted me to the practice. The size of the bowl doesn’t matter as long as you use the same bowl for each item. Spice is added to taste.

Islesboro’s Edna Durkee was famous for her cooking and her mincemeat recipe was measured by the bowl, specifically two bowls of ground meat, five of ground apples, one of ground suet, one bowl of raisins, one of meat cooking juice, two of sugar, half a bowl of molasses, a scant bowl of vinegar, then cloves and nutmeg. “Simmer for hours and hours till apple and suet is done,” say the instructions. I’ll bet that mincemeat was delicious.







• • •
Cheesecake Mincemeat Pie


Back along, a kind reader sent in a recipe labeled “Delish,” for Cheesecake Mincemeat Pie, a great way to use mincemeat.

Talk about gilding the lily. A layer of mincemeat in the pie plate, with cream cheese, sugar, and egg poured over, then topped at the last with slightly sweetened sour cream and vanilla, makes for a very tasty wrinkle on old fashioned mincemeat pie.


	1 LIGHTLY BAKED PIE SHELL

	8 OUNCES SOFTENED CREAM CHEESE

	1 EGG

	⅓ CUP SUGAR

	2 CUPS MINCEMEAT

	1 CUP SOUR CREAM

	2 TABLESPOONS SUGAR

	½ TEASPOON VANILLA



Heat an oven to 375 degrees. Line a nine-inch pie plate with pastry and bake for about 15 minutes, or until light brown and firm. Combine the cream cheese, sugar, and egg in a food processer, or beat it together very well with a mixer, until it is smooth and liquid. Spread the mincemeat in the pie shell, then top with the cream cheese mixture, spreading it evenly over the mincemeat. Bake it for about twenty-five minutes or until it is set but not browned. Whisk together the sour cream, sugar and vanilla, and pour that over the top of the baked pie and return it to the oven for another five minutes. Cool slightly, then chill for six hours (or overnight) before serving. {Makes one nine-inch pie}



The Milk Toast Papers

An old-fashioned and very economical dish, milk toast has been around for centuries. Sometimes called cream toast or brewis, preceded boxed cereal to put milk on.

A good way to use up stale bread or biscuits, it served as a simple supper for a large, hungry family, so when Ellen Askren sent a query from her 89-year-old mom, who remembered her mother making large pans full, I collected milk toast memories and recipes from a couple dozen Mainers.

No one has to be sick to relish milk toast, though many, many Down Easterners told me it was what, as Bette Adkins in Corinth wrote, “My mother made for us when we were under the weather.” Certainly, milk toast was a common recipe in the invalid cookery sections of cookbooks which hardly any cookbook has today.

Occasionally, as Allison Keef in Hamden and Joanne Macedo in Carmel recalled, the milk toast might be sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon, especially if they were sick. Betsy Bartholomew of Tenants Harbor wrote, “I remember my grandmother making milk toast for us when were feeling poorly. This was in the early ’40s. She heated milk (on her wood stove). In a bowl she'd place toast on which she'd sprinkled sugar, then pour the warm milk over the toast.”

Persis Wasson of Northeast Harbor wrote to say that she remembered her grandmother making milk toast, but “I never saw her use a recipe.” Lots of people said the same thing, though recipes did appear in the Joy of Cooking as Jane Johnson of Forest City Township noted. Diane Clough in Bridgewater examined a couple of editions of Fanny Farmer’s cookbook and observed that milk toast disappeared from the 7th edition published in 1941. “Milk Toast apparently fell out of favor, perhaps because of increases in personal income,” Diane suggested.

Charlene Holyoke of Bangor and Linda Throckmorton in Cutler shared the recipe from the 1944 Good Housekeeping Cook Book. Judy Cameron in Dyer Brook reported, “My white sauce recipe comes from Food, The Yearbook of Agriculture, 1959, issued by the United States Department of Agriculture.

LeonNa Gilbert, writing from Alabama, shared recipes she found in old cookbooks from the early 1900s. Bruce Hutchins in Montville turned to the 1887 White House Cook-Book and Anne Arnold in Millbridge dug “Baked Milk Toast” out of Marion Harland’s Cook Book, 1906 edition.

Clearly milk toast served as an inexpensive Sunday night supper. Homemade bread like Jill Hoyt of Hamden remembered from her Aroostook childhood toasted on top of the woodstove, (“It made the best toast,” she wrote), farm churned butter, and milk from the family cow made milk toast special. Roger Frey, who grew up in Dresden Mills, recalled, “The butter and milk came from a nearby farm with about 8 hand-milked cows. Milk was 25 cents a quart with a lot of cream on top that could be siphoned off for things like whipped cream or coffee. Butter was 50 cents a pound, hand churned by the farmer's wife.” Lucille Briggs writing from Glenburn said, “We lived on a farm and had our own butter home made.”

Ruth Dugan of Bangor wrote to say, “My mother (bless her heart) was second only to Paula Deen in her love of butter.” Sure enough, Ruth’s recipe called for butter in the cream sauce, butter on the bread, and then, she wrote, “We topped it with salt and pepper and—are you ready?—a dab more of butter! Yum-yum.”

Occasionally hard-boiled chopped eggs were added, as Roger Frey recalled. Jill Hoyt said of her mother, “And sometimes when there was no meat she would make the cream gravy,” the same one as for milk toast, “and add sliced, boiled eggs to it and serve it over potatoes. So good!” Persis Wasson said, “Once I remember she (mother) chopped up a few hardboiled eggs in it—but not as a rule.”

For most, the milk toast memory was a good one and recalled as delicious, but not everyone loved it. Minnie McCormick wrote, “I know the family ate it a lot on Sunday nights. I didn't care for this but most of the family did.” Minnie’s mom served it with home-canned fruit on the side. “We picked lots of field strawberries which you can almost never find anymore, wild raspberries and blackberries. She also canned plums, grapes, pears.”

Allison Keef recalled cubed toast on warm milk: “As one might expect, the texture was slimy because it was…soaked bread. Today the thought of Milk Toast makes me shudder.” My sister Sally Vaster in Somerville emailed me reminding me that our mom never made milk toast. (I do recall mom telling me about milk and crackers—old fashioned cream biscuits—as a Sunday night supper during the Depression and she and dad in their declining years, often had a milk and crackers supper, clearly in the same camp as milk toast.) Sally and I both grew up thinking that maybe milk toast wasn’t so good, never even tried it.

I was in for a surprise. Ethel Pochoki from Brooks, called me up and described how to make the cream sauce and biscuits variety of milk toast. She spoke of making the cream sauce milky enough that the biscuits could soak it up a bit. Phyllis Whittier in Dover-Foxcroft wrote describing it as “an easy white sauce,” which I make all the time: butter melted, flour stirred in and milk added, and cooked until it thickens. I did have stale baking-powder biscuits on hand; Sharon Reardon, who is firmly in the biscuit and cream sauce camp, had written cautioning, “Do not use biscuit out of a can or yeast bread for substitutes for these recipes. They just won’t do.”

Persis Wasson had written that her mother’s milk toast was never on regular bread. “Always biscuits that were several days old and needing to be used up.”

With their advice ringing in my ears, I put it together, added butter, salt and pepper, leaned my back against the warm cook stove and dug in. “Well, well, well,” I thought, “I’ll be darned. This is so good.”

Yes, it is a bit starchy, but no worse than a pile of pancakes for breakfast, or a bowl of corn flakes. I can see that it would be just the ticket for someone recovering from gastrointestinal distress. Huddy Peterson in Harrington wrote, “I was telling my granddaughter about this toast. Of course she had never heard of it. I wish I wasn't dieting, because I would love some right now.”






• • •
Huddy’s Plain Milk Toast


Toast the bread. Butter the toast. Heat the milk in a sauce pan on the stove. Pour the milk over it and add salt and pepper.




• • •
Sharon’s Milk Toast with Cream Sauce, Biscuit Version



	5 HOMEMADE BISCUITS, A DAY OR TWO OLD, CUT INTO HALF-INCH THICK SLICES

	2 CUPS OF COLD MILK

	3 TABLESPOONS OF FLOUR

	⅔ OF A STICK OF BUTTER

	SALT AND PEPPER TO TASTE



Toast biscuit slices under a broiler in an oven, turning once to brown both sides to a medium brown. Set them aside. Make a plain white sauce in a large saucepan by whisking together cold milk with the flour. Heat over medium high heat, stirring constantly until thickened. Stir in the butter. Reduce the temperature to low just to keep it warm. Next, using boiling water and a slotted spoon, quickly dip toast slices into hot water to moisten, only a second or two. (Too long in the water and the biscuit will fall apart.) Add the moistened toasted biscuits to the thickened milk, pushing them under with a spoon, keeping the toast as whole as possible. Do not stir. Let toast and milk mixture sit ten to fifteen minutes to warm through. Scoop up and serve in soup bowls. {Makes 3 to 4 servings}


Helmi Ranta’s Famous Nissua

Every Christmas Eve morning, when Ruth Beal grinds cardamom and kneads the Finnish holiday bread called Nissua, a flood of good memories come back. When Ruth, now of Machiasport, was growing up during the 1960s and ’70s on Old County Road in Rockand, neighbor Helmi Ranta's door was always open, and her cookie jar was always full.

Helmi’s home was a gathering place for many Finnish people who lived in the mid-coast area around Rockland. Ruth, wrote, “Every Tuesday and Friday night the sauna in her back yard was heated up and a steady stream of friends and family waited their turn to enjoy the sauna,” playing cribbage and enjoying a table heaped with cookies and cakes.

“She was a wonderful cook,” Ruth reported, “but I always looked forward to Christmas, when she made many loaves of Nissua. Ruth’s “splattered and tattered,” recipe for the bread came from Helmi.

John Root of Owl’s Head also enjoyed Helmi’s baking. “One of our favorite gifts at Christmastime in the ’70s was a twisted loaf if Nissua concocted in Helmi’s kitchen.” He must have aspired to baking some himself, and asked Helmi for the recipe, which he stashed away. “I have never dared to try making it but that just may change. Thank you for stirring up the memories.” He enclosed the recipe written in Helmi’s own hand. “I believe,” he wrote, “that it would mean more to you than anyone I know.”

I was thrilled to hold the piece of pink paper with the handwritten recipe and think about Helmi and her gift of food and friendship for her Rockland neighbors and friends.







• • •
Nissua, Finnish Holiday Bread


Nissua, tender, and aromatic with cardamom, is best served fresh and hot with butter on it, though when a couple days old, it makes grand French toast. Ruth Beal said, “It goes stale quite quickly, so that is always the excuse we use to eat it up ASAP!”

The assembly is straight-forward and would be amenable to an electric mixer if you wished to use one. Really truly grind the cardamom at the last minute if you can. Joanne Fuerst of Mt. Desert, who sent a nissua recipe she founds in the Maine Times years ago, calculates that fourteen of those papery cardamom pods provides the right amount of seed. I used a heaping teaspoon of seeds which I put through a retired pepper grinder that I have. Fresh cardamom makes all the difference.

Helmi Ranta’s recipe and one from Joanne, both called for evaporated milk. If you lack evap, use two cups of light cream.


	1 HEAPING CUP SUGAR

	1 HEAPING TEASPOON SALT

	1 CAN EVAPORATED MILK, SCALDED

	2 PACKETS OR 2 TABLESPOONS DRIED YEAST DISSOLVED IN ¾ CUP WARM WATER

	½ CUP, OR ONE STICK, BUTTER, MELTED THEN COOLED

	4 BEATEN EGGS

	1 VERY HEAPING TEASPOON GROUND CARDAMOM (FRESHLY GROUND IS BEST)

	7 CUPS FLOUR PLUS A LITTLE MORE FOR KNEADING



For optional frosting:


	1 CUP CONFECTIONS SUGAR

	MILK OR CREAM



Put sugar and salt in a large bowl. Pour scalded evaporated milk over, mix, and allow to cool. Stir in the yeast and water mixture. Add the melted butter and mix, and then add the eggs, cardamom, and five cups of flour. Beat the dough 100 strokes or beat in an electric mixer with a dough hook until all the flour is incorporated; it will be quite soft. Add the rest of the flour and knead until elastic. Place in a greased bowl and let rise until doubled in bulk. Punch down and let rise again. Heat the oven to 350 degrees. Divide dough into thirds to make three loaves. Divide each third into three pieces and form rope-like pieces which you braid. Place loaves on greased or parchment-paper-lined baking sheets and let rise again about 20 minutes. Bake at 350 degrees for forty minutes, or until golden brown, and hollow-sounding when tapped. Cool on racks. If you choose to make a frosting, put a cup of confectioners’ sugar into a bowl, and add just a very little milk or cream, mixing to make a pourable icing. Dribble the tops of the nissua loaves with frosting.


{ADVICE}

» If you have extract, by all means go that route. Because I didn’t have lemon extract, I used a little lemon juice and some homemade lemon flavoring called lemon brandy.

That recipe came from an 1833 cookbook. It’s mindlessly easy to do: just put your peels in a jar after you have squeezed out the juice, cover them with plain brandy and let it stand for a month. Drain off the brandy which will now have a lovely lemon flavor and discard the peels. It keeps for months
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