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INTRODUCTION Follow the Food


Writing about food as a way to understand American history has not been a stretch for me. I was prepared for the task by my academic training and experience (more about that in a moment) but perhaps even more by a lifelong interest in and curiosity about food and the meaning it has for people beyond satisfying hunger.

Take the time I went on an elementary-school field trip to a U.S. naval vessel when I was a child growing up along the Great Lakes. The ship was probably a destroyer—I have a vague recollection of big guns lining the deck, and of hordes of white-uniformed sailors scurrying around and looking busy—but the only part of the tour that I remember clearly was a visit to the ship’s galley, where tray upon tray of pigs in blankets (hot dogs wrapped in a biscuit dough) were being prepared by the ship’s cooks. I was intrigued with the size of those trays, three feet square at least, and the alarming size of the ovens, which summoned up impressions of the one owned by the witch in Hansel and Gretel. I wondered how many men these cooks were expected to feed and how many pigs in blankets each of them would be allowed to eat. I was full of questions, but my classmates were in a hurry to get back to the big guns and busy sailors, so we were hustled along and I never found out what I really wanted to know about the ship and the U.S. Navy.

Years later, in the midst of the student protest movement in the early 1970s, I slipped into a building on the Harvard campus that had been taken over by a group of young women demanding that the university supply low-income housing and a women’s center for the women of Boston. Along with other sympathizers, I heard the demands of the protesters and read their position papers, but what I remember most about the meeting was an enormous vat of brown rice fortified with raisins and chopped almonds that I saw in the kitchen, giving me the impression that the students were preparing for a long siege. As I look back on the incident, that big pot of brown rice seems to me to conjure up the spirit of the times. Cheap, sustaining, and unpretentious, it was the food of choice for the counterculture of the late sixties and the seventies, a symbol of protest against the establishment and of a commitment to the poor and disenfranchised.

This preoccupation with food and what it means to people has persisted and sometimes gotten me into trouble. Not long ago I was at a dinner party when another guest who was chatting about grocery shopping confided that she had to remember to buy the snacks her husband liked to have in his study. The husband—within earshot—was a full professor of physics at a major university and a rather formal gentleman. I was suddenly overcome with curiosity about what this man munched on while working behind closed doors on his complex equations. So I asked him and got a curt answer: candy bars and peanuts. A less persistent person might have left it at that, but I had to know precisely what brands he liked and the sizes of his bars and jars. So I probed and was satisfied to learn that he liked plain half-pound milk-chocolate Hershey bars, not the miniatures or the kind with the crunch. I could also easily relate to his preference for Planters roasted peanuts lightly salted instead of those awful ones that are dipped in sugar as well as salt. In just a few moments, I had learned some pleasant and endearing things about this former stranger, and believed that we had broken the ice. Imagine my surprise, then, when the professor’s wife told me later that he had thought my questions nosy, and was deeply embarrassed by my line of inquiry. He might not have been so offended had we found that we shared a passion for Bach or the Boston Red Sox, but I learned too late that snacks can be too intimate a subject for some people to talk about comfortably.

My private inclination to use food as a way of sizing up people and public events caught up with my professional life when I became Curator of Books at the Schlesinger Library at Harvard University’s Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Studies. Here I have been responsible for developing the library’s comprehensive collection of books and other printed materials on the history of women in America—a collection that from the first has included cookbooks and books on the history of food.

Founded in 1943, this social history research library has a distinguished manuscript collection that includes the papers of such notable American women as Betty Friedan, as well as the records of the National Organization for Women and other organizational papers that document women’s collective activities. At the same time, the Schlesinger Library has collected the records of women who were not well known, including labor organizers, activists for women’s health, and ordinary homemakers. It was for this reason that cookbooks became part of our collection, and that the Schlesinger Library holdings now include 16,000 cookbooks, as well as the papers of such noted food writers as Julia Child and M.F.K. Fisher.

Cookbooks were recognized by the library as having essential connections to women’s history well before women’s history was recognized as a respected field of academic study. The field took off at the end of the 1960s, when academic women who had been activists in the civil rights, antiwar, and women’s rights movements came to realize that women in general had been excluded from the historical record. By way of setting the record straight, the resources of the library were called upon by faculty members, students, and independent researchers from all parts of the country and abroad who came to research and write about women’s history. The cookbook collection, however, was generally ignored during this period as evidence of the past preoccupations of American women. Instead, women’s studies specialists were more immediately intent on bringing visibility to the public activities of women and downplaying their kitchen duties, which seemed to symbolize women’s subordination and oppression by the patriarchy.

This would change when women’s history came of age and its subject matter became more inclusive. Historians of women had always been sensitive to the fact that women are not a monolithic group but range in age, income level, race, and ethnicity. In the last several years, however, studies in women’s history have appeared that demonstrate how customs surrounding food and food itself reveal important distinctions among women and their connections to the communities in which they live. At the same time, for scholars in traditional fields such as literature, psychology, sociology, and anthropology, the study of food is beginning to become an academic growth industry.

In some ways, these scholars are late to the scene. Well before food became a legitimate and exciting area of investigation in colleges and universities, groups of nonacademic culinary historians were laboring in the vineyard of food history. In fact, it was these groups especially, which had been using the library’s cookbook collections for years, that nurtured my inclination to see food as a way of understanding not only individual and group behavior but whole civilizations and major world events.

In particular, I found like-minded researchers among the Culinary Historians of Boston, an organization that has met for years at the Schlesinger Library and served as a model for similar groups that have formed around the country. These groups contributed to my sense that the study of food could be broad in its scope rather than narrowly elitist and antiquarian. The venerable Oxford Symposium, held annually at the university for worldwide historians of food, and the Oldways Preservation and Exchange Trust, advocating traditional approaches to diet and nutrition, also provided occasions for me to test out my ideas about the place of food in history, literature, and popular culture. Most of all, they have vindicated my natural inclination to focus on food and to use that focus as a way to illuminate some of the major events of American history.

Food was my way of discovering unforeseen but revealing aspects of otherwise well-documented events. So, for example, the importance of food in defining life came home to me in diaries written by Americans who were herded into Japanese prison camps in the Philippines after the bombing of Pearl Harbor and had to reconstruct their lives around whatever food they could find to eat. Later, looking at cookbooks written by African Americans, I was struck by how, when virtually every other vestige of a people’s heritage has been viciously removed, food remains to preserve their identity and connect them with one another and their homeland.

My approach in this uncommon history has been to follow the food in published and unpublished memoirs, diaries, and oral histories that came out of some of the most defining moments of our country’s past. So, for example, a manuscript collection from the Schlesinger Library allowed me to document the life of a famous Viennese restaurant in Harvard Square that gave welcome work to World War II refugees. Cookbooks have been especially valuable as primary sources and sometimes even more reliable than traditional scholarly evidence. In one instance, a cookbook written by FDR’s housekeeper proved more revealing than her memoir of her Washington years, its dull recipes proof that White House guests had been justified in complaining about the food.

Cookbooks, which I consider to be a vastly underutilized resource, have been relied upon throughout this book. As historic artifacts they bring to life the American past through accounts of what foods were available, how they were prepared, and the meanings people gave to them. Finally, individual recipes are also included to allow the reader to connect directly with the figures in this book and what they cooked and served and ate—or longed to eat when the food they loved was no longer available. 



ONE Feeding the Great Hunger
The Irish Famine and America


ASENATH NICHOLSON, Ireland’s Welcome to the Stranger

The first object I beheld at the foot of a hill at sunset, when I had gained the road, was an old woman with a sack of potatoes on her back, suspended by a rope across her forehead. The whiteness of her hair, the deep wrinkles of her face, the sadness of her countenance, and her feebleness under her burden, so affected me, that never had the miseries of Ireland stood before me in so broad an outline as now.

In 1844, on the eve of the Irish famine, a middle-aged widow from New York City sailed to Ireland as a self-appointed Protestant missionary to live with the Irish Catholic poor and offer them free Bibles—not to convert them but to try to make them better citizens before they came to America as immigrants. Asenath Hatch Nicholson must have cut a comical figure as she trekked alone across the Irish landscape dressed in a velvet bonnet, polka coat (named for the then current dance craze), and India rubber shoes, with a bearskin muff, bags of English and Irish New Testaments, and other belongings that she constantly misplaced or irretrievably lost. Yet this genuine American original believed firmly in her reasons for coming to Ireland: “To learn the true condition of the poor Irish at home, and ascertain why so many moneyless, half-clad illiterate emigrants are daily landed on our shores.” That was the answer she gave when first asked by Irish landowners about her mission, and later too when she defended her purpose to a Protestant woman she met on the island of Omey: “I told her plainly I came to Ireland because I had the right to come; that they were daily sending loads of beggared and abused emigrants to us, and I had come to see how and what they could become at home; and she understood me when I said, ‘I have seen and am satisfied.’”

What Nicholson saw was the poverty and oppression that influenced the character of Irish immigrants she had helped years before in New York’s Five Points district, a slum section of the city that had been ravaged by a cholera epidemic in 1832. How Nicholson came to love the Irish is a remarkable story that illustrates the way in which nineteenth-century New England reformers combined devotion to Protestant Christianity with such progressive causes as abolition, temperance, and dietary reform. Named prophetically after the wife of the Biblical Joseph in Genesis who distributed food during the Egyptian famine, Asenath Hatch was born in 1792 into a hardworking, straight-talking rural Vermont family committed to Congregationalist values of individual freedom, independent thought, and religious tolerance. “He hung no Quakers, nor put any men in a corner of the church because they had a colored skin,” Nicholson boasted of her father, Michael Hatch. “He rebuked sin in high places with fearlessness, and forgave all personal injuries before forgiveness was asked.” In particular, her father was sympathetic to the people who would become her special care, telling his daughter that “the Irish are a suffering people; when they come to your doors never drive them empty away.” Her mother likewise “remembered the poor and entertained strangers, hated oppression, scorned a mean act and dealt justly by all.” These models of acceptance and compassion would inspire Nicholson as she became, in turn, a teacher, a crusader for temperance and vegetarianism, a Bible-bearing missionary among the Irish, and, most memorably, a relief worker and witness to the famine. Thanks to Maureen Murphy, whose new edition of Nicholson’s Annals of the Famine in Ireland came out in 1998, the incomparable Asenath Nicholson is receiving renewed attention.

Asenath Hatch began teaching at the age of sixteen in her hometown of Chelsea, Vermont, and sometime later fell prey to a pattern of digestive, nervous, and circulatory ailments that she would attribute to poor eating habits and lack of proper rest and exercise. On the advice of a physician who recommended a geographical cure, she moved to New York, where she opened her own school and met and married Norman Nicholson, a merchant with whom she would open a Temperance Boarding House in 1832. This was the first of a number of such establishments the Nicholsons operated for more than a decade under the principles of pioneer diet reformer Sylvester Graham, to whom Asenath Nicholson attributed her recovery. Nature’s Own Book, first published in 1833, contains her vegetarian recipes and tributes to Graham. Even after her husband’s death in 1841, the Nicholsons’ boardinghouses continued to provide a haven for those who believed in Graham’s regimen of cold baths, fresh air, and sexual restraint combined with natural foods and proper rest and exercise.

Living at the Nicholson boardinghouses or in the same neighborhood were well-known New York antislavery advocates and moral and religious reformers of every progressive stripe. These included temperance leaders like William Goodell, and Lewis and Arthur Tappan, brothers whose fortunes from the silk trade also benefited numerous evangelical and abolitionist causes, as well as Horace Greeley, who would become editor of the influential Tribune, a liberal New York newspaper. At the Temperance House too were members of the American Anti-Slavery Society, who may have introduced Asenath Nicholson to the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, and through him to the Irish Society of Friends.

It was through this group, in turn, that Nicholson, widowed and childless in 1844, traveled to Ireland to try to make future immigrants more sympathetic to her passionate causes. Nicholson’s Ireland’s Welcome to the Stranger, published in 1847, describes the country’s thatch-roofed stone cabins where, along with farm and domestic animals, the typical Irish rural family gathered on the dirt floor around the turf fire in the hearth as a massive cast-iron pot boiled the twenty or more pounds of potatoes required for a meal. These single-room dwellings rarely held more in the way of furniture than a few stools and a bed, under which the potatoes were commonly stored, usually a large prolific variety the cottagers called lumpers. They were the floury sort, what the Irish prefer to this day instead of varieties that are waxy. The potatoes were sometimes scraped but more often scrubbed clean and placed in the pot and cooked until tender. They were then poured into a wicker basket called a skib over a hole in the floor, where the water and any peels or leftovers would be left for the pigs. The family meanwhile would gather on stools around the skib to eat the potatoes and drink fresh buttermilk, a meal that packed a good nutritional wallop. The milk was taken in sips from a common mug while the potatoes were eaten by hand, with no knife, fork, or plate. Salt, though highly taxed and expensive, was usually available for seasoning or “kitchening” the potatoes, and when times were good, the meal would be accompanied by a boiled egg and some bacon or salt fish, if only for the man of the house or a visiting guest.

Nicholson felt at home and comfortable in these rural cabins where she shared food with rustic Irish families and was not at all offended by the presence of the pigs that shared their quarters.

I had always heard the Irish were celebrated for giving the pig an eminent berth in their cabins, and was a little disappointed to find that though it was really so, yet there was some nicety of arrangement in all this; for in two cabins I found a pig in a corner snugly cribbed, with a lattice-work around him, a bed of clean straw under him, and a pot of food standing near the door of his house, to which he might go out at his option…. The family pigs snored snugly in their cribs, and, in all justice, I must say that these pigs were well disciplined, for when one of them awoke and attempted to thrust his nose into a vessel not belonging to him, he was called a dirty pig, and commanded to go to his own kettle, which he did as tamely as a child or dog would have done.

This cheerful acceptance of the dining habits of Irish poor, which others regarded as brutish and degrading, can be found throughout Nicholson’s account of pre-famine Ireland, beginning with her early visit to a Dublin poorhouse that accommodated close to two thousand people of all ages:

The dinner hour was near; three pounds and a half of potatoes were poured from a net upon the table for each individual; fingers supplied the place of knives and forks, and the dexterity of a company of urchins, in divesting the potato of its coat, and dabbing it into the salt upon the table, caused me imprudently to say, “I am happy, my lads, to see you so pleasantly employed.”

Here as elsewhere in Ireland, Nicholson would find much to praise in the simple potato diet of the Irish poor, which she was pleased to see supplemented at the poorhouse with other vegetarian food, such as porridge, which the Irish still call stirabout: “Twice a week soup is given, and stirabout and buttermilk in the morning; the aged and invalids have bread and tea when required.” Later, in provincial Clonmel, Nicholson would again endorse the nutritional value of the potato, attributing the strength and stamina of Irish workers to their common source of nourishment: “Hard as is the fate of the labouring man, I think he is greatly indebted to the potato for his flow of spirits and health of body.”

As a Grahamite, Nicholson strongly disapproved of much that traditionally eased the life of the Irish working class, especially alcohol, tea, and tobacco. Only rarely, however, did she attempt to impose her restrictive notions about food and drink on the Irish poor. Her heaviest complaint about tobacco use, which seemed to her to cut across all classes in Ireland, was that it denied the homeless admission to where they could find food and shelter: “Thousands are now strolling the streets in hunger, when they might be made comfortable in a poorhouse, because the inmates are forbidden to use this nasty weed.” As for drinking, Nicholson mostly left temperance to Irish priests like the legendary Father Matthew, whom she deeply admired for getting many thousands to take the pledge and, later, for his heroic efforts in helping the hungry during the famine.

In contrast to this kind and hospitable priest and the Irish Catholic poor in general, most of the well-born Protestant women Nicholson met in Ireland were rude and openly hostile to her efforts and beliefs. Not only did they defend their right to drink wine and eat meat but they also viewed the American visitor with the deepest suspicion for her lack of class-consciousness. More than anything else, however, it was Nicholson’s frankly expressed feeling that the Catholic poor in Ireland were victims of social and economic oppression that earned her the enmity of Irish Protestant landowners, one of whom angrily declared that Catholics were not oppressed by anything but their “nasty religion.” Against such claims, Nicholson remonstrated that it was not Catholics but members of her own faith in Ireland who were abusing and exploiting their laborers and servants as badly as were slaveholders in the American South. She also faulted her co-religionists for showing her little or no hospitality when she needed food and lodging. “I make a practice of going among all the poor without distinction,” she told the wife of a Protestant clergyman, “but am sorry to say that ‘my own’ often reject me, and I should more than once have been without a shelter, if the Catholics had not received me, when the Protestants would not.”

Nicholson’s sense of the downtrodden state of the Irish poor was confirmed most vividly when she returned to Dublin near the end of her first tour of Ireland and observed the Mendicity, a workhouse for beggars and their children that contrasted unfavorably with the poorhouse she earlier visited in the city.

Paupers assemble here in the morning, and stay till six at night, and get two meals for picking oakum. The breakfast is stirabout; the dinner, potatoes and some kind of herbage pounded together, well peppered, put into barrels, shovelled out into black tins, and set out upon the floor—there were no tables. Here they sit upon the dirty boards, and eat, some with spoons and some with their fingers. It was a most disgusting sight.

Because of her criticism of the kind of political economy that could create such degrading conditions, Nicholson was accused in the Achill Herald of June 1845 of being an unwomanly troublemaker, if not a subversive foreign agent.

This stranger is evidently a person of some talent and education; and although the singular course which she pursues is utterly at variance with the modesty and retiredness to which the Bible gives a prominent place in its delineation of a virtuous female, she professes to have no ordinary regard for that holy book. It appears to us that the principal object of this woman’s mission is to create a spirit of discontent among the lower orders and to dispose them to regard their superiors as so many unfeeling oppressors. There is nothing either in her conduct or conversation to justify the supposition of insanity, and we strongly suspect that she is the emissary of some democratic and revolutionary society.

There is some truth in the Achill Herald’s account. From Nicholson’s very American point of view, what needed change in Ireland was not more enlightened and compassionate management by the landed gentry but overall land reform to give the Irish poor the self-sufficiency they needed to achieve self-respect and self-fulfillment. 

Nicholson wished for reform of this kind not only for the sake of the Irish in their own country but also for those who were coming to America so that they might join the abolitionist cause and fight the same kind of oppression they had suffered in Ireland. Near the end of Ireland’s Welcome to the Stranger, she admits it as a painful fact that after years of virtual enslavement in their native land, the Irish immigrants she met in New York seemed as indifferent to the plight of slaves in the South as their rulers had been to them in Ireland: “It must be told of the Irish in America that too many strengthen the hands of the avaricious oppressor, and help him to bind the chains tighter about the poor black man.”

Not until she experienced the caste-ridden country that was Ireland in the mid-nineteenth century did Nicholson realize that moral reform could only come when a whole society became more just and equitable. But these considerations became moot in the wake of the Great Hunger, when reform of any kind took a back seat to saving lives.

What drove so much of Ireland’s underclass to America and other countries can hardly be understood without recalling the lamentable causes and effects of the Irish famine itself. Before the famine, Ireland, with 8.5 million inhabitants, was described as the most densely populated country in Europe. By the end of the decade that circumscribed the Great Hunger, 1846-1855, between an eighth and a ninth of the country’s population, anywhere from 1.1 to 1.5 million people, died from starvation and diseases related to malnutrition caused by successive failures of the country’s potato crop. (The worst effects of the famine were seen in the winter of 1847, known as “Black ’47,” when hundreds of thousands succumbed to hunger as well as scurvy, dysentery, typhus, and cholera, and still others suffered blindness from vitamin B deficiency.) The death toll, according to Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, represented the greatest proportion of people killed by a famine in any nation in the world. Then too, within the famine decade, over two million more of the Irish left their country and settled elsewhere—the vast majority in England and the United States—with the result that modern Ireland is the only country in Europe with a population that is smaller today than it was in the early 1840s.

Blame for this massive human devastation and displacement has been put not only on the blight that destroyed the staple food of the Irish poor but on the laissez-faire policies of the English government, which had already reduced much of Catholic Ireland to unredeemable poverty. Both before and after the famine, the vast majority of Irish Catholics were indigent tenant farmers, ill-paid laborers and domestic servants, and homeless beggars and charity cases. The famine flourished in part because of the indifference of absentee landlords who profited from the rents of tenant farmer families and then evicted them when they could no longer pay, leaving many who did not die of hunger and disease to perish from exposure.

As for the blight itself, no one knows for certain where the fungus-like infestation came from that rotted most of Ireland’s supply of potatoes. Nor, for that matter, has anyone definitively determined who it was who first brought the potato from the New World to Ireland, where it flourished, though many believed it was imported in the late sixteenth century by Sir Walter Raleigh. There is no doubt, however, that over several generations the potato did became the mainstay of the Irish poor. Large families lived almost exclusively on this cheap and plentiful food. “Three hundred and sixty-five days a year we have the potato,” a young Irish workman was heard to say before the famine began in earnest. “The blackguard of a Raleigh who brought ’em here entailed a curse upon the labourer that has broke his heart.”

In rural Ireland, before the evictions began, poor families could rent an acre or less of land, spend a total of about three months cultivating enough potatoes to live on for the year, and pay most or all of their annual rent by selling one or more pigs they raised during the same period. (To help pay rent and other expenses, tenants typically sublet part of their land to other families or members of their own, took in a boarder or two, or took whatever paid work they could find nearby.) The political and economic climate of Ireland in the mid-nineteenth century made it practically impossible for Irish tenant farmers to break this cycle of bare subsistence or to abate their dependence on the potato as a single easily grown source of sustenance. Only the famine and the resultant expulsion of thousands of families from their rough cabins and small patches of land could threaten this near-feudal way of life.

Nicholson was aware of earlier failures of the potato crop, but neither she nor anyone else in Ireland was prepared for the blight that started in 1845 and grew worse in 1846, when continuous rain caused the plant disease to spread widely and turn almost every healthy and abundant field into a decaying and putrid mess. Even potatoes that looked fine when first harvested would rot within a few weeks, creating a stench that caused some to believe that the wrath of God had been visited upon the people. By early 1847 the famine was in full force, and Nicholson could be found in Dublin distributing bread and cooking meals made mostly of imported American cornmeal, known as Indian meal or, as the Irish derisively called it, the “yaller Indin.” She continued this work, traveling to the most severely devastated parts of Ireland until the summer of the following year, when she optimistically believed that the worst of the famine was over.

Though she often found it hard to come by enough food and money to support her efforts, Nicholson was no stranger to the job of putting together nourishing and enjoyable vegetarian meals for large groups of people on a limited budget. She had done so on a daily basis at the boardinghouses she managed in the early 1840s, creating simple starch-based dishes within the rules laid down by Sylvester Graham. Her cooking skills served her well as she prepared free meals for the poor with whatever food she could buy with her own limited funds or find supplied by the government and charitable agencies. Nicholson herself was happy to live on little more than bread and cocoa as she made her daily rounds delivering meals to famine victims who were too weak to come to any of the soup kitchens that had been set up throughout Ireland by the government. 

What soon became clear to Nicholson was the absence of cooking skills in middle-class women who were called upon to prepare meals for the starving. Foods that were unfamiliar to these feckless cooks—mainly rice and cornmeal—were so violently boiled that they became unfit for human consumption, which exasperated and infuriated Nicholson.

When the famine had actually come, and all the country was aghast, when supplies from all parts were poured in—what was done with these supplies? Why the best that these inefficient housekeepers could do. The rice and Indian meal, both of which are excellent articles of food, were cooked in such a manner that, in most cases, they were actually unhealthy, and in all cases unpalatable. So unused were they to the use of that common article, rice, that they steeped it the night before, then poured the water off, without rubbing, and for three and four hours they boiled, stirred, and simmered this, till it became a watery jelly, disgusting to the eye and unsavoury to the taste, for they never salted it; besides unwholesome for the stomachs of those who had always used a dry potato for food.

When the poor complained that rice cooked in this fashion made them sick, they were called ungrateful and warned that they would not get any more. Others were given uncooked rice, which most of them could not prepare for lack of fuel, and often tried to eat raw if they had the teeth to do it. In fact, Nicholson believed that it was healthier and tastier to chew uncooked rice than to eat it in the unsavory way it was commonly cooked. Even worse in Nicholson’s judgment was the way that Indian meal was served to the poor. Either it was cooked in so little water that it became quite dry and crumbled away, or it was made into such a thick stirabout that it could not be stirred or cooked in any way that made it edible. “The ‘stirabout’ then became a ‘standabout,’” Nicholson observed, “and the effect of eating this was all but favourable to those who had seldom taken farinaceous food.” As an American vegetarian, Nicholson was not only familiar with these two staple foods but had learned how to cook rice and Indian meal so that they were palatable as well as nourishing. She knew about polenta, crediting Italians for their ways of making cornmeal delectable. She also knew that rice pudding was a comforting food of almost universal appeal, but was quick to admit that the sugar, butter, and spices required to enhance that dish were scarce in famine-stricken Ireland. Nicholson nevertheless expected that those responsible for cooking cornmeal and rice in this time of crisis would at least learn to do it simply and well. Her recipe for rice, written in the 1830s, when open-hearth cooking was routine, exhibits her knowledge of how the ingredient ought to be treated and how it should taste.

Nicholson’s respect for rice was unusual for a mid-nineteenth-century American living in the North, where it was not a popular food. It was, however, an extremely important food in the American South, particularly South Carolina, where, according to food historian Karen Hess, it had been introduced by African slaves who knew how to grow and cook it. As a vegetarian, Asenath Nicholson had realized the importance of a food that was nourishing and filling as well as cheap and easily transported. She understood that it could play an essential role during the famine if only people could learn to cook it.

STEAMED RICE

From Asenath Nicholson’s Nature’s Own Book

Wash your rice well, rubbing it through three or four waters, put it into boiling water, with salt, let it boil twelve minutes only; then drain off the water, uncover the vessel, place it before the fire, minding to turn it about often, till the moisture has all evaporated. The rice will then be whole, dry, and tender, with the additional benefit of being much better for the stomach, than when reduced to a pulp in water. Horror stories abound in Nicholson’s account of the Great Hunger, including her tale of a widow who was arrested for picking potatoes from her landlord’s plowed field and then discovered to be cooking a dog in the same pot as the potatoes to feed herself and her famished children. The arresting magistrate presented the evidence (pot, potatoes, and dog) to an astonished but compassionate judge who refused to sentence the woman but instead give her three pounds and told her to return when that was gone.

In Nicholson’s Annals of the Famine in Ireland (1851), this story of human desperation serves as a prelude to Nicholson’s stirring peroration on the progress of the famine and the unjust social and economic circumstances that caused it to flourish. The passage deserves to be quoted at length, for the rhetoric and righteous indignation are pure Asenath Nicholson.

The work of death now commenced; the volcano, over which I felt that Ireland was walking had burst, though its appearance was wholly different from anything I had ever conceived. A famine was always in Ireland in a certain degree, and so common were beggars, and so many were always but just struggling for life, that not until thousands were reduced to the like condition of the woman last mentioned did those who had never begged make their wants known. They picked over and picked out their blackened potatoes, and even ate the decayed ones, till many were made sick, before the real state of the country was known; and when it fell, it fell like an avalanche, sweeping at once the entire land. No parish need be anxious for neighboring ones—each had enough under his own eye and at his own door to drain all resources and keep alive his sympathy. It was some months before the rich really believed that the poor were not making false pretences; for at such a distance had they ever kept themselves from the “lower order,” who were all “dirty and lazy,” that many of them had never realized that four millions of people were subsisting entirely on the potato, and that another million ate them six days out of seven entirely; they did not realize that these “lazy ones” had worked six or eight months in the year for eight pence and ten pence, but more for sixpence, and even three-pence in the southern parts, and the other four months had been “idle” because “no man had hired them.” They did not realize that the disgusting rags with which these “lazy” ones disgraced their very gates, and shocked all decency were rags which they had contributed to provide; and such were often heard to say that his judgment was what they might expect, as a reward of their “religion and idleness.” But the wave rolled on; the slain were multiplied; the dead by the way-side, and the more revolting sights of families found in the darkest corner of a cabin in one putrid mass, where, in many cases, the cabin was tumbled down upon them to give them a burial, was somewhat convincing, even to those who had doubted much from the beginning.

The famine is given human form in Nicholson’s near clinical account of the first starving person she saw in Ireland and in her description of the stages of emaciation and dementia by which “the walking skeleton is reduced to a state of inanity—he sees you not, he heeds you not, neither does he beg.” The victim in this case was typical of Irish laborers who for years had been used to consuming an estimated seventy potatoes a day, along with oatmeal stirabout and buttermilk when it was available. During the famine, Nicholson found, these men were reduced to two meager meals a day supplied to laborers on public works: “This man was fed on Indian meal, gruel, buttermilk or new milk and bread in the morning; stirabout, buttermilk and bread at four.” Worse still, workmen like this one had to wait a week for their pay, by which time many of them died from a combination of exhaustion and starvation, while others were carried back to their cabins, half-dead, “with the spade in their hands.”

Profiteering, hoarding, and bureaucratic bungling prevented much food that was available from being distributed in time, in sufficient amounts, and in a form that would actually help the hungry and not harm them. In one case that Nicholson describes, Indian meal was sent by the government in barrels where it became moldy and unfit for use, but was nevertheless consumed by some of the desperate poor, who died as a result. Nor was the faulty preparation of rice and cornmeal the only instance of ignorance and incompetence in matters of food and cooking. Nicholson found pathetic the misbegotten attempts to substitute turnips and black bread for the blighted potato.

Turnips in particular were initially regarded as a godsend during the famine, especially since they were easy to grow and resistant to rot and could be eaten cooked or raw. Here again, however, few could afford the fuel it took to cook the turnips, and those who could afford the fuel usually used only enough to cook the tops, which were the hardest part to eat raw. It also took many more turnips than potatoes to satisfy the cravings of the hungry, so that after a few weeks the stomachs of those who ate nothing but these watery vegetables became swollen and hard, the children’s especially. Many died who relied solely on this nutritionally deficient food or devoured any other edible form of plant life they could scrape from the soil. “Like cattle,” Nicholson declared, “these poor creatures seemed to be driven from one herb and root to another, using nettles, turnip tops, chickweed in their turn, and dying at last on these miserable substitutes.”
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