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  Introduction




  Quick story:




  A few years back a friend of ours from North Carolina was in Baltimore for a seminar at Johns Hopkins University. During her brief free time, we wanted to give her a crash course in some of Baltimore’s unique qualities. One of those must-have experiences was a crab feast. After picking our friend up at her hotel, we drove over to a crab shack on Greenmount Avenue where we could get a half-bushel of crabs for about $75. The air was swimming with the familiar odors of a fish market, and refrigerator cases were brimming with piles of crabs, shrimp, and other varieties of seafood. The floor was slightly wet from melting ice. Our friend seemed a bit apprehensive and dubious about our dinner choice. After picking up our boxes filled with steamed sea creatures, we drove to our house where some family members were waiting to rip those critters apart.




  With mallets and knives in hand, we explained the procedure for properly stripping a crab of its delicious flesh. Rip off the claws, crack them open and suck out the meat, peel back the apron on the underbelly, and so forth. Our visitor followed along like a trouper and started to take apart a few crabs. Meanwhile, the rest of us were already bashing and cracking away at the hard shells, relishing every morsel of white meat we could extract from the carcasses. The crabs were on the small side, but with a half-bushel (about four dozen crabs), there were plenty to go around. After three crabs, our friend politely gave up and shifted her attention to some corn on the cob.




  As she watched us plow through the crabs and a mountain of carapace formed in the center of our dining room table, I couldn’t help but sense her bewilderment. We must have appeared to her like a tribe disemboweling a feral pig on the plains of Namibia. By the end of the evening, we felt a bit guilty. She certainly could not have had enough to eat and the experience was probably more head scratching than gratifying. While the crab feast is a saliva-inducing ritual of avaricious anticipation for native Marylanders, perhaps to outsiders it’s just a tedious slog for a little bit of protein. Marylanders, however, are conditioned from birth to crave that sweet, fluffy protein and will put in whatever cracking, smashing, digging, and slurping is necessary to get our fill.
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  The crab feast is a typical example of the singular fixations Marylanders have with their cuisine. We crave all things made with blue crab: steamed crabs, crab soup, crab imperial, crab dip. We love oysters and rockfish. We can’t wait until the sweet white corn and juicy tomatoes grown on the Eastern Shore begin to pop up at roadside produce stands during the summer. More than any particular cuisine, it’s the ingredients themselves that define how we eat, and all those ingredients are thanks to the Chesapeake Bay.




  Since prehistoric times, the Bay has sustained and fortified those who lived along its shores. Native Americans built their whole tribal culture around the cyclical nature of breeding habits and growing seasons. When the colonists came from England, they saw a land of great bounty ready to be exploited. Not only was there seafood and crops to consume, there was tobacco to smoke and trees with which to build boats. An estuary of the Susquehanna River to the north and a gateway to the Atlantic Ocean to the south, trade routes were wide open for those who settled by the Bay. The Industrial Revolution brought railroads connecting Maryland to the western United States, making cities like Baltimore thriving economic hubs.
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  Of course, all good things come with a price, and the exuberant exploitation of the Bay has taken its toll. The Eastern Shore suffered catastrophic deforestation in the 1800s. Numerous forms of fish and mollusks have been fished into extinction or near-extinction. What hasn’t been killed by over-fishing is threatened by pollution that runs off from factories, farms, and even residential properties. It has shown tremendous resilience over the centuries, but a constant struggle continues to preserve the delicate balance of the ecosystem while still providing the seafood, produce, and poultry we crave.




  In the following pages, we hope to take you through all the changes the Chesapeake Bay has gone through and how Marylanders have affected and are affected by this remarkable estuary. In addition to historical information, we’ve included a selection of recipes that utilize the bounty of the Chesapeake region, from flora to fauna. While we will present many recipes traditionally associated with Maryland, we also have some new receipts that incorporate modern ingredients and techniques. Along the way, we hope to dispel some preconceived notions about Maryland cuisine.




  As an example, many people think certain classic Maryland dishes, like crab soup, have only one true version, but that is not the case. For one thing, there are two distinct styles of crab soup served here, the type normally referred to as “Maryland crab soup,” and cream of crab. Both styles have multiple variations, most likely created by cooks using ingredients they had on hand. For instance, Maryland crab soup can be made with or without a meat-based stock, and with or without tomatoes. To keep with the spirit of innovation, for many traditional foodstuffs we’ve included both our favorite “classic” dish along with a modernized version. Many of the new dishes have been created by some of the best chefs working in Maryland today. We encourage you to try both variations, and also to put your own spin on dishes. As long as you’re working with delicious Maryland products, the possibilities are nearly endless.
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  Part 1




  A Tale of Two Shores: The Backstory to Maryland’s Chesapeake




  The former slave turned abolitionist Frederick Douglass saw the Chesapeake Bay as a symbol of freedom. He was born in Talbot County on Maryland’s Eastern Shore in 1818 (his exact birthdate is unknown) and was moved from one plantation to another at an early age. While life on the plantation was secluded and isolated, black seamen who worked aboard the ships that ferried goods up and down the Chesapeake were afforded greater freedom and the ability to see new towns and cities. Douglass’s cousin Tom worked aboard the sloop Sally Lloyd, captained by their master Thomas Auld. The plantation slaves admired the sailor slaves and loved to hear the stories of their travels when they returned home. Douglass knew that, “This very bay shall yet bear me into freedom.”




  By the early nineteenth century, a dynamic shift had occurred in Maryland’s economy. Tobacco, the king crop that had fueled the wealth of Maryland during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was yielding to the booming shipping and fishing businesses. Port cities like Baltimore and Annapolis were gaining prominence, while the largely isolated Eastern Shore was stuck in time. Douglass saw both sides of this dynamic when he was sent to Baltimore to work as a houseboy for Thomas Auld’s cousin Hugh. Mrs. Auld was kind to young Douglass, even teaching him how to read. Hugh Auld disapproved since it was illegal in Maryland to teach a slave to read and write, so Mrs. Auld had to stop their lessons. This fueled Douglass’s distaste for slavery and his desire to become a free man.




  When Douglass was returned to Thomas Auld and Talbot County, his determination increased. Douglass was sent to work for Edward Covey, a poor farmer with a reputation for torturing his slaves. Temperamental crops like tobacco required constant attention and plantation owners in Maryland could be exceptionally cruel in their methods to keep workers toiling away. Covey tried to break Douglass, but it didn’t happen. Douglass eventually left the plantation known as “Mount Misery” and returned to Baltimore where he hatched a plan to find freedom. Dressed as a sailor and borrowing the Seaman’s Protection Certificate of a black sailor on liberty, Douglass took a train from the Baltimore neighborhood of Canton to Havre de Grace in northeast Maryland. From there he traveled to Delaware and on to Philadelphia, a free state.
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  It’s unlikely that Frederick Douglass’s story could have taken place anywhere else in the United States at that time. Slaves in states farther south had to travel far greater distances and endure greater hardships to reach the faraway free states in the north. Also, plantation life was far more insular and entrenched, discouraging any hope that the African American slaves could ever be free. Maryland and Virginia, on the other hand, experienced a unique evolution driven by the commercial potential of the Chesapeake Bay. These same unique qualities also drove a culinary history based more on the bounty of the bay itself than on the cultures of the people who lived there.




  The First Tenants




  American history books often make first mention of the Chesapeake Bay in relation to John Smith (c.1580-1631) and the establishment of Jamestown. Captain Christopher Newport (1561-1617) sailed his three ships, Discovery, Godspeed, and Susan Constant up the Bay in 1607 in search of gold. The legendary John Smith observed the variety of fish and mollusks in the bay as well as the fertile land along its shores and declared, “Heaven and Earth seemed never to agree better to frame a place for man’s commodious habitation.” But human beings were making good use of the Bay thousands of years before the English arrived.




  The massive polar ice floe that covered a large portion of North America during the Ice Age ended just north of the territory that would become the Chesapeake Bay. Paleo-Indians lived in the area around 11000 BC to 9500 BC hunting mammoth and bison. Once the ice began to melt during the Archaic Period (9500 BC–1250 BC), the Susquehanna River and the Chesapeake Bay were carved into the ground by the massive flood of rushing water. Soon, Piscataway and Nanticoke tribes were eating oysters and other seafood from the Bay. As far back as three thousand years ago, these Native American tribes began farming the land along the shores, raising corn and tobacco. By the time the English had arrived, about 24,000 Native Americans of thirty tribes had developed an elaborate and sophisticated system of hunting, fishing, and farming.




  Seasonal and sustainable farming may seem like hipster trends today, but for the tribes along the Chesapeake in the seventeenth century, it meant their very survival. Winters found the tribes living in large villages, hunting and gathering whatever food was available. Come spring, the tribes would disperse into smaller groups along the many rivers and tributaries of the bay to fish and hunt small game like raccoons, opossum, and squirrels. Summer meant planting season, so the tribes would gather again to plant fields of corn, beans, tuckahoe (a starchy tuber), and green wheat. They would also enjoy the abundance of fish, oysters, and crabs available during the warmer months. Fall was harvesting time and the season for hunting waterfowl and deer.
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  It was certainly fortuitous for the English settlers that the Native Americans had perfected their food-gathering skills because the English were pretty hopeless at feeding themselves. As school children, we all learned of the hardships at Jamestown and how John Smith evoked the biblical sentiment, “he that will not work shall not eat.” It’s not entirely clear why the settlers had so much difficulty provisioning food. Lost supplies, poor choice of land, bad water, and disease were all factors, but part of the problem may have been the character of the settlers themselves.




  Unlike the Puritans in New England who set out to establish an agrarian society based on self-sufficiency, the English who came to the Chesapeake shores were fortune hunters and members of the aristocracy. They had no background in farming and viewed hunting and fishing as merely recreational sports. Maryland’s history begins with an aristocrat—the second Lord Baltimore, Cecil Calvert (1605-1675). His family had dreamed of establishing a colony in the new world and, after his father, George Calvert (1579-1631), had to abandon his plans for a settlement in Newfoundland, Cecil Calvert sent his younger brother Leonard (1606-1647) to establish a colony in Maryland.




  Coming across on the ships Ark and Dove, Leonard Calvert set up a colony near the mouth of the Potomac River at St. Clement’s Island. Calvert’s party landed on March 25, 1634. He named the land Maryland in honor of Charles I’s queen and their village St. Mary’s City because of their Catholic background. As governor of the new colony, he met with the tayac, or leader, of the Piscataway tribe, who granted him permission to settle. The Piscataway soon taught the newcomers how to farm.




  The Twin Evils of Tobacco and Slavery




  By this time, English settlers in Virginia had already mastered growing the one crop that they couldn’t eat: tobacco. The Native Americans had been growing tobacco for recreational purposes for years, but the complicated nature of the growing process had eluded the English until 1622 when John Rolph successfully grew a crop using seed from the West Indies. With tobacco becoming increasingly popular in Europe, the settlers finally had a commodity with which they could make their fortunes.




  In little time, a functioning society developed around St. Mary’s City as the tobacco trade prospered. With the dual needs of shipping their product and feeding their workers increasing, a community of fishermen, boat builders, and farmers lived and worked in a five-mile area around the city. The success of tobacco farming put a strain on relations between the English and the Indian tribes. Even though the Indians helped the English survive in the early years, once the settlers could grow food themselves and pay to import other needed goods from Europe, they had little use for the original tenants. Conflicts between the settlers and the Native Americans eventually forced the tribes westward. The Chesapeake was now left primarily to the English to exploit. This was good news for the tobacco farmers because, not only was tobacco a difficult and time-consuming crop, it quickly sapped the nutrients of the soil, requiring more and more land. Plantations spread across Maryland to fill the insatiable desire for tobacco in the old country, but this created a new problem.




  

  What is This Chesapeake of Which You Speak?




  Throughout this book, we’ll be discussing the importance of the Chesapeake Bay, not only from a culinary standpoint, but from the perspective of American history in general. What is it about this body of water that made it so critical to so many people? As they say in the real estate business, the three keys to success are location, location, location.




  During the Ice Age, vast expanses of ice one-mile thick covered much of Pennsylvania. When the ice started to melt, rivers and tributaries formed, including what is now the Susquehanna River. This river flooded several times, carving out the parameters of what would become the Chesapeake Bay. At this point, however, a network of river channels wound their way southward toward a single tidal river somewhere along a now-submerged section of the continental shelf. Around 18,000 years ago, what we now know as the modern Chesapeake Bay drainage region formed during the Wisconsin glaciation and the Bay that we see today took shape around 6,000 years later. Some believe that an asteroid hurtling at 50,000 miles per hour toward the earth may have been responsible for the mile-deep, fifty-six-mile-wide crater at the mouth of the bay. All this adds up to the creation of an estuary, or trailing part of a river whose currents meet the sea.




  Fresh water from the mountains mixing with the salty ocean currents creates a special breeding ground for shellfish, rockfish, and menhaden. Moreover, the sub-tropical climate of the Mid-Atlantic region gives the Bay one of the widest ranges of annual temperature differences in the world for a coastal ecosystem. These ingredients, along with a neighboring continental shelf, allow boreal, temperate, and subtropical species to thrive in one location.




  The Chesapeake Bay extends almost 195 miles, fairly splitting the state of Maryland down the middle and touching the Virginia coast as it empties into the Atlantic Ocean. It’s the largest estuary in North America, fed mainly by the Susquehanna and James Rivers. The Potomac, Rappahannock and York Rivers also feed into the bay along its route, providing 90 percent of the Bay’s volume with some 50 smaller rivers making up the difference. With 2.5 million cubic feet of freshwater and sediment flowing into the Bay each year, that amounts to 2,500 square miles of surface area with an average water depth of twenty-one feet. Its salinity is near zero at the Susquehanna and 30 parts per 1,000 where it meets the Atlantic Ocean.




  The Chesapeake can be broken down into three distinct environmental areas: the Bay, the Coastal Plain, and the Piedmont. The Bay consists of deep and shallow open salt waters and brackish waters of the lower tidal portions of rivers. The Coastal Plain, also called the Tidewater region, borders the Bay and consists of beaches, marshes, forests, and grasslands growing on generally sandy or gravelly soils. Land on the eastern and southern shores tends to be flat while the western shore has bluffs and low rolling hills. Farther inland lies the Piedmont, or foothills, a mix of hardwood forests and softwood barren lands bordering on swift running freshwater rivers and streams. Low mountain chains and hills of hard rock resistant to the eroding effects of the water rise above broad valleys covered by clay soil.
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  Native Americans lived happily for centuries around the Chesapeake Bay, feeding on the diverse and abundant seafood available in the water, hunting game and growing food on the rich and fertile land, and thriving in the mild weather of the sub-tropical climate. Later, the settlers who steered their ships into the mouth of the Chesapeake could not believe their good fortune at finding such an area so hospitable to human habitation. Along with the Puritans in New England, the birth of the United States of America began along the shores of the Chesapeake. No one can resist a prime chunk of real estate.


  




  New and larger plantations required more help to keep them functioning. With hard economic times in England, many plantation owners hired indentured servants. Down-on-their-luck British citizens were willing to go into servitude for a period of seven years in exchange for an opportunity at a fresh start in the New World. Some tobacco growers even imported convicts to work the fields. This strange mix of landed gentry, indentured servants, and convicts working under intense conditions made for a strained environment. As the economy improved in England, fewer people were interested in an Atlantic cruise and seven years of unpaid employment. Reluctantly, the plantation owners turned to importing slaves from West Africa.




  Between 1690 and 1770, over 100,000 African slaves were shipped to the Chesapeake shores. The working conditions were particularly brutal given the intense demands of the crop. These conditions also created a closer working relationship between whites and blacks than what existed in the colonies farther south. For example, the whites wanted to keep their slaves healthy and strong so they could work long hours in the fields. Therefore, the whites took it upon themselves to provide food for the slaves rather than have them grow their own. Wealthy owners could afford to have food imported to supplement the local fare. From England came wheat, barley, ale, beef, and vegetable seed. More beef came from New England, Pennsylvania offered dairy products, and rice was imported from North Carolina. Locally grown corn was still a staple and local pork was more common than beef since pigs required less tending and smaller pastures.




  This food arrangement, necessitated by the demands of King Tobacco, allowed for virtually no African influence in the cuisine of Maryland. Since the population was 60 to 70 percent white, the English cooking style prevailed with some passing nods to the Native Americans. Wheat and rye were grown starting in the 1730s, but slaves preferred corn and it provided better nutrition for the long days in the field. Most meals were one-pot affairs with the vegetables and whatever protein was available cooked together with water. Indeed, this style of cooking was one thing the English, African, and Native American cuisines all held in common.




  These People Know How to Party




  Of course, the early Maryland settlers were not completely unfamiliar with fine dining. As Frederick Philip Steiff wrote in his book Eat, Drink, and be Merry in Maryland, the English who settled here were “from the finest flower of Old England’s Gentry.” As such, they were accustomed to hosting lavish dinner parties with the finest delicacies. Their estates usually featured gardens and smokehouses. With no refrigeration, the curing of meats was critical and the residents along the Bay spiced their foods with mace, nutmeg, and cloves predominantly. The homes themselves were decked out with wine cellars, large pantries, and expansive dining rooms. Elaborate meals featured freshly caught terrapin, Chincoteague oysters, and myriad fish including blue, rock, sea trout, perch, and largemouth bass. To make sure the festivities remained merry, entire parties were built around sampling Madeira brought to America along the new trade routes.




  One such member of this elite class was Augustine Herrman (c.1621-1686), who created the first map of Maryland in 1674. As payment for creating the map, Lord Baltimore gave him a thirty-one-and-a-half-square-mile piece of land between the Elk and Oppoquimimi Rivers eastward toward the Delaware line. In honor of his homeland, Herrman renamed the river Bohemia and called his estate Bohemia Manor. A tobacco plantation that also made indigo, a dye obtained from plants in the indigofera genus, Bohemia Manor became known for its culinary orgies of meat and drink. Herrman went so far as to create a private deer park on the property.




  Even as the high life of colonial living was taking hold on the tobacco plantations, a cultural and economic shift was about to disrupt the prosperous world of the landed gentry. By the early 1700s, the odd mix of convicts, indentured servants, and black slaves working on the plantations created a roiling soup of discontent. The Native Americans, who had no understanding of whites owning blacks as property, mixed freely with the African transplants, adding fuel to an already building fire of white hostility toward the Indian tribes. While the Native Americans eventually moved to new territory, the convicts and indentured servants who in time won their freedom had few options. Some managed to find small plots of land to work, but most did not have the means to make a decent living at farming. An easier and more lucrative career could be made out of tonging oysters, fishing, or building boats. Instead of working the land along the Chesapeake, it was the Chesapeake Bay itself that became a source of income and subsistence.




  The city of Annapolis on the western shore was a clear sign of the influence that the fishing trade was having on Maryland’s changing economy. The first Baroque-style city in America, Annapolis was also known as the Ancient City. A fashionable society culture developed there, including the famous men-only Tuesday Club. Its members included painter Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827), who would later create several portraits of George Washington. In 1695, the new governor of Maryland, Francis Nicholson (1655-1728), moved the state capital to Annapolis from St. Mary’s City. That first Maryland colony, so critical to the early development of the tobacco trade, was gone completely by 1720. A few years later in 1729, “Baltimore Town,” north of Annapolis, was established as a port city and a center for shipbuilding.
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