
[image: cover]


A REVOLUTION IN EATING

 

 

 

 

Arts and Traditions of the Table


[image: image]


A REVOLUTION IN EATING

How the Quest for Food Shaped America

James E. McWilliams

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS : NEW YORK


Columbia University Press : Publishers Since 1893 : New York  Chichester, West Sussex

cup.columbia.edu

Copyright ©2005 Columbia University Press

All rights reserved

E-ISBN 978-0-231-50348-8

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McWilliams, James E.

A revolution in eating : how the quest for food shaped America / James E. McWilliams.

p. cm.—(Arts and traditions of the table)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-231-12992-0 (cloth : alk. paper)

1. Gastronomy—History. 2. Food habits—United States.—History. I. Title. II. Series.

TX633.M3 2005

394.1’2’0973—dc22

2004061867

A Columbia University Press E-book.
CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.

Acknowledgment is gratefully made for permission to reproduce the following: Illustration by Martha Lewis. From R. B., The English Empire in America (London: Crouch, 1685). Lawrence H. Slaughter Collection, Map Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. From Charles de Rochefort, Histoire naturelle et morale des îles Antilles de l’Amérique (Rotterdam: Leers, 1681). Courtesy of the American Philosophical Society Library, Philadelphia. Courtesy of the Annenberg Rare Book and Manuscript Library, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. From Johan von Staden, Americae Pars Tertia (Frankfurt, 1592). Courtesy of the Library Company of Philadelphia. Courtesy of the Rare Books Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. From Theodor de Bry, America, pt. 1, Admiranda narratio, fida tamen, de commodis et incolarum ritibus Virginiae … Anglico scripta sermone a Thoma Hariot (Frankfurt: Bry, 1590). Courtesy of the Rare Books Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. From Theodor de Bry, America, pt. 2, Brevis narratio eorum quae in Florida Americae provicia Gallis acciderunt (Frankfurt: Bry, 1591). Courtesy of the Map Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. Courtesy of the Arents Collections, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. From Thomas Hariot, Americae pars, nunc Virginia dicta (Frankfurt: Wechel, 1590). Courtesy of the Library Company of Philadelphia. From Maryland Gazette. Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Dolph Simons Jr.. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston. From Amelia Simmons, American Cookery (1796; facsimile, New York: Oxford University Press, 1958; reprint, New York: Dover, 1984).


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION: Getting to the Guts of American Food

1. ADAPTABILITY: 
The Bittersweet Culinary History of the English West Indies

2. TRADITIONALISM: 
The Greatest Accomplishment of Colonial New England

3. NEGOTIATION: 
Living High and Low on the Hog in the Chesapeake Bay Region

4. WILDERNESS: 
The Fruitless Search for Culinary Order in Carolina

5. DIVERSITY: 
Refined Crudeness in the Middle Colonies

6. CONSUMPTION: 
The British Invasion

7. INTOXICATION: 
Finding Common Bonds in an Alcoholic Empire

8. REVOLUTION: 
A Culinary Declaration of Independence

NOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX


[image: image]


INTRODUCTION

Getting to the Guts of American Food


Underlying the rich symbolic universe that food and eating always represent … there is the animal reality of our living existence.

Sidney Mintz, Tasting Food, Tasting Freedom


A Meal: How It Might Have Looked

On a warm spring afternoon in 1650, Rebecca Cole stepped out of her garden, entered her kitchen, and began to cook.1 Maryland, where the Cole family had migrated from Middlesex, England, was becoming well known not only for its profitable tobacco crops but also for its ample corn, abundant garden vegetables, and healthy supply of meat. And that combination, as it did on most days, would make up the evening meal. Rebecca had started soaking corn kernels at the crack of dawn to soften them for pounding, an exhausting task made necessary by the lack of a local gristmill. She knew that she needed about six cups of cornmeal to feed her husband, five children, and herself. So for the next couple of hours, Rebecca and her two daughters dutifully hunched over a large mortar, took wooden pestles in hand, and reduced a tub of white corn kernels into a gritty heap of meal.

Meanwhile, out in the barn, Robert Cole and his son, Robert Jr., contemplated a decision: pork or beef? The fact that they even had a choice reflected Robert’s preparation as a husbandman. Two months earlier, when the weather was still cool, he had slaughtered two piglets and a calf. The pigs were about seven months old, the age when their muscle density was low, fat content high, and stringy connective tissue still pleasantly soft to the palate. The calf was around two years old and similarly primed for consumption and preservation. Slaughtering a piglet was a turbulent task. It began with a rapid cut to the beast’s throat, followed by a prolonged period of squealing and bloodletting. The beast was then scalded in a vat of boiling water to loosen its sharp and wiry bristles so they could be easily brushed off. Robert gathered the offal (the word literally denotes the “off fall” after the slaughter) from the barn floor to make sausage. He then hacked the corpse into two large chunks, called flitches, and placed them aside. The cow met a similarly brutal fate, but its slaughter took longer, resulted in a louder and deeper death rattle, and required greater precision: Robert had to not only kill it but also find its joints and dissect it into clean cuts of chucks, ribs, loins, and rounds. For all the commotion and mess that ensued, however, the slaughter was the easy part.

Robert Jr. and his brother managed the more physically taxing jobs of smoking the pork and pickling the beef. Smoking pork was a procedure dating back to the Middle Ages that sealed in fat and protected freshly cut meat from spoilage. The boys tossed the pork flitches in a large tub of salt, turning them over repeatedly, and then hung the coated slabs on metal hooks in order to air them out. After a day or two, the boys hauled the salted pork to the chimney, which served as a substitute for a smokehouse. With the pork hanging in the shaft, the wood smoke clogged the chimney and slowly coated the meat’s surface, enhancing its flavor while extending its shelf life. Pickling beef involved submerging the cuts in a brine and vinegar solution that the boys prepared with salt, spices, and saltpeter. The process took place in large wooden barrels and didn’t so much impart flavor as give the acid in the vinegar time to kill the enzymes that decomposed meat. The boys secured the barrels and rolled them to the corner of the barn. With the girls and Rebecca still pounding the corn in the kitchen, the boys stood in the barn, considered their inventory, and made their decision. They chose beef.

After placing three pounds of meat in a warming pan over the kitchen fire, Rebecca demanded that her servant, a trained dairymaid, quickly fetch some milk and butter. The dairymaid had spent the entire morning in the kitchen, where the dairy was housed, scalding milk pans, trays, pots, and churns in an eighteen-gallon copper pot. Whatever did not fit into the cauldron had to be cleaned individually. A colonial dairy had to be pristine. Any residual milk that dried on the surface of a container or shelf might carry bacteria that would result not only in a soured product but very possibly in widespread and potentially fatal illness. The maid, who had learned her skill back in England, could milk a single cow in about ten minutes. Out in the barn, after cleaning the equipment, she did just that to seven of the Coles’ milk cows. She allowed the warm milk to cool in a tub and then strained it through a sieve concocted from a hollowed-out wooden bowl covered in a linen towel. The strained milk rested in earthenware milk trays for several hours, giving the cream a chance to coagulate at the top. The dairymaid then skimmed the thick cream with a slotted wooden paddle, leaving behind the thinner milk that Rebecca had requested. The weather that day was dry and warm, so the churning of the cream into butter took only a couple of hours rather than several. Once the butter had formed, the dairymaid squeezed out the buttermilk and fed it to the hogs, a practice that improved the taste of the meat. As late afternoon set in, she covered the bottom of a butter dish with salt, spooned in the thick butter, patted it down, and sprinkled the top with another layer of salt. She then carried a chunk of it over to Rebecca, whose cornmeal awaited.

As Rebecca warmed the meat and folded the butter and milk into the boiling cornmeal, Robert sent his boys out to the cider house, a small structure adjacent to the barn. The boys had spent several long afternoons mashing hundreds of apples gathered from the Coles’ modest orchard into a gloppy pulp of apple meal. They placed the sweet mass of fruit in cider bags that the daughters had woven out of human and animal hair. The boys then picked up the bags and proceeded to twist and squeeze them as quickly and as tightly as they could, pressing the apple juice into a vat called a Mobby tubb. The Coles were a family of modest means—capable, at least, of affording a servant—but they did not own a cider press, which traded for about two thousand pounds of tobacco. Nevertheless, the boys improvised well enough. After inserting a four-inch tap into the tub, they decanted the liquid into a second tub to separate the juice from the lees. After bottling the apple juice in earthenware jugs and corking them, they placed the containers in a cool dugout beneath the barn. The boys now grabbed three of these bottles and rushed back to their two-room, six-hundred-square-foot house, where they plunked the earthenware containers on the table alongside the root vegetables that Rebecca had picked from her garden and roasted in the wide hearth.

Placing jugs of cider on a table was a fairly remarkable thing for the boys to do, as the vast majority of seventeenth-century families in colonial America lacked such amenities as a dining table and chairs. The Coles were unusual in having both. But the luxuries ended there. The girls threw a worn tablecloth over the pine table, and, after Rebecca pulled a loaf of cornbread from the hearth, the family carried either rickety chairs or tree stumps to the table. They shared a few wooden and pewter utensils to serve their food into pewter bowls. Then everyone began to eat. It was an event that would have made Miss Manners’s head spin. The Coles ripped the meat off the bone with their dirty hands and shoved it in their mouths. Food scraps were soon scattered across the table. There were no forks, spoons, or individual cups or tankards. The cider pots were passed upon request to the person who wanted a drink. No napkins civilized the scene, as the coarse wool that made the boys’ britches and the dark serge of the girls’ dresses served that purpose just fine, as did the tablecloth. And so, rapidly and with gusto, the Coles consumed beef, cornmeal with butter and milk, corn bread, carrots, beans, and cider. As the sun descended, as the shadows outside stretched across the farm, and as the embers glowing in the hearth turned ashen, Rebecca and the girls began to clean.

The Coles lacked candles after all, and sleep beckoned.

Food Then, Food Now

The dinner table might seem like a strange place to begin exploring life in colonial America, but the Coles’ meal has much to teach us—and not only about America’s past but also about the way we eat and think about food today. What strikes me the most about the Coles’ meal is how intimately the family knew its food. In this respect, they were hardly alone. The settlers who migrated to the English colonies in America, much like the Native Americans who had been living off the land for tens of thousands of years, produced the food they consumed. Simple as this act might sound, it’s actually a hard reality for us to digest. Today our meat comes to us cut, cleaned, approved, and tightly bound in plastic wrap and Styrofoam. Vegetables are picked, washed, waxed, inspected, stickered, and displayed alongside one another in a shiny spectrum of commercial abundance. Our job is to choose, and the options are perpetual and endless. In Austin, Texas, where I buy my food, I can find tomatoes from Holland, fish from Massachusetts, and melons from Mexico on any given day of the week and on any given day of the year. A shopper in Portland, Oregon, or Nashville, Tennessee, can do the same thing on the same day, no matter the season. None of this food is especially fresh. The fish is frozen, the tomatoes hot-house grown, and the vegetables, for all their sprucing up, a bit tired and pale. But it’s all there, all the time, and the toil and blood and dirt and sweat that brought that food to my plate remains conveniently beyond the sanitized frame of my shopping experience. Nothing, in fact, about the modern task of obtaining food reminds us that, before the American Revolution, the vast majority of Americans produced their own food. Which is to say that they killed their own game, caught their own fish, brewed their own beer, slaughtered their own livestock, sowed their own wheat, tilled their own fields, chopped down and burned their own fuel, grew their own vegetables, and reaped their own harvests. Men, women, and children—free and slave, indentured and independent, European and Native—tied themselves to the land in ways that Americans today would find gruesome, excruciating, and impossibly time consuming. If food, as one writer suggests, “is one of the means by which a society creates itself,”2 then I’d like to think that this difference between them and us matters.

Most of us, of course, would understandably be loath to give up the convenience of our local supermarket. Even so, many would still like to see this difference—that is, the gap between producing and consuming food—diminished. Without in any way romanticizing the colonial era, one might suggest that there is something about the Coles’ effort to provide their own food that contemporary societies are finally beginning to regain. We increasingly hear the buzzwords “sustainability,” “organic farming,” and “slow food.” We’re constantly reminded about the importance of paying closer attention to the land and the particular foods that it’s most naturally suited to support. High-profile chefs spend mornings visiting local farms, buying whatever happens to be available, and building menus around those ingredients. In France, an unlikely hero named Jose Bové became a national icon by ransacking the McDonalds that sprouted up in his tiny village, deeming the fast-food chain an affront to localism, fresh food, and general good taste. Home cooks routinely seek out farmers’ markets rather than relying exclusively on conventional retailers for their produce, cheese, and meat. College students are spending summers interning on organic farms, where they not only pick pesticide-free vegetables but learn to slaughter animals with nothing more sophisticated than a sharp knife. (One student of mine recently returned from a Vermont farm where, he bragged, everything he ate over the entire summer was either harvested or killed that same day—often by him. He was having a hard time readjusting to cafeteria food.) Mainstream consumers are starting to become wary of genetically modified foods and pesticide use. It bothers many of us that the flavor of, say, a rack of lamb can be replicated in a lab and reduced to a capsule. In short, a quiet revolution in food is taking place in the Western, industrialized world, and it’s a revolution toward sustainability, slow food, and greater intimacy with what we eat. For these reasons, too, the Coles have much to teach us.

Food Frontiers

For all its contemporary relevance, though, this book concerns the past. As we study the history of colonial British America through food, as we consider the Coles’ experience, and as we recognize that food, as one historian writes, “shapes us and expresses us,”3 we must constantly remind ourselves that the colonists were first and foremost frontiersmen. Their geographical distance from home directly shaped the relationship that they nurtured with the land, and it was a relationship that relatively urbanized Europeans at the time would also have found gruesome, excruciating, and impossibly time consuming. The hands-on, workmanlike intimacy so evident in my reconstruction of the Coles’ meal proved especially true for poor and common colonists. Nevertheless, with rare exceptions, even wealthy Americans could not avoid getting their hands dirty in the production of their own food. Back home in Europe, food bustled through thriving markets, sophisticated commercial outlets, and well-established merchant warehouses. Back home, Robert most likely would have bought meat from a market vendor, Rebecca would have obtained cheese and milk from a commercial dairy, and the boys would have hauled cider home from the local press. In such a specialized and diverse economy as Europe’s—and with England’s economy being perhaps the most advanced in the world at the time—these options would have been cheaper, easier, and more efficient. As a whole, the free migrants to colonial America came from a relatively modern economic system.

But America in the seventeenth century was primitive. It generally lacked shops and other commercial outlets for food and drink. It did not have an economic infrastructure comparable to England’s intricate networks of exchange. It was for a good reason that, as late as 1808, a popular American cookbook had to provide instructions on how to buy food in a market setting. “The large stall-fed ox beef is the best,” the writer explained. “Dent it with your finger and it will easily rise again; if old it will be rough and spongy and the dent remain.” For veal, she advised, “veal bro’t to market in panniers, or in carriages, is to be preferred to that bro’t in bags, and flouncing on a sweaty horse.” And for salmon, “strictly examine the gills—if a bright redness if exchanged for a dull brown, they are stale.”4 The point cannot be overstated: America throughout most of its colonial era was rough and, from the European perspective, woefully undeveloped. At the most basic level, the origins of American cooking are deeply rooted in this roughness, in this dire necessity imposed by frontier conditions, in the fact that Americans had no choice but to produce their own food. The intimacy and familiarity with food that the frontier demanded of all Americans shaped their lives in fundamental and lasting ways, and its impact was furthered by the fact that the frontier never closed throughout the colonial era. Such a literal and nearly universal hand-to-mouth relationship with the food they ate, a connection much tighter than it was in Europe at the time, became emblematic of life for all colonial Americans.

Luckily, the roughness of colonial life was tempered by the profusion of natural resources in British America. For all the challenges that the colonists faced, they rarely starved. English visitors were astonished at the region’s material abundance. Officials of the Virginia Company, the English joint-stock company that underwrote Virginia’s settlement, chose an apt metaphor when it asked, “Why should not the rich harvest of our hopes be seasonably expected?” It was a fair question. Richard Haklyut, an active promoter of English colonization of North America, looked at the colonial landscape and predicted, not unreasonably, that the colonies, once established, would “yelde unto us all the commodities of Europe, Affrica, and Asia … and supply the wantes of all our decayed trades.” His father, Hakluyt the Elder, never visited America but still had praise for its “excellent soile,” waxing effusive about “many other sundry kinds of hides there now presently to be had, the trade of Whale and Seale fishing, and of divers other fishings in the great rivers, great bayes, and seas there.” He gushed over “the knowen plentie and varietie of Flesh, of divers kind of beasts at land there,” touting the “sufficient victuall” that the land would surely provide with minimal effort. Immediately after reaching the Massachusetts Bay in 1630, John Winthrop ventured out in a small boat and, much to his surprise, “tooke in less than 2 howers,5 with a few hooks, 67 coddfishe most of them very great fishe some 1 yard and 1/2 longe.” Later in the century, in the same region, an English settler praised the area as “an apt place for the keeping of cattle and swine,6 in which respect this people are the best stored.”7 Land promoters and settlers alike agreed that the American landscape yielded a cornucopia of material wealth. A family like the Coles didn’t have to travel far to grub up the ingredients for their meal. This abundance on the frontier was a perpetual aspect of the colonial condition and thus a solid foundation of American cooking.

The “Melting Pot”

It was not, however, the only foundation of American food. A search for the origins of American cooking brings us into a melting pot roiling with racial and ethnic interaction. The term “melting pot” can be misleading in the context of colonial America. Normally, the expression optimistically refers to the assimilation of nineteenth- and twentieth-century immigrants into the dominant American culture. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, the idea of a melting pot implies something more complicated and unfinished. At this time, people were not so much assimilating into a dominant culture as they were trying to figure out precisely what the dominant culture would be. Sometimes they blended, at other times they clashed, but more often than not the colonists managed a compromised negotiation of traditional habits. There is perhaps no clearer lens through which to view this process than that of food.

And, as the Coles suggest, there is perhaps no food more symbolic of this cultural interaction than Indian corn. The first white settlers to North America arrived with customary dietary habits in place, and they explicitly excluded what herbalist John Gerard called “a heathan graine.”8 Through the explorations of sixteenth-century adventurers and Spanish traders, the English had come to know Indian corn before settling colonial North America in the early seventeenth century. Their knowledge of it, however, was as a food more fit for swine than for people. Literally, the English fed Indian corn to pigs. But for the Native Americans who called North America home, corn was life. It grew easily and abundantly, required little labor, and could be planted alongside beans and squash throughout the forest, among the trees, in space unbound by fences or tilled fields. Indian corn yielded a crop several times greater than English wheat. It freed time up for other work, not to mention leisure activities. It was versatile. In every respect, Indian corn made sense. It was, for all of these reasons, fully commensurate with and integrated into the Native Americans’ economic and social systems of production. The English, however, just didn’t understand.

The cultural contrast was unavoidable and stark. And what especially bewildered the English settlers even more than the actual consumption of corn was that Indian women worked it while the men hunted. Women, first off, were not supposed to work in the field. And hunting, as the English saw it, may have served a purpose in rare times of need, but ultimately it was a sport, a diversion, a luxurious distraction from real work, an activity that, as John Winthrop explained, “toyles a man’s bodye overmuch.” No image could have cut more sharply against the grain of English civilization than that of women farming the land while men hunted the woods.

Voices of disapproval thus echoed through the colonies. Upon arriving in Virginia in 1615 and observing the local inhabitants, John Smith remarked how “the women be verie painefull [hard working] and the men often idle,” an assessment based on the cultural norm that working essentially meant cultivating crops and tending livestock. Francis Higginson observed of the Indians in 1630 that “men for the most part live idly, they doe nothing but hunt and fish. Their wives set their corn and doe all their other worke.” Edward Johnson, another New Englander, agreed. He noted that “women were generally very laborious at their planting time, and the Men extraordinarily idle.” This popular condemnation evidently stuck, for even in the next century, a young Yale graduate wrote of Native Americans that “the superior strength of the man is used, not in protecting & lightening the burdens of the weaker sex, but in depressing them.”9 This apparent perversion of what the English believed to be the crux of civilized behavior—husbandry—further discouraged their acceptance of a food popularly deemed the epitome of barbarity.

Nevertheless, here were the Coles in 1650, sitting at their pine table and eating Indian cornmeal. Indeed, it would be difficult to find a colonial American who did not eventually incorporate Indian corn into his diet. Every English family in the Chesapeake Bay region and the Lower South, and most families in New England, overcame their prejudices, grew the crop, and consumed it regularly. Even the American gentry came around to Indian corn. A hundred years after the Coles’ meal, a recipe published in Williamsburg, Virginia, geared toward upper-class women, featured “Indian Meal Pudding.” It instructed: “Take eight ounces of mush10 [cornmeal], six Ounces butter, six Ounces sugar, the Yolks of six Eggs, and White of one. Mix the Butter in the Mush while still warm, beat the Eggs light, mix the Sugar with them, and add to the Mush when cool. Put Mace, Nutmeg, and Wine to your Taste.” The presence of such a recipe raises critical questions: How did a food fit for swine evolve into haute cuisine? How did the English finally come to accept Indian corn? Did this acceptance convey cultural cooperation or dominance? The ways in which colonists answered these questions tell us a lot about early American food.

The cultural negotiation of food wasn’t, of course, limited to the English and the Native Americans. The sharing of food traditions has been endemic to every human society’s culinary development. At no time in modern history, however, have so many cultures with so many culinary possibilities at their disposal found themselves vying for space in the same geographical region as they were in colonial British America. Not only had thousands of Native American cultures already established and developed societies in North America, but the same area would also become home—willingly or not—to English, French, Dutch, German, Swedish, Scottish, Scotch-Irish, Irish, and African settlers, among others. As tens of thousands of Europeans moved to this New World, as colonial Americans moved up and down the coast of North America (and then from the coast to the interior), as Africans endured the Middle Passage, and as Native Americans interacted with these new peoples, cooking techniques and habits intermingled and influenced one another in exciting ways. The origins of American cooking and culture can thus be further explored in this second foundation of American cooking—the often tense, often peaceful, blending of customary habits, beliefs, and cooking traditions in a new and very strange world. The diversification of America was endless and dynamic. Food was always at the vital center of this process.

Distinctions

On these foundations, colonial British Americans built a culinary tradition. Initially, however, it was a patchwork of regional cuisines characterized by discrete qualities. Throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, each region of colonial British America developed precise ways of working the land. Each region also developed precise labor arrangements to carry out that work. A detailed investigation into American food, therefore, demands a careful look at the way that colonial and early Americans chose to do something that too often we take for granted: use the land. What people grew, how they grew it, and who grew it all contributed to the unique cooking and eating habits of each colonial region. Each factor helps us answer the even more important question of why they ate what they ate. Every region, it turns out, had its own answer.

More than any other region of colonial British America, New England mastered the art of feeding itself. Residents prized their mixed economy as a judicious system of food production that protected them from dangerous fluctuations in the temperamental transatlantic market. Their work spread the gamut. They grew Indian corn; grazed livestock; cultivated squash; produced cider, beer, and rum; and maintained extensive vegetable gardens both for their own subsistence and for sale in other markets. New Englanders exploited the region’s ample supply of cod, mackerel, and shellfish that thrived in the coast’s especially rich waters. New England settlers hunted game when the beef and pork supplies ran low. They kept a few chickens, churned their own butter, pressed their own cheese. And they did it all with family labor. Rather than rely on slaves or indentured servants, sons helped fathers out at sea and in the field while daughters assisted mothers in the garden and around the hearth. These arrangements and pursuits did not generate tremendous wealth, but rarely (if ever) did New Englanders have to look beyond their own borders for food. New England never turned its land over to a single, dominant crop for sale in international markets, and, because of this decision, it was able to pour its resources into a healthy, diversified range of agricultural pursuits. Rather than purchasing the expensive labor to grow a staple crop, New England achieved the remarkable accomplishment of feeding itself by itself. Driven by the love of God and England, it developed a cuisine of abundance that stayed more loyal to traditional cooking habits than did that of any other region of British America.

To even better appreciate New England’s success, one need only look at the West Indies. Not unlike New England, the British West Indies began as small, mixed economies, but it wasn’t long before sugar became king. By the 1650s, Barbados, St. Kitts, Antigua, and a dozen or so other islands had turned over virtually all of their land to sugar. And, as the Spanish precedent had shown throughout the sixteenth century, sugar not only meant great wealth. It also meant slavery. Indeed, hundreds of thousands of West Africans were transported to the West Indies against their will to toil in sugar fields that proved to be killing fields. Sugar, coinciding as it did with the rise of Europe’s café culture, sold so well that English planters often became wealthy enough on the backs of their slaves to leave the disease-plagued islands altogether, entrusting their estate to an overseer. Blacks came to comprise more than 75 percent of an island’s population and often as high as 90 percent. The British West Indies could not have stood in sharper contrast to the English society that was simultaneously developing in New England. Profits were immense compared with New England’s modest earnings, and they all went back into sugar and slavery. Diversification was unheard of; exploitation, the norm.

Food in this environment was a virtual afterthought—but it couldn’t be ignored. In a twist that ensured the prevalence of African cooking habits in early America, masters determined that it was cheaper to allot scrubby patches of land to their chattel than to import ample supplies of food. Slaves were rarely able to feed themselves well enough to stay healthy, especially in such a physically taxing environment. Malnourishment was common. Nevertheless, their cooking traditions came to dominate the West Indian foodways and, in so doing, imparted a strong African flavor to the region’s food while establishing alongside New England another model of food production for other colonial regions to consider as they evolved into their own societies. New England’s was a cuisine of abundance, but the West Indies’ was a cuisine of survival, and while most individual African slaves did not survive into maturity, their foodways certainly did.

In foodways as well as geography, the rest of colonial British America fell somewhere between. The Middle Colonies—New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware—generally gravitated toward the New England model, but with important differences. The Middle Colonies devoted a great deal of time to growing wheat for export. Although it never approached the status of a cash crop such as sugar, wheat did occupy enough of the region’s resources to shape its labor force into a mixture of servant, family, and slave labor. This ethnically and religiously diverse stretch of colonial America also raised livestock to sell overseas, eat at home, and trade with families and merchants in New York City and Philadelphia. Pennsylvania maintained thousands of milk cows that became the basis of a thriving dairy industry; cheese and butter became readily available products from this region. Distilleries and breweries fueled tavern life in Philadelphia and New York, as farmers could easily grow barley alongside wheat, purchase molasses from visiting merchants, and build distilleries, breweries, and hop houses on their relatively large plantations. Rockfish and perch pulled from the Delaware, Hudson, and Susquehanna Rivers became dietary staples. Venison was a very popular source of meat, due to the Middle Colonies’ extensive woodlands. Some areas within the Middle Colonies managed to build larger versions of the mixed farms that marked the New England landscape. And like their northern counterparts, they rarely had to import food. Others specialized, using slaves and servants to operate commercial wheat plantations, sophisticated dairy farms, or even ironworks and distilleries. As a result, settlers depended on other areas of the Middle Colonies or other regions of British America—mainly New England—for corn, beef, beer, and whatever else they could not provide on their own. If New England’s was a cuisine of abundance, the Middle Colonies’ cooking habits was a cuisine of diverse moderation.

The southern colonies—Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia—hewed closer to the West Indian example. But here, too, there are important qualifications. By growing a staple crop primarily with slave labor, the South most obviously approximated West Indian ways. Slaves working tobacco in the Upper South and rice in the Lower South cultivated crops that allowed them to play critical roles in shaping the foodways of these two regions. As in the West Indies, planters typically minimized costs by allowing slaves to produce their own food, sometimes with ingredients that the masters provided, other times with whatever slaves could obtain and cultivate through their own efforts. This arrangement profoundly influenced the way that all Southerners ate, whites and blacks included. Unlike in the West Indies, however, the Upper South never reached levels of slavery exceeding more than 40 percent while parts of the Lower South often approached 60 percent. The slave system in the South was obviously brutal, but not nearly as indifferent to life as it was in the West Indies. Malnourishment and disease didn’t cripple slave life in the South, as it did on the islands. The effort to preserve African cooking traditions in the South may not have been as extensive as it was in the West Indies, but neither was it as stunted. Rice and tobacco planters rarely generated enough cash to leave their plantations and live as absentee landlords. And because planters did form a strong culture of their own, they, too, developed a cuisine that did its best to approximate their traditional habits. It wasn’t easy. For with a significant portion of the Upper South’s labor being indentured servants, with poor whites intermingling with African slaves, and with Native Americans never far from the English periphery of settlement, the South pioneered a cooking style that wavered somewhere between a cuisine of adaptation and one of preservation. In so doing, the South constituted yet another distinct culinary model in British America, further enhancing the patchwork of cuisines that developed well into the 1740s.

The British Invasion

Unique as these traditions became, however, these regional cooking habits began to converge by the middle of the eighteenth century. The first factor blending regional cooking habits into a discrete American culinary style ironically involved the pervasive embrace of all things British in the three decades before the Revolution. Americans have a (bad) habit of looking at their early history as an inevitable movement toward independence and democracy. We understandably tend to favor a kind of “American exceptionalism” approach to our past whereby the founders’ appeal for an antimonarchical government came to fruition inexorably and according to some natural law of justice. It might come as a surprise, therefore, to learn that as the Revolution approached, colonial Americans were actually becoming increasingly English in the way that they thought, dressed, spoke, entertained, and, of course, cooked and ate. As the political system that they had identified with since the Glorious Revolution fell into irreparable disrepair, American colonists were consuming more English goods, following more English styles, and trying to behave in a more English fashion than ever before. Insofar as there was a dominant cultural influence on American cooking prior to the Revolution, it was—despite all the ethnic and racial diversification—undoubtedly English.

Central to what one historian has labeled a thorough “Anglicization” of American cultural life in the mid-eighteenth century was a “commercial revolution” that captivated the colonies in the 1740s.11 The American economy had become so strong through the cultivation and exportation of cod, tobacco, wheat, and rice that, for the first time in its history, common people could finally afford to purchase common English imports. Nowhere was this transformation more obvious than in the kitchen. Within a decade, primitive colonial kitchens had become well stocked not only with conveniences, including forks, spoons, knives, cups, and bowls, but also with finery, including colanders, funnels, flour dredges, teakettles, fish kettles, stewpots, posnets, saucepans, drinking pots, salvers, and, perhaps most notable, cookbooks. The widespread acquisition of these cooking-related goods imposed a unity of sorts on the polyglot regional differences that otherwise prevailed throughout colonial British America. To be sure, colonists continued to follow regional habits, but they now cooked with similar utensils in similarly designed kitchens. The popularity of these goods up and down the coast, as well as in the hinterlands, became an important precondition for the emergence of an identifiable American style of food.

The Alcoholic Republic

Americans drank, and they drank a lot. It’s in that pervasive habit, moreover, that a second factor driving the convergence of regional foodways emerged. Early in the colonial era, settlers consumed mainly homemade beverages such as beer and cider because these drinks were relatively easy to make and were cooked during production, an essential requirement when water was often tainted. Colonists young and old, male and female, black and white, and from all regions drank throughout the day, moderately, as a form of nourishment and, at times, entertainment. Initially, the vast majority of the beer and cider consumed was produced by women and children who worked the task of beverage production into their regular rounds of food preparation. By the end of the seventeenth century, however, farms had started to specialize production to the point that taverns arose to produce drinks in much larger quantities than individual homes were able to do. Eventually, taverns responded to the demand for more diverse menus by importing a variety of drinks that were not produced locally. The most notable of these drinks—at least in terms of colonial American food—was rum. Rum became so popular that it soon outpaced beer and cider as the colonywide beverage of choice. In so doing, rum helped pioneer a systematic intercoastal trade that brought the various regions of British America into routine contact. By the 1740s, American merchants were trading regularly within the colonies as well as the empire. Colonists eager to sample the foods of other regions were soon placing orders for bread and beer from Philadelphia, beef from New England, okra and rice from Carolina, and ham from Virginia. The more systematic this trade became, the more the colonies’ culinary habits became less and less foreign to one another. And, in an especially tragic twist, rum helped weaken the cultures of Native Americans as it brought those of white settlers together, thus furthering the convergence of an American cuisine.

This Land Is My Land

A third and final precondition behind the convergence of regional cooking styles involved the rise of a republican political ideology throughout the American colonies. By the 1770s, as the Revolution approached, the cultural transition from a fragmented to a more unified approach to cooking culminated not so much in a particular dish or group of foods—as regions continued to rely on local ingredients—but, rather, in the way Americans thought about food. And, strange as it might seem, the way they thought about food was integral to the way they thought about politics. It’s a fairly complicated connection, but it goes something like this: The emerging political notion that “the people” should elect virtuous leaders, and that those virtuous leaders should make decisions that benefit the common good as well as the individual pursuit of happiness, had its deepest roots in America’s widespread ownership of land. Proportionally, more white men owned land in colonial British America than in any other colony or country in early modern Europe. America’s vast availability of land, in addition to the relatively egalitarian way in which Americans distributed it, predisposed them to embrace republican principles in a way that the mother country never could.

Why? As historians regularly point out, land tied colonists into transatlantic markets and ultimately made British America an impressively stable and wealthy place. But that’s not all. We must never overlook the fact that Americans’ deep ties to the land also did something far more basic and sustaining: it fed them. British America was remarkable in never having to import food. Thomas Jefferson perhaps best understood the connection among land, food, and political ideology. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, he famously explained that “dependence … prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.”12 But the larger context of this quotation is often overlooked: “We have an immensity of land courting the industry of the husbandman. Is it best then that all our citizens should be employed in its improvement, or that one half should be called off from that to exercise manufactures and handicraft arts for the other?” His answer: “Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.” Food, in short, became one obvious manifestation of this virtue, a virtue critical to the political philosophy that carried America toward revolution. It would be a truism to say that an ample and independent food source was a basic requirement for political independence. But the process whereby regular Americans such as the Coles sustained themselves did much more than just enable colonists to pursue radical political notions. It directly shaped what those political notions were.

Getting to the Guts

In the process of cooking a basic meal, the Coles vividly remind us that the British American origins of American cooking are many. These origins can be glimpsed in the intimacy that colonial Americans had with their food, in their cultural exchange with Native Americans, in colonial British America’s growing ethnic diversity, in the emergence of regional foodways, in colonial Americans’ adoption of English consumer goods, and, finally, in the melding of political ideology and food production. I will be elaborating on all these topics in the pages ahead. In so doing, though, I hope to move the field of American culinary history to another level. We currently know a lot about what colonial Americans ate, and I reliably go over that common ground. More important, however, I will also attempt to explain not only what colonial Americans ate but also why they ate it. Therein, I believe, lies the true story of America’s culinary origins. Therein one grabs its guts.

There’s a saying that only a historian could make a topic like sex seem boring. I hope, as I search America’s cooking origins, that I don’t do the same for food. After all, it’s so common as to seem mundane, and, like sleep and sex, it’s also ubiquitous to the point of blending into the historical scenery. Perhaps that’s why we’ve overlooked it as long as we have in our ongoing effort to understand our complex and constantly changing heritage. But by no longer allowing food to remain “hidden in plain sight,” by remembering that history is also about “the animal reality of our living existence,” and by shining the spotlight on it during an especially transitional time in American history, I want not only to tell a story about how we once were but to provide some insight into who we are today. And—however immodest the goal might be—why.
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CHAPTER 1

ADAPTABILITY
The Bittersweet Culinary History of the English West Indies


Sweetness is a desire that starts on the tongue with the sense of taste, but it doesn’t end there.

Michael Pollan, The Botany of Desire



THE ORIGINS OF AMERICAN COOKING might have started with sweetness, but sweetness got off to a sour start. When Christopher Columbus made his second voyage to America in 1493, he stopped in the Canary Islands to pick up a barrel of sugarcane stems. Although Native Americans had never grown the crop, sugar was a plant that Columbus, whose mother-in-law owned a small sugar plantation in Madeira, thought might thrive in the rich soil of the West Indies. When he planted the samples in Hispaniola, however, he confronted an unexpected problem. The rapid proliferation of brown rats suggested that Columbus had loaded more than just cane stems and provisions onto the Santa María during his brief sojourn. Rats also sought familiar comforts in a strange land, and, much like the Spanish—who were gulping down imported wheat bread, olives, olive oil, garlic, and gluttonous quantities of red wine—the rodents gorged themselves on flavors to which they were also well accustomed. They did what rats had done for thousands of years: they infested fields of freshly planted cane shoots, becoming pervasive pests before the Spanish planters had even harvested their first modest sugar crop. For the Spaniards, these rats multiplied into nagging and persistent reminders of home.

Most Spaniards reluctantly tolerated the nuisance of living with a rat population that soon outnumbered them. One individual, however, was bothered enough by the gnawed canes scattering his small garden to take action. How this particular man (whose name escapes the legend) obtained his misinformation remains unknown, but someone, somehow, convinced him that the solution to the island’s rat problem could be found in, of all things, the mongoose.1 An Indian mongoose at that. This enterprising planter, under the impression that the mongoose would hunt West Indian rats with the same fervor that it attacked cobras back home, arranged to have several mongooses imported to the Spanish West Indies. When the creatures arrived, the planter set them free to extinguish the rodents.

The planter, it turns out, had made a terrible mistake. The mongooses promptly disappeared, whereas the rats, by contrast, continued to thrive on sugarcane. And, to make matters worse, the island’s supply of fowl diminished. The reason was simple enough. The Indian mongoose is diurnal—it feeds during the day. The rat forages at night. On the West Indian islands, the rat and the mongoose passed each other at dusk and dawn, leaving the rats to proliferate as they had always done while the mongooses adjusted to life in the New World by competing quite voraciously with Spanish hunters for a scarce supply of wild birds.

How the Spanish Adapted Sugar to the Caribbean and Destroyed the Native American Population

The legend of the rat and the mongoose is exceptional because, if indeed true, the planter’s act would have been just about the only sugar-related decision made by the Europeans to backfire. These animals might have passed in the night, but the sugarcane taking root in the West Indies burrowed into the soil and climbed toward the heavens. For the better part of four centuries, sugar did nothing less than dominate life in the West Indies. Because the ways in which colonial Americans ate responded directly to the ways in which they worked the land, we must take a close look at the history of that dominance.

Nature engineered sugar to adapt and thrive. Sucrose is an organic chemical belonging to the carbohydrate family. The cane from which it grows is in fact a type of grass whose scientific name is Saccharum officinarum. Civilizations with tropical or subtropical climates have grown sugar for more than ten thousand years, beginning in New Guinea and moving on to the Philippines, India, Egypt, the Azores, and, finally, the New World with Columbus. Sugar’s history of seamless adaptation to foreign climes owes its success to asexual propagation. With decent soil, ample moisture, and frequent sunshine, a single stem graced with a single bud can cover a cleared field with tender green shoots in a matter of weeks. No cross-fertilization required. On the islands of Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and Cuba, Spanish planters embraced the welcome discovery that their neatly planted rows of cane shoots reproduced abundantly. Growing almost an inch a day for six weeks, the stalks reached an impressive plateau of about fifteen feet, ripening sixteen months after planting. Sugar, if the first few decades of Spanish experimentation were any measure, seemed tailor-made for Spain’s West Indian venture. It comes as no surprise that, as early as the 1520s, planters were exporting small amounts of the “white gold” back to Europe, tempting the taste buds of many of a café dweller, urging them to demand more while watching the price of their new commodity tick upward.

But sugar asked for a lot in return. For one, it sucked the life out of the soil, requiring twice the nutrition of the native maize. If the Spanish really wanted to capitalize on sugar exportation, they would have to spread the crop over vast stretches of land. Therefore, the most obvious obstacle, at least from the Spanish perspective, was the Taino Indians, who had been living on Hispaniola for almost fifteen hundred years.2 They had no intention of stepping aside to make room for a foreign crop that sweetened tea and rotted teeth, much less a foreign people hoping to become rich off such a frivolity. The Tainos had moved to Hispaniola (and Cuba) from South America around the time of Christ’s birth. They developed a peaceful and cohesive civilization that, despite attacks by Caribs, eschewed war and integrated its ways into the natural rhythms of the islands on which they lived. The canoe (canoa), hammock (hamaca), and relatively spacious, circular homes constructed of river cane and palm leaves marked the Tainos’ landscape and culture with an aura of sensible adaptation to a unique environment. In terms of industry, the Tainos manufactured jewelry from coral, shell, bone, and stone. They wove baskets, embroidered cotton belts, carved wooden chairs, and decorated pottery. As far as we can tell, they lived a generally quiet, healthy, and harmonious life.

The Tainos’ dietary habits especially reflected their responsiveness to the island’s natural environment. They obtained their protein from fish and wild animals (mainly snakes and birds) and cultivated manioc (yuca), sweet potatoes (batata), peanuts, and various squash, peppers, and beans. The Tainos grew these crops haphazardly, mixing them on small mounds, or conucos, carefully molded to prevent erosion and maintain well-irrigated soil. These foods successfully intermingled with a variety of wild root vegetables that served to further resist erosion, produce minerals, and provide raw material for potash. Cassava became the most popular of these roots. The Tainos would grub up cassava, squeeze out its poisonous juice (prussic acid), and bake the doughy root into flat bread. The Spanish might have eyed this land with a covetous glare, but, as the Tainos saw it, the land was their land, their sacred space, their ancestral home, their source of food and happiness. And they had no intention of going gently.

Never one to be deterred by such circumstances, Columbus—who admitted to his journal that the Tainos were “the best people in the world3 and above all the gentlest”—entertained a solution consistent with Spanish goals: relocate them. In 1495, after it had become clear that the Native Americans were unwilling to cooperate as servants, Columbus sent four hundred Taino Indians from Santo Domingo to Seville with the explicit intention of selling them into slavery. The plan never fully materialized, and each year until 1499 his shipments of Taino refugees diminished before fizzling out completely in 1500. It wasn’t that Spain didn’t want slaves. The Spanish had, after all, been using African slaves in the Canary Islands for decades. It was rather that the queen didn’t approve of Columbus’s presumptuous aggrandizement of what she now considered her barbarian (but potentially Christianized) subjects. “What power from me has the admiral to give anyone my vassals?” she asked. There was also the issue of the Tainos’ failing health. One Genoese trader remarked on their poor suitability as slaves, saying, “They are not a people suited to hard work,4 they suffer from the cold and do not have a long life.” The cause of the Tainos’ unpopularity in the Spanish slave market, another merchant surmised, was due to “unaccustomed cold.”

The weather had nothing to do with the Tainos’ enervation. Instead, it was biological disaster that altered and ultimately settled the incipient land dispute between the Spanish and the Tainos. The most deadly stowaway that the Spaniards smuggled to the New World was smallpox. More than any other single factor, smallpox cleared the land of its local inhabitants.5 However one tries to spin the story of America’s agricultural origins, planting cane shoots came at nothing less than the cost of an unfathomable human tragedy carried out by invisible but highly contagious microbes. It was a disease for which the Spanish had evolved immunity but the Native Americans, having lived in isolation from the world’s most deadly pathogens for thousands of years, had no defense. And so, with ruthless logic and precision, smallpox decimated them in perhaps the most devastating “virgin soil epidemic” in world history. The numbers are disputed but, according to one authoritative estimate, Native Americans on Hispaniola declined from 3 to 4 million strong before European contact to near extinction sixty years after Columbus’s arrival.

This turn of events hardly caused the Spanish to pause. In fact, with the land now cleared of so many Native Americans, it may have actually intensified their quest to plant and process the product that gave rats more reason to live. After all, God obviously was telling the Spanish that they were a superior people divinely ordained to exploit the landscape as they saw fit. Or so they thought. Whatever the rationale, the Spaniards forged ahead. They planted sugar, battled rats, and slowly but surely built small but viable plantations on Spain’s arc of Caribbean possessions. The process began incrementally, almost unthinkingly, but it proceeded nonetheless. Relying on technology that had not changed since the tenth century, and using presses originally designed to process olive oil, Caribbean planters tried and repeatedly failed to manufacture serious amounts of sugar between 1505 and 1520. Experimentation was rampant, but exportation was minimal. The diminished presence of the Tainos, however, sparked a period of rapid sugar expansion supported primarily by the importation of the animal-powered sugar mills. The transition to more ambitious sugar endeavors also hinged on the importation of sugar masters from the Canary Islands to teach otherwise ignorant planters how to process cane. The infrastructure of economic success was, in short, slowly coming together.6

Armed with these assets, a handful of renegade planters began to consolidate the sugar industry while the rest of the colony continued to search for real gold. With plans for a vertical three-roller mill on hand and a competent sugar maker at the ready, Cristobal de Tapia of Santo Domingo built a fully equipped sugar plantation in 1522, powering his mill with a team of eight oxen. Tomás de Castellon of Puerto Rico received a grant to establish a similar sugar mill in 1523. Francisco de Garay followed suit from Jamaica in 1527. Scores of mills eventually dotted the landscape as the quest for gold proved increasingly elusive and the demand for sugar potentially explosive. The mills arose to accommodate the productive sugar farms that the Spanish settlers had been developing for about a decade. Royal support in the form of loans and land grants from Charles I came through to provide financial support for these ventures. By the 1530s, the infrastructure was starting to pay off. The Spanish were coming to enjoy a nascent but quite sound system of West Indian sugar production that operated under the constant groan of rolling mills.

As well as the groan of involuntary labor. With the surviving Tainos proving to be chronically unreliable workers, in both the hollow gold mines and the lush sugar fields, Spanish planters began to import African slaves to plant their cane, power their mills, and fabricate their sugar. At first, the enslaved Africans trickled into the islands. De Tapia, for example, imported fifteen slaves obtained from Portuguese traders to operate his new Santo Domingo mill. But as the mills proved moderately successful, as a few more modest royal grants came through, and as the Dutch and Portuguese tightened their greedy grasp on the slave trade with lucrative state-sponsored contracts, the slave supply increased. By the 1530s, it wasn’t unusual to find plantations brimming with 150 to 200 slaves. De Castellon, who established the first Puerto Rican mill, reported nearly 3,000 slaves on the island by 1530 (compared with only 327 whites). By the 1540s, slave importers were counting by the thousands. And by the 1560s, plantations with 500 or more slaves were hardly anomalous. Few could have predicted what the future held in store, but from the comfortable perspective of hindsight we know that these sugar pioneers were about to give birth to a slave society.

None of it was really planned. The Spanish had originally settled to find gold and support themselves by planting wheat, growing grape vines, and cultivating barley. Throughout the early sixteenth century, however, they realized that the original rationalization of “God, glory, and gold” might reasonably take a back seat to the pursuit of growing and selling sugar. Settlement and plantation development, the planters began to think, could replace the initial plans for extraction and expansion. These men might not just conquer a world in the name of king and country but, with sugar, shape that world to better sustain their own personal fantasies of grandeur. Through the potentially enormous profits generated by “white gold,” sugar might not just sweeten European coffee, but become something much, much bigger: the basis of a new society—a society where planters ruled.

These dreamy notions became the sweet stuff of settlers’ ambitions, sustaining the bountiful hope of a rich and possibly even independent society on Spain’s colonial fringe. Much to the amusement of the Spanish elite back home, sugar planters even mustered the gumption to apply for titles of nobility. None were granted, but the hubris behind their requests speaks volumes about sugar’s role in shaping the early culture of the Spanish West Indies. For Spanish planters building plantations between 1530 and 1580, in stark contrast to their young black workforce, the future looked bright.

Sugar Production, Slavery, and the English Takeover of the Industry

Grand dreams thus proliferated throughout the Spanish West Indies—but dreams are all that they remained. In order to understand how the Spanish ultimately lost the international bid for West Indian sugar, and to see how the English consequently came to dominate it, we must first take a closer look at sugar itself—the way it was grown and the many tasks it required. For it’s only in the intricate details of production that the importance of this crop to American foodways begins to emerge.

Growing sugar was, for the most part, a relatively basic affair.7 Sun, soil, and water fueled the photosynthetic reactions that fattened soaring stalks of cane without constant planter intervention. Once ripened, though, sugarcane became an impatient and impetuous crop, demanding ongoing human labor. If its juice, with 13 percent sucrose content, wasn’t extracted within two weeks after ripening, the canes dried, rotted, and fermented. The window of opportunity for harvesting this crop was therefore brief. There was no way around it: capitalizing on sugar required laborious efforts by planters hoping to reap nature’s bounty in the quest for economic profit and, perhaps, a little personal fame.

With the harvest’s onset, workers dove into their tasks. They hacked canes at their tough bases with long, curved machetes, loaded the reedy stalks into wooden oxcarts, and hauled them to the plantation’s three-roller mill, which was powered by oxen, horses, wind, or water. The machines and techniques used by the Spaniards were the same as those that had been used by the Portuguese since the late fourteenth century; the work was skilled, but there wasn’t much of a learning curve to master. For hours on end, men unloaded piles of cane, passed them down a human chain, and delivered them to mill workers who pushed and pulled the canes through wooden rollers until they flattened into dry husks. The extracted juice seeped into a funnel, from where it flowed to the next stage of production. Workers saved the mashed canes to burn as fuel.
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Slaves processing sugar in the West Indies

The canes had to be crushed in a three-roller mill soon after cutting, or they would dry out.

They next gathered the liquid in large pots and boiled it. The moment when impurities separated from the sugar called for immediate action. If the mixture boiled too long, the impurities might redissolve and taint the entire process. Strikers, as they were called, removed the liquid from heat at exactly the right moment and allowed the cleaned solution to thicken into a syrup called massacuite. After letting the mixture rest for a few hours, boilers reheated it and added egg whites, animal blood, or a substance called milk of lime. This material was made in a lime kiln by dissolving burned lime into water. When mixed with cane juice, milk of lime removed even finer impurities from the cane—stuff like dirt, pigment, tannins, and other complex carbohydrates. Like a moth to a flame, these impurities coagulated around the milk of lime, forming small brown clumps that were easy to remove with a skimmer. After heating the solution to yet another boil, slowly lowering the heat, adding another round of milk of lime, skimming off more scum, and delivering a final blast of heat, the boilers and strikers finally sent a thick, dark distillation of massacuite to the next team of workers.

Collecting the purified sugar in large, shallow pans, workers once again boiled off excess water. This process resulted in a gooey substance consisting of about 60 percent sugar. A second, much slower evaporation yielded a super-saturated mixture that workers poured into cone-shaped clay molds capable of holding anywhere from five to thirty pounds of liquid. As the highly viscous solution cooled inside the molds, workers stirred it rapidly to help precipitate the crystallization of raw brown sugar. After a few days of rest, the clay molds were turned upside down so that any accumulated molasses could drip into copper collecting bins. Finally, workers repacked the sweet wet clay into new molds and set it to rest for another week, allowing residual moisture to evaporate. The end result, if all went well, was a yellowish sugar loaf that workers wrapped in vibrant blue paper (to make it appear whiter than it was) and shipped to agents in London and Antwerp. The molasses, of course, hardly went to waste. Ever resourceful, colonists distilled it into the rum that lubricated social life once the day’s grueling work reached an end.

As elaborate as sugar production was, there wasn’t a single stage in the process that the Spanish didn’t master. Ultimately, however, they failed to establish a permanently profitable sugar plantation in the West Indies. Their failure had nothing to do with a lack of expertise or motivation. The Spanish enjoyed ample land, capital, know-how, drive, sun, rain, oxen, mills, and lime. They drew on ready access to transatlantic resources, the Crown’s active support, a growing European sweet tooth, and an ample supply of ships. Every precondition for a booming sugar business was in place. Every precondition, that is, except the most critical one: manpower. Despite the early importation of African slaves throughout the 1520s and 1530s, the Spanish ultimately failed to import a constant, disposable, efficient, and relatively cheap supply of workers to clear the fields, stir the cane juice, strike the liquid, haul the massacuite, tend the fires, turn the mills, and pack the sugar. Bluntly put, they lacked—in spite of all of their efforts—a reliable quantity of what would soon become sugar’s historical counterpart: slaves.

Why the oversight? It actually wasn’t so much an oversight as it was a matter of poor timing. After the Spanish had decimated the indigenous population thoroughly enough to rule them out as a reliable source of labor, they turned, as we’ve seen, to the African slave trade to meet their labor needs. They did so, however, without a full appreciation for the growing international competition for the new transatlantic trade in human flesh.8 In fact, they turned to the slave trade under the assumption that the Atlantic Ocean continued to be their own “private lake,” a place where they could continue to navigate without interference, proceed at their own pace, dominate without challenge. The Dutch, French, and English, however, had entered the colonization game. As they watched the Spanish start to exploit sugar and slavery, these competing European powers quickly made it be known that the slave market was up for grabs. A fierce quest for market control ensued, with the private lake becoming a turbulent ocean. Following the Spanish lead, European countries jumped into the Atlantic world later in the sixteenth century, caught the sugar bug, and began to allot their resources accordingly. An intensely competitive game of transatlantic domination ensued.

As far as the West Indies are concerned, the Spanish lost that game. The details of this transition make for a story beyond the scope of this book, but the upshot is simple enough. When, in 1588, the English navy finally routed the Spanish Armada off the coast of England, the tide of international power shifted, with decisive consequences. This change in geopolitical power allowed the English to dispatch their newly impressive naval force to control West African slave markets as well as acres upon acres of fertile sugar land in the West Indies.9 The Spanish, turning as they did to mine a new niche in South America, hardly went vanquished. They moved on to new ventures while the English (and the French) proceeded to attain thorough control of the West Indies. It took a while, and it required learning a few hard lessons in places such as Roanoke, Plymouth, Massachusetts Bay, and the Chesapeake Bay, but between 1624 and 1641 the English moved on to colonize Barbados, St. Kitts, Nevis, Antigua, Montserrat, and twelve other West Indian islands. In 1651, England—on the verge of stealing the slave trade from the Dutch—essentially sealed its West Indian dominance by taking Jamaica from Spain. By the mid-seventeenth century, the transition of power from the Spanish to the English in the West Indies was complete. The brutal world that they went on to create in these beautiful islands became the bittersweet, fertile foundation of America’s culinary origins.
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Barbados, 1650

This map of Barbados dates from the time when the English were beginning to adopt sugar as the staple crop of the West Indies and slavery as the labor system to work it.



The Ultimate Reason Behind the Preservation of West African Foodways in America

The English were a people accustomed to knowing where their food came from. Sugar, however, was an exception to the rule. When artisans, farmers, serfs, and aristocrats plunked imported rocks of sugar into their cups of steaming coffee and tea, they hardly imagined the widespread cruelty wreaked to provide such a powerful flavor. Sugar played the most significant role in forcing nearly 11 million Africans to the New World between 1500 and 1800. No description can capture the cruelty of this historical reality. Nevertheless, by the early seventeenth century, at a time when the English were settling the North American colonies that would eventually become the United States, sugar and slavery had done nothing less than define life in the British West Indies. White gold and black slaves, once the stuff of Spanish dreams, quickly turned the British West Indies into England’s most profitable colonial region.

The means to this “success” hinged on a straightforward accomplishment. The English developed a more reliable and affordable access to West African slaves at the very time that they were building their plantations. Whereas the Spanish turned to sugar production well before the slave system had matured, the English embraced sugar well after the slave trade had become established. This difference in timing proved critical. Moreover, by the late seventeenth century, the English wouldn’t just tap this system of labor, but would nearly own it. Their growing monopoly on the slave trade, which reached its pinnacle in 1700, further ensured the dominance of sugar as the staple crop of the West Indies. The ruthless drive to mass-produce sugar continually demanded the equally ruthless exploitation of the laborers purchased to grow it. Sugar and slavery coexisted as two sides of the same coin. Together they shaped the culture, social system, and economic development of the English West Indies.

For the slaves who underwrote these developments, sugar left nothing but bitterness. The slave trade destroyed families, killed spiritual expression, and undermined the material world of transplanted Africans. This cultural holocaust was comprehensive, ruinous, and unrelenting. Remarkably, however, slaves refused to acquiesce to the brutality completely. They refused to sacrifice their basic sense of humanity. In fact, faced with such adversity, West Indian slaves discovered unique ways to forge a culture that blended their African heritage with New World conditions, however desperate those conditions may have been. Cast adrift in a sea of violence and greed, they sought, against all odds, to cling to at least a semblance of their inherited traditions.

The most notable of these traditions was culinary. Slaves, whom plantation owners viewed as essentially equivalent to other investments such as cows and farming implements, came to dominate the foodways of the West Indies. Due in large part to the planters’ frugal decision to import as little food as possible, plantation owners forced slaves to provide a substantial portion of their own sustenance. This demand became, in turn, the source of culinary empowerment and innovation that would help define American food to this day. Rarely do we look to the historically dispossessed for insight into a pervasive cultural tradition. Nevertheless, forced into a wrenching labor system that would send millions of Africans to the Americas, slaves became the unlikely founders of a distinctive way of American cooking. Sugar, in short, led to slavery; slavery influenced a distinctive West Indian way of eating; and that West Indian way of eating eventually moved to the mainland colonies that would become the United States.

West African Foodways

But it all started in West Africa.10 Culinary history is a story about adaptation. But the adaptation that characterized the involuntary migration of Africans to the West Indies was especially intense, creative, and widespread—in essence, unprecedented in scope. The origins of West African cereal cultivation and livestock domestication began ten thousand years ago with farming techniques that spread to the region through the Nile Valley by way of the savanna corridor. From this migration, two distinct agricultural systems eventually emerged. First, around 1500 B.C., in the more northern and drier savanna zone, residents who had once spent their lives foraging for wild millet and sorghum while fishing for their protein adapted agricultural practices from their Nile Valley neighbors. Central to this adaptation was the decision to replace wild crops with cultivated wheat and barley. Later, they further stabilized their increasingly sedentary culture by grazing livestock. To diversify their yields and expand their culinary options, these savanna farmers came to rely on a number of other cultivated crops, including rice, cowpeas, sesame, okra, fluted pumpkins, gourds, calabashes, and watermelons. These farmers practiced a combination of agricultural pursuits that lasted until African colonization. Second, in contrast to savanna agriculture, forest agriculture started around A.D. 800 when sedentary communities of hunters and fishermen were delighted to learn that several Southeast Asian crops could be grown using the same agricultural techniques that their savanna neighbors employed up north. Bananas, plantains, Asiatic yams, Asiatic rice, cocoyams (taro), and sugarcane came to the region via Madagascar, and, with the help of the native guinea yam and oil-palm tree, these goods fueled development throughout the more tropical areas of West Africa. Only in rare cases did farmers from both regions trade these crops. Instead, they grew them primarily for subsistence purposes. This more southern system also became stable enough to last until the colonization era.

These relatively insular agricultural habits shaped the West African landscape and foodways until the early sixteenth century. By then, however, Europeans (and some freed slaves returning from Brazil) began to introduce American crops to the continent. A sampling of these new crops—including maize, cassava, peanuts, avocado pears, tomatoes, potatoes, pineapples, and cacao—transformed and broadened the West African diet while leading to much greater yields than the indigenous crops produced. This growth, in addition to altering the diet of millions of Africans, encouraged Africa to develop internal and international trade networks. Two crops in particular, cassava and maize, played a powerful role in weaving Africa into foreign markets. Cassava arrived in West Africa during the sixteenth century, but the dogged root crop got off to a slow start. It wasn’t until the eighteenth century, in fact, that returning Brazilian slaves popularized cassava by teaching cooks how to remove the prussic acid from the root and bake it into flat bread. In time, cassava—native to South America—became critical to West African agriculture not only because of its taste but also because its durability and easy storage made it an ideal insurance crop against the failure of other crops. Maize became even more central to the African diet than did cassava. An equally durable, more nutritious, and even more prolific crop than cassava, maize contributed to the expansion and health of the entire West African population. Two types of maize dominated. The flint, or “hard,” variety first came to Spain with Columbus and then worked its way to Africa via Italy, the Levant, and Egypt; from there it went up the Nile, across the Sudan, and into the savanna regions of Africa. The “soft” varieties, or flour maize, arrived on the African coast with the Portuguese. Cassava and maize were thus revolutionizing African cuisine while African foods were doing the same in the West Indies.

Contrary to older characterizations of Africa as being technologically “backward,” we now know that West African farmers were hardly averse to innovation. They actively and strategically invented and assumed technologies supportive of their particular needs, geography, and cultural values. The effort to obtain food played an important role in dictating the conservative pace of technological change throughout Africa. Iron making, which was especially popular in West Africa because of the region’s lack of bronze or copper, followed close on the heels of settled agricultural systems. Through its production of hand-held hoes in particular, West Africa came to rival contemporary iron-making efforts in Europe and the Middle East. But iron making was just one example among many. To accommodate the rising demand for fish and local trade, West Africans built a diversity of seaworthy craft. Dugout canoes made by African artisans reached up to eighty feet in length, could carry up to one hundred people, and were reliable several miles off shore. Reed boats, plank boats, and dhows further allowed traders and fishermen to navigate Africa’s circuitous rivers, lakes, and coastal inlets. Concerning inland transportation, Africans domesticated animals and relied to some extent on teams of pack animals to move goods. They readily incorporated tools for manufacturing cotton into their technological capabilities (with the notable exception of the spinning wheel).

The region’s modest rate of technological advance helped ensure that West Africans continued to practice their traditional agricultural systems while Europe was colonizing the West Indies and incorporating new, American crops. Forest dwellers living in the southern regions persisted as “long forest fallow cultivators.” They grew root crops, legumes, fruits, and oil palms in patches of rough-hewn clearings, working over extensive areas of land. They complemented these crops with free-ranging pigs, goats, and fowl, but avoided cattle and horses because of the havoc constantly wreaked by the tsetse fly. Farmers in the south generally slashed and burned small plots, planted crops, held exclusive rights to the land while it was under cultivation, and relinquished those rights when the land fell fallow. Men and women labored both individually and cooperatively with sturdy, wrought-iron tools, especially hoes. The farming that these southern West African residents practiced was mostly subsistence in nature, but the addition of American crops and more sophisticated boats into their system pulled them, however slowly, toward more market-oriented production.

African farmers who settled and developed the northern region of West Africa also continued traditional methods after colonization. They practiced a mixed system of grain production and pastoral farming over much smaller plots of land. Relying on shorter fallow periods, deeper hoeing techniques, and elaborate irrigation mechanisms, these farmers cultivated crops such as pearl millet, wheat, barley, sorghum, okra, watermelon, and sesame. Free from the ravages of the tsetse fly, livestock thrived in this region without yokes and chains. Farmers grew enough not only to subsist but also to sell, and the region’s craft specialization and intricate governmental infrastructure attested to the vibrancy of that trade. Olaudah Equiano, an Ibo slave who worked in the West Indies, offered a rare African perspective on this regional farming habit. “Our tillage,” he wrote in 1791, “is exercised in a large plain or common,11 some hours’ walk from our dwellings, and all the neighbours resort thither in a body. They use no beasts of husbandry, and their only instruments are hoes, axes, shovels, and beaks, or pointed iron to dig with.” African farmers also used these tools throughout West Africa to cultivate crops to make fufu, which was a boiled starch, as well as onions, a collard green called palava, and chickpeas. Because they consumed most of what they produced, rather than exporting it, Africans in both the savanna and forest regions were able to carefully gear agricultural decisions to culinary demands even after American goods flooded their shores.

Cooking methods and recipes varied throughout West Africa, but a couple of techniques and dishes characterized the region’s cooking habits as a whole. Perhaps most notably, African chefs relied on liberally spiced, one-pot meals—the most popular of which was pepper soup, a dish that was essentially a stew. The logic behind this meal was exquisitely simple: scrape off as much meat as possible from the bones of slaughtered animals, allow nothing to waste, toss it in a pot, and start cooking it. Organs, feet, beaks, tripe, oxtail—whatever could be salvaged—found their way into the slowly simmering stew. Many cooks fortified this haphazard mixture with fish and flavored it with spices such as Guinea pepper, African bird pepper, and—the defining ingredient—dried hot peppers. This stew was leavened with a fair amount of fufu, which lent it a creamy, thickened texture. In addition to pepper soup, fish stews became a staple of the West African diet. Cooks (once again, in a single pot) sautéed sea bass with onions, chili pepper, and spices. They complemented the meal with okra, a vegetable whose gooey consistency lent the ubiquitous dish a welcome thickness. One plant that was particularly central to African culture was the baobab tree, which grew well in the savanna. Africans used its bark to make rope, its sap to make medicine, and its trunks to build coffins. But it was for food that the baobab was most prized and exploited. African cooks used its leaves to thicken stew, made a grainy meal from its pulp to incorporate into bread, and squeezed cooking oil from its seeds. Seeds from a wide variety of plants, in fact, made it into African cooking practices. Cooks would grind watermelon, pumpkin, and squash seeds into a pulp and season meat and vegetable dishes with it. They would also toast the seeds, work them into a powder, and make a drink with them by bringing the ground seeds to a boil along with raisins, rice, honey, and fruit juice, and then straining the results.

African cooks shared their ingredients, recipes, and techniques on market days. A market day in a West African village was a social and culinary extravaganza. An especially popular dish was kilishi, which consisted of roasted meat basted in oil, herbs, and spices. It was not uncommon for women to dry the meat in the sun for a week and then marinate it for several more days before serving it up. Stalls typically accommodated two enormous pots and one chef. In one pot, cooks sautéed beef, goat, and lamb. In the other, they made a rich sauce with a yam base and leavened it with ground baobab leaves. After ladling the sauce over some meat and adding some enjibotchi, which is a rice-based sauce, the cook had a hearty meal to offer clients. Breads made from the baobab tree and gingerbread cakes were commonly sold at market, as was kulli-kulli—a fried patty made of oil, peanuts, spices, and pepper—and karra, which were meal dumplings or bean cakes deep fried in palm oil. In so many ways, the market was the most obvious manifestation of this region’s vast and complex culinary offerings—offerings that reflected thousands of years of crop production, diversification, and adaptation. Offerings, moreover, that slaves would not soon forget when they were forcibly relocated to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean.

West Indian Foodways

At the same time that West Africans were pioneering local cooking procedures, Caribbean Natives were practicing their own timeworn agricultural and culinary habits.12 While every Native Caribbean culture (there were hundreds) developed distinctive food habits, they shared several commonalities. Fishing, most notably, dominated the culinary life of Caribbean Natives. Almost all their protein came from fish and shellfish. Native Americans fished extensively and enthusiastically, developing a thorough knowledge of the region’s waterways, the feeding habits of different species of fish, and various methods for catching a variety of prey. The shallow, sandy flats throughout the West Indies proved to be fertile breeding grounds for needlefish, bonefish, porgy, parrotfish, angelfish, and wrasses—all of which swim in schools visible from a considerable distance in a canoe. Native Americans learned that these species frequently fed in shallow waters when the tide approached and, accordingly, relied on nets and weirs weighted with clay sinkers to harvest their prey at the right time. Farther out to sea, in and around coral reefs, fishermen sought other fish through other means. Fish that live around reefs tend to be sedentary loners reluctant to stray too far from their food source. Native American fishermen visited these reefs with wooden or tortoiseshell hooks to snag triggerfish, grouper, hogfish, and hinds. Another option was to set a basket trap at dusk and check it in the morning. The advantage to this technique was that the morning’s catch was a discrete amount and thus could help determine how much foraging a tribe had to do that day. Another benefit was that fish caught in a basket trap had a tendency to attract other fish of the same species, thereby increasing yields. The major drawback to using a trap, however, was that a fisherman might pull up a basket with a bunch of fish bones and a well-fed nurse shark, as sharks also found the traps rather attractive places once a critical mass of prey had congregated. It will come as no surprise that Caribbean communities invariably settled within a mile of the coast, and that 70 percent of these settlements were on east coasts of the islands, where reefs predominated and waters remained less turbulent.

The land was as valuable to the Caribbean Natives as the sea. As mentioned, they relied heavily on cassava, a pinkish cigar-shaped tuber indigenous to South America. Not unlike northern West Africans, the Caribbean Natives cleared small patches of land in the inland forests to grow crops in these rough clearings. The cassava plant is a shrubby perennial that reaches about six feet tall. Native Americans grew cassava by planting ten-inch sections of the stem a couple of inches deep and about four feet apart. The plants grew well and matured after about nine months. The root’s chief advantage is its durability. The cassava root matures when it reaches eight to twelve inches long and two to four inches in diameter, and it can rest in the ground for up to three months before being harvested, a quality that significantly diminished labor demands. (Europeans, not incidentally, would later discover the same advantage in the potato.)

After soaking the root in water or heating it gently and then removing the brown fibrous bark in order to eliminate the poisonous prussic acid, Native American cooks prepared the white root in a variety of ways. More often than not, they ground it into a meal or grated it to make dry, flat cassava cakes over a griddle. On other occasions, they simply boiled or fried it and ate it whole or extracted the starchy interior to make a kind of sweet bread (later called pan de bono by the Spaniards). However manipulated, the poison lost its potency for humans after extraction and served as an effective preservative for meat and, in some cases, a poison to stun fish. Sometimes Natives made something called cassareep from a cassava root by squeezing out the juice; mixing it with a little sugar, cloves, and cinnamon; and reducing the solution to a syrup. Cassareep became a widely applicable and flavorful sauce for many meat dishes. As a final testament to cassava’s versatility, the Caribbean Natives were even known to brew it into beer.

Cassava was only one of many crops cultivated in cleared patches of thick oceanic forest. Groups of sedentary agricultural people grew potatoes, tobacco, maize, beans, pumpkins, cocoyams, squash, peppers, and pineapple. When they first arrived, the Spaniards seemed particularly impressed by the common agricultural arrangement of maize, beans, squash, and peppers. Peter Martyr, the royal historian at the time of contact, wrote, “The sweet pepper is called boniatai13 and the hot pepper is called canibal, meaning sharp and strong.” They were similarly impressed with the many cayenne peppers and the way that they provided more heat with less grinding. Columbus found the indigenous crops so plentiful and well suited to his taste that he remarked, “Thanks to God, that he has given us a sample of all the things of that land14 without danger or fatigue to our people.” Native Americans grew the cabbage palm tree to harvest its blooms for their tender hearts. On many islands, Native Americans enjoyed coconuts, papaya, arrowroot, guayaba, and the mamey apple. Some archaeological evidence indicates that they even harvested seagrass, turtlegrass, sponges, and algae to eat. In 1595, Robert Davies visited Dominica and reported how the locals came out to his ship in canoes “and brought in them plantans, pinos and potatoes.”15 Ten years later, George Percy had a similar experience. “Many Savage Indians,”16 he wrote, “came to our ships with their canoas, bringing us many kinds of sundry fruites as Pines, Potatoes, Plantons, Tobacco, and other fruits.” Additional accounts involve frequent attempts to trade cassava bread and roasted maize for iron tools and weapons.

Meat was much less common than fish among the West Indian Natives, but it did include turkeys, guinea fowl, and musk duck. Native Americans never domesticated animals for food (with the possible exception of the duck), but they hunted game on a regular basis. Residents ate manatee, moray eel, land crabs, mangrove oysters, porpoises, and monk seals. They consumed a variety of small reptiles and birds, as well as worms, sea urchins, rats, land snails, whelks, and littoral crabs. All these animals were cooked and eaten whole, and, with the rat at least, the brain was removed to eat separately, as a delicacy of sorts. Native Americans boiled whelks and snails with the shell still on and then removed it once the meat was cooked. With the birds, reptiles, and turtles, Native Americans consumed their eggs as well. A sixteenth-century engraving by Theodore de Bry depicts eleven dugout canoes, each holding two Native Americans, rowing out to two Spanish galleons and greeting them with proffered dead birds.

As with Africans, the job of cooking generally fell to women. Native Americans built a male and female space within their houses, and the female space always included the cooking space. Shards excavated by archaeologists indicate that inhabitants cooked in large utilitarian ceramic pots, much like West Africans were doing on the other side of the Atlantic. Pottery designed for cooking was about one-eighth of an inch thick, formed into a boat shape, and ceremoniously decorated with reddish human and animal heads. Archaeologists have found whole bowls and pots as well as intact water bottles and griddles. On some islands, the Native Americans incorporated sponge spicules into the clay to give the pottery added durability. They used conch shells to make plates, scrapers, and knives. Archaeologists have also discovered ample evidence of technological ingenuity. Caribbean Natives, for example, embraced rotary technology. A typical kitchen thus might have had grinding stones for maize and more refined milling stones and presses for cassava. Cooking spaces included straining bags for squeezing the poison from cassava, carrying poles to transport cooking water, and fire tongs made from mussel shell to keep embers aglow. The generally stoneless character of the land led to the use of wooden, shell, or bone knives, as well as manufactured clay stones to hold pots above the fire. Spits may have been used to roast meat, as charcoal has commonly been found in excavation sites. As with the Africans, cooking implements remained modest but eminently pragmatic. With them, Native Americans prepared the food that defined their culture: roots and tubers, maize, terrestrial animals, marine fish, and marine mollusks. As far as the archaeological evidence goes, their culinary decisions, as with the West Africans, seem to have served them well.17

Slaves’ Control of Their Own Diet

West African and Native Caribbean agricultural and culinary traditions developed in total isolation from each other for thousands of years. The Middle Passage, however, brought them together and, in so doing, reminds us with particular poignancy that America’s culinary history is inextricably linked with suffering. The Africans were the first to endure the pain. The brutal journey that brought slaves from West Africa to the West Indies forced these historically disparate traditions together, but not before imposing abrupt dietary changes on the Africans. Food options and health conditions aboard slave ships worsened dramatically. Gone, after all, were the generously sauced and spiced meat dishes, rich grains, and access to a plethora of tropical fruits and vegetables. Gone were the delicious stews sold and bartered at market stalls. Enslaved Africans, cramped and chained below deck, now choked down a cold mush of yams, cassava, and rice served to them in a long trough more appropriate for farm animals than human beings. Slave traders who expressed more concern with the health of their cargo might complement the pallid mush with old cod and shrimp. Sometimes, but very rarely, slaves even ate food prepared with flour, palm oil, and red peppers. Whatever the availability of these goods, and whatever the captains chose to serve, slaves at this stage of dispossession had absolutely no voice about how their meals were prepared, and their “thin and weake” appearance upon landing, according to one observer, reflected rapidly deteriorating dietary conditions on board slave ships. Many slaves refused to abide their new fate and threw themselves to the sharks. Others slipped into fatal illness, “chiefly owing,” as another witness put it, “to the evil practice of mixing sea water with fresh18 … to make it go further.” If one single event best signaled the onset of impending dietary doom for West Africans, it was this brutal trip across the Atlantic Ocean.

Upon landing in the West Indies, however, the food situation unexpectedly improved. As the slave population burgeoned throughout the Caribbean (through increased importation, not natural increase), circumstances conspired to give slaves a genuine opportunity to maintain some control over their own diet. The underlying reason behind this development was anything but a newfound English respect for the Africans’ cultural heritage. Instead, it was something much more predictable and mundane: frugality. As we’ve seen, sugar dominated the West Indies. And sugar was nothing if not a capital-intensive pursuit. Planters continually sought ways to reduce capital costs. Slaves and their provisions initially comprised a whopping 30 to 40 percent of a plantation’s expenditures. After comparing the price of importing food for slaves with the cost of having slaves cultivate their own crops, masters generally favored the latter as a more economical option. Accordingly, planters set aside garden plots and a few of the least desirable planting fields for their slaves to eke out something of a subsistence living.

One points to a “positive” aspect of slavery with caution, but this situation mutually benefited masters and slaves. Planters avoided the cost of heavy food imports, limiting their purchases to a little grain, meat, and “refuse fish” (stale cod no longer fit for the market, often bought off Middle Passage ships that had obtained the cod from New Englanders delivering rum to Africa). Slaves, for their part, enjoyed the chance to apply familiar farming habits to New World soil. Contemporaries were quick to praise the arrangement. Alexander Campbell, a St. Vincent planter, remarked on the “custom” of granting slaves their own provisioning ground, saying that it was “universally considered the greatest benefit19 to a planter that his Negroes should have a sufficient quantity of provisions, and the more money the Negroes got for themselves, the more attached they were to the property.” Improbable as it seems, economic calculation yielded to slaves the smallest degree of freedom. It was an opportunity they didn’t squander.

A caveat is in order, however. Historical and archaeological evidence currently suggests that West Indian slaves often suffered considerable malnourishment.20 The combination of master-allotted provisions and slave food production on master-allotted land never fully met the slaves’ nutritional needs. It’s true that most slaves died of disease and accidents, not starvation. Nevertheless, food supply was a regular problem in the West Indies, and it surely contributed to these related ailments. Slave remains reveal dental evidence of hypoplasia, a deterioration indicating extreme dietary deficiency. A London agent visiting Barbados in 1776 reported slaves “robbing cornfields and slaughtering cattle for food”21 because their own supplies had run dry. The future founding father Alexander Hamilton, who was born in Nevis (“the bastard son of a Scotch peddler,” according to John Adams, who spoke the truth), said of the West Indian slaves that “their proprietors appropriate only small portions,22 to the purpose of raising food; they are very populous, and therefore, the food raised among themselves goes but little way.” The manager of an Antigua plantation reported in 1781 that slaves were notably thin “for want of a sufficiency of Food,23 and I am obliged to ease them as much as possible in their Labour. Never were provisions of all sorts so dear.” The fact that slaves played any role at all in supplying their own provisions was itself a remarkable opportunity within the oppressive confines of the slave system. We mustn’t lose sight, however, of the fact that it was a compromised accomplishment haphazardly achieved. In the end, we’re left with the assessment that even partial self-sufficiency had the long-term affect of incorporating West African cooking practices into the American experience. Like most of the history of early American food, it’s a bittersweet conclusion at best.

African–Native American Efforts to Forage and Catch Fish

That said, slaves did draw on their long history of adaptation to become highly flexible farmers, hunters, and fishermen after landing in the West Indies. Readily willing to adjust West African habits to New World soil, they sensibly followed the lead of the Native Americans who relied on cassava, beans, sweet potatoes, roots, berries, fish, and shellfish for their sustenance. Slaves, who hardly found these foods strange, quickly integrated them into their diet while combing the landscape alongside the Native Americans for nuts, berries, and wild plants. Some of these goods—most notably the sweet potato, maize, and cassava—not only had become central to an emerging Afro-Caribbean diet but also had worked their way back to Africa, where they became critical to evolving West African foodways. Slaves joined the Native Americans in making the most of the South Pacific–introduced mango, dasheem, cocoyam, cocoes, and breadfruit. Bananas, yams, plantains, and coconuts—items common to both regions before the Columbian exchange—became especially critical to the Africans as they worked, cultivated, and cooked in their new environment.

Nowhere was the slaves’ reliance on local examples more evident than in the effort to obtain fish. As we’ve seen, the Native Americans were exceptional fishermen, and fish provided their main source of protein. Fishing was so ingrained in the Native Americans’ daily routine that they actually had a term of reproach for “a man who does not know how to fish.”24 Their techniques astounded visitors. In 1665, a French traveler expressed a popular opinion about these fishermen when he remarked how “they are marvelously ingenious25 in fishing with a hook.” Local fishermen often fished with hand lines from dugout canoes, a technique made possible by their crafting of hooks from dense wood, strong fish bones, or shards of turtle shell. Baiting hooks with chunks of fish or meat, they trolled the expansive flats for larger species. Some hooks were even durable enough for Native Americans to catch sharks, which they would immobilize with a spear thrust to the brain before hauling into the canoe. Through the use of retrievable wooden spears, Native American fishermen not only stunned sharks, but captured sea turtles, manatees, rays, and large fish. One European inhabitant described the practice this way: “One goes at night in a canoe to places where many torn weeds have been noticed on the water’s surface…. He who holds the harpoon is at the prow of the canoe…. As soon as the turtle feels his wound, it flees with all its strength, violently dragging the canoe behind.” Once the turtle drowned, the fishermen hauled it into the boat.

A particularly wily method of catching large turtles involved sneaking up on them as they were in the throes of copulation, securing a slipknot around an otherwise distracted flipper, and hauling the male (he was the one invariably on top) into the canoe. An account from 1667 described the procedure in restrained terms:

The turtle mounts…. I shall not go into all the details of this action; suffice it to say that it is done on the surface in such a way that they can be easily discovered: two or three people quickly jump in a canoe, race towards them, and easily coming alongside, pass a slip knot over the neck and flipper … or grab them with a hand on the neck. Sometimes they take both, but ordinarily the female escapes.26

It hardly seemed fair, of course, but then again those fish stunned with root poison didn’t have much of a chance either. Nor did those nabbed by birds that the Native Americans trained to hunt them.

Masters took note. Intent on keeping their tables well stocked with fish and shellfish, they recognized these methods as highly effective and, in turn, offered slaves incentives to follow suit. In order to feed themselves and get a temporary pass from field work, many Africans actively embraced the opportunity to become fishing slaves. They had, of course, fished at home in Africa, but neither as often, for the same fish, nor with similar methods. With their long tradition of embracing human-driven technologies, however, they thrived in their adaptation of local habits. Slaves especially excelled at trolling for fish. Using sardines as bait, they developed a thorough knowledge of fish feeding habits. They also relied on native fish pots, but eventually improved them by designing an elaborate weir to attach to them. Fish drugging worked just as well for slaves as it did for Native Americans. “They built dams in inlets,” a resident wrote in 1665. “There they throw their intoxicant, composed of quicklime, water, sludge, and the sugar of certain plants … the fish suddenly jump, dive, leap, and gambol.” Slaves also used turtle-shell hooks attached to homemade vegetable-fiber lines and set up a row of poles along a fishing bank. Fishing at night with torches, they relied on nothing but their hands to grab fish swimming in shallow pools. Wielding harpoons to pull larger animals such as manatee and stingrays from the ocean, slaves kept their consumption of fish ample and diversified. Masters obviously benefited from these efforts. One anonymous observer remarked of the planters, “I have known people for whom a seine, a canoe, and a few negroes sufficed to amass a brilliant fortune.”27 Slaves might have been working in the service of their master, but they made the most of these skills for themselves, too. An eighteenth-century traveler condemned the poor rations that masters gave to their slaves and then remarked that “slaves are obliged to seek out [their food] elsewhere,28 either in their particular skills, or in the work which they do for themselves in the free time allotted them. In this regard shellfish offer them great resources, because of the quantity which is found in the sea or the streams.” Through all these adaptations, fish became central to the diet of slaves in the West Indies while reflecting the most conspicuous way that the slaves adhered to Native American practices.

Transplanted African Traditions

In addition to depending on the Native Americans for advice about obtaining and growing food, slaves shaped their diet with practices brought directly from Africa. When they cured pork and bacon, raised livestock and poultry, fried fish in palm oil, and cultivated guinea corn, yellow yams, guinea peas, okra, and kola nuts, slaves consciously evoked the unique flavors and cooking techniques of their ancestors. As they had done in West Africa, slaves cultivated the land with hoes, kept tilled gardens, and generally grew plants from cuttings rather than seed. Animal husbandry significantly enriched their West Indian diet with African traditions. Slaves raised a wide variety of fowl, a practice that led one Virginia traveler to refer to them as “chicken merchants.” Guinea fowl, ducks, geese, turkey, and pigeons frequently made their way onto the fire, thus furthering the range of culinary choices available to slave families. A visitor to the Leeward Islands noted that a slave’s “poultry and his [live]stock are his wealth.”29 He continued, “A Negro without stock is miserable.” Although less common, it wasn’t unheard of for slaves to raise a few cattle and pigs. An active internal trade in cowhides and goatskins attests to the modest presence of these animals on slave grounds. In Antigua, slaves not only fed themselves with small livestock, goats, and hogs but occasionally provisioned departing ships with these goods as well. In such ways did slaves balance the old and the new in the ongoing effort to stay alive, eat as well as possible, and maintain a compromised African identity under the most adverse circumstances.

The yam, which has its origins in the Pacific islands but was grown in Africa for centuries, was a West African crop that became especially critical to the slaves’ diet and cultural identity.30 Slaves mainly cultivated the yellow guinea yam and the cush-cush (also called yampee), mixing these yams with as many as six other varieties imported directly from West Africa. Aside from being a good source of starch, yams rotted slowly and could be cooked in many ways. If slaves didn’t fry them in palm oil, they mashed them with wooden mallets, shaped them into patties, and then grilled them over coals. Or they might dredge the mashed yams in cornmeal or cassava flour and eggs and fry them into croquettes. Slaves produced and consumed enough yams for European observers to make mention of their “yam grounds”—relatively large areas within their allotted land dedicated to this crop. On some plantations, masters even allowed slaves to grow yams on fallow sugar fields. This decision proved doubly beneficial to the master because it kept slaves fed while replenishing the tired ground with lost nutrients. Back in Africa, the yam was so central to dietary subsistence that it was linguistically linked to the verb “to eat.” Slaves made sure that the association remained intact in the New World.

Caribbean Natives and West Africans thus negotiated a wide range of influences, equipment, practices, and ingredients within the confines of an otherwise brutally oppressive existence officially dominated by white sugar planters. But how influential, in the grand scheme of things, were their eating habits? The course of change in the West Indies always followed the dictates of sugar. And thus it was through importation rather than natural increase that the slave population grew immensely throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries while the white and Native American populations proportionally diminished. As the demography of the British West Indies changed to meet the growing labor demands of a growing industry intent on meeting Europe’s sweet tooth, the culinary practices just sketched began to become the exclusive domain of slaves. And as slaves came to comprise up to 90 percent of the population on some British American islands, they made agricultural and cooking decisions that automatically shaped the region’s overall culinary habits. Drawing on a wide variety of crop possibilities and cooking techniques, slaves pioneered food habits that a stubborn historical record has ignored, leaving too much to the imagination. Nevertheless, enough crumbs of evidence survive to convince us that within the slaves’ worn bowls the ingredients of a genuine American cuisine emerged. Those ingredients combined to have a substantial culinary influence not just in the West Indies but throughout British America.

The Evolution of African-Caribbean Culinary Habits

Finding these ingredients, much less trying to make sense of them, is an exercise in scholarly humility. Slaves condemned to life on a sugar plantation left no written records. Historians don’t enjoy the luxury of mining account books, treatises, sermons, or bills of exchange for information on how slaves used their provisioning grounds. To a very large extent, the food they cooked over their kitchen fires and the feelings they experienced while adapting to New World conditions are simply lost. Other historical decisions and opinions remain frustratingly vague at best, and the clues that we do have trickle down through snippets of European observation. Nevertheless, however biased these surviving accounts may be, they still go a long way toward uncovering a rudimentary picture of the culinary culture of West Indian slaves. These European men had a lot to say about the way that slaves in the West Indies prepared food. With a dose of skepticism, we should listen to what they have to say.

The allotted provision ground that slaves worked fell into three general categories. Most notably, slaves worked their ubiquitous yam grounds. Not exceeding forty square feet, these plots reflected a distinct West African practice. Slaves labored on the yam grounds in small gangs, much as they had done back home. One difference, however, involved timing. Slaves now had to grow the yams rapidly and couldn’t leave them sitting in the ground after they ripened because the land they worked reverted back to the master once the yams matured. With a “clean and ameliorated surface to plant,”31 masters turned the yam ground over to a new crop of canes. This impending demand for the plot forced slaves to alter their cultivation techniques in subtle ways. Ultimately, they had to speed it up. Small kitchen gardens were a second type of allotment. Gardens abutted slave homes, often providing the only buffer between individual cottages. Gardens became common and effective enough to justify a law, passed in Grenada in 1788, requiring planters to allot each adult slave at least one-fortieth of an acre “contiguous to the Negro Houses32 for the purpose of cultivating gardens for their sole use and benefit.” Gardens provided slaves with the necessary space to raise small stock and poultry while cultivating tree crops, vines, and vegetables. Mountain ground was a third space for slaves to grow cassava, maize, and a range of other staple vegetables. These hardscrabble plots stood on deeply sloped grounds that were difficult to clear and more difficult to cultivate. Unfit for sugar cultivation, the mountain ground suffered frequent erosion and even the occasional avalanche. Although slaves often received from one-half of an acre to two acres of this land, the density of the soil and its exposure to harsh winds helps explain the slaves’ periodic malnourishment.

Despite the many drawbacks to their allotments, slaves made the most of them. Traveling throughout Jamaica in the eighteenth century, William Beckford admired the slave grounds for their organization and inventive methods of operation. Noting the “very husbandlike and beautiful appearance” of slave plots, Beckford described how “all kind of ground provision and corn, as well as the plantain, are successfully cultivated in the mountains.” Both crops were favorites of the slaves because they demanded little attention. Confirming the master’s tendency to allow slaves time to work their own fields, he remarked that “this is done by negroes in their own grounds and on those days which are given to them for this particular purpose.” As a result, “it does not enter into the mass of plantation labor.” Beckford often tinged his remarks with an air of cultural superiority, but he nonetheless demonstrated an honest interest in the connections between the slaves’ crop decisions and geographical circumstances. “They generally make choice of such sorts of land for their ground as are encompassed by lofty mountains,” he explained, “and I think that they commonly prefer the sides of hills, which are covered with loose stones, to the bottoms upon which they are not so abundant.” He noted that some slaves “will have a mixture of both, and will cultivate the plantain tree upon the flat, and their provision on the rising ground.” Beckford’s account abounds with references to the slaves’ abundant produce, including “fruit and garden stuff” cacao, corn, ginger, and “other minor productions of the country.”33

Beckford wasn’t alone in finding the slaves’ provisioning system worth a lengthy description. Although nineteenth-century observers might seem like inappropriate sources for understanding slave provisioning in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, their perspectives are in fact quite helpful because they allow glimpses into slave agricultural habits at their maturity. John Stewart visited several West Indian islands in the early nineteenth century, primarily as a merchant. He seemed especially interested in the ways that slaves worked the land to obtain their own food. Identifying the slaves’ gardens as their principal means of support, Stewart remarked how the industrious slave would keep himself fed, even in times of scarcity. In a book published in 1806, George Pinckard, another traveler, noted that “those who are industrious34 have little additions of their own, from vegetables grown on the spot of ground allotted to them.” Referring to the garden plot, he mentioned “the pig, goat, or other stock raised about their huts in the negro yard.” Pinckard seemed genuinely surprised to find on one estate “a pig, a goat, a young kid, some pigeons,35 and some chickens, all the property of an individual slave.” Another Englishman observed how “slaves always have time to cultivate their yams,36 tannias, plantains, bananas, sweet potatoes, okras, pineapples, and Indian corn.” The gardens caught his attention as well. In “every garden” he found “a hen coop” for “a half dozen fowls,” a “pigsty,” and “goats tied under the shade of some tree.” On one occasion, he saw that “an old negro woman was stationed near” the animals to ensure that “they were not kidnapped.”

Visitors frequently remarked on the trees that slaves cultivated in their gardens. F. W. N. Bayley described how slaves shaded their homes from “the scorching heat of the tropic sun” by planting “luxuriant foliage,” including trees such as “the mango, the Java plum, the breadfruit, the soursop, the sabadilla and the pomegranate.” An anonymous Englishman in eighteenth-century Jamaica marveled at what he called “Guinea trees” or “Guinea palms.” These trees, of which this visitor said he saw hundreds, yielded “wine and oil” through the production of a fruit that “makes its appearance at the top of a cone resembling a high bush black-berry.” The cone, as this observer likely embellished it, “is a size of a gallon keg, and the purple protuberances of this magnificent berry as big as a two ounce ball.” Bunches of fruit could indeed weigh up to twenty pounds. Whatever the dimensions of the berries, slaves harvested them, crushed them in a wooden mortar, and boiled the juice in water. The liquid gathered from skimming this mixture “was palm oil, which constitutes an important item in African commerce and food.” Slaves, he wrote, “prefer it to butter.”37 Although he may not have known it, this traveler was observing one of the slaves’ most important West African traditions. Guinea trees, which grew to more than one hundred feet, produced kernels that West Africans called dende, and dende were routinely squeezed for palm oil back in Africa. Slaves brought dende seeds to the New World and successfully grew the trees, whose nuts provided one of the most basic smells and tastes of their lost homeland. The nuts’ pulp yielded deep yellow oil that had to be consumed soon after pressing because its high level of fatty acids made it prone to rapid spoilage. Oil squeezed from the kernel, by contrast, had a reddish tint and lasted longer in storage. When slaves depleted their supply of palm oil, they often found ways to dye other oils yellow and red for no other reason than to approximate the appearance of their customary cooking oil.

The slaves’ reliance on fish, turtles, and pigs also made a significant impression on European travelers. Domesticated pigs originally imported from Spain, France, and England roamed the craggy hillsides at will, eventually becoming feral and thus fair game for capture. Eating everything from wild grass to garbage, pigs generally cared for themselves (unlike cattle, which usually needed enclosures). Pork, for this very reason, became much more central to the Afro-Caribbean diet than beef. Slaves came to rely heavily on pigs for pork fat, ham, bacon, sausage, and salt pork—foods that they enthusiastically incorporated into their New World diets whenever they could. Shellfish was also a popular item for slaves. They would regularly catch conch, marinate it in lime juice, and stir it into a stew of beans. Flying-fish pie, which slaves made with boiled flying fish, avocado, and mashed plantains, became a common slave meal, as did a variety of meals made with crabmeat. Sea turtles, the hapless victims of so many hunting tricks, provided an especially easy and versatile food source. Richard Bradley, an Englishman traveling in eighteenth-century Barbados, said of the turtle that “its flesh [is] between that of veal and lobster, and is extremely pleasant either roasted or baked.” He claimed to have learned about preparing turtle from “a Barbadian lady.”38

The primary advantages of undomesticated food sources such as turtle, fish, feral pigs, crabs, and mollusks was the ease with which slaves could obtain them, the minimal labor required for their maintenance, and the variety of uses to which these ingredients could be put. Indeed, the cooking methods that slaves pioneered and adapted further reflected a practicality borne of necessity. With cooking utensils few and far between, and with free time always at a premium, most slave cooking occurred in a single large pot. It was in this capacity that their market-day traditions served them well. Slaves relied most heavily on an especially open-to-interpretation dish called callaloo. This one-pot soup incorporated ingredients as diverse as pokeweed, wild herbs, garlic, salt cod, crab, okra, and, in some cases, salt pork. Pepperpot, not unlike their pepper soup, remained another common meal for island slaves. Consisting of pigs’ tails, tripe, a wide variety of vegetables, sea-turtle meat, casereep, brown sugar, and an array of seasoning, pepperpot would eventually make its way to the mainland colonies, and even into the quarters of George Washington’s slaves. Akee stew was another very popular slave dish. Akee was a fruit grown in West Africa that traveled to the New World with slaves, who mashed the fruit into patties and fried them in palm oil. Slaves sometimes referred to akee as “vegetable brains,” and Englishmen often noted its similarity to scrambled eggs. After mashing and frying the fruit, slaves added salt cod, onions, and tomatoes and allowed the stew to simmer for many hours. Sometimes beef was thrown into the mix. Akee, like cassava, had the further advantage of containing a poison that could be easily extracted and used to kill fish. A final dish that dominated the West Indian diet was fish-head stew. Obviously a way to extend leftovers, this meal consisted of a stock made from fish carcasses, pork fat, onions, tomatoes, beans, nutmeg, cilantro, and ginger.

Slave Markets in the West Indies

Even if these culinary habits had never left the plantation, they would still remain historically significant as remarkable examples of cultural adaptation. As it turns out, however, the foodways practiced by West Indian slaves had an impact that extended well beyond the individual slave garden, fishing ground, and kitchen. Slave cooking practices became very public matters as slaves actively drew on their cooking knowledge not only to feed themselves but, as they had done back home, to trade in local markets. Historians have identified “huckster slaves” as those men and women who dominated the local food trade throughout the West Indies. Given that the West Indies included Spanish, French, Dutch, and English colonies, one might expect the region’s larger culinary developments to reflect these European influences. However, the slaves’ vigorous participation in the internal market of the islands moved their culinary activity to the center of the region’s cuisine. When, in the late eighteenth century, William Dickson snootily reported seeing slaves walking “several miles to market39 with a few roots, or fruits, or canes, sometimes a fowl or a kid, or a pig from their little spots of ground which have been dignified with the elusive name of ‘gardens,’” he was identifying a critical cultural trend. And when two other travelers watched “busy marketeers”40 selling “an infinite variety of products,” including “sweet potatoes, yams, eddoes, Guinea and Indian corn, various fruits and berries, vegetables, nuts, cakes,” they, too, confirmed the popularity of this important social and economic development in the evolution of an Afro-Carribean society.

The cultivation of garden plots, the hunting of game, the raising of a little livestock, and frequent fishing ventures enabled slaves to occasionally produce a modest surplus that they would sell locally. “In this Island,”41 an English clergyman said of Barbados in 1725, “the Negroes work all week for their masters, and on the Lord’s Day they work and merchandize for themselves.” Slave managers often tried to diminish Sunday trading activity, but, according to the clergyman, “the force of custom” undermined the “managerial resolve” to stop it. Financial benefits go a long way to explaining this “force of custom.” F. W. N. Bayley estimated that a “tray of vegetables, fruits, calabashes, etc. brought in six or seven shillings”—more than a day’s wage for a free laborer in New England. Poultry and livestock sales could bring in another ten shillings. Not that this income placed the slaves in a new social or legal category. Most of them, of course, used this extra cash merely to survive, complementing allotments from their masters and the foods they prepared on their own with items bought and bartered at the Sunday market. Market transactions hardly met the dietary or other material needs of the slaves. Nevertheless, an exceptional few approached some semblance of independence. “I have known several negroes,” said Bayley, who had “accumulated large sums of money, more than enough to purchase their emancipation.” Others, he noted, possessed tremendous “power of earning” but “frequently neglected it,” a tendency that he blamed on a labor system that “leaves too many contented with what they deem sufficient for nature.” Somewhat improbably, Bayley then lightly chastised the slaves for too often being content with “only cultivat[ing] sufficient ground to yield them as much fruit, as many vegetables as they require for their own consumption.” They therefore had, according to Bayley, “none to sell.”42

Bayley wouldn’t have been the only white person upset with what he perceived as the slaves’ lack of productivity. Poor whites also hawked their wares at the Sunday markets, selling their surplus farm produce to other poor whites, blacks, and the occasional plantation owner. We’re familiar with the historical image of slaves routinely pilfering from their masters’ inventories. In the West Indies, however, theft regularly occurred in the other direction, with poor whites helping themselves to slave supplies before market day, something that they could do with impunity. Many whites, according to William Dickson, “depend for a subsistence on robbing the slaves … and illegally converting to their own use articles of greater value.” The “injured party,” he added, “has no redress.” Poor white hucksters also made it a habit, as Dickson remarked, “of buying stolen goods from the negroes, whom they encourage to plunder their owners of everything that is portable.”43 Whites depended on slaves in other ways, too. They often owned stores in town and needed slaves to provide raw materials and prepared foods from their gardens and kitchens to keep their stores stocked. Market transactions tied poor whites and slaves into complicated knots of interdependence, and food was often the binding force.

For all its novelty, though, the relationship between slave hucksters and whites was always somewhat schizophrenic. On the one hand, legislators continually worked to diminish the influence of slave traders. A law passed in Barbados in 1668 required justices of the peace to punish whites who purchased produce from slaves. Another bill approved six years later outlawed the sale of goods to blacks. A law ratified in 1708 forbade any white person to send a slave on his behalf to dispose “of any goods, wares, merchandize,44 stocks, poultry, corn, fruit, roots, or other effects.” On the other hand, while legislators hoped to ban slaves from the internal market through these stipulations, they ultimately failed to contain a trade that they obviously, to some extent at least, depended on. Slaves and whites routinely and openly violated these laws. By 1733, Barbados revised the 1708 act to enumerate goods that slaves could legally sell, and by 1749 the legislators indirectly confirmed the popularity of slave hucksters by passing a law forbidding people to loiter at “huckster shops” (while saying nothing about the shops themselves). By the end of the century, legislative attempts to prevent slave participation in Barbados’s internal market ceased almost completely. The only restriction left on the books limited slave huckstering to the “public market place called the Shambles adjoining the Old Church Yard.”

We tend to think about markets in impersonal terms, a tendency perhaps best evoked by the overplayed “invisible hand” metaphor. But for whites living in the West Indies, the market became the most vivid reminder that the slaves’ status as chattel was nothing if not an absurd legal fiction. Inventories suggest that as the huckster market became a more entrenched economic reality throughout the West Indies, whites’ reliance on imports for their own diet diminished while their reliance on slave foods increased. This arrangement was cheaper, the ingredients were fresher, and the spices were more abundant. The humanity of chattel must have been quietly confirmed when wheat, beef, and beer imports declined and slaves found themselves standing face-to-face with a new and unexpected customer: their owner. Indeed, with interruptions to Atlantic trade increasing throughout the eighteenth century, it was by no means unheard of for masters to barter with their own slaves for excess corn, chickens, yams, and shellfish in exchange for manufactured goods, more land to cultivate, or even hard cash to spend at the market. The circumstances dictating these unlikely transactions could hardly be deemed free or fair, but they nonetheless emphasize the powerful role of slave cooking in the larger West Indian culture. As the Sunday market became a significant weekly event for both whites and blacks, it increasingly assumed a carnivalesque atmosphere as slaves directly shaped the terms of exchange as well as the goods exchanged. Such scenes were, of course, fleeting and rare, but they nonetheless powerfully reiterate the irony that an enslaved people could wield tremendous culinary influence in a foreign land.

Connections with the Mainland

This influence didn’t end in the West Indies. It turns out that during the decades when the island slaves were pioneering culinary transformations and disseminating those changes through local markets, the British mainland colonies were forming critical ties to their West Indian counterparts. No bond would be tighter than that which formed between Barbados and Carolina.45 Throughout the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, when slaves were developing their culinary habits in the West Indies, young planters seeking to establish larger plantations encountered something of a land crisis, and they looked to Carolina as a place to expand. Opportunities there seemed ripe. In 1681, eight English proprietors had convinced Charles II that they could turn a handsome profit in Carolina should he be generous enough to grant them the wide swath of land running from Virginia to Florida. They weren’t sure how they would make the land produce revenue, but they knew from the West Indian experience that it would involve slaves. In a perversion of the normal order of colonial expansion, Barbadian emigrants purchased slaves in the West Indies, packed their bags, and went to Carolina. They figured that, once settled, they’d quickly find a way to put their bound labor to profitable use. For several years, aspiring Carolina planters, after learning that sugar would not adapt to the swampy low-country environment, practiced a remarkably diversified range of activities. Trading deerskins, potash, corn, and timber, Carolina was soon supplying the West Indies with ample provisions, prompting Barbadians to call it “a colony of a colony” and a place where “slaves were in search of a staple.”

The search was short, and the staple turned out to be rice. It was an ironic twist, but slaves familiar with rice from West Africa helped planters figure out how to grow this often stubborn and always fastidious crop in the swampy stretches of the Carolina Lowcountry. Even more so than sugar, rice demanded exquisite timing, intricate knowledge of tidal patterns and irrigation, and a well-trained and tightly coordinated labor force. The coast of West Africa provided ample opportunity to hone these requirements. By the late seventeenth century, English planters adopted these methods on a scale approaching that of Barbadian sugar plantations. Within a few years, the planters’ efforts paid off. Not only did the humid coastal waterways of the Lowcountry prove to be an ideal incubator for rice seeds but population growth in Europe steadily intensified the region’s demand for rice. Carolina gradually weaned itself from its role as a “colony of a colony,” established Charles Town as a bustling center of finance and shipping, and by 1721 had divided into North and South Carolina. As in the sugar industry, slaves underwrote these developments.

The Carolina rice boom lured hundreds of white Barbadians who packed thousands of slaves. A young Englishman named John Yeamans was part of this migration. After a few years in the Lowcountry, he responded to a questionnaire sent by King James II, explaining that “least we presume too farr wee shall only say that these settlements have been made and upheld by Negroes and without constant supplies of them cannot subsist.” When a Carolinian needed more slaves, he could take out an ad like the following in a Barbadian paper:

To the owner of every Negro-Man46 or Slave, brought tither to settle within the first year, twenty acres [will be granted]; and for every woman Negro or slave, ten acres of land; and all Men-Negros, or slaves after that time, and within the first five years, ten acres, and for every woman-Negro or slave, five acres.

Because of this brutal system—a system sustained by racial superiority, a denial of humanity, and a desperate need for labor—British America’s most distant and paradoxical culinary origin would continue to thrive in the thirteen mainland colonies, especially in the southern ones. The most oppressed and dispossessed group in colonial British America thus planted a kernel of American cuisine in a place that would eventually become the United States. It’s in the Carolina Lowcountry where these roots would be watered with the blood of slaves coming from Africa who—much like their West Indian counterparts—took advantage of frontier conditions to control their own foodways.

The Big Picture

Hobbesian to the core, life in the British West Indies was indeed nasty, brutish, and short. It’s hard to imagine anything surviving the brutality of a sugar plantation besides the white granules themselves. Nevertheless, the extension of West Indian cooking practices to Carolina ensured not only that certain foods would become central to North America’s culinary origins, but also that a cultural mentality about food would migrate and evolve with them. The story of food in the West Indies set precedents that would directly shape the broader cooking habits of the mainland colonies. Two stand out.

First, Europeans had for centuries defined their culinary habits according to what the upper classes ate. Court traditions and royal fiat influenced the culinary standards of nations and popular conceptions of what constituted a “proper diet.” As seems only natural, throughout most of Western history, the least oppressed enjoyed the most influence when it came to establishing food expectations. This situation would change dramatically in the West Indies. Unique New World conditions conspired to reverse the trajectory of cooking habits. The demands of a sugar economy endowed slaves with the modified power to shape their own cooking decisions. Demographically, they soon became a vast majority of the population. The planters’ obsessive quest for sugar profits stunted the development of an upper-class cuisine, and, eventually, the West Indian diet was an Afro-Caribbean diet. This sharp reversal from the European tradition would powerfully shape cooking throughout America. America’s cooking origins, as the West Indies suggest, were decidedly humble. Literally and figuratively, they evolved from the ground up.

Second, the West Indies epitomized the need for culinary adaptation on the fringe of an empire. Adaptation was, as I have already mentioned, integral to every culinary migration. Never, though, had it been so dramatic, so radical, and demanded so much flexibility. With Native Americans, English, and Africans confronting one another with starkly different cooking traditions, the cuisine that evolved in the West Indies required residents to suspend traditional judgments, apply whatever inherited culinary knowledge was applicable, and be ready and willing to taste something new. It was a broad habit that every migrant to the colonial American frontier had no choice but to accept. Unless they settled in that other British American colony that might be called the alter ego of the West Indies: New England.
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