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FOREWORD

by Alice Waters

Miss Edna Regina Lewis was born in Virginia in 1916, in a bucolic, out-of-the-way settlement known as Freetown, which had been founded by her grandfather and other freed slaves after the emancipation of 1865. She enjoyed a childhood that could only be described as idyllic, in which the never-ending hard work of farming and cooking both sustained and entertained an entire community. In 1976, with the publication of this lovely, indispensable classic of a cookbook, she brought her lost paradise of Freetown back to life. Thanks to this book, a new generation was introduced to the glories of an American tradition worthy of comparison to the most evolved cuisines on earth, a tradition of simplicity and purity and sheer deliciousness that is only possible when food tastes like what it is, from a particular place, at a particular point in time.

To her readers thirty years ago, the community she depicted in these pages may have seemed even more remote than it does today. Back then, the possibility that many Americans might once again strive to eat only local, seasonal foods, raised or gathered or hooked by people they knew, seemed distant, at best. Back then, most of us were more or less resigned to the industrialization of our food, the mechanization of our work, the trivialization of our play, and the atomization of our communities. But with her recipes and reminiscences, Miss Lewis was able to gently suggest another way of being, one on a human scale, in harmony with the seasons and with our fellow man. For her, always, as it had in her childhood, pleasure flowed unstoppably out of doing. She saw clearly that the store-bought cake never brings lasting satisfaction; true contentment comes from baking it yourself, by hand, for someone you love. She also saw no need to rail against the absurdities of modernity; rather, she demonstrated the beauty of tradition, and by doing so, helped stir up a great longing for authenticity, accountability, and sustainability.

Another notable advocate of simplicity, Mahatma Gandhi, famously remarked that we must become the change we want to make in the world. Like Gandhi, Miss Lewis was as radical as she was traditional. To become the change she wanted to make, she left the racially divided South and plunged into the maelstrom of New York City, working variously as a typesetter for the Daily Worker and as a dressmaker for Marilyn Monroe, among other jobs, before she became the chef of an East Side restaurant in Manhattan called Café Nicholson and, later, of Gage & Tollner in Brooklyn. In between, for a time she had a pheasant farm, which she ran with the same hands-on delight and concentration with which she cooked. She never rejected her cultural heritage; she expanded on it. She loved to wear colorful West African–inspired dresses of her own design, and her devotion to the foodways of her childhood ultimately led her to found the Society for the Revival and Preservation of Southern Food. Her key insight was to recognize that truly great traditions belong to all the living, regardless of individual heritage; and that they belong to elective families as well as to those bound by consanguinity.

In the community of culinary celebrities, Miss Lewis’s quiet dignity was legendary. On several occasions, my Chez Panisse crew and I traveled east to the big Meals on Wheels benefit in New York. Miss Lewis was unique among the high-powered chefs who were invited to cook at these affairs. Some of them would arrive with their food already made; some would arrive with big staffs and set up ruthlessly efficient production lines. Meanwhile, Miss Lewis would have set up all by herself in a little corner, and would be baking pies, one at a time, alone, or maybe with her friend Scott Peacock. There she would stand, a pillar of strength and calm, rolling out pie crust with a wooden rolling pin and crimping the pastry with her long, efficient fingers. She knew that real food made by hand means more to both those who make it and those who eat it. And she poured her self into her work because she knew that all you can take from this life is what you give away.

As you will discover from this book, Edna Lewis had an irresistible generosity and honesty of spirit. She was far more than the doyenne of Southern cooking. She was, and she remains, an inspiration to all of us who are striving to protect both biodiversity and cultural diversity by cooking real food in season and honoring our heritage through the ritual of the table. By holding on to her values and expressing them in her life’s work, she set a shining example of how to bring beauty and meaning to everyday life.


PREFACE

by Judith Jones, Edna Lewis’s editor at Knopf

It was in the spring of 1972 that I first met Edna Lewis. Bob Bernstein, the head of Random House at the time, had suggested to his friend Evangeline Peterson that she and Edna talk with me about the cookbook they were doing together.

I was immediately struck by Edna’s regal presence when she walked into my office. She was wearing one of the African-style outfits that she had made herself—a colorful, long, batik skirt and top, with matching scarf draped loosely around her neck and dangling earrings that swung when she tossed back her head. I became even more entranced when she started talking about the foods of her childhood and how she had grown up in Freetown, Virginia, a farming community that her grandfather, a freed slave, had founded. Her face would light up as she recalled gathering wild asparagus along the fence row or of the many dishes her mother would prepare for Revival Sunday (and the long, agonizing wait to taste them). I sensed immediately from her pleasure in these memories that she must be a wonderful cook.

The book that she and Peterson had put together was based on the dishes Edna served at Café Nicholson, in Manhattan’s East Fifties, where Truman Capote and Tennessee Williams and other artists and writers would congregate of an evening to taste real Southern food. But it was just a collection of those recipes along with what seemed like popular café fare. And anyway this book, called The Edna Lewis Cookbook, was already completed and on its way to the printer, so I could be of little help.

But the book I’d like to see, I said, would be made up of the kind of memories she had just described and of the ways in which she and her family and the people of Freetown raised their food and prepared it throughout the year. Would they give that a try?

They were excited at the prospect. But when they came back a few weeks later with some sample pages in hand, I was disappointed. “This isn’t you, Edna,” I said. “It isn’t the voice I heard when you were talking to me.” At that point Evangeline Peterson, to her great credit, withdrew, saying that yes, Edna should be writing the book herself.

The challenge now was to help Edna recover that voice, and I sensed that she was uneasy about going it alone. So we tried talking out a section one afternoon, with me asking questions and prodding for more detail, and then while we were still giddy with her total recall, I suggested she go straight home and put it all down just as she had told it to me. It worked miraculously. The next week she brought in several pages, handwritten on a long, yellow legal pad, and the words flowed. We repeated these sessions every week through that winter, and before long this book had taken shape.

I think that every reader will feel genuinely grateful for the memories Edna shares with us and for the many things she teaches us, from the proper way to fry chicken to the secret of making “flannel soft” biscuits. Thank you, Edna Lewis. You will always be with us in the pages of The Taste of Country Cooking.
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INTRODUCTION
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I grew up in Freetown, Virginia, a community of farming people. It wasn’t really a town. The name was adopted because the first residents had all been freed from chattel slavery and they wanted to be known as a town of Free People. My grandfather had been one of the first: His family, along with two others, were granted land by a plantation owner, Claiborn R. Mason, Jr., for whom one of them had served as coachman. The property was situated just behind Lahore—a village consisting of only one post office and a general store built around 1840; it still stands today, looking very much the same as it did then.

After the first three families were settled, eight more joined in and purchased land. They built their houses in a circle around my grandfather’s, which was in the center. My grandmother had been a brick-mason as a slave—purchased for the sum of $950 by a rich landowner who had several tracts of land and wanted to build two imposing houses on different locations. Grandmother was put to work molding the bricks, then carrying them and laying them (one of the houses she worked on still stands today, owned and restored by a college professor, but the other was destroyed in the Civil War). It was a job that caused my grandmother great anguish because she would have to go off all day to work on the big house, leaving her babies in their cribs and not returning until late in the evening to feed and care for them. The fact that years later, after her children had grown up and were living in Freetown, she would still take her kerosene lamp and go upstairs to make sure they were there and all right is a measure of the pain she bore. It is no wonder that they decided to build a big house so they could all be together. The first part was made of logs, then they added four rooms and clapboarded the whole building. The kitchen was separated from the main house, as were all the kitchens in Freetown then.

The first school in the area was held in my grandfather’s living room, chosen no doubt because he was one of the oldest in the community and had a large and lively family. Children came from as much as six or eight miles to learn, and the teacher was from Ohio, a graduate of Oberlin College. Soon Freetown became a lively place, with poetry readings, singing quartets, and productions of plays put on by the young people. One of the biggest achievements was when my youngest aunt went away to a boarding school at Manassas, Virginia; her brothers had all worked and raised the money to send her. Later my sisters, brothers, and I attended the first accredited school in the area, which was built with funds raised by the same teacher—then quite well along in years—who had taught in Grandfather’s living room. And it was the early freedmen who built the church and the entertainment hall and organized events like Revival Week, Emancipation Day, and various other feasts that punctuated our farm year.

The spirit of pride in community and of cooperation in the work of farming is what made Freetown a very wonderful place to grow up in. Ours was a large family: my parents, my grandfather, three sisters, two brothers, and cousins who stayed with us from time to time, all living under the same roof. The farm was demanding but everyone shared in the work—tending the animals, gardening, harvesting, preserving the harvest, and, every day, preparing delicious foods that seemed to celebrate the good things of each season. As well, there was the bounty yielded up by the woods, fields, and streams. It was always fun to go searching for nuts and berries, to have the men bring in some game in the fall or the first fish of spring, all of which not only added to our regular supply of food but always brought something festive to the table.

Whenever there were major tasks on the farm, work that had to be accomplished quickly (and timing is so important in farming), then everyone pitched in, not just family but neighbors as well. And afterward we would all take part in the celebrations, sharing the rewards that follow hard labor. The year seemed to be broken up by great events such as hog butchering, Christmas, the cutting of ice in winter, springtime with its gathering of the first green vegetables and the stock going away to summer pasture, the dramatic moment of wheat threshing, the excitement of Revival Week, Race Day, and the observance of Emancipation Day. All these events were shared by the whole community, young and old alike. I guess that is why I have always felt that the people of Freetown were very special. They showed such love and affection for us as children, at the same time asking something of us, and they knew how to help each other so that the land would thrive for all. Each family had its own different talents, its special humor, but they were bound together in an important way.

Over the years since I left home and lived in different cities, I have kept thinking about the people I grew up with and about our way of life. Whenever I go back to visit my sisters and brothers, we relive old times, remembering the past. And when we share again in gathering wild strawberries, canning, rendering lard, finding walnuts, picking persimmons, making fruitcake, I realize how much the bond that held us had to do with food. Since we are the last of the original families, with no children to remember and carry on, I decided that I wanted to write down just exactly how we did things when I was growing up in Freetown that seemed to make life so rewarding. Although the founders of Freetown have passed away, I am convinced that their ideas do live on for us to learn from, to enlarge upon, and pass on to the following generations. I am happy to see how many young people are going back to the land and to the South. They are interested in natural farming and they seem to want to know how we did things in the past, to learn firsthand from those who worked hard, loved the land, and relished the fruits of their labor. I hope that this book will be helpful to them. But above all, I want to share with everyone who may read this a time and a place that is so very dear to my heart.


Spring
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Each season had a particular interesting feature, but spring held something special. After the long spell of winter we welcomed the first warm day of February, heralding the coming of spring.

Often a mother hen would surprise us with a healthy brood of baby chickens that she had hatched in the hayloft and somehow gotten down to the ground. They would be chirping and pecking in the snowy slush of the barnyard. We would pick them up and carry them and the mother into the kitchen and place them in a wooden box behind the cookstove which served as a nursery for early hatched chickens, baby calves, pigs, and lambs that were too weak and unaggressive to compete for food. All such animals would be kept in the kitchen until the severe cold weather was over and they were strong enough to feed themselves. The quiet routine of the kitchen would give way to the sounds of chirping, pip pip, and baa baa. We were so excited about our kitchen guests that we would set about adopting the most unusual ones for ourselves and we would keep watch over our pick sometimes for a year, or until it was sold, which would be a sad day for us. But there was always a good reason given why it had to be sold. All the realities of life were explained to us as we grew up.

Further evidence of spring would be the arrival of the noisy killdeer, running over the ground as if it were on roller skates, signaling that it was time to begin ploughing. It continued to call out “kill dee, kill dee,” during the ploughing season.

I will never forget spring mornings in Virginia. A warm morning and a red sun rising behind a thick fog gave the image of a pale pink veil supported by a gentle breeze that blew our thin marquisette curtains out into the room, leaving them to fall lazily back. Being awakened by this irresistible atmosphere we would hop out of bed, clothes in hand, rush downstairs, dress in a sunny spot, and rush out to the barn to find a sweet-faced calf, baby pigs, or perhaps a colt. We always stopped by the hen house to look at the setting hens sitting in their row of nests along the wall. They had to be checked often to see if the eggs were moist enough to hatch properly. I can still remember the moist smell of chickens hatching and making quiet, cuddly noises. The mother hen would fuss and ruffle her feathers, very annoyed at my mother for lifting her from the nest to sprinkle the eggs. There would be guineas setting under the woodpile where no one could reach and they would appear one day with a brood that was so swift of movement that one could only get a glimpse of them scampering through the weeds.

This was truly a time of birth and rebirth in barnyard, field, and forest. Early morning visits to the barnyard extended into the woods as well, which was just across the stream from the barn. The quiet beauty in rebirth there was so enchanting it caused us to stand still in silence and absorb all we heard and saw. The palest liverwort, the elegant pink lady’s-slipper displayed against the velvety green path of moss leading endlessly through the woods. Birds flitting back and forth knowing it was spring and looking for food, a spider winding in his catch while his beautiful dew-laden web shimmered and glistened in the early morning sunshine, the early morning sound of the mournful dove, the caw caw of a crow looking for food.

A stream, filled from the melted snows of winter, would flow quietly by us, gurgling softly and gently pulling the leaf of a fern that hung lazily from the side of its bank. After moments of complete exhilaration we would return joyfully to the house for breakfast. Floating out to greet us was the aroma of coffee cooking and meat frying, mingled with the smell of oak wood burning in the cookstove. We would wash our hands and take our places on the bench behind the table made for the children.

Breakfast was about the best part of the day. There was an almost mysterious feeling about passing through the night and awakening to a new day. Everyone greeted each other in the morning with gladness and a real sense of gratefulness to see the new day. If it was a particularly beautiful morning it was expressed in the grace. Spring would bring our first and just about only fish—shad. It would always be served for breakfast, soaked in salt water for an hour or so, rolled in seasoned cornmeal, and fried carefully in home-rendered lard with a slice of smoked shoulder for added flavor. There were crispy fried white potatoes, fried onions, batter bread, any food left over from supper, blackberry jelly, delicious hot coffee, and cocoa for the children. And perhaps if a neighbor dropped in, dandelion wine was added. With the morning feeding of the animals out of the way, breakfast was enjoyable and leisurely.

Another pleasure was following the plough. I loved walking barefoot behind my father in the newly ploughed furrow, carefully putting one foot down before the other and pressing it into the warm, ploughed earth, so comforting to the soles of my feet. As I listened to my father sing one of his favorite songs, the chickens from the hen house would flock behind me, picking up all kinds of worms and bugs that were turned up by the plough. The noisy killdeer was still around, guarding her tiny speckled eggs in a nest she had made of small stones. Now and then the plough would turn up roots of a sassafras bush which we would carry into the house and make into a tea for breakfast the next morning. We also enjoyed tea made from a bush that grew along the streams; used only while in the bud stage, it was known as sweet bud.

Planting season was always accompanied by the twilight arrival of the whippoorwill repeating breathlessly and rapidly “whippoorwill! whippoorwill!” Because of the longer hours of daylight, field work could extend into the evening, and dinner was served at midday. First spring meals would always be made of many uncultivated plants. We would relish a dish of mixed greens—poke leaves before they unfurled, lamb’s-quarters, and wild mustard. We also had salad for a short period made of either Black-Seeded Simpson, or Grand Rapids, loose-leaf lettuce which bolted as soon as the weather became warm. It was served with thin slices of onion before they begin to shape into a bulb—the tops used as well—in a dressing of vinegar, sugar, and black pepper. It was really more of a soup salad. We would fill our plates after finishing our meal and we adored the sweet and pungent flavor against the crispy fresh flavor of the lettuce and onions.

One usually thinks of lamb as a spring dish but no one had the heart to kill a lamb. The lambs were sold at the proper time and the sheep would be culled—some sold and a few butchered. My mother would usually buy the head and the forequarter of the mutton, which she cooked by braising or boiling and served with the first asparagus that appeared along the fence row, grown from seed the birds dropped. There were the unforgettable English peas, first-of-the-season garden crop cooked and served in heavy cream along with sautéed first-of-the-season chicken. As the new calves came, we would have an abundance of milk and butter, as well as buttermilk, rich with flecks of butter. Rich milk was used in the making of gravies, blanc mange, custards, creamed minced ham, buttermilk biscuits, and batter breads, as well as sour-milk pancakes. And we would gather wild honey from the hollow of oak trees to go with the hot biscuits and pick wild strawberries to go with the heavy cream.

Freetown was a beehive of activity, with everyone caring for crops of new animals, poultry, and garden, gathering dandelions and setting them to wine. People also helped each other by trading seed, setting hens, and exchanging ideas as well. Although this was a hectic time and visiting was put off for a calmer time of year, the neighbors still found time for unforgettable pleasantries. I remember when I was very little, our neighbor Mrs. Towles came over one bright afternoon and invited me for tea as she often did. As I walked along the path behind her, we came upon a nest of colored candy Easter eggs. I had never seen anything so beautiful in all my five years of life. I asked her how did she think they had gotten there, and she replied casually, “I guess the Easter Rabbit must have left them there for you.”

As the weather warmed up and we moved toward summer, the main crops were planted—corn, beans, melons, and peanuts. Sweet potato plants were ready for pulling from the hotbed—a structure made of 4 × 3 × 3 boards stationed in a corner of the garden. The bed was made by filling in a 6-inch layer of fresh stable horse manure that was then covered over with a 4-inch layer of dry oak leaves and a few twigs of green pine needles. A 4-inch layer of old hay was added and that was topped with a 5-inch layer of clean, dry sand. The bed was then covered with a piece of old blanket or canvas and left to heat up for a few days. When the temperature in the hotbed reached 70°, specially selected sweet potatoes were inserted into the sand and the cover replaced. The bed was aired daily, every afternoon when the temperature was at its highest, and sprinkled lightly with warm water during incubation. When the plants reached a height of 5 inches, the bed was left uncovered so that the plants could toughen before setting them in the open ground. Very often other vegetable seed was sown in the bed alongside the potatoes—those were the days before hybrid seed. We would always save our own seed and plant it from year to year. A few of the vegetables we planted are seldom seen today, such as cymlings, almost flat, rounded, white squash with scalloped edges which matured early and was usually served fried; butter beans; a leafy green known as rape; black-eyed peas served pureed; parsnips, salsify, and root celery. The common herbs were sage, purple basil, chervil, horseradish root, and wild thyme. No homestead was complete without an orchard and a grape arbor bearing fragrant sweet dessert grapes. Some of the fruits we loved best and thought the most flavorsome for preserving and keeping were Stayman Winesap apples; Kieffer pears, which were sweet and juicy; a variety of deliciously sweet cherries—blackheart, sour red, and a bluish-pink one called Royal Ann; fragrant round, red plums, as well as damsons; and that famous old fruit, the quince. Almost all these fruits we served stewed or used as a filling for cake, as well as preserving. The garden also included a gooseberry bush. Flowers, too, were an integral part of every homestead, especially perennials such as cowslips, Virginia bluebells, sweet myrrh, rambling roses, and our favorite geranium (which, incidentally, had its origin in Africa, as did the guinea hen, wheat, and many other good things that are part of our table today).

Planting season in Freetown was particularly hectic because everyone planted their crops, set their chickens, and everything else according to the sign of the zodiac. These signs appeared only once in each month and lasted for two or three days. So the ground had to be ready to plant then; if you missed the proper sign, the crop would be thrown back for a month. It was said that seed that blossomed should be planted when the moon was light, whereas vegetables grown underground should be planted in the dark of the moon. Some of these practices still go on today. There used to be a big sigh of relief when planting was over, but then we would plunge right into the work of cultivation and raising the new crop of hatched chickens, turkeys, and barnyard animals, at the same time as we watched the hay ripen and looked toward hay-cutting time.

I remember in spring how the bobwhite used to walk around as a decoy, calling “bobwhite, bobwhite” to his mate as she sat nearby on her first hatch. We felt happy to hear him calling out, thinking that somehow this made everything complete, and we would answer him back, saying, “Bobwhite, bobwhite! Are your peaches ripe?”
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AN EARLY SPRING DINNER
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Braised Forequarter of Mutton

Thin-Sliced Skillet-Fried White Potatoes

Skillet Wild Asparagus

Salad of Tender Beet Tops, Lamb’s-Quarters, and Purslane
Garnished with Chopped Chervil

Yeast Rolls

Butter

Blanc Mange Garnished with Raspberries

Special Butter Cookies

Coffee



After the shearing of the sheep and the culling of the flock, mutton became available for a short period and it was a treat to sit down again to a meal of braised or boiled mutton with thin-sliced fried white potatoes, wild asparagus found along the fence row, and a beautiful dessert made from the abundant supply of milk and garnished with early ripened raspberries.

Braised Forequarter of Mutton

Serves 5


10 to 12 pounds forequarter of mutton

¼ teaspoon thyme leaves, fresh or dry

2 teaspoons fresh-ground black pepper

1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon soft butter

½ cup chopped onions

½ cup peeled, seeded, and chopped fresh tomatoes

1 small clove garlic (optional)



Have the butcher remove the neck and the bones in the middle and upper part of the meat, and carve the meat out of the ribs. Keep the bones. Wipe the meat over with a damp cloth, and cut away any loose pieces or stamp dye. Sprinkle the meat with the thyme and pepper and place it upon the rack of ribs it was carved from. Tie the meat and ribs together securely with a clean white string. Paint over the top with 1 tablespoon soft butter. The flavor of mutton is so exotic that any seasoning besides salt and pepper and a little thyme will ruin its special flavor. Place the bones and the meat into a cooking pot. Pound the onion and tomato into a pulp using a mortar or blender, adding 2 cups cold water. Pour the mixture around the meat, cover, and set in a preheated 400° oven. Close the door and turn the oven down to 350°. Cook for 1½ hours before opening again. Check the cooking; the meat should simmer slowly. As it heats through the temperature can be regulated accordingly. Cook for about 3 hours, basting every 20 minutes after the first 1½ hours. If the sauce seems too short, add another cup of hot water. Twenty minutes before the meat is finished sprinkle with a tiny crushed clove of garlic, if you like the flavor of garlic. Remove from the oven, cut away the string, and place the meat on a platter. Set in a warm place. Strain the sauce left in the pan through a fine sieve, skim all the fat from it, and then set on a low burner to heat (but not boil) while the meat is being sliced. Put a teaspoon of soft butter into the sauce, stir vigorously, and pour over the sliced mutton.

Note: The leg of mutton can be treated in the same manner. If fresh tomatoes were not available, canned ones that had been put up during canning season were used.

See recipe for Thin-Sliced Skillet-Fried White Potatoes

Skillet Wild Asparagus

Serves 5


1 large bunch (1½ to 2 pounds) asparagus

2 tablespoons butter

Salt and pepper



Skillet-cooked asparagus have more flavor than steamed asparagus. They finish off bright green in color, brittle, and have a flavor of the butter they cooked in. They may be fried whole or cut into 2-inch pieces. If cooked in pieces, the tips should not be added until the stalks are nearly done, as the tips cook more quickly and have a tendency to scorch. If cooked whole, they must be watched carefully.

Rinse the asparagus in cold water. Place the butter in a medium skillet, then put the asparagus on top; the bit of water left clinging is enough. Cover the skillet and let cook about 3 minutes. Be sure they don’t burn; remove the lid and check, turning them over. Cover again and let cook for about 5 minutes more. Season to taste after cooking.

Salad of Tender Beet Tops, Lamb’s-Quarters, and Purslane
Garnished with Chopped Chervil

We often served an early spring salad of garden beet tops and other green leaves growing wild in the garden, tossed with tender garden lettuce. This called for a different kind of dressing which could be mixed at the table from our canister.


DRESSING

¼ cup cider vinegar

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon dry mustard

½ teaspoon fresh-ground black pepper

½ cup olive oil

Spring greens (beet tops, lamb’s-quarters, purslane, young lettuce)

1 tablespoon chopped chervil



It is easier to use a bottle or a small glass jar for mixing salad dressing. Shake vinegar and salt together until dissolved, then add the mustard and pepper. Shake well again, then add olive oil and shake until it becomes thick and grayish. That is the moment to sprinkle it over the leaves and toss. You can always tell whether your dressing is well balanced when it becomes thick and grayish; if it doesn’t, you have used too much vinegar, so add some more oil.

Pour the dressing over the greens and toss. Sprinkle with chopped chervil.
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Yeast Rolls from Sponge Batter

Makes about 36 rolls


SPONGE

4 medium-sized potatoes

3 cups cold water

3 tablespoons sugar

1 tablespoon dry active yeast, or 1 small cake (about ½ ounce) fresh yeast

6 tablespoons sifted flour

BATTER

7 cups sifted unbleached white flour

1 cup tepid milk

2 medium-sized eggs, beaten

2 teaspoons salt

3 tablespoons lard

2 tablespoons butter

1 ½-gallon glass jar

1 5-gallon container*

2 8 × 8 × 2-inch baking pans

1 small bread pan

1 large wooden spoon



* We always used a large container—the preserving kettle, in fact—so we could leave the dough overnight and it wouldn’t run over. If you are going to be around to watch the dough, use two smaller containers instead.

Wash and boil potatoes in their skins in the 3 cups water. Boil briskly until soft—25 to 30 minutes—then remove the potatoes, reserving the water they were cooked in. Peel and mash the potatoes well while they are still warm. Measure out a cupful of mashed potatoes in the ½-gallon glass jar and add 1 cup of the tepid potato water. (If there isn’t enough potato water, add enough cold water to fill a cup.) Add sugar, yeast, and flour to the glass jar. Stir the mixture lightly, then turn down a teacup over the mouth of the jar. Set overnight in a warm spot to “work.” The temperature need not be as high as 80° for this sponge; it will ferment under slightly cooler conditions. After setting overnight the sponge will be aromatic and light as sea foam and ready to mix with the flour.

Place the flour in a large mixing bowl. Pour in the sponge. Stir with a wooden spoon until well mixed. Pour in the tepid milk and beaten eggs and salt. Over a pan of hot water, melt half the lard and 1 tablespoon of the butter and mix into the batter. Continue to stir in a circular motion until the dough becomes rather smooth and comes off in a sheet when lifted up on a spoon. This takes about 15 minutes of stirring. Spoon the dough into a deep, well-greased 5-gallon container or two smaller ones. Set in an 80° draft-free place. Cover lightly with a clean cloth. In summer temperatures it is no problem and is a real joy to make yeast breads.

The dough can be set to rise from 4 to 5 hours. Push it down twice during the period of rising, greasing hands with shortening mixture, and gently pushing down the dough, which should be light and bubbly. When the dough has doubled for the second time have at hand the baking pans and the remaining lard and butter melted together. Pinch off a piece of dough the size of a golf ball. Dip fingertips into the melted shortening and grease the dough, rolling it over to make a ball shape. Place each roll in the baking pan close enough to touch the other rolls. Repeat the operation until pans are filled. Each pan takes in 18 rolls. Form remaining dough into a loaf and place in greased bread pan. Set in a warm place to rise ½ inch or a bit more above the pan. Bake in a preheated 425° oven 40 minutes. Remove from the oven, and let set in the pans for about 5 minutes. Remove from the pans and serve hot.
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    Print of Butter

The centerpiece of every table in Freetown was a pressed glass or cut-glass butter dish holding a rounded mound of butter indented on the top with a free-form shape made from the end of the butter paddle. Soft butter was liked for buttering hot breads, except in very hot weather when the butter dish would be set in the spring box or well house.

Butter was a homemade product. We would spend a whole day skimming the cream from the top of a number of milk crocks. The wooden churn had to be scalded and filled with water to swell it in order to close the opening that had developed as the wood dried out. The cream was poured in, and Grandpa usually did the churning, sitting on the front porch in warm weather or before the fireplace hearth in winter. Cream turns to butter faster when it is warm. Mother would spend hours washing the butter by kneading it with wooden paddles. After she had washed all the milk out, the water was poured off and excess water was pressed out by kneading with the butter paddles. Then, after all the water was removed, the salt was worked in. Then the butter was pressed into a 1-pound wooden butter print with a removable bottom. The decorated prints were dipped into cold water to keep the butter from sticking. When the butter was pressed out of the mold it would be beautifully decorated on the top. We kept most of these butter prints in the well house and used them as needed, but sometimes when we had extra we would sell them to stores in town.

Blanc Mange

Spring and early summer was a time when there was an abundance of green grass that meant surplus milk, cream, and butter. Some of the desserts we made then were junket, bread pudding, custard, and blanc mange. I hadn’t thought of blanc mange as being a fancy or unusual name, any more than Lahore or Freetown. It was just a delicious dessert with Jordan almonds and fresh or canned fruit.

Serves 5


1 cup unblanched Jordan almonds

1⅓ cups cold water

½ cup milk

½ cup heavy cream

⅔ cup sugar

1 tablespoon unflavored gelatine

¼ cup cold water

1 teaspoon almond extract

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

2 teaspoons rum (optional)

GARNISH

2 cups raspberries (or other fruit)



Drop the almonds into boiling water, remove from the burner, and leave the almonds until the water cools enough to pick them out. Then slip them out of their skins. Pound the blanched almonds to paste in a mortar or grind them in a nut grinder or blender. Then put the pounded or ground almonds into a blender 2 tablespoons at a time with ⅓ cup water and blend until thoroughly puréed, repeat with the rest until the water and ground nuts are used up. Return the full amount to the blender and blend until the mixture is completely smooth. Combine the milk, the cream, and sugar and add, blending a second time. Strain into a saucepan. Dissolve the gelatine in ¼ cup cold water, add it to the saucepan, and set over medium-high burner, stirring all the while. Bring to a scald but don’t allow the mixture to boil. Add the almond extract and the vanilla (rum may be used if desired). Strain and pour into a wet ring mold. Leave overnight. When ready to serve, run a spatula close against the mold, turn out on a serving platter, and garnish with raspberries.
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Special Butter Cookies

These cookies are perfectly simple. For generations they have been made in our family repeatedly, and they remain the most delicious type of sugar cookie. For good success, they must be made in accordance with the recipe.

Makes 45 to 50 cookies


4 ounces (1 stick) butter

¾ cup granulated sugar

2 medium-sized eggs, beaten

2 cups sifted, all-purpose unbleached flour

1 teaspoon Royal Baking Powder

2 level teaspoons sifted fresh-ground ginger

2 tablespoons light cream, or milk

1 cup crushed cube sugar



Cream together the butter and granulated sugar. Add the beaten eggs and mix well. Add in the flour that has been sifted with the baking powder and the ginger. Mix well. Add in the cream or milk. Mix well again. Spoon the dough onto a small platter or Pyrex dish. Cover securely with wax paper and set in the refrigerator overnight. It may be set into your freezer compartment for 30 minutes or until the dough becomes firm to the touch of a spatula. This is a very soft dough and must be chilled to handle. Lightly dust a rolling surface and just spade out enough dough to roll. It is good to have a chilled rolling pin. Cut before the dough softens too much to handle. Roll the dough out evenly to ⅛ of an inch or a fraction better and cut with a cookie cutter. Lift the cookies from the rolling surface with a spatula and place on cookie sheet. After the cookies have been rolled out and removed, don’t try rolling the trimmings. It won’t work. Instead, put the free-form pieces of trimmings onto a separate cookie sheet. Sprinkle each one with a bit of crushed cube sugar. Set the cookies into a preheated 400° oven for 8 to 10 minutes.

Cooking time really depends upon how brown one likes the cookies to be. Different degrees of browning change the flavor of the cookies. If one likes a delicate flavor, they should be just the palest brown color. Too much browning spoils the good taste of the cookie. Remove the cookies from the pan and place them on a rack to cool. Store in a clean, airtight tin.

Note: A heavy cookie sheet is best or, if you haven’t one, place a second sheet under the one holding the cookies. Otherwise, the cookies will brown too much on the bottom. Sometimes it’s well to remove the bottom sheet halfway through the cooking so that the bottom of the cookies will become evenly browned with the top.

A SPRING BREAKFAST

[image: ]



Pan-Fried Shad with Roe

Oven-Cooked Bacon

Scrambled Eggs

Steamed Whole Hominy

Corn Pone

Butter

Wild Strawberry Preserves

Honey from Woodland Bees

Coffee

Dandelion Blossom Wine



Because shad was practically the only fish we ever ate and spring was the only time it was ever seen, we were always much too excited to wait for dinner, so we’d cook it for breakfast whenever it was caught. First we would eagerly search the head for pearls, always hoping to find one. I don’t know how we came to expect pearls in the head of the shad except that it did have what looked like a pearl, the size of a large grain of corn and the same shape. We always served shad with scrambled eggs, bacon, steamed hominy, new-found honey, soft, rich batter bread, delicious cold milk, hot coffee, and a sip of dandelion wine. It was truly a meal to celebrate the coming of the spring.

Pan-Fried Shad with Roe

In city fish markets you will very often find shad filleted, split, and boned, but you can also buy a whole shad, which is the way we used to have it. But be sure it is a roe shad. The buck shad is of a brighter color and has more bones throughout the flesh. Shad can be served fried or baked. We preferred it fried. Frying gave a crusty outside while the inside remained tender and juicy. The roe was cooked and served along with it. Shad is one of the very few things left to enjoy that still come but once a year—spring being the only time it leaves the ocean and comes into the fresh waters along the Virginia coast to spawn. April and May is the time.

Serves 5 to 6


A 5- to 6-pound shad with roe

4 teaspoons salt

2 cups fine-ground cornmeal

1 teaspoon fresh-ground black pepper

2 slices smoked pork shoulder or bacon

1 cup lard

⅓ cup cold water

4 tablespoons butter

⅓ lemon

2 teaspoons finely cut parsley



Cut the shad into 4-inch pieces and place them in a large mixing bowl. Add the roe, being careful not to break the skin. Sprinkle 2½ teaspoons salt over the fish and roe and cover with cold water, letting stand for 30 to 40 minutes. It will enhance the flavor of the shad. Remove the roe and shad from the salt water, drain. Mix the cornmeal, pepper, and 1½ teaspoons salt together and coat the pieces of fish on both sides and ends. Place the coated pieces on a sheet of wax paper and leave to rest for 30 minutes to an hour to give the meal time to adhere to the fish. Heat a large skillet and toss in slices of pork. When fat is well rendered, remove pork slices and add ½ cup of the lard. Heat until the pan of fat becomes sizzling hot but not smoking. Place in the pieces of fish and see that the fat comes up to about two thirds of the fish. Cook to a golden brown, about 7 minutes on each side. Meanwhile, set the roe to cook in a small skillet with ⅓ cup cold water. Cover loosely and cook gently until all water evaporates, then add butter and sauté for a few minutes. Squeeze over the lemon and sprinkle with parsley. Serve roe along with fried shad. See to it that the roe does not become too dried out.

Oven-Cooked Bacon or Ham

“Oven-cooked bacon” covered many cuts of pork, such as jowl, shoulder, middling, and ham, always cured and sliced ¼ inch thick or a bit less. The rind was usually left on. The meat was rinsed in lukewarm water to remove some of the salt, then placed in a warm skillet and set over the hot section of the stove. When the pan became fully heated and the meat began to fry, it was transferred to the floor of the hot oven or the lower shelf so as not to interfere with other food cooking. A great advantage of oven cooking is that the meat never curls, no matter how thin. It can be cooked without worry about burning but must be checked on sometimes and needs turning over. When well cooked and browned it is delicious. The rind becomes crisp and crunchy and the bacon has a rich, baked flavor.

All types of bacon can be cooked this way—it takes about 15 minutes.
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Scrambled Eggs

Serves 5 to 6


9 eggs

4 tablespoons cold water

2 teaspoons butter



We used to break the eggs into a jar, add the water, cover it, and shake well. If you have a blender, it does the job, but turn it on for only half a second. Then pour the eggs into a warm, lightly greased skillet. Cook over a medium-low flame, pushing the eggs aside with a spoon as they solidify until all is solid but still moist. Remove immediately from the pan while still soft. Eggs have a tendency to dry out very quickly. Serve right away on a warm platter. Garnish with bacon.

    Steamed Whole Hominy

Corn was the backbone of the diet in Freetown for both the people and their stock. Of the variety of ways it was used, transforming dried corn into hominy seemed a most miraculous process. My Aunt Jennie Hailstalk was expert at the making of hominy. One morning when I was visiting her, noticing again the big iron pot on the back of her cookstove, I asked her to explain to me how she did it.

First, she told me, hardwood ashes (about 2 gallons) were boiled for 10 minutes in 4 gallons of cold water. The water was then drained away and put aside, the ashes were discarded, and the water was returned to the pot. Three quarts of shelled, whole-grain white corn were put into the solution over a medium-high fire and cooked for 25 to 30 minutes, then left to steep for an hour after the cooking had stopped.

The corn was then removed from the lye solution and put into a large pan of clean water. At that point she would rub the grains together in her hands and the hull or the husk would slip off. The grains would be rinsed a number of times until the water became clear and all the specks were removed.

Now she set the grains to cook gently until tender (about an hour), stirring constantly and skimming to keep them from burning on the bottom. By this time they would have swelled, doubled in size, and be glistening white. The hominy was put in a colander and set to steam over simmering water until ready to serve, about 10 to 15 minutes.

The hominy had a delicious flavor. It was always served at breakfast and the gravy or natural sauce from cooked meats would be spooned over it. With or without sauce, it was very tasty. Hominy is still being made that way in homes in the South, but you can buy it fully cooked or canned not only in stores in Orange, Virginia, but also in many city supermarkets that stock it or will get it for you.

Note: The cooked solution of hardwood ashes and water is called lye solution; we made soap with it as well. The hardwood we used was oak. The corn was fresh-shelled from the barn.

Corn Pone

Corn pone was a delicious equivalent of the ash cake and is legendary in our history. A beautiful poem was written by one of our early great poets, Paul Laurence Dunbar, entitled “When Mammy Says de Blessing and de Cone Pone’s Hot.” When there was need for a quick hot snack, we would light the cookstove and stir up some cornmeal and make a number of corn pones, sometimes adding cracklings to make them more interesting, but they were just as delicious plain. The rather stiff batter would be shaped with both hands, fingers closed, to make a large egg shape—the shape of your hand. The pones were about 3 inches wide, and were placed an inch apart on a baking sheet. Baked in a fairly hot oven, when done they were golden brown in color and very crusty outside, which made them more delicious. We would cut them in half and butter them.

Makes 4 pones, about 3 inches wide, 1½ inches high, and 4 inches long


2 cups water-ground white cornmeal

1 teaspoon Royal Baking Powder

½ teaspoon salt

⅔ cup cold water

½ cup milk

1 tablespoon melted lard or butter



Sift the meal, baking powder, and salt into a mixing bowl. Add the water and milk. Stir well, add melted fat, and let the mixture rest for 10 minutes. Then take the batter and shape it into pones by cupping both hands together and patting it into form. Place each pone upon a baking sheet an inch apart from the others and bake in a preheated 375° oven for 15 to 20 minutes—no longer or the bread will dry out.

Wild Strawberry Preserves

Makes 4 5-ounce jars


1 pound wild strawberries

1 pound sugar

1 2-quart mixing bowl

1 wooden or silver spoon

1 nonmetallic pan (Pyrex, Corning Ware, or enamel-covered iron)

4 5-ounce sterilized jars and lids

Paraffin



Wash the berries and place them on a clean, dry cloth to drain. When well drained, remove the caps and put the berries into a mixing bowl. Sprinkle sugar over them and mix gently with a wooden or silver spoon. Cover with a cloth and place in a cold place overnight. Next morning, spoon the berry mixture into a nonmetallic pan and set over a medium-high burner. Bring to a brisk boil, and then cook for only 5 minutes, skimming off any scum on the surface. (Boiling seems to keep the scum in one spot; when not boiling the scum spreads over the surface of the preserves and disappears.) After 5 minutes, remove from the burner, let cool a bit, and with a slotted spoon spoon out the berries into a bowl. Boil the syrup again for 4 minutes only, then pour over the berries. Leave the berries in the syrup to plump until evening. Pour the preserves into the sterilized jars to within ⅛ inch of the top. Fill the rest with paraffin. When the paraffin cools, screw on the covers and store in a dry, cool place.

Note: Brief boiling will help to keep the strawberries from losing their clear bright-red color. Overcooking will cause the syrup to become brown.

Honey from Woodland Bees

Honey was another one of nature’s contributions to spring. On warm spring mornings my father would bring in a big pan of honey that he had located in the hollow of an oak tree. He would break into the comb and gather the honey, filling his pan with the delicious, clear, dark amber nectar. We chewed on the wax for days and enjoyed the honey on hot biscuits throughout spring.

The time calculated for gathering was told in a rhyme:


     A swarm of bees in May is worth a load of hay.

     A swarm of bees in June is worth a silver spoon.

     A swarm of bees in July is not worth a fly.



By July the larvae had begun to hatch and spoiled the honey.
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Coffee
or Java (as we called it)

The smell of coffee cooking was a reason for growing up, because children were never allowed to have it and nothing haunted the nostrils all the way out to the barn as did the aroma of boiling coffee. The decision about coffee was clear and definite and a cook’s ability to make good coffee was one of her highest accomplishments. Mother made real good coffee but some mornings my father would saddle the horse and ride more than a mile up the road to have his second cup with his cousin Sally, who made the best coffee ever.

Morning was incomplete without that cup of well-boiled coffee with cream from overnight milk, which was stirred in to make a mocha-colored kind of coffee syllabub. The froth on the coffee was quickly chased around the cup with a spoon and spooned into the mouth before it vanished. It was said that this froth signified unexpected money coming to the one who drank the coffee. Coffee went well with hot breads, butter, and meats with gravies.

Coffee also separated people by age. As I said, we children weren’t allowed to drink it and aged aunts, uncles, and grandparents never drank coffee from a cup. That was a waste of time. Every aged person in Freetown drank their coffee from a bowl.

All cooks arrived at making good coffee from different methods. Some added salt, some eggshells, others whites or only yolks, and all were divine. On any sunny morning you would see everyone’s coffee pot hanging out on the garden fence post airing out after the morning’s coffee.

Coffee came in a container, just as the present-day cereal packages do. It was wax-lined and the grains never seemed to have lost their strength. Long boiling didn’t seem to make the coffee bitter, either. Of course, everyone used high-quality enamel pots and well water. And coffee trees hadn’t yet been tampered with by the experimental stations.

Good coffee can be made without complicated pots and gadgets and with less coffee than is usually required. Of course, a clean pot, free from highly perfumed soap powders, is important, as is a good brand of coffee that is pretty stable in the market, such as Yuban, Brown Gold, and Martinson’s in the blue can for drip. All can be boiled.

Try a coffee-house blend of ½ pound Colombia, ½ pound Java, and ¼ pound French roast. Also, green coffee beans can be roasted and ground at home with good success but it takes great patience. The beans are usually browned on top of the stove using an iron frying pan, and stirring all the while, but they can be roasted successfully in the oven—at 400° for 18 minutes, shaking the pan once during the roasting. When a bean is crushed it should be of a dark chocolate-brown color through and through. Once browned it is very simple to put beans into a hand coffee mill and grind fine. When making coffee with the boiled method, use only a small amount until the right strength is achieved.

It is of little value to grind beans unless they have been just roasted or at least heated up again in the oven. It is the fresh roasting that matters. A two or three days’ supply can be roasted and ground with good results.

If one must have another way of brewing coffee a drip pot can be successful if you use a 6-cup pot for only up to 4 cups of water. Use 2 level tablespoons of coffee for each 6 ounces of water. Boil 4 cups of water, and when it is near boiling pour in about ¼ cup of water over the grounds and turn the burner up under the rest of the water. Bring to a furious boil and pour onto the moistened grounds all at once. Cover, and the minute the dripping is just about finished, remove the grounds right away. The problem with drip coffee is one of serving it piping hot; it changes the flavor to reheat it but it can be kept hot with success by holding it in a good silver or heavy metal pot until served. In case you have a wood stove it can rest on the back of that very well until served. But I have found much more success using the recipe on the following page.
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Makes 4 cups


5 6-ounce cups of cold well water or bottled water

5 level tablespoons coffee

A few grains of salt



Place the coffee, water, and salt in the bottom of a glass Pyrex pot or enameled saucepan. Bring to a quick boil and then turn the burner down. When a boil is reached let simmer for 12 to 13 minutes, or longer if a stronger brew is desired. Spill in a spot of ice-cold water and remove from the burner. Let rest a minute then pour the coffee into a hot pot and serve while piping hot.
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Dandelion Blossom Wine

Very early in spring when new green grass blanketed the countryside, suddenly it would be dotted over with the golden blossoms of the dandelion plant. The neighbors would be seen out early in the morning before breakfast picking the golden blossoms. For wine-making, the blossoms must be picked before noon. At midday they close up tight. We were delighted to join in the picking and waited eagerly to watch the blossoms close at midday. Because of the early emergence of the dandelion blossoms they were considered a good tonic when made into wine. It was taken at breakfast and served to visiting friends in brandy glasses. We called it wine but it was more like a liqueur and tasted a bit like clear Drambuie. Everyone around made dandelion wine and exchanged wine, as well as views on it. Some added a piece of orange rind but most used only the blossoms. Oranges were not that available in spring.

Makes about 3 quarts


1 gallon open dandelion blossoms

5 quarts boiling, noncarbonated spring or well water

½ unpeeled, seeded orange (optional)

3½ pounds sugar

1 5-gallon stone crock or glass jar

3 1-quart sterilized bottles with corks plus 1 pint bottle



Pick the dandelion blossoms far away from polluted areas, in clear, open fields; there will be less bugs and ants.

To prepare for wine, have at hand a good, clean stone crock or Pyrex container, because you will be pouring boiling water over the blossoms and a glass jar will crack and spoil your blossoms. Pick over the blossoms. See to it that there are no spiders or bugs in them. Drop the blossoms into the crock and pour the boiling water over. If using the orange, add it. Cover with a clean white napkin and let stand for 3 days in the kitchen out of the way where it’s not too cold. Dandelions come in early spring and for good fermentation warmth is needed. Strain through a thin, clean, odor-free cloth into a clean glass jar. Add the sugar and stir until the sugar dissolves. Cover again with a clean cloth and leave in the kitchen in a warm, draft-free place for 3 weeks. Then strain into clean, dry jars, filling up to the top. Tie a clean cloth over the mouth of each jar and leave in the same place to finish fermenting, which will take about 4 months, or until the wine stops being effervescent. Then strain carefully into clean bottles, leaving behind any sediment that usually settles on the bottom. Fill the bottles nearly full and cork tightly, taking care that the cork is clean and new. Store in a dry, dark place until needed.

Note: Some people add one-half teaspoon of unadulterated yeast to the wine after the blossoms have been strained to raise the alcoholic content but I think it gives a very yeasty taste to the wine.

A LATE SPRING LUNCH
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Ring Mold of Chicken with Rich Wild-Mushroom Sauce

Slices of Baked Virginia Ham

Crispy Biscuits

Butter

Garden Strawberry Preserves

Salad of Grand Rapids Lettuce Leaves and Romaine
with a Vinegar, Sugar, Salt and Pepper Dressing

Caramel Pie

Coffee



Creamed chicken was an elegant dish for an occasion like Sunday lunch. It was served with a sauce of real cream and wild mushrooms, and not to be skimpy, slices of baked ham went with it. There were always hot biscuits, a spring salad, butter, and for dessert, often a favorite caramel pie.

Ring Mold of Chicken with Rich Wild-Mushroom Sauce

My favorite chicken dish was the ring mold with wild-mushroom sauce served on a beautiful Sunday afternoon in late spring when the doors could be left open and the warm rays of the sun streaked across the dining table, saluting my mother for her efforts in presenting a beautiful meal gathered from field, forest, garden, and barnyard. One never knew what to expect when she returned from the morning feeding and gathering; sometimes it was finding just enough wild mushrooms to flavor a cream sauce worthy of the chicken it was to be spooned over, served with tender green garden lettuce, green beans, and crusty yeast bread.

Serves 5 to 6


2 2¾- to 3-pound chickens

2 stalks celery with leaves

7 or 8 peppercorns

3 cups water

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon black pepper

½ cup skimmed reserved broth

3 beaten egg yolks

¼ cup fine, white bread crumbs

3 egg whites

1 bunch watercress

1 10-inch ring mold



The chicken for a ring mold should be one of good flavor. A Perdue fowl or roasting chicken or one from a good organic food shop is the best I have found. Cook the birds whole. This will help to preserve the flavor. Place them in a pot with the celery, leaves included, and the peppercorns. Add in 3 cups of water. Cover and set on a medium-high burner to start cooking. When simmering begins, turn the burner very low and simmer for 2 hours without allowing the pot to boil. I find that the broth has a much better taste if prevented from boiling. When the chicken is well cooked and tender, drain away the broth and set aside to cool. Skim the fat off and reserve. Cool the chicken a bit, remove the skin, and cut into fine pieces by hand while still warm. There should be enough to fill a quart measure. It is better to do the chopping by hand instead of using a food chopper. The meat will further crumble by mixing. Place the diced meat into a mixing bowl. Sprinkle in salt, pepper, ½ cup of reserved broth, 3 tablespoons of fat skimmed from the broth, and the beaten egg yolks. Mix well, and then sprinkle in the bread crumbs, made from rubbing fresh slices of white bread against a grater. Beat the egg whites until stiff but not dry, then fold them into the chicken. Spoon the mixture into a well-buttered 10-inch ring mold. Place the mold in a pan of hot water and set to cook in a preheated 350° oven for 45 minutes. When finished, remove from the oven and allow to rest for 10 minutes before unmolding. Turn out onto a hot platter, fill the center with sprigs of watercress, and garnish the platter with same.

Wild Mushrooms for Picking

Wild mushrooms, especially morels, have a superior flavor to that of the hothouse variety. They are most delicious and are an elegant accompaniment to any sauce.

First and foremost, pick only what you are sure of—sure-sure-sure—and only pick young, fresh mushrooms. After all, you wouldn’t buy old mushrooms in the store. Don’t wash wild mushrooms; it’s ruinous. They’ll become mushy and soggy. Just brush the dirt off.

There is a group called the “Foolproof 4,” which cannot be mistaken for any other. They are easy to identify, but one must still study them. They are as follows:


I. MORELS


a. pitted tops, almost spongelike;

b. can be dried.





To most people morels are the most delicious tasting. They appear in spring—April and May—when the weather is warm and dry. They grow on the edge of oak forests, in shady, cool pastures, and in apple orchards.


II. PUFFBALLS


a. must be snow white inside;

b. can be eaten raw in salads.





They appear in summer and fall in sparse woodlands, pastures, along the footpath, and in orchards.


III. CHICKEN MUSHROOMS


a. known by this name because of their chicken-like flavor;

b. orange in color;

c. grow in clusters on trunks of hardwood trees, from middle of spring to middle of autumn.






IV. SHAGGY MANES


a. pick when young; turn dark with age and will then produce an inky substance when broken;

b. they appear in summer and autumn in orchards, gardens, and along footpaths.





If it is impossible to go picking wild mushrooms, all isn’t lost. Many fine food departments, such as that in Bloomingdale’s, carry wild varieties; two I recommend particularly are Forest Morels by Blanchaude and delicious Field Ceps by Brillat. Both are imported from France and, although canned, they are just delicious.
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Rich Wild-Mushroom Sauce


1 pint heavy cream

1 cup wild, fresh mushrooms, or a can of imported field mushrooms

½ cup chicken broth with the fat skimmed off

Salt and pepper to taste

¼ cup sherry



Pour the cream into a wide frying pan, 10 to 12 inches. Bring to a vigorous boil and let continue until the cream is reduced by one third, which it will quickly do. Add in mushrooms and simmer a few minutes, then stir in the broth from the chicken. Continue to heat, not cook, for 10 minutes more and, just before serving, reheat and season with salt, pepper, and sherry to taste.

Baked Virginia Ham

Boil the ham first, as directed. After the ham is boiled and cool enough to handle, slice away the skin and fat, leaving on enough fat (about ½ inch) to keep the lean meat from showing. Sprinkle the fat over with fresh-grated white bread crumbs. Place the ham in a baking pan and set it into a preheated 375° oven. Cook until a rich, golden brown. Remove from the oven and let cool well before slicing. A baked ham can be cooked a day or two ahead. A cured ham will keep well for over a week without refrigeration and for months well refrigerated. A sharp, wide-bladed knife is best for obtaining a nice, wide, thin slice.

For boiling a ham you will need a ham boiler or an enamel lobster pot. We often used a lard can, which can still be found in some hardware stores.

Note: Virginia country hams can be ordered from The Orange Food Bank, Box 166, Orange, Virginia 22960.

See recipe for Crispy Biscuits.
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Garden Strawberry Preserves

Makes 5 5-ounce jars


3 cups crushed berries

2½ cups sugar

1 2-quart non-aluminum saucepan

5 5-ounce sterilized jars and lids, or 3 ½ -pint jars

Paraffin



Set the jars in a pan of water over a low burner.

Wash berries in a bowl of cold water to make sure they are free of grit and dust. Remove berries by hand and place them on a clean, dry towel to drain. Then remove the caps and crush the berries slightly with a clean, odorless, wooden pestle or a strong coffee mug. Pour into a non-aluminum saucepan and set over a low flame to heat. Meanwhile, heat the sugar either in a double boiler or in a dish in the oven, being careful not to brown it, but making sure it becomes very hot (about 10 minutes in a 350° oven). Now pour the hot sugar over the berries, turning the burner up while stirring the sugar around. The cooking should be as brisk as possible without scorching; it should take about 9 minutes in all. As soon as the preserves begin to boil up, a scum will rise on the surface; skim it off right away with a wooden or silver spoon. It is much better to skim while it’s rapidly boiling, because that seems to cause the scum to remain in a mass and it’s easy to dip it out without getting too much of the syrup. After 9 minutes of rapid cooking, pour the preserves into the hot jars, filling to about ⅛ inch from the top. Lift the jars out onto a dry surface to cool. When cold, carefully melt paraffin and pour into the filled jars. When paraffin is cool, put on the lids and seal.

Salad of Grand Rapids Lettuce Leaves and Romaine

Grand Rapids lettuce was a loose-leaf green that was very easy to grow but went to seed quickly in hot weather. Our way of producing it was to sow it along the garden fence near the well. It was covered with brush, and we kept the ground well-watered until the tender leaves were large enough to make a bowl of salad. It was enjoyed with our favorite dressing.

Serves 4 to 5


DRESSING

¼ cup vinegar

2 teaspoons sugar

¼ teaspoon salt

⅛ teaspoon fresh-ground black pepper

1 quart lettuce leaves and romaine, broken up

4 or 5 scallions, sliced thin with some green top added



Put the vinegar, sugar, salt, and pepper into a bowl or bottle. Shake or stir with a wooden spoon until all the salt has dissolved. Pour it over the lettuce and sliced scallions. Set aside until the rest of the meal is ready to serve. This salad holds for an hour without wilting, as it has no oil. It has an interesting taste given by fresh, tender lettuce, scallions, and vinegar.

Caramel Pie

Brown-sugar caramel pie is another local dessert, known and loved for at least a hundred and fifty years. The ladies of Freetown prided themselves on making the most perfect desserts. One neighbor was very proud of her talent; whenever we visited her she would bring out a pie or tart, and as she served it, she would always say, “Taste it! It’ll melt in your mouth!” And it would. This is a very haunting dessert, so rich and sweet one could easily overindulge. It’s great after a heavy meal, to be served as tiny tarts or in very slender wedges.

Makes 2 8-inch pies


Pastry dough

FILLING

3 cups soft dark-brown sugar (not brownulated)

⅛ teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons sifted flour

2 eggs, separated and beaten

2 tablespoons butter, slightly melted over hot water

4 tablespoons dark Karo syrup

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

1 cup milk, at room temperature

2 8-inch pie plates or tart pans



Line pie plates or tart pans with pastry and refrigerate.

In a large mixing bowl mix sugar, salt, and flour. Stir well with a clean wooden spoon and stir well again after each addition. Add the beaten yolks, butter, syrup, vanilla, and milk. When well mixed, beat the egg whites to soft peaks and fold in. Pour the batter into chilled, pastry-lined pans. Set into a preheated 350° oven. Bake until set, about 35 to 40 minutes. Remove from the oven. Serve warm. When cut, the filling should be about the consistency of blackberry jelly, not too firm.
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A LATE SPRING DINNER
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Skillet Spring Chicken with Watercress

Buttered Jerusalem Artichokes or Salsify

Garden Green Peas in Cream Biscuits

Butter

Pear Preserves

Rhubarb Pie

Coffee



Sitting down to a meal with the first chicken of the season was always a pleasure. It was also the day we removed our shoes for the season—the weather being sufficiently warm—with a feeling of freedom and an awareness of the fullness of spring, and a delicious meal inside us.
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Skillet Spring Chicken with Watercress

There was always great excitement when the first chickens from spring hatching were cooked. The neighbors would announce when they expected to have their first spring chicken meal. We all reared our chickens carefully and fed them by hand, which made them especially tender and tasty. The first ones we had were usually pan-broiled.

Serves 4


2 squab chickens, halved (baby chickens about 1 pound each)

6 ounces (1½ sticks) butter

1 bunch fresh watercress

Salt and pepper

1 12-inch skillet



Wipe the chickens with a damp cloth; do not season or flour. Set the skillet to heat on a medium-high flame and add in the butter. When the butter begins to sizzle, place the chickens in the skillet, skin side down. Cook until the skin side is a good, brown color, which should take about 12 minutes. Then turn the chickens over, cover, and cook over a medium flame for about 25 minutes. Remove the chickens from the pan and place on a platter on a bed of watercress. Sprinkle with salt and pepper to taste and serve. Season only when cooked. (A better color is achieved when the chicken is not salted and peppered and floured beforehand—and the butter flavor is more pronounced.)

Buttered Jerusalem Artichokes

There were a number of Old World vegetables that were commonly used in late winter and early spring. The Jerusalem artichoke was one—a perennial plant that grows 7 feet high with yellow blossoms in summer. The tubers look like the fresh root of ginger.

We dug them as soon as the ground began to thaw. They were a welcome change in our diet after a winter of dishes made of preserved and dried ingredients.

Serves 4 to 5


2 pounds Jerusalem artichokes

Water to cover

¼ cup (½ stick) butter



Wash the unpeeled artichokes and place in a saucepan of cold water to cover. Bring to a boil and cook briskly for 18 minutes. Drain, slip the skins off, and serve with melted butter poured over. Garnish, if you like, with a bit of parsley.

    Salsify

Salsify was another late winter root vegetable as commonly used as carrots. It was sown early in spring while the soil was cool, otherwise germination was poor. It was left alone to grow and mature through the following winter. We would dig the salsify in early spring as soon as the ground thawed out. When cooked, it tasted deliciously like oyster stew. The root is slender like that of a carrot and is a grayish-white color.

Serves 4 to 5


2 bunches (about 1 dozen) salsify

1 cup cream

Salt and pepper to taste

2 teaspoons butter



Salsify is cleaned the same way as carrots, by scraping. Plunge each root into cold water as it is cleaned or it will turn dark. When all the roots are cleaned, slice into 1-inch pieces and plunge them into a saucepan of boiling water. Cook briskly for 40 minutes. When cooked, drain away the water and keep covered.

Heat the cream to boiling. Add salt and pepper and butter. Pour into the salsify pan and let the contents heat without cooking, until ready to be served. Salsify can be served simply buttered without cream, if desired; in either case, it’s nice to add a bit of chopped parsley.

Green Peas in Cream

Green peas, or English peas as they were called, were looked upon with high favor and considered a great delicacy among the people of Freetown. Once the peas began to ripen they lasted only about 2 weeks, so there was great excitement when it was discovered that they were ripe enough to pick. If our peas ripened first, they were shared with the neighbors and vice versa. Peas were very flavorful and tender, maturing in early spring. When milk and cream were plentiful, they were served in lots of butter and sweet cream.

When buying peas, it is better to get them when they first come into the market. They are usually more tender; otherwise tender peas and overripe ones are mixed together, and unless you are allowed to pick out the tender pod or pods containing the small peas, you’ll be disappointed at the taste.

Serves 4 to 5


4 cups cold water

3 cups shelled tender peas

1 tablespoon sugar

1 scant teaspoon salt

1 cup heavy cream

2 tablespoons butter

½ tablespoon finely cut fresh chervil



In a 2-quart saucepan bring 4 cups of water to a rolling boil, and drop in the peas a few at a time so as not to stop the boiling of the water. When all the peas are in, add the sugar and salt. Continue to boil rapidly, uncovered, until tender (it might take 10 minutes for baby peas fresh from the garden or 25 minutes for those in markets today). Drain away the cooking liquid and hold the peas in a warm spot. Pour the cream into a 9-inch skillet, bring to a boil, and let boil rapidly for 1 or 2 minutes, no more, to reduce. Pour the boiling cream over the peas, add butter, and swish the peas around in the pan. Keep hot but do not cook. Sprinkle the chervil over and serve.

See recipe for Biscuits.

Pear Preserves

At snack time we loved to use pear preserves as a filling for hot biscuits—or even cold ones. Its meaty texture and spicy clove flavor made it so appealing there was seldom any left over once we’d opened a jar.

Makes about 8 or 9 5-ounce jars


3 pounds pears, preferably Kieffer

2½ pounds sugar

½ cup water

8 whole cloves (tied in clean cheesecloth)

1 5-quart nonmetallic pot

8 or 9 sterilized 5-ounce jars with covers

Paraffin



Peel, core, and slice each pear into about 8 slices. Place them in a 5-quart wide-bottomed nonmetallic pot. Sprinkle over with the sugar, add water and cloves, and set the pot over a low burner until contents begin to simmer. Then raise the heat and cook the pears gently for an hour. Remove them from the burner and leave to sit overnight. Next morning put the pears back on medium burner and cook gently until the syrup thickens and the pears turn a clear amber color, about 45 minutes of cooking. Have heating 8 to 9 sterilized jars.

Remove cloves and fill the hot jars with hot pear preserves to ¼ inch from the top. Then pour melted paraffin over the tops of the jars to fill them completely, and place lids on top. Store in a cool, dark place.
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Rhubarb Pie

Makes 1 8 or 9-inch pie (depending on shallowness of pie plate)


PASTRY

1½ cups plus 2 teaspoons sifted flour

1 scant teaspoon salt

¼ cup chilled lard

¼ cup cold water

FILLING

⅔ cup sugar

¼ teaspoon fresh-grated nutmeg

2 teaspoons cornstarch

4 cups (about 1½–2 pounds) fresh rhubarb, cut into ½-inch pieces

1 8 or 9-inch pie plate



Put 1½ cups sifted flour and the salt into a 2-quart bowl, add the chilled lard, and mix well with a pastry blender or with fingertips. This blend will not be as dry as a butter-mixed pastry. When well blended add all of the water and mix until the water is all absorbed. This will make the dough a bit sticky. Sprinkle over lightly with 2 teaspoons of flour and roll into a ball. Leave to rest in a cool place for about 15 minutes.

Separate the dough into two unequal pieces. Roll out the larger piece and place it into a 9-inch pie pan. Roll out the smaller piece and cut it into ¾-inch strips to form a latticework top crust.

Place the strips upon a sheet of wax paper and place it, along with the pastry-lined pie plate, into the refrigerator until needed.

When ready to prepare the filling, remove pastry from refrigerator. Mix together well the sugar, nutmeg, and cornstarch. Sprinkle 3 tablespoons of the sugar mixture over bottom of pastry. Mix the rest into the rhubarb and fill the crust. Place on strips in lattice fashion. Moisten rim of bottom crust to help lattice strips adhere to rim of bottom pastry. Place the pie into a preheated 450° oven. This high temperature is important in forming a crispy crust when using very juicy products. If the crust tends to brown too quickly, cut a ring of aluminum foil and place it over the rim of the pie. It is the rim that usually overbrowns. Remove the foil about 10 minutes before the pie is to be removed from the oven. Total cooking time for the pie is 40 minutes.
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    A HEARTY MIDDAY DINNER
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Oven Brisket or Rolled Chuck

Sautéed Parsnips

Salad of Lettuce and Scallions with Vinegar Dressing

Crusty Yeast Bread

Butter

Bread Pudding with Boiled Custard Sauce

Coffee



Returning to the house from the field to a midday dinner of the first beef of the season, sautéed fresh-dug parsnips, crispy salad, and a crusty, warm bread pudding was a great satisfaction after a morning of hard work.

    Oven Brisket or Rolled Chuck

Beef was more available in the spring and summer and it was inexpensive as well, being locally butchered. We would take a big piece so that we could have some left for slicing cold during the busy season. Usually it was the rib roast. It was dusted with flour, salt, pepper, cooked to perfection, and served cold after the first or second meal. Locally grown beef had such a great flavor. None was ever left to spoil.

Because of the lack of flavor in beef today, I have searched and found that the more unpopular cuts have a bit more taste. Brisket, rolled chuck, which is also sold sliced as chicken steak, and flanken all have more flavor than some of the other more expensive, better-known cuts.

For preparing this dish of brisket or chuck, purchase half as many onions as beef.

Serves 6


3 pounds beef brisket or chuck

Vegetable oil or lard

1 tablespoon butter

1½ pounds onions, peeled and sliced

Fresh-ground black pepper

3 or 4 whole allspice

1 bay leaf

Salt



Wipe the meat with a damp cloth. Heat a skillet hot, grease lightly with oil or lard, and add the beef, searing well on all sides until well browned. Place the seared meat in a heavy pot or pan. Wipe the skillet out and then add a tablespoon of butter and put in the onions. Stir the onions until they are pretty well browned. Sprinkle the meat over with fresh-ground black pepper and now add the browned onions, allspice, and bay leaf. Cover closely and see that the pan is good and hot before placing it in the oven. Set into a preheated 400° oven until the meat begins to cook. Turn the oven to 225° and leave to cook undisturbed for 2½ hours. When finished, remove the meat and press the onions through a sieve. Add to pan drippings and season this sauce with salt and pepper to taste. Serve hot with the beef.
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Sautéed Parsnips

Serves 5 to 6


4 medium-sized parsnips

2 tablespoons butter

Salt and pepper



Scrape the parsnips and set them to cook in a saucepan of boiling water. Cook until tender, about 25 minutes. Remove from cooking liquid. When cool, slice in half and sauté in a hot skillet with 2 tablespoons of butter. When golden brown on each side, season with salt and pepper, remove to a platter, and serve hot.

Salad of Lettuce and Scallions

There were no special rules on the serving of salads. Salads were served in accordance with the season of the particular leafy greens—the first being the salad below. Later, there were beet tops, lamb’s-quarters, purslane, and Cos lettuce. And in the middle of summer these would be used for salad instead of boiled leafy greens, such as rape, dandelion leaves, wild mustard, and beet top.

A part of every table’s centerpiece were the butter dish, as I’ve mentioned, the spoon holder, and a canister of jars holding vinegar, oil, mustard, sugar, Worcestershire sauce, and pepper. Everyone was free to mix his or her own dressing for the salad.

The first salad of spring consisted of scallions or young onion plants, before they had reached the bulb stage, and Simpson, a tender kind of lettuce that contained three or four leaves and grew to about 3 inches tall. These were the first salad greens gathered. The scallions were sliced very thin and the green tops were used as well. The lettuce has so few leaves that we had to gather a pailful to have enough for the meal. This type of salad was of short duration; as the weather heated up, the onion plants began to develop into bulbs and the lettuce went to seed. But when available we served it every day, from late April through May, until it became too tough to use. The dressing was made of sugar, vinegar, salt, and pepper. No oil was used in the dressing and that kept the greens always crisp and crunchy.

We would eat the salad last, so that we could spoon lots of dressing onto our plates. The sweet and pungent dressing gave a nice flavor to the tasty, crispy lettuce and scallions. See the recipe for dressing.

Crusty Yeast Bread

Of the variety of breads we used to make, I have tried to pick those that I remembered to be less complicated, although there are no shortcuts in the making of good bread. The most important requirements are warmth, good ingredients, and proper rising of the dough. Yeast without preservatives and water without chemicals helps the bread to rise quickly and will also give it a delicious flavor. No one in Freetown knew about BHT or fluoridated water. The rising of the dough is most important, and proper warmth is essential. If conditions are not normally warm, it is good to put a wide pan of warm, not too hot, water on the stove or table, then to place a wire rack over it and set the bowl of dough on the rack. The wide pan will radiate warmth all around the bowl and hasten rising. Check often to keep the water warm.

This recipe requires no kneading. Proper rising is the key to this dough.

Makes 4 loaves


SPONGE

1 cup unbleached white flour

1 tablespoon sugar

1 teaspoon salt

1 package (1 tablespoon) dry active yeast, or 1 small cake (½ ounce) fresh yeast, dissolved in ¼ cup lukewarm water

½ cup milk

½ cup water

FLOUR MIXTURE

1 rounded tablespoon lard

¾ cup hot water

2 cups unbleached white flour

1 cup whole-wheat flour



Place 1 cup flour, the sugar, salt, and dissolved yeast into a large mixing bowl. Mix well. Heat the milk and add to flour mixture together with the water. Stir lightly and set the bowl in a warm (80° to 90°), draft-free place to rise for 25 minutes.

Add the lard to the hot water and set aside to melt and cool until the sponge is ready.

To achieve a crusty texture in this bread, take an 8- to 10-inch iron pan and set it on the floor of the oven when you start preheating the oven. Leave it there until the bread is set into the oven. The minute the bread is placed in, pour a cupful of cold water into the hot iron pan and quickly close the door. The steam developed from pouring the water into the hot pan will help in the rising and the shaping of the bread as well as the crust.

When the yeast sponge is ready (it should be light and bubbly) add to it the flour, stir, and add in the water and lard mixture. Stir well and return to a warm spot to rise twice the size of the original dough. Once the dough has doubled, gently push it down again and let it rise and double once more. Turn the dough onto a floured surface, shape, smooth the dough over, and divide into four equal parts. Take each piece of dough and roll it into a sausagelike shape by lightly rolling the piece of dough away from you. This is done by rolling with both hands open and pushing away as you press until the proper shape and length (about 8 inches) has been obtained. Place three of the loaves side by side about 2 inches apart on a cookie sheet to rise. You’ll have to use another smaller sheet for the fourth loaf if you can fit both in your oven—otherwise leave the fourth loaf to roll out while the others are being baked. Place the loaves to rise in the same warm spot. When fully risen, in about 25 to 30 minutes, they will be light to the touch and about double their original size. Make 4 incisions across the top of each loaf about ½ inch deep with a sharp, clean razor blade and set them into a preheated 425° oven. Pour a cup of cold water into the iron pan that is heating on the floor of the oven (see above). After 15 minutes the pan can be removed while the bread continues to cook. Turn the heat to 375° for the rest of the cooking—another 10 minutes. After the bread is cooked a total of 25 minutes, remove from the oven and place it to rest on a wire rack for a few minutes before serving.

Note: The recipe can be made with all white flour if desired. It is just more interesting in texture with a cup of whole-wheat flour.

    Bread Pudding

Bread pudding and other custard dishes were popular in the early spring because of new calves and new green grass producing extra pails of milk, and a good way to use up some of the stale bread was to make bread pudding. I can still remember entering the kitchen, which was detached from the main house, and there, cooling on a table near the door, would be a big pan of delicious-looking bread pudding, filling the air with the rich smell of butter and nutmeg rising from the layers of bread that were submerged in a custard of rich milk, fresh country eggs, and plump raisins. When served, a bowl of custard would be passed to spoon over if needed. Of course, you can make a pudding using one layer of bread and leaving lots of custard beneath to spoon over. Times have changed and today’s bread is not of the same quality of home-baked.

To make a flavorsome pudding, the bread should be buttered liberally on the bottom side. The best bread for this is the preceding crusty yeast bread—or any French or Italian-style bread is good. It also has a good shape, giving the pudding a nice-looking topping when baked. Lots of grated nutmeg is what really makes a bread pudding. Grate it liberally.

Serves 5 to 6


8 to 10 1-inch slices of dry French bread

½ cup (1 stick) soft butter

4 medium-sized eggs

⅔ cup granulated sugar

4 cups rich sweet milk

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

⅓ nutmeg, grated

3 tablespoons raisins

3 tablespoons crushed cube sugar

1 10 × 10-inch ovenproof dish, buttered well



Remove crusts from bread and butter one side of bread. Crack eggs into a large mixing bowl, beat well with a fork, add in ⅔ cup sugar and stir well. Pour in the milk, stirring as you pour. Add vanilla and a good grating of the piece of nutmeg. Boil some water and drop the raisins into it. Remove after 10 minutes and let cool in a strainer. Strain the egg-milk mixture into a pitcher for pouring, place the buttered bread in the buttered casserole, sprinkle in the raisins, and grate in some more nutmeg. Pour in the custard mixture and grate over the rest of the nutmeg. The casserole should only be two thirds filled. Sprinkle over all the crushed cube sugar. Place a wire rack in a baking pan. Set the pudding on the wire rack, fill the baking pan with hot water, and set into a preheated 350° oven. Close the door and turn the heat down to 325°. Bake for 40 minutes, seeing to it that the custard never bakes too fast or it will separate. Serve hot with custard sauce.
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Boiled Custard Sauce


3 egg yolks, beaten

Pinch of salt

¼ cup sugar

2 cups milk

Bowl of ice water

2 teaspoons vanilla extract



Beat the yolks in a bowl. Add in salt and sugar and stir well with spoon. Heat the milk to the scalding point, which is reached when tiny beads begin to gather around the edges of the milk. Remove from the burner and pour the milk into the bowl with the beaten egg yolks, stirring as you pour. Clean the saucepan and pour in the milk and egg mixture. Place over medium burner, stirring constantly until the custard shows a definite coating of the spoon. When this takes place, remove pan from burner and set it into a bowl of ice water, stirring continuously for a few minutes. Add vanilla and stir again. Pour the custard into a pitcher or bottle. Serve warm.




End of sample
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