
Southern cooking, 1824
COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BYDAVID WALBERT

Exceprts from Mary Randolph,The Virginia Housewife: Or, Methodical Cook.
Stereotype edition, with amendments and additions (Baltimore: Plaskett & Cugle,
1838). Originally published 1824.

As you read...

Mary RandolphÕsTheVirginiaHousewife:Or, MethodicalCook, first published in 1824,was one of the first
cookbookspublished in the United States. It offers us a look at the kinds of foods eaten at that time,
especially in the South.

But Mrs. RandolphÕsinstructions go far beyondwhat we would normally think of as food preparation.
In the nineteenthcentury,a ÒhousewifeÓor farm wife would havebeenresponsiblefor all aspectsof food
preparationfrom butcheringhogs to setting the table, and she would havehad to makenot only the basic
food her family ate but also condiments and even soap.

Mrs. Randolphalso offersadviceon householdmanagementÑ on how a womancould best takecare
of her family and her guests, but also on how she should manage her servants.

This pagecontainsan excerptfrom the introduction and a selectionof recipes.To give you a senseof
what the enire book looked like, weÕve provided thetable of contentson a separate page.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. Who was the audience for this book?
2. What sort of household did the author suppose her readers had? Who lived there?
3. What were a womanÕs responsibilities to her family, according to Mrs. Randolph?
4. How does she describe the relationship between a woman and her servants?
5. Why was good management important for a housewife?
6. What kinds of work were required to feed a family in 1824?Which of these tasks did Mrs. Randolph

expect her readers to do themselves?
7. How might women in other social or economic circumstances have handled these tasks?
8. What did Mrs. Randolphthink a well-settable should look like?What words doesshe use to describe

the table and the experienceof dining? How does that differ from the work required to create that
experience?

9. How did the work of a ÒhousewifeÓ differ from the work of feeding a family and keeping a house today?
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Figure 1. Fancy tableware, such
as this nineteenth-century glass

cruet set, showed off both a
planterÕs wealth and a

plantation ladyÕs sense of style.

Introduction.
Management is an art that may be acquired by everywoman of good senseand tolerable
memory. If, unfortunately, she has beenbred in a family where domesticbusiness1 is the
work of chance,she will havemany difficulties to encounter;but a determined resolution
to obtain this valuable knowledge, will enable her to surmount all obstacles.She must
begin the daywith an earlybreakfast,requiring eachpersonto be in readinessto taketheir
seatswhen the muffins, buckwheatcakes,&c. areplacedon the table.This lookssocialand
comfortable.When the family breakfastby detachments2, the tableremains a tedioustime;
the servantsarekept from their morningÕsmeal3, and a completederangementtakesplace
in the whole business of the day. No work can be done till breakfast is finished. The
Virginia ladies, who are proverbially good managers, employ themselves, while their
servantsare eating, in washing the cups, glasses,&c.; arranging the cruets, the mustard,
salt-sellers,pickle vases,and all the apparatusfor the dinner table. This occupiesbut a
short time, and the lady has the satisfactionof knowing that they are in much better order
than they would be if left to the servants4. It alsorelievesher from the trouble of seeingthe
dinner tableprepared,which should be doneeverydaywith the samescrupulousregardto
exactneatnessand method, as if a grand company was expected5. When the servant is
required to do this daily, he soon gets into the habit of doing it well; and his mistress
having made arrangements for him in the morning, there is no fear of bustle and
confusion in running after things that may be calledfor during the hour of dinner. When
the kitchen breakfast is over, and the cook has put all things in their proper places,the
mistressshould go in to giveher orders.Let all the articlesintended for the dinner, passin
review before her: havethe butter, sugar, flour, meal, lard, given out in proper quantities;
the catsup,spice,wine, whatevermay be wantedfor eachdish, measuredto the cook.The
mistressmust tax her own memory with all this: we haveno right to expectslavesor hired
servantsto be more attentiveto our interest than we ourselvesare: they will neverrecollect
theselittle articles until they are going to use them; the mistress must then be calledout,
and thus havethe horrible drudgery of keepinghouseall day,when one hour devotedto it
in the morning, would releaseher from trouble until the next day.There is economy6 as
well as comfort in a regular mode of doing business.When the mistress gives out every
thing, there is no waste;but if temptation be thrown in the wayof subordinates,not many
will havepower to resist it7; besides,it is an immoral act to placethem in a situation which
we pray to be exempt from ourselves.

The prosperity and happinessof a family dependgreatly on the order and regularity
established in it. The husband, who can ask a friend to partake of his dinner in full
confidenceof finding his wife unruffled by the pretty vexationsattendanton the neglectof
householdduties Ñ who can usher his guest into the dining-room assuredof seeingthat
methodicalnicety which is the essenceof true elegance,Ñ will feel pride and exultation in
the possessionof a companion,who givesto his home charmsthat gratify everywish of his
soul, and render the haunts of dissipation hateful to him. The sons bred in such a family
will be moral men, of steadyhabits; and the daughters,if the mother shall haveperformed
the duties of a parent in the superintendenceof their education,as faithfully as she has
done those of a wife, will each be a treasure to her husband; and being formed on the
model of an exemplarymother, will use the samemeansfor securing the happinessof her
own family, which she has seen successfully practised under the paternal roof.
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Figure 2. Today Òcountry hamÓ
is an occasional (and often
expensive) treat, but before

refrigeration, nearly all pork had
to be heavily salted for

preservation.

Figure 3. What, you were
expecting a picture of calfÕs
heart? We have our limits.

Pork.
TO CURE BACON8.

Hogs are in the highest perfection, from two and a half to four yearsold9, and make the
best bacon,when they do not weigh more than one hundred and fifty or sixty at farthest;
they should be fed with corn, six weeks at least, before they are killed, and the shorter
distance they are driven to market, the better their flesh be. To securethem against the
possibility of spoiling, salt them before they get cold10; take out the chine or back-bone
from the neck to the tail, cut the hams, shouldersand middlings11; take the ribs from the
shoulders and the leaf fat from the hams: havesuch tubs as are directed for beef, rub a
large table spooonful of saltpetre12 on the inside of eachham, for someminutes, then rub
both sides well with salt, sprinkle the bottom of the tub with salt, lay the hams with the
skin downward, and put a good deal of salt betweeneach layer; salt the shoudlers and
middlings in the samemanner, but lesssaltpetreis necessary;cut the jowl or chop from
the head,and rub it with salt and saltpetre.You should cut off the feet just abovethe knee
joint; takeoff the earsand nose,and lay them in a largetub of cold water for souse13. When
the jowls havebeenin salt two weeks,hang them up to smokeÑ do so with the shoulders
and middlings at the end of three weeks,and the hams at the end of four. If they remain
longer in salt they will be hard. Remember to hang the hams and shoulders with the
hocks14 down, to preservethe juices. Make a good smoke everymorning, and be careful
not to havea blaze;the smoke-houseshould stand alone, for any additional heat will spoil
the meat. During the hot weather,beginning the first of April, it should be occasionally
taken down, examined Ñ rubbed with hickory ashes, and hung up again.

The generallyreceivedopinion that saltpetrehardensmeat, is entirely erroneous:Ñ it
tends greatly to preventputrefaction, but will not make it hard; neither will laying in brine
five or six weeks in cold weather, have that effect, but remaining in salt too long, will
certainly draw off the juices, and harden it. Baconshould be boiled in a large quantity of
water, and a ham is not done sufficiently, till the bone on the under part comesoff with
ease. New bacon requires much longer boiling than that which is old.

Beef.
CALFÕS HEART, A NICE DISH.15

Take the heart and liver from the harslet, and cut off the windpipe, boil the lights16 very
tender, and cut them in small piecesÑ take as much of the water they were boiled in as
will be sufficient for gravy;add to it a large spoonful of white wine, one of lemon pickle,
some grated nutmeg, pepper and salt, with a large spoonful of butter, mixed with one of
white flour; let it boil a few minutes, and put in the minced lights, set it by till the heartand
liver are ready,cut the ventricle out of the heart, wash it well, lard it all over with narrow
slips of middling, fill the cavitywith goodforcemeat17, put it in a pan on the broadend, that
the stuffing may not comeout; bakeit a nice brown, slice the liver an inch thick and broil
it, make the mince hot, set the heart upright in the middle of the dish, pour it around, lay
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the broiled liver on, and garnish with bunches of fried parsley; it should be servedup
extremely hot.

Poultry, &c.
FRIED CHICKENS.18

Cut them up asfor the fricassee,dredgethem well with flour, sprinkle them with salt, put
them into a good quantity of boiling lard, and fry them a light brown; fry small piecesof
mush and a quantity of parsleynicely picked, to be servedin the dish with the chickens;
take half a pint of rich milk, add to it a small bit of butter, with pepper,salt, and chopped
parsley; stew it a little, and pour it over the chickens, and then garnish with the fried
parsley.

OCHRA AND TOMATOS.

Takean equal quantity of each,let the ochra be young, slice it, and skin the tomatos;put
them into a pan without water,add a lump of butter, an onion choppedfine, somepepper
and salt, and stew them one hour.

MACARONI.

Boil asmuch macaroniaswill fill your dish, in milk and water, till quite tender;drain it on
a sieve,sprinkle a little salt over it, put a layer in your dish, then cheeseand butter asin the
polenta, and bake it in the same manner.

MOCK MACARONI.

Breaksomecrackersin small pieces,soakthem in milk until they are soft; then use them
as a substitute for macaroni.

GASPACHO Ñ SPANISH19

Put somesoft biscuit or toastedbreadin the bottom of a salladbowl, put in a layerof sliced
tomatoswith the skin taken off, and one of sliced cucumbers,sprinkled with pepper,salt,
and choppedonion; do this until the bowl is full; stew some tomatosquite soft, strain the
juice, mix in somemustard, oil, and water,and pour over it; make it two hours before it is
eaten.
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Figure 4. If an antebellum family
wanted worcestershire sauce or

catsup, they had to make it
themselves Ñ or have the

servants do it.

Sauces.
FISH SAUCE, TO KEEP A YEAR.20

Chop twenty-four anchovies,bonesand all, ten shallots,a handful of scrapedhorseradish,
four bladesof mace,one quart of white wine, one pint of anchovyliquor, one pint of claret,
twelve cloves,and twelve pepper corns; boil them together till reduced to a quart, then
strain it off into a bottle for use. Two spoonsful will be sufficient for a pound of butter.

PEPPER VINEGAR.

Get one dozen pods of pepper when ripe, take out the stems, and cut them in two; put
them in a kettle with threepints of vinegar,boil it awayto onequart, and strain it through a
sieve.A little of this is excellentin gravyof everykind, and givesa flavour greatlysuperior
to black pepper; it is also very fine when added to each of the various catsups for fish sauce.

Vegetables.
TO DRESS SALAD.21

To havethis delicatedish in perfection, the lettuce,peppergrass,chervil, cress,&c. should
be gatheredearly in the morning, nicely picked,washed,and laid in cold water,which will
be improved by adding ice; just before dinner is readyto be served,drain the water from
your salad, cut it into a bowl, giving the proper proportions of each plant; prepare the
following mixture to pour over it: boil two fresh eggsten minutes, put them in water to
cool, then take the yolks in a soup plate, pour on them a table spoonful of cold water, rub
them with a woodenspoonuntil they areperfectlydissolved;then addtwo spoonsfulof oil:
when well mixed, put in a teaspoonfulof salt, one of powderedsugar, and one of made
mustard; when all these are united and quite smooth, stir in two table spoonsful of
common22, and two of tarragonvinegar;put it over the salad,and garnish the top with the
whites of the eggscut into rings, and lay around the edgeof the bowl young scallions,they
being the most delicate of the onion tribe.
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Figure 5. Cooking
measurements werenÕt

standardized until the end of
the nineteenth century. Cooks

used ordinary household cups,
glasses, and spoons to measure

ingredients.

Figure 6. Families who could
afford white flour bought it by

the barrel.

Puddings, &c.
APPLE FRITTERS.23

Paresomeapples,and cut them in thin slicesÑ put them in a bowl, with a glassof brandy,
some white wine, a quarter of a pound of pounded sugar, a little cinnamon finely
powdered,and the rind of a lemon grated; let them stand some time, turning them over
frequently; beattwo eggsverylight, addone quarter of a pound of flour, a table-spoonfulof
melted butter, and asmuch cold wateraswill makea thin batter;drip the appleson a sieve,
mix them with the batter, take one slice with a spoonful of batter to eachfritter, fry them
quickly of a light brown, drain them well, put them in a dish, sprinkling sugar over each,
and glaze them nicely.

Cakes.
DOUGH NUTS Ñ A YANKEE CAKE.24

Dry half a pound of goodbrown sugar,pound it, and mix it with two pounds of flour, and
sift it; add two spoonsful of yeast,and asmuch new milk aswill make it like bread:when
well risen, kneadin half a pound of butter, make it in cakesthe sizeof a half dollar, and fry
them a light brown in boiling lard.

To make bread.
When you find the barrel of flour25 a goodone, empty it into a chestor box,made for the
purpose, with a lid that will shut close: it keepsmuch better in this manner than when
packedin a barrel, and evenimproves by lying lightly; sift the quantity you intend to make
up Ñ put into a bowl two gills26 and a half of water for eachquart, with a tea-spoonheaped
up with salt, and a large spoonful of yeastfor eachquart; stir this mixture well, put into
anotherbowl one handful of flour from everyquart; pour a little of the mixture on to wet it,
then more, until you get it all in, taking great care that it be smooth, and quite free from
lumps; beat it some minutes, take one-third of the flour out of the kettle, pour on the
batter, and sprinkle over it the dry flour; stop the kettle, and set it where it can have a
moderatedegreeof warmth: when it hasrisen well, turn it into a bowl, mix in the dry flour,
and knead it on a board till it looks quite light; return it to the kettle, and placeit where it
can have proper heat: in the morning, take the dry crust carefully from the top, put the
dough on a board,kneadit well, make it into rolls, set them on tin sheets,put a towel over,
and let them standnear the fire till the ovenis ready.In winter, make the breadup at three
oÕclock,and it will be readyto work beforebedtime. In summer, make it up at five oÕclock.
A quart of flour should weigh just one pound and a quarter. The bread must be rasped
when baked.27
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On the web

The Virginia Housewife (contents)

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4378

We'veincluded only a tiny selectionfrom Mrs. Randolph'sbook here.The tableof contentswill
give you a sense of the kinds of instruction she provided.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including antebellum, food, history, women, andwomen's work.

Figure 7. Even soap had to be
ÒcookedÓ Ñ from pork fat and

fireplace ashes.

Pickling
TOMATO CATSUP.28

Gather a peck29 of tomatos, pick out the stems, and wash them; put them on the fire
without water, sprinkle on a few spoonsful of salt, let them boil steadilyan hour, stirring
them frequently; strain them through a colander,and then through a sieve;put the liquid
on the fire with half a pint of choppedonions, half a quarter of an ounce of mace broke
into small pieces;and if not sufficiently salt, add a little more Ñ one table-spoonfulof
whole blackpepper;boil all togetheruntil just enough to fill two bottles;cork it tight. Make
it in August, in dry weather.

Cordials, &c.
TO MAKE SOAP.30

Put on the fire any quantity of lye you choose,that is strong enough to bearan egg31Ñ to
each gallon, add three quarters of a pound of clean grease:boil it very fast, and stir it
frequently Ñ a few hours will suffice to make it good soap.When you find by cooling a
little on a plate that it is a thick jelly, and no greaseappears,put in salt in the proportion of
one pint to three gallonsÑ let it boil a few minutes, and pour it in tubs to cool Ñ (should
the soap be thin, add a little water to that in the plate, stir it well, and by that means
ascertainhow much water is necessaryfor the whole quantity; very strong lye will require
water to thicken it, after the incorporation is complete;this must be done beforethe salt is
added.)Next day,cut out the soap,melt it, and cool it again; this takesout all the lye, and
keepsthe soapfrom shrinking when dried. A strict conformity to theserules, will banish
the lunar bugbear,which has so long annoyedsoapmakers. Should cracknels32 be used,
there must be one pound to eachgallon. Kitchen greaseshould be clarified in a quantity of
water33, or the salt will prevent its incorporating with the lye.

Soft soapis made in the samemanner, only omitting the salt. It may alsobe madeby
putting the lye and greasetogetherin exactproportions, and placing it under the influence
of a hot sun for eight or ten days, stirring it well four or five times a day.
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Notes

1. Domestichere means having to do with the home Ñ so, the business of the household.

2. That is, when they eatbreakfastat different times throughout the morning. (A ÒdetachmentÓis
a group, usually of soldiers, detached or sent off from the larger group.)

3. Servantswould not havebeen permitted to eat their own breakfastuntil the entire family had
been served.

4. Mrs. Randolph was a Virginian, and so her own ÒservantsÓwould have been slaves.Wealthy
southernersoften referred to their houseslavesasservants,probablybecauseit soundedmore
genteel or polite. But Mrs. Randolph was not writing only for southerners; she may have
expectedNorthern women Ñ who hired servantsrather than purchasing them Ñ to read her
book as well.

Europeanswho had (white) servantsmade similar remarks about the quality of their servantsÕ
work. Mrs. Randolphis echoingthe sentiment that Òifyou want something doneright, you have
to do it yourself.Ó

5. What doesthis sayabouthow a woman should treat her family? What doesit sayabouther role
in the family?

6. Economyhere means saving money or being frugal (oreconomizing).

7. What temptation is she referring to here?

8. The term baconat this time referred to a range of cured Ñ saltedand smokedÑ pork. Today,
bacon comes only from the belly of the pig.

When a hog was killed, what couldnÕtbe eaten within a few days had to be preserved.In
northern climates, meat could be frozen through the winter, but in the South, without
refrigeration, nearlyall pork had to be preserved.Lard, pure pork fat, will stayfresh for a time if
kept cool.Somemeat could be kept in a barrel of brine (saltwater)until it wasused;other meat
wassalted,smoked,and hung to dry. All of this work Ñ everythingthat happenedafter the hog
was dead Ñ was the womanÕs responsibility.

9. In the nineteenth century, hogs were fed kitchen scraps(ÓslopsÓ)or left to foragein the woods
for their food. Most hogs raised for meat todayare bred to grow very quickly, fed high-calorie
diets from birth, and tightly confined, and they reachfull weight and areslaughteredat only six
months old. Some farmers who raise hogs more slowly agree with Mrs. Randolph that the
resulting meat is far more flavorful.

10. Clearly Mrs. Randolph expectsa housewife to be starting from a freshly-slaughteredhog! That
is, in fact,what would havehappenedon a nineteenth-centuryfarm. The men would havekilled
the hog, but the women would have processedthe meat. A wealthy woman would have
supervised that work, but most women had to do it themselves.

11. Middling is meat cut from betweenthe ham (thigh) and shoulder of a pig Ñ belly and side
meat.

12. Saltpeter, potassium nitrate, is used to preservemeats. It gives ham, corned beef, and other
cured meats their pink color; without it they would be gray.
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13. Souseis a kind of headcheeseÑ bits of meat in a vinegar-flavoredjelly madefrom boiling the
pigÕs head.

14. The hocks are the short ends of the hams Ñ the end by the knee of the pig.

15. The authors canÕtsaywhether calfÕsheart is a Ònicedish,Óbut if anyonewould like to try it and
let us know, weÕd love to hear about it.

16. The ÒlightsÓ are the lungs of the animal.

17. Forcemeatis a mixture of ground lean meat and fat, often with other seasonings,such as the
mixture stuffed (or ÒforcedÓ) into sausages.

18. Many of Mrs. RandolphÕsrecipesareessentiallythe sameasthoseavailablein cookbookstoday.
Fried chicken, for example, hasnÕt changed in nearly 200 years.

Mrs. Randolphassumes,though, that her readerscancut up a chickenÑ something few people
know how to do today.In 1824,a chickenwould havebeenslaughteredjust beforeit wascooked
Ñ by the housewife, or under her supervision.

19. Justascookstodaylike to showoff their rangeof knowledgeand abilities by making foodsfrom
other cultures, women in the early nineteenth century could show off for guests by making
foreign foods like gazpacho, a cold soup from Spain.

20. This is essentiallyWorcestershiresauce,but Worcestershiresauceas we know it wasnÕtmade
commerciallyuntil the 1830sand probablywouldnÕthavebeenavailablein the South beforethe
Civil War.

21. Bottled saladdressingswere unheard of; the cook had to dressthe saladherself. And note that
lettuce and other greensand herbs would havecome from a gardennear the houseÑ without
refrigeration, there is no way to keep lettuce fresh for more than a few hours.

22. Common vinegar was plain vinegar (not flavored with any herbs).

23. Apple fritters are another dish you might well eat today,but notice that Mrs. RandolphdoesnÕt
provide times, temperatures,or measurements.Cooking wasdone in a fireplace or on a wood
stoveor coal stove,and so the cook would not have had fine control over temperatures.And
sincetemperaturescouldnÕtbestandardized,neither could times Ñ a lower flame meant longer
cooking times.

Measurementsfor cooking werenÕtstandardizeduntil the end of the nineteenth century, by
Fannie Farmer. Until then, a ÒteaspoonÓwasa spoon used for stirring tea,and a ÒtablespoonÓ
wasa soup spoonÑ which might varya gooddeal in size.A ÒcupÓmeant a teacup.YouÕllalso
seemeasurementslike Òapieceof butter the sizeof a walnutÓor Òthesizeof an egg.ÓCookshad
to work by eye, by feel, and by taste.

24. Krispy Kreme didnÕt come around until 1937, so doughnuts were a ÒYankee cakeÓ in 1824.

25. Sincea housewifewasresponsiblefor baking all the breadher family neededÑ a greatdealof
bread if she had several children Ñ she bought flour by the barrel, not by the five-pound bag.

26. A gill wasa measurementfor liquid volume equal to a quarter pint (half a modern cup, or four
fluid ounces).

27. She is saying that you must scrape the hard crust from the bread after it is baked.
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28. Catsup was eaten in the antebellum period, but it wasnÕtalwaysmade from tomatoes.Mrs.
Randolphalsoprovided recipesfor mushroom catsupand oystercatsup.And, aswith all other
condiments, the housewife would have had to make it herself (or have her servants make it).

29. A peck is 8 dry quarts.

30. A cordial is a fancy liqueur or alcoholic beverage,and so it isnÕtclear why Mrs. Randolph put
soap under the heading of Òcordials&c.ÓÑ except that this was just the ÒmiscellaneousÓ
chapter. Regardless,soap was one more thing a housewife would have been responsible for
making.

31. Lye is sodium hydroxide (NaOH), a strongly alkaline substance.It was made from fireplace
ashesand wasusednot only to make soapbut in making hominy. Lyeis a dangerouschemical,
and a solution of it can burn the skin.

A solution Òstrongenough to bear an eggÓwas a solution of lye and water in which there was
enough lye that an egg would float Ñ a fairly strong solution.

32. Cracknels are small pieces of fat pork fried to a crisp. It isnÕt clear why youÕd want these in soap.

33. When a pig was slaughtered,its fat would be cut into small pieces,set in a pot over low heat,
and melted Ñ a processcalled rendering. Small piecesthat didnÕtmelt but slowly fried to a
crisp in the fat werecalledcracklingsor cracknels(which shementions above).The liquid fat is
then strained. Rendered grease keeps much longer than raw fat.

Oncegreasehasbeenused(ÓkitchengreaseÓ)it canbe clarified, madeclearagain,for re-use.To
clarify grease,you combine it with water,bring to a boil, then turn off the heatand pour in cold
water.The mixture will separateinto layers,with clear fat at the top. The clear(clarified) fat can
be ladled off and re-used.
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