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			Foreword

			by Toni Tipton-Martin

			I graduated from high school in Los Angeles the year that Edna Lewis’s The Taste of Country Cooking was published, and at the time I thought my mother’s experiments with enchiladas, chow mein, and tofu meant our eating habits were inauthentic compared with the Southern and soul dishes that marked Black foodways back then. Ms. Lewis’s wholesome, seasonal cooking, prepared with precision, changed that. She taught me that Mom’s fusion-style cooking wasn’t all that unusual among people migrating from one place to another. When we relocate, we mingle the local flavors and ingredients we encounter with learned or familiar techniques known back home, whether that home is in Africa, Europe, Asia, the Caribbean, or the American South. The cultural and regional blending that spiced up my family’s menus permeated Ms. Lewis’s integrated cooking style, too.

			Today, Ms. Lewis is celebrated as the Grand Dame of Southern cooking, and as a champion of seasonal fare. Her approach to recipes and writing is enchanting and reverential, teaching us that the story of Black food is a story of naturally good food—with ingredients and methods that are deeply connected to the land and self-care.

			Her pride in the rhythms of farm life and the cooperative spirit of community is as boundless as her faithful affection for simple, flavorful food, whether the provisions are harvested from the fields or gathered in the woods, fields, and streams. As a culinary anthropologist she teaches us about a way of life that held people together and made life so rewarding. These timeless ideas, she says in the Introduction to this book, which is part cookbook and part memoir, “live on for us to learn from, to enlarge upon, and pass on to the following generations.”

			In her telling, these ideas are also subversive.

			Ms. Lewis’s first book, The Edna Lewis Cookbook, published four years before Taste, illuminated a culinary proficiency that fused a love of country cooking with the French-inspired, cosmopolitan cuisine she experienced in New York City. At the time, Black authors had begun shifting priorities in their cookbooks, reaching beyond the soul food dishes created out of struggle that were so prevalent in publishing during the 1960s; they claimed broader themes like natural, vegetarian, and spiritual; cultural culinary identities, from Creole and Caribbean to African carried the most weight.

			Ms. Lewis filled The Edna Lewis Cookbook with elegant meals based on ingredients of fine quality and care in preparation. Informative headnotes presented serving suggestions and tips, while precise measurements and instructive techniques characterized the recipes. Herbs were everywhere, and not just the customary parsley garnish. When she poached vegetables with chervil and brown butter, or served French sauces like bearnaise and vinaigrette, she demonstrated the artistry of a classically trained chef.

			The Taste of Country Cooking took a less chef-y, more personal approach, with Ms. Lewis reminiscing about her upbringing in rural Virginia, while sharing the wisdom—and the brutality—of farm life through humble dishes passed down through generations. Eloquent essays, vivid memories, and simple, flavorful recipes speak gentle instruction by providing extra little details that make you feel loved and nurtured while redefining the past. Ms. Lewis’s suggestion that you roll nut cookies in a vanilla sugar that you make yourself two or three days before you plan to bake the treats is just one example of the tips that add texture to recipes and instill confidence in the kitchen.

			In Taste, she recalls dishes that were served following hog butchering and wheat threshing; foodways facts that tell us how coconut cake got on the Christmas table, why grapes should be stored in sawdust, and that squab was a delicacy reserved for seniors. And she beams when recalling charming expressions of classic Southern hospitality, such as the bowl of oranges, nuts, and raisin clusters “set upon one end of the mantelpiece for all to see and enjoy.”

			In Ms. Lewis’s kitchen, symbols of the classic cuisine that plantation-era cooks learned from European chefs and passed down through generations of African American kitchen professionals smartly appear alongside the vegetables long-simmered with pork and the pan-fried, smothered meats most often associated with the Southern food canon—blanc mange (a sweet, almond-milk pudding), pan-roasted asparagus, creamed chicken baked in a ring mold and served with an elegant mushroom sauce, and tender spring peas braised in cream—to name just a few.

			As I wrote in The Jemima Code: Two Centuries of African American Cookbooks, Edna Lewis and hundreds of cooks and cookbook authors like her shatter the narrow stereotype that once branded Black female cooks with the image of the illiterate plantation mammy or the Aunt Jemima character. But Taste, with its mouthwatering recipes, clever allegories, home remedies for well-being, and household hints does what no other author had done before: enables us to appreciate the legacy of proficient and creative Black cooking that transcends struggle meals crafted for survival.

			The more I learned, the more I wanted to talk about this broader Black food story the way Marcella Hazan, Madhur Jaffrey, and other female chefs claimed the agency and dignity their cultural and culinary lineages conferred, but I didn’t have Ms. Lewis’s fine-dining pedigree or her farm life experiences.

			Then we met in a Los Angeles hotel lobby during a food conference, where she autographed my copy of The Edna Lewis Cookbook and invited me into a world I didn’t think possible. By the time we appeared together a few years later at a Black chef’s dinner at the Hay–Adams Hotel in Washington, DC, the farmhouse wisdom in Taste, which confides when a host or hostess should serve ham biscuits or bake a simple Busy-Day Cake, inspired my own entertaining. The innocent joy of icehouse treats like ice cream, lemonade, or even a plain glass of chilled milk validated my childhood memories of hot summer days cooled by grandmother’s homemade treats. And Ms. Lewis’s lessons in foraging for wild watercress and other greens, which she rooted in the nutritious heritage of a plant-based African diet, inspired respect for Mom’s experiments with vegetarian and cooking whole foods.

			When she implored us to seek out fresh ingredients of fine quality prepared when they are at their seasonal best, and to serve them elegantly, Ms. Lewis was reminding us to reclaim and honor a rich inheritance, not a romanticized trend. And today, with this 50th Anniversary Edition of The Taste of Country Cooking, entirely new audiences will be awakened to the exciting accomplishments by Black chefs, cooks, food professionals, and cookbook authors.

			With fresh produce from backyard gardens, organic, pastured meat, and dairy sourced from local farmers, and inspiration from Ms. Lewis’s refusal to be defined by poverty, even those who don’t own land or produce all of the food they cook themselves can set a welcoming table, filled with wholesome food, skillfully prepared, served with wisdom, passion, grace, love—a celebration of Black culinary joy for us all.
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			Introduction

			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.
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			Spring

		

	
		
			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 puréed; 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.

			For recipe for Thin-Sliced Skillet-Fried White Potatoes, see this page.

		

	
		
			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.

		

	
		
			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

			

			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.

			
				
					[image: An illustration of a butter knife with a wide blade and an ornate handle featuring floral and scrollwork designs.]
				

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* 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.

			

		

	
		
			Print of Butter

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			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.

			
				
					[image: Illustration of a wooden butter churn with a tall handle and a cylindrical base, showing textured wood grain details.]
				

			

		

	
		
			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.

		

	
		
			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
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