


Dinner Parties: Deviled Eggs, Poached Oysters, and Plenty to Eat


Remember that hospitality has been defined as “making your guests feel at home even though you really wish they were.”—Irma Rombauer and her daughter Marion Rombauer Becker, The Joy of Cooking, 19531




THE FIRST-EVER DINNER PARTIES

The earliest dinner parties are hard to track, but plenty of people have tried. Some consider the Last Supper the first dinner party. No, that was Passover. Others point to the parties of ancient Romans.

We think of the ancient Roman parties as ruckus affairs, full of torrid sex and never-ending goblets of wine. Actually, they were more tempered. Called “conviviums,” as in convivial gatherings, they were held at the relatively tame (albeit sumptuous) homes of influential Romans. There, hosts would show off their wealth, network with the similarly powerful, and intimidate their enemies. Some did have riotous goings-on, no doubt, so no disappointment in that regard. As for the famous vomitorium, where guests went to expel their food to make room for more? Never happened.2




Do-It-Yourself Roman Banquet

Interested in hosting a Romanesque dinner party? Here are some ideas of what to make.


ANCIENT GARUM

Mix dried, aromatic herbs such as dill, celery, mint, and oregano and place at the bottom of a 26- to 35-quart container. Place a layer of sardines or other fatty fish over this, then a layer of


Want to follow specific directions, no matter what?

Luckily you can still find the Roman cookbook Apicius de re Coquinaria, possibly the oldest existing cookbook in history. Even better, it’s translated into English, and even available online so you can get guidelines aplenty. Look for Cookery and Dining in Imperial Rome, translated and annotated by Joseph Dommers Vehling, first published in 1936. Plenty of other translations are out there as well.



salt two fingers high. Repeat these layers until the container is filled. Let it rest for 7 days in the sun, then mix the sauce daily for 20 days, when it will become liquid. Use on everything you can. Or, google modern recipes for garum. Not quite the same, but the preparation makes more sense. Or, use whatever fish sauce you like.


What is “passum”?

Passum is an ancient Roman raisin wine. To make it right, you have to grow the grapes a certain way, pick them at a certain time, then prepare them a certain way. Very stressful for some of us. Or follow a modern-day recipe and get on with your life: boil grape juice until reduced by half, then add sugar. Or just get a bottle of sweet wine.






MULSUM WINE

Mix wine with honey. Modern preference: ½ cup of honey with a bottle of somewhat dry wine.




EGGS

Romans loved eggs. In fact, they were the favorite appetizer at a Roman meal. Here’s what you do: Mix pepper, lovage, and soaked pine nuts. Add honey and vinegar and mix with garum fish sauce. Pour over peeled medium-boiled eggs.




SEASONED MUSSELS

Mix garum, chopped leek, cumin, passum, savory, and wine. Dilute with water and cook the mussels in it.




PEAR PATINA DESSERT

Grind boiled and cored pears with pepper, cumin, honey, passum, garum, and a bit of oil. When the eggs have been added, make a patina, sprinkle pepper over, and serve.3

When in doubt, improvise. Throughout history, that’s pretty much been the point.






DINNER PARTIES IN MODERN AMERICA

Welcome to the Ball

Before restaurants became a haven of culinary entertainment, people entertained at home. What these meals entailed depended on the location, the income of the hosts, and the presence of maids as helpers.

Of all the dinner parties of the past, however, the one that was the most illustrious and heavily planned was the ball. This event wasn’t exactly a dinner party, but it wasn’t a dance either. It had music and dancing, but food as well. It was an event unto itself, not for the common folk, but a means of shaping and satisfying everyone else.
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The Ball, by James Tissot, 1880, Wikiart






The Words and Wisdom of Henry Davenport Northrop

The balls of the past were different from any social event of today. To get it right, hosts needed advisors and, fortunately, there were advisors aplenty, guiding women at home through books, newspapers, and magazines. One authority on the subject was Henry Davenport Northrop, editor of the Household Encyclopedia, late 1800s. Here are some questions he was surely asked, and his ready answers.


WHY SHOULD AMERICANS HOST BALLS?

“Having no aristocracy of blood or wealth, we form our own aristocracy of education refinement and good society.” Of utmost importance, Northrop says, is “to be able to appear well upon social occasions.” And what better place for these social skills to be cultivated than at a ball where “society is on its best behavior.” OK. Good.




HOW DO YOU HOST A BALL?

It goes without saying that the host’s primary duty is to select the right guests. According to Northrop, you have a choice: either imitate the “vulgar among the higher classes” and have a crush—inviting one and all—or, in better taste, limit the number of guests so everyone can be “accommodated for.” The choice is obviously not a choice (who wants to be vulgar?), so great care must go into the guest selection.

Once guests are selected, Northrop provides detailed instruction as to how to create an appropriate invitation (made at a stationery and opening with “Mrs.——requests the pleasure of——’s company …”); invite the appropriate companions for said guests (unmarried ladies should be accompanied by their mothers); choose the décor (square room, light, lofty and well-ventilated); prepare the floor (no roughness, polished is best); and select the music (orchestra—top of room).

At long last, we come to the most important part. The food.




WHAT FOODS DO YOU SERVE?

What food do you serve? Not so fast. Food is a well-planned affair where guests may partake in refreshments in not one but two rooms. It’s best to understand the difference.

Room #1: The Refreshment Room. The “refreshment room” should be close to the ballroom, as doing otherwise would be inconvenient and dangerous. The danger comes from ladies who get overheated from dancing and will be daunted by stairs requiring further efforts on their part. Besides, it’s “most destructive” to their dresses.

As for the food: lemonade, tea and coffee, biscuits, wafers, cakes, crackers, bonbons, and, for some, wine. A lady should drink very little wine and certainly not more than one glass of champagne. The gentlemen should likewise be on guard as “nothing is more odious or
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contrary to the usages of modern society than any appearance of excesses in this particular.” Got it. Don’t get drunk.

Room #2: The Supper Room. The supper room opens at midnight and remains so until the last guest has left. The food depends on the host and the availability of resources. Ordering from a good confectioner is apparently the simplest, albeit most expensive, option. If made at home (by servants, it goes without saying), let it be done of a liberal but not a “vulgarly profuse scale.”

As for the substantive fare, ham, tongue, fowls, turkey, and other birds are “absolutely necessary.” These should be cut up beforehand and held together by ribbons. Optional are jellies, light cake, blanc-mange (a sweet, pudding-like dessert), trifle, and so on. Then, there’s the “French fashion” addition—hot soup. Very pleasant. Other lighter soups are also an appropriate option—Julienne, gravy, and vermicelli among them.

Between that and the refreshment room, guests are bound to be comfortably full (but not overly so) as an evening full of dance comes to its conclusion at the break of dawn.4






THE FORMAL DINNER PARTY


Why it should be so I don’t know but convention has always set certain dishes aside and labeled them dinner party dishes.—Advice columnist and socialite Emily Post, 19335



Like balls, “formal dinners” emphasized strategic invitation lists, appropriate attire, and correct table settings, each fork, glass, and spoon with an appointed purpose. Today, we cook. Then, they molded decorum. As for the food itself, most dinner parties had these basic courses, give or take a few plates and platters: an array of appetizers, the main course (typically laden with meat), then dessert and a closing beverage. That beverage may have been alcoholic in nature. Eventually, the libations included cocktails, which opened and closed the meal as well, especially important to distinguished guests.




Cocktails for the Tongue


The chief virtue of cocktails is their informal quality. They loosen tongues and unbutton the reserves of the socially diffident. Serve them by all means, preferably in the living room and the sooner the better.—The Joy of Cooking, 19536



As glamorous and delicious as cocktails are today, they likely got their start for far less glamorous reasons: to disguise the taste of bad alcohol. Ancient Egyptians used fruits, such as dates, to cover the taste of beer; the pagans of England made wassail with various spices mixed into rather intense hard cider; and the Romans, always at hand to offer up a good time, added honey, spices, herbs, and what-have-you to flavor their wine. No question, these flavorings had other benefits such as treating illnesses, aiding in digestion, restoring energy and well-being, and so on. The same could be said of cocktails today.


Want to try early cocktails?

Why not get the first recipe book on the subject, How to Mix Drinks, or the Bon Vivant’s Companion, written by bartender Jerry Thomas in 1862? Word of warning: don’t expect paper umbrellas or grenadine. This is about mixed drinks, and the drink part is mostly alcohol.



Closer to American history are the remarkable assortment of drinks mixed by the early European immigrants. Starting in the 1600s, these newcomers drank such concoctions as sack posset, a blend of ale, sack (sherry), eggs, cream, sugar, and herbs, including nutmeg and the red skin that covers it, what we call mace. Others included sherry sweetened with raspberries, toddies, slings, and a variety of punches.

These drinks may have been made at homes or in taverns, such as Cato’s Road House, the first tavern to open in the would-be United States in 1712. The proprietor, Cato, an enslaved worker who bought his freedom, sold New York Brandy Punch, South Carolina Milk Punch, and Virginia Eggnog.7

By the late 1700s, Americans were drinking far more than anyone could wish for—four times more than in the early twenty-first century. Around that time, someone posed a question to the Balance and Columbian Repository of Hudson, New York: What is a cocktail? The response: “Cocktail is a stimulating liquor, composed of spirits of any kind, sugar, water, and bitters—it is vulgarly called a bitter sling.” And therein lay the first public acknowledgment that the cocktail existed. Sipping mixed drinks from frosted glasses, with well-placed olives skewed on a toothpick amid the hum of polite and well-heeled conversation? That took decades to evolve.8


THE ORNATE COCKTAIL


Too much of anything is bad, but too much of good whiskey is barely enough.— Mark Twain9



Cocktails got off to a slow start in the early 1800s but gained speed after the Civil War. The 1890s marked the golden age of cocktails, which remained a regular feature at dinner parties and social gatherings with only a break for Prohibition.

The specifics of each drink are another matter. The Joy of Cooking tells us that mulled wine, once a colonial drink, is fine for an after-theater party. The Old Fashioned deserves to be decorated with a twist of lemon, a thin slice of orange, and a maraschino cherry. A dry martini gets but a dash of orange bitters. Add an onion and the drink becomes a Gibson. As for the quantity of alcohol per drink, whether gin, whiskey, rum, or rye, always keep the alcohol content to 60 percent of the drink, never less than half. Drinks are a before-meal appetizer and should not be weighed down with sugars, eggs, or creams, which dull the appetite for the meal that follows instead of stimulating it.10

One of the most popular drinks is one that is least served at dinner parties—the Bloody Mary. A mid-twentieth-century drink, it is a mixture of spices, vodka, and tomato juice that, more or less, put Eastern European vodka on the American map. The cocktail may have been introduced by Broadway columnist Dorothy Kilgallen in 1939, when she called it the “newest hangover cure to entrance the head-holders.”11
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Who could say no to a Bloody Mary?, Susan Benjamin, Courtesy True Treats








Behold the Appetizer!

Appetizers were far more than tasty morsels leading up to a gargantuan meal. Their job was to whet the appetite. These deliciously culinary morsels covered a variety of foods—soups, salads, small portions of fish, and various fruits, vegetables, and nuts.

Like just about everything else, they had a medicinal side, not exactly tasty but with the same name and purpose. In 1840, for example, in an ad titled “Glad Tiding to the Afflicted. Hampton’s Vegetable Tincture,” the concoction was described as an “appetizer and purifier of the blood.”12 Cheatham’s Chill Tonic of 1900 touted itself as a “perfect strengthener and appetizer” for “persons of enfeebled health and invalids.” This particular appetizer came in two varieties: bitter and tasteless, neither exactly appealing. As for the ingredients: pure soluble iron concentrate and pure amorphous quinine.13

One of the most compelling and yet sobering advertisements was from Row’s & Cos Depot, which proclaimed such truly mouth-watering dinner options as “oysters of the finest quality from New Haven, grouse from the prairies, venison from the woods, and varieties of aquatic fowl from the waters above.” From this poetic description, they had this to say about appetizers: “And then there are condiments suited for every kind of dish with appetizers to make a sick man hungry.”14

A few decades later, medicinal “appetizers” vanished, morphing into the purely culinary variety. Your basic oysters on the half shell became the illustrious palate-prepping Oysters, Tabasco, Horseradish Sauce, with Wafer. Others were enduringly simple, especially in the early twentieth century. Two regularly featured appetizers, enjoyed by food snobs and easy-eaters alike, were celery and grapefruit. It’s worth taking a look at these remarkable, and yet unremarkable, foods.


THE ELEGANT YET WILD GRAPEFRUIT

For decades grapefruit was a sign of elegance, served on a plate with segments neatly divided for easy lifting or served with its own beveled “grapefruit spoon.” Or, sometimes, both. Where the fruit originated is mired in mystery. All citrus plants evolved from Asia—except grapefruit. Their origin was the Caribbean, as recorded in 1664 by a Dutch physician visiting Barbados, or Jamaica, as witnessed by one Patrick Browne in 1789. The grapefruit is likely a hybrid of sweet orange and pomelo, created either naturally or with a botanist’s helping hand. No one knows. What we do know is that the tree was wild, inelegant, spreading with abandon along the hillsides. Eventually, someone, actually lots of someones, realized that these wild trees could be tamed and enjoyed for their delicious fruit.

How did grapefruit wind up in the United States? Again, a mystery. Some say a Frenchman brought the first grapefruit to Florida in 1823. Others say they appeared with various merchants and explorers. Regardless, by the late 1800s grapefruit trees were growing commercially in Florida, Texas, and Arizona. In 1910, a worker at a Florida grapefruit grove discovered a tree that was producing pink grapefruits. The grove started selling pink grapefruits, people loved them, and in 1929 the official Ruby Red grapefruit was born.15
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Grapefruit lurched into popularity in the early 1900s as an appetizer, breakfast food, dessert, and drink mix. Cookbooks devoted entire sections to grapefruit. Some chefs, such as the esteemed master chef Louis P. De Gouy in the Gold Cookbook of 1947, recommended numerous grapefruit recipes—the Grapefruit Rainbow alone took a page to describe.16

Fannie Farmer’s Boston Cooking-School Cook Book offered more-accessible recipes, such as broiled or baked grapefruit appetizers. Here’s what you do: Put 1 tablespoon of brown sugar and, if desired,


Why “grape fruit?”

Likely because baby grapefruit grow in clusters much like grapes. It was also called the “forbidden fruit” and, early on, the “shaddock,” possibly for Captain Philip Chaddock, who may or may not have introduced the pomelo to the Caribbean. The problem is “shaddock” was, in fact, also the name of the pomelo.17



1 tablespoon of French dressing or (as commonly suggested in other recipes) 1 tablespoon of sherry or brandy in each grapefruit half. Bake or broil and serve as a first course or dessert.

Then there’s the more complicated Grapefruit à la Russe: Wipe three grapefruits, cut in halves crosswise, and remove the seeds and tough portions. Sprinkle with granulated sugar and chill in the refrigerator. Beat 1 cup of heavy cream until stiff and add 2 tablespoons of powdered sugar, a few grains of salt, and ½ teaspoon of maraschino. Make a border of the cream (using a pastry bag and tube) on top of each half in the form of a square. Garnish at each corner with a glacé or maraschino cherry. Serve in double cocktail glasses, having the larger ones filled with crushed ice.18

By the mid-1900s, grapefruit had become trendy, with advertising that stretched the value of grapefruit from renegade tree to requirement for entertaining, especially among the smart set.


Recipe for the Exhausted Host

Exhausted from preparing that dinner party? Make this refreshing and simple grapefruit cocktail from 1912 and you’ll recover—being sure to include the last ingredient!


Cut a chilled grapefruit in halves and with a thin, sharp knife remove the seeds and cut out each section of fruit, and serve the pulp with the juice in dainty glasses. Two teaspoons of sugar and one teaspoon of sherry may be added to each glass or either or both may be omitted.19








CELERY—ALL YOU WANT


Tremendous demands for Paine’s Celery Compound, the wonderful remedy that makes people well. Sells above all others because it cures!—Article/ad in Evening World, 189420
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Not the most inspiring food in the contemporary kitchen, celery was once the vegetable of choice for all things culinary. In the early 1900s, recipes included rice and celery soup, cream of celery soup, celery coquettes, sautéed celery, celery and cabbage (mixed with onion juice and French dressing), and celery relish, to name just a few.21 Special vases, aptly called “celery vases,” were centerpieces on Victorian-era tables, an edible centerpiece with leaves and all, later replaced by long celery bowls.

Naturally, as with everything else, celery was used for medicinal purposes. In the late 1800s, newspapers were crowded with advertisements for medicines, such as “Paine’s Celery Compound … the Wonderful Remedy that Makes People Well.”22

Celery remained a tasty food, equally at home in lunch boxes and as luncheon appetizers, through the 1960s. Today, it still appears at parties, in its incarnation as a retro food.




FROM SOUP TO NUTS


To make a good chowder and have it quite nice

Dispense with sweet marjoram, parsley and spice;

Mace, pepper, and salt are now wanted alone.

—“Chowder,” author unknown, 183423



Radishes were another common appetizer, considered tasty and multipurpose, as, for example, a thirst quencher when dinner parties were accompanied by dancing.24 As for nuts, these may have included almonds, peanuts, or mixes, roasted and salted. And soups? They were pretty basic, like the fancily named “Consomme a la Royal” in 189825—basically clear broth—or strained chicken gumbo in 1921. In the 1970s, as fancy dinner parties became less formal dinners, “Beef Bullion in Cups” was served, as were chips, dips, and other foods straight from the packet.

With all these foods came explicit instructions. These were no mere friendly suggestions but rules that could pitch you to the lower rungs of hosts should you ignore them. Here’s what Emily Post, the consummate advisor on all things manners and literal good taste, had to say on the subject of olives, another favorite, and more:


One last word on the subject of olives for which I receive more letters than I can count. I might explain that olives are usually offered with tomato juice or other cocktails in the living room before dinner, either plain or stoned and wrapped in bacon…. If served at a table, olives and celery are passed with the soup. Salted nuts are put on the table, a little dish at each place, and eaten throughout the dinner until the table is cleared for dessert, when nut dishes should be removed. The expression “From soup to nuts” applies to the old fashion family dinners which ended with nuts (in shells) and raisins.26




Behold the Oyster!
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Oyster with Tabasco Susan Benjamin, courtesy True Treats



Oysters are, without a doubt, the most versatile American food, enjoyed in bawdy colonial taverns and inns and at prim luncheons, elaborate picnics, and beachfronts, sold at stalls and pushcarts and eaten, the shell dripping with seawater and ice, standing up. Native Americans ate oysters as well—some as a regular part of their diet, others on special occasions. At formal dinner parties, the oysters were all dressed up, served with a lemon wedge, cocktail sauces of some sort, a dab of Tabasco, and a tiny fork with prongs so thin one could easily lift the saltwater-rich mollusk without ever having to touch the shell.








The Illustrious (and Meat-Rich) Main Course

The main course varied depending on the dinner party, but meat, fish, chicken, or poultry—or all of the above—were typically featured, often with potatoes or another starch and a matching vegetable. Granted, the meats weren’t exactly broiled steaks and were served on platters, not plates. Of all the main courses, the ones from the 1800s were the most opulent, such as this lineup from 1898: boiled cod shoulder and head, sauce hollandaise, potato balls, cucumbers with French dressing, roasted capon with chestnut stuffing, cranberry sauce, and rice croquettes.

A menu from 1935 offered up a filet of sole, sliced cucumbers, roast chicken with Virginia ham, buttered potato balls, cauliflower with lemon butter sauce, and grilled tomatoes.27 By the 1970s, the menu had slimmed down, and the intense preparation mercifully dimmed. One main course may have consisted of veal Smitane, white and wild rice, whole green beans with butter sauce, and sliced cucumbers with cherry tomatoes. Easy yet elegant. Done.




THE OTHER DINNER PARTIES

Gradually, dinner parties changed. Once reserved for the well-to-do, they became a gathering place of friends and families, whether native-born Americans, recent immigrants, or generational families. While the dinner party foods were diverse, depending on region and finances, they were also shared. No dinner party foods represent this better than the omnipresent pigs in a blanket and deviled eggs, both timeless appetizers that double as picnic snacks and light fare at luncheons. The history of both is controversial and, no question, rather odd.




All About Whatever They Are in a Blanket

The history of pigs in a blanket is strange and, at times, confusing, although it should be simple enough. Humans have eaten meats wrapped in bread or related substances for time immemorial. Ancient Aztec women carried tamales—meat wrapped in corn husks—which they heated in a fire to feed the warriors they followed into battle. British laborers carried sausage wrapped in bread in the 1600s for nourishment during the workday. And more recently Japanese workers wrapped their foods in seaweed, a dish we now call sushi.

So why are pigs in a blanket, aka pigs-in-a-blanket aka pig in a blanket, so confusing? Even food historians are confused. Some historians believed the food evolved from “angels on horseback”—broiled skewers of bacon-wrapped oysters that were popular in the late 1800s. Oysters or not, pigs in a blanket has a lot of variations by other—and in some cases no—names.

Many food historians say that the first pig in a blanket appeared in Betty Crocker’s cookbook in 1957. Not so. One of the first sightings was actually in 1925 when Mrs. M.B.D. wrote to the Fresno Bee newspaper’s food advisor, Mrs. Wilson, asking for the correct way to make “Pig in a Blanket.” It seems her children insisted that it was made of sausage. True? Mrs. Wilson confirmed that, yes, sausage it is. What you do is take freshly scrubbed potatoes, scoop out the centers with an apple corer, and insert the sausage into the potato. Then, add a little oil to the skin, so it doesn’t break, and bake.29


Ideas for Your Pigs in a Blanket

Irma Rombauer and her daughter Marion Rombauer Becker suggest these pigs in a blanket fillers:

Cooked shrimp

Stuffed olives

Pickled onions

Watermelon pickle

Sautéed chicken livers

Skinned grapefruit sections

Dates stuffed with

pineapple

Note: These varieties were wrapped in thin slices of bacon and held together with toothpicks.28



A year later, Mrs. L.L.H. wrote to newspaper columnist Prudence, also asking for a recipe for pigs in a blanket. Prudence recommended using fried oysters, dipped in beaten eggs, coated with cracker crumbs, then rolled in bacon before cooking. This sounds like “angels on horseback” … but she does say: “Quite a variety of dishes use this name [pigs in a blanket] for a disguise.” She doesn’t say what they are disguising or even why.

The story gets even more convoluted by the fact that a 1938 recipe for “Pigs-In-A-Blanket” was not wrapped in bread. And no sausages. Or, for that matter, oysters. According to a recipe in the Idaho Statesman, this pigs in a blanket was made of squares of cheese completely wrapped in bacon strips and cooked on a stick over coals.30

That same year, we learn from another newspaper that pigs in a blanket is a man’s food. Got it? The appetizer was even featured in a cookbook, The Stag at Ease, the stag, in this case, being men. In it, author Marion Squire supplied men with nourishing, easy-to-make foods such as turnip greens with hog jowl, beefsteak, oysters, and pigs in a blanket. What was in this particular version of pigs in a blanket? She doesn’t say.31

But Miss Squire may have been on to something after all. It seems the Sunshine Bakery of Santa Rosa, California, made 600 pigs in a blanket for a Valentine’s Day party thrown for soldiers stationed in the area at the onset of World War II. These treats consisted of hot dogs wrapped in a special bun.32

Then there’s Ann Pillsbury, the fictional spokeswoman for Pillsbury and a fierce rival of the presumed pigs in a blanket creator, Betty Crocker. Pillsbury advertised their own creation—Pig in a Blanket—in 1945, well before Betty Crocker’s 1957 “invention.” Theirs were hot dogs and they were wrapped in dough … in this case, made from Pillsbury Pancake Mix.33

Whatever.




Deviled Lots of Things

One of the most perplexing aspects of deviled eggs is the name. Why “deviled”? The answer is easy and in no way sinister. “Devil” refers to the hot and spicy nature of foods, first used in Great Britain in the late 1700s. Soon after, deviling became a verb for making things spicy. Some were uncomfortable with anything that evoked the name of Satan and preferred to call the appetizer “mimosa eggs,” “stuffed eggs,” “dressed eggs,” or “salad eggs,” as, I’m sure, some still do today.


THE FIRST DEVILED EGG

Deviled eggs first appeared as an appetizer on the tables of ancient Romans. Other versions appeared in thirteenth-century Spain, where egg whites were filled with a mix of egg yolk, cilantro, pepper, coriander, and onion juice, then beat with muri (a sauce made of fermented barley or fish), oil, and salt. Unlike our open-faced eggs, the two halves of the eggs were put back together and held by a small stick. Over the next few centuries, a variety of deviled egg–like recipes showed up. In one, boiled eggs were filled with raisins, cheese, parsley, mint, or other herbs, then fried and topped with a sauce or powdered sugar.34




THE AMERICAN DEVILED EGG: MID TO LATE 1800S

When deviled eggs first appeared on the American culinary landscape is up for grabs. Deviled other things appeared, such as deviled ham, deviled tarpon, and deviled crabs, in the mid-1800s, and deviled lobster, ham, turkey, and tongue were showcased by the Boston Tea store in Fort Wayne, Indiana, in 1875. Like deviled eggs, these items were meant for bite-size eating. Says the ad: “These relishes are very fine for tea tables, picnickers, excursions, or travelers.”

Deviled eggs appeared in the late 1880s, but not as we imagine them. They were made with boiled eggs, yes, neatly cut in two with the yolks taken out and mashed in a bowl. But that’s where the similarities end. A typical recipe involved half a teaspoon of mustard; then a large tablespoon of cold ham, tongue, or any other minced meat; then a tablespoon of butter or olive oil with salt and pepper to taste.35




THE AMERICAN DEVILED EGG: 1930S

By the 1930s, deviled eggs had become common fare in picnic baskets, but made with mustard, vinegar, salt, pepper, and butter, along with other standard variations. It wasn’t until the late 1930s that mayonnaise appeared.

The mayo-based recipes are like ours today, only with a flourish. Some called for onion juice, minced green pepper, mustard, chopped parsley, then three tablespoons of mayonnaise. Others entailed adding caviar and lemon juice to the egg yolk, moistening it with mayonnaise or cream, then, once returned to the waiting egg white, garnishing it with sliced stuffed green olives. Don’t like caviar? No problem. A great substitute was the “combination filling,” where you add liver sausage, deviled ham, or chopped meat to the egg yolk; season with salt and pepper; and smooth to a paste with a hearty amount of mayonnaise.
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Potluck deviled eggs, Susan Benjamin, Courtesy True Treats






THE AMERICAN DEVILED EGG: 1960S TO 1980S

By the 1960s, deviled eggs were in virtually every picnic basket and lineup of appetizers. The creative possibilities had only expanded, and the options were staggering: chicken liver deviled eggs, tuna and caper deviled eggs, lobster deviled eggs, herbed deviled eggs, and deviled egg picnic platters with cold cuts. In the 1980s, when healthy eating became a requirement and not just a sidebar for nonconformist eaters, deviled eggs could be made with yogurt, which “trims calories without cutting taste.”36






DINNER PARTIES FOR EVERYONE: THE MAIN MEALS


Folks usually stand up to eat it at big community suppers and other affairs—the bowls of stew and cups of iced tea rest on high, temporary tables which are simply wide boards nailed to waist-high poles. You will get big mounds of spoon bread as long as it holds out.—The Country Cookbook, 1959/1972



It wasn’t just the food that was diverse, but the kind of dinner party Americans attended. The Country Cookbook, brought to you by the editors of the Farm Journal, describes a popular feast, called the “famed coon supper,” popular in Illinois. To prepare the raccoon, the main feature of the meal, here’s what you do:




Roast Raccoon

The recipe calls for three or four raccoons, about four to six pounds each. Skin the raccoons and cook them, using the smaller bits for gravy and the legs and back for meat, which you dust with salt and pepper and dredge in flour. Then brown in a skillet, transfer to a roaster, and cover and cook for two hours. Invite neighbors and friends and have a coon supper dinner party.

Then there’s a “one-dish meal for the entire neighborhood” called, variously, Brunswick stew or Appalachian squirrel stew.




Brunswick Stew (Appalachian Squirrel Stew)

Everything about Brunswick stew defies the conventional dinner party. It is held outside. It involves squirrels. And you don’t need to dress up—in many cases, you don’t even sit down to eat. All the cooking is done in a single “dish” with about seventy squirrels that you must clean, dress, and cut up—quite an effort given their size. The hard work may be broken up by the relatively easy task of cutting up two large stewing chickens and two and a half pounds of chopped salt pork. Or not, as you desire.

To prepare the meal, add the chicken and squirrels to four gallons of boiling water. Then fry the pork and add that, and the drippings, to the boiling mixture with beans, potatoes, tomatoes, carrots, and freshly picked corn and cook until the vegetables are tender. Next, add cabbage and seasonings until the flavors, as the recipe says, are well-blended, then remove the kettle from the coals to a serving area and hook the kettle on a heavy pole. Helpers must be available to help carry the pot, which contains a full fifteen gallons of bubbling hot stew.37




And Don’t Forget the Fruit!

Fruit at dinner parties, regardless of who was holding them, was no afterthought. They may have been on the table setting—one-part ornament and one-part snack. Most certainly, fruit would have been a dessert, served with nuts, possibly chocolates, and whatever sweets the host decided to serve.




WHAT BECAME OF THE DINNER PARTIES?

Recently, dinner parties dwindled to yearly get-togethers, typically potlucks. Simply put, dinner parties are too demanding—the elaborate planning, the expense, and the hard work are simply too much. Besides, why go to all the trouble when restaurants are ready-to-serve with space enough for any invitation list?




The Early Days of Eating Out

In the early 1800s, eating out was all about chop houses, oyster bars, and taverns where men drank, caroused, and steadied themselves with a nominal amount to eat. Women rarely went in, except to work there in whatever capacity. For actual meals, customers went home or, if traveling, to an inn whose meals were home-cooked in a way—but not an especially good one. The dining room was typically a side room, more an afterthought than a comfortable eating area, where travelers were served at set times, with no choices on the menu; in fact, there were no menus. Eat a little, eat it all, or don’t eat any—no matter. The meal was included in the price of lodging, and you took what you got.




The Delmonico Way


If Delmonico had literary ambitions, he might easily have appointed a historian to note the wit and wisdom of his ten thousand dinners. What a story it would have been for our children.—New York Daily Herald, August 27, 187638



Delmonico’s is considered the first, if not the most influential, restaurant in the United States. Even better, it was the first fine-dining restaurant. The Delmonicos weren’t actually French—they were Swiss—and the founder, Giovanni Del-Monico, wasn’t a chef but a sea captain who retired in 1824 and headed to New York to open a wine shop. Two years later, he closed shop and returned to Switzerland, where his brother, Pietro, had started a successful candy and pastry shop. The two considered their futures, especially one in the less-than-civilized culinary plains of the new United States. No question, opportunity awaited.

Back in New York, they opened Delmonico and Brother, a small café/pastry shop selling classically prepared pastries, chocolate, bonbons, orgeats, bavarois, wines, liquors, fancy ices, and Havana cigars, to the delight and relief of their customers—recent European transplants hungry for the finer foods of their past. The shop itself had six small pine tables, with matching chairs, and a counter spread with white napkins and the day’s picks of food. Giovanni’s wife worked as a cashier—a woman among an entirely male clientele.

As the café became increasingly popular, the brothers became increasingly American: Giovanni became John; Pietro, Peter; and Del-Monico, Delmonico. But the two brothers couldn’t go it alone, and in 1931 their nephew Lorenzo arrived from Switzerland. In the coming years, Lorenzo learned every aspect of the restaurant business and was the driving force behind its impeccable standards of both product and service—important as John was not a trained restaurateur and Peter was a pastry chef but not an actual all-around chef.

In 1837 the Delmonico family opened the first American restaurant that was actually called a “restaurant.” The food was French. So French, even the menu was written in French. Not that the brothers were necessarily fond of the French or even French cooking. French food meant “European food,” which, from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, was rooted in Parisian fare adapted to the location, availability of foods, and chef who was creating it.39

It wasn’t just the food that was so compelling—it was the eating experience. The staff was courteous, the settings inspiring, and the variety unique, consisting of subtle French sauces and eggplant, endive, artichoke, and other unique vegetables, many grown in their own gardens. The dishes were served on fine china. Even better, the diners could select individual items, individually priced, from a “bill of fare.” Delmonico’s bill of fare was the first American “menu.” Printed in 1838, it was eleven pages, in French with English translations. The company added new restaurants and opened the Delmonico Hotel, the first of its kind, where rooms and meals were billed separately.40

The menu was compelling and suitably high-priced—no riffraff or after-hour revelers here. These guests were so celebrated and exquisitely rich that their fame lives on today: Theodore
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Roosevelt, Mark Twain, “Diamond Jim” Brady, the great actress Lillian Russell, Charles Dickens, Oscar Wilde, J. P. Morgan, Commodore Matthew C. Perry, the Morgans, the Astors, the Goodyears, the Grand Dukes of Russia, Napoleon III of France. There they discussed financing, presidential campaigns, arts, culture, strategy, themselves, and certainly other people.

The foods matched the renown of the guests, where such notables as Lobster Newburg, Baked Alaska, and Eggs Benedict got their start, as well as Delmonico steak, the best cuts the restaurant could offer that day. Today, Delmonico steak refers to a well-marbled rib eye. Oysters Rockefeller did not originate at Delmonico’ s—that would be New Orleans—but was introduced to the influential New York food society there.

The restaurants endured fires, the changing tastes of the American landscape, and the depression of the 1870s. Regardless, the Delmonico family continued to grow and expand their locations and influence, with children and grandchildren stepping in to fill the gap when an elder died. At various times there were at least ten true Delmonico restaurants and countless others who used such names as Delmonico’s Steakhouse or Little Delmonico’s, plus a litany of other food-related Delmonico’s such as the Mon Lay Won advertised as the “Chinese Delmonico,” the Delmonico Billiard Hall in Kansas, and the new and improved tin can opener christened the “Delmonico.” If imitation is the purest form of flattery, then Delmonico was basking in the attention.41


THE DEATH AND REBIRTH OF DELMONICO’S

In 1923, almost one hundred years after Giovanni Del-Monico set up his wine shop in New York, Delmonico’s family-owned restaurant closed. There were numerous reasons for its demise. In the late 1880s, food science advocates, such as the powerful women in the home economics movement, convincingly argued for the value of healthy eating. Another was the newly implemented income tax of 1913, lessening the disposable income well-to-do customers had to spend on extravagantly pricy food. Then in 1919 Prohibition arose, and along with the force of the recent Spanish flu epidemic, devastated countless restaurants, not to mention dance halls, cafés, and taverns that relied on sales of wine, whiskey, and other libations for their profits.

A few years later, in 1926, Oscar Tucci bought the defunct restaurant and turned it into a speakeasy. All the while, he was braced and ready for Prohibition to end. When it did, Tucci purchased the third liquor license in New York. With that, Delmonico’s, now named Oscar’s Delmonico, rose again. Tucci adopted the original menus and recipes, and the rich, powerful, and most definitely famous again claimed the dining tables, including Lana Turner, Marilyn Monroe, Rock Hudson, Lena Horne, Elizabeth Taylor, Elvis, and JFK.

Oscar’s Delmonico had a good run, closing in the late 1900s, with attempts to resurrect it lasting into the 2000s. The countless Delmonico’s imitators still abound thanks, in part, to a judge who ruled the name was common property, so integrated into American life as it was. “Delmonico’s” was open to all.42











Join Us at Noon: Salad Days, Sandwiches, and Jell-O Delight


The luncheon party is basically a woman’s world: when you hear that someone gave a luncheon, the scene that leaps to your mind is a tableful of women having their own special kind of party…. And because of this, a luncheon lets the hostess really shine.

—The General Foods Cookbook, 19591



If nothing else, luncheons were hosted by women for other women. Men were invited, too, but more of an afterthought or a matter of convenience. The difference between ordinary lunches and luncheons is the food (upscale and artful in its own way), the purpose (geared to impress), and the conversation (gossip). Or so they said.


LUNCHEONS BY MANY NAMES

Through time, luncheons have gone by many names, each representing a different stage in its full, culinary development.


Dinner. Before the Industrial Revolution, the midday meal was the most substantial one people ate. That’s because workers in our early agrarian culture needed food more at midday to sustain their energy than at night. Besides, nighttime dinners were difficult to cook and eat in the dark, so often consisted of leftovers from lunch.

Lunch. During the Industrial Revolution, more Americans left the fields and went indoors to work at factories and mills. There they ate hurriedly and in cramped quarters. These midday meals were smaller than before, often consisting of leftovers. This became lunch.

Luncheons. While men ate at work, many women ate at home, often joined by other women. Gradually these get-togethers became an invitation-based affair, a mini dinner party, held in the afternoon. The early luncheons of the well-to-do were complete with maids and butlers to handle unsavory tasks such as hanging coats.



The author of the column In Woman’s World, circa 1900, advises that a luncheon should be a “warm cozy affair,” which begins with fruit and is followed by fish, meat, salad, and, at last, sweets. Ices were always a plus when dessert came along, and why not? According to the author, women love ices. However, and this is important, when serving jelly omelets or some other “toothsome” dish, ices are neither necessary nor appropriate. Frozen custard smothered in whipped cream or pink-hued ice cream (thanks to a few drops of vegetable food coloring) was also an excellent addition.

Regardless, the full menus were rich with variety and looked like this:

Cream of Asparagus Soup.

Salmon Croquettes. Sauce Tartare.

Brown Bread and Sandwiches.

Baked Sweet Breads. Tomato Sauce.

Green Peas. Finger Rolls.

Pim Olas.

Creme de Menthe Punch.

Lobster Salad. Cheese Fingers.

Fruit Ice Cream. Fancy Cakes.

Salted Nuts. Bon Bons.


Luncheon Protocol or Blush

Any event—be it a formal dinner or a luncheon—was wrapped and protected by protocol. The number of guests at a luncheon should never go beyond the number of matching china sets. The invitation should be written and mailed or given verbally depending on the formality of the event. And, as the In Woman’s World column of 1900 recommends: “Hats must not be removed. Gloves are also worn to the table where they are taken off.”

If you think these protocols are mere suggestions, think again. Infractions are serious business, as embarrassing as a hostess absentmindedly appearing in slip and bra to greet the guests. One example had to do with a misused dinner gong.

The gong, as you may know from old-timey movies, is how well-to-do hosts called their dinner guests to the table. But a luncheon? No. One does not use a gong. Unfortunately, one hostess had the poor judgment to replace her regular maid, who was out sick, with an untrained substitute. The newspaper columnist explained: “Imagine the hostess’s dismay when the hoarse clang of the Japanese gong clanged forth…. The gong seemed to fairly roar: ‘Luncheon, luncheon, luncheon!’ The hot cheeks of the hostess did not cool for the entire meal.” One guest tried to put the hostess at ease by saying, “What a dear old gong. I mean to have one before I am a week older.” But to no avail.2



Eventually, luncheons became less demanding, more about appetizers than actual sit-down, fork-in-hand meals. Sandwiches made an appearance, but not the standard sandwich-cut-in-half that nestled in lunch boxes and buckets. By the 1920s, the appropriate way to serve a luncheon sandwich was to cut the bread in strips, diamond shapes, or neat squares, filled with delights of the host’s choice, be they olive butter, currant jelly, cream cheese, orange marmalade and nuts, or other tasteful options.




SALAD DAYS


A perfect luncheon is light and simple but satisfying.—Fannie Farmer, The Boston Cooking-School Cook Book, 1896/19413



In the 1920s, salads started making an appearance at luncheons, with more fanfare than the earlier version of garnish lost on a plate. The “light” meal may consist of a fruit cocktail, shoestring potatoes, breaded sweetbreads, cake, ice cream with chocolate sauce, bonbons, salted nuts … and, significantly, a lettuce salad served with dressing, most likely Thousand Island.

Salads even rose to the top of the menu as an actual entrée, usurping even sandwiches. One menu from 1930 featured stuffed tomato salad as an entrée, complemented by pimento cheese and goose liver sandwiches, and a dessert of fresh berries, cookies, and iced tea.4

Gradually salads grew more innovative, as expressed in a household column, this one called the Brides Cooking Primer, in 1940. Says the author, Josephine Gibson, “Salads serve as refreshing interludes, as an appetizer, main dish, and often a main meal.” One recipe she recommended was “Frozen Fruit Salad,” which entailed mixing 2 slices of canned pineapple, 1 orange (diced), 1 banana (sliced),¼ cup maraschino cherries, ½ cup mayonnaise, and 1 cup sweetened whipped cream. Should you want to try it, here’s what you do. It’s easy!


Instructions for Frozen Fruit Salad:


	Moisten the fruit with mayonnaise.

	Fold in the whipped cream.

	Mix in the fruit and freeze.

	Three hours later, slice and serve on a bed of lettuce with a dollop of mayonnaise on the side and a cherry on top.





Granted, other favorite salads were meat salads or salads made with other mealtime foods: egg salad, ham salad, and salmon salad, to name a few. The hostesses didn’t dispense with vegetables exactly: celery, olives, and minced onions may have been added to the mix, and certainly were resting on a bed of lettuce leaves as garnish, which may, or probably may not, have been eaten.

Another salad worth mentioning was called “Molded Vegetable Salad,” made with diced celery, cooked peas, shredded cabbage, and shredded carrots, plus sugar, salt, and vinegar added to unflavored gelatin. This particular favorite was also known as “Perfection Salad,” the winner of Knox Gelatin’s salad contest in 1905.5




The Timeless Waldorf Salad

One of the all-time favorite salads, today sold at grocery deli counters, is the Waldorf Salad.

This once-venerable vegetable dish was created by Oscar Tschirky, who was not a chef but a maître d’hôtel at the likewise venerable New York Waldorf Astoria in 1896. It’s not clear how he came to create the Waldorf—it seems he just thought it up, its creation such a non-event that no one bothered to write it down. Decades later, the salad was considered a revolutionary combination and the origin of fruit salads.

Here’s the original Waldorf Salad recipe from Tschirky’s book, The Cookbook by Oscar of the Waldorf, 1896:


Peel two raw apples and cut them into pieces, say about ½ an inch square, also cut some celery the same way and mix it with the apple. Be very careful not to let any seeds of the apples be mixed with it. The salad must be dressed with a good mayonnaise.6
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Over the years, with growing veracity, the Waldorf Salad became standard at luncheons, tea parties, and other events, rising to the top of must-make salads. Iterations were prominent, with recipes calling for walnuts, raisins, marshmallows, diced and cooked ham, smoked tongue, leftover chicken and turkey, shredded cabbage, and lemon-flavored gelatin spiked with vinegar.

Some Waldorf recipes suggested adding milk or cream (claiming this was the “original Waldorf”), while others suggested wine as a mayo replacement, which, if you think of it, isn’t that bad. But it wasn’t just the ingredients but the presentation that mattered. Waldorf Salad appeared in hollowed-out pineapple skins, cored apples, and, in rare cases, a bed of lettuce as Tschirky originally intended.

By the 1970s, the Waldorf became an item distinct from its older self. The versions are endless, some hardly recognizable as Waldorf Salads at all. No question, the Frozen Waldorf will amaze and delight—one-part popsicle and one-part luncheon salad.


FROZEN WALDORF: A 1970S ADVENTURE INTO WALDORF SALAD MAKING

Put the signature mayo away for now and combine atop a double boiler, 2 eggs slightly beaten, ½ cup of sugar,⅛ teaspoon salt,¼ cup lemon juice, and ½ cup pineapple juice and cook, stirring until thick. Then remove from the heat and let the mixture cool. Next, add ½ cup chopped celery, ½ cup well-drained pineapple, ½ cup broken nut meats, and, at last, two unpeeled finely chopped apples, then fold in 1 cup heavy whipped cream. Freeze the blend in one large or eight individual molds. Serve on a bed of lettuce with a garnish, should you desire, of mayonnaise.7






Don’t Forget the Jell-O!

Perhaps the most glamorous of all salads wasn’t actually salad. It was gelatin, and the most glamorous of all gelatins was Jell-O. This “wiggly” food-like substance could equally match a platter or home décor, and the variety of Jell-O colors could fit any occasion. The molds were seemingly endless—perhaps they actually were endless—and the room for creativity immense.

Today, Jell-O is less of a marvel than it was back then. The artificial garish colors, the gelatin made from animal hooves, and undoubtedly its ties to the past made it a relic, not a culinary event as before. Still, Jell-O salads do show up at festive events, as indeed they should. Are you vegan or vegetarian? Plant-based alternatives exist as well.


GELATIN: THE ORIGINAL JELL-O

The first written record of gelatin was in the 1600s, although it’s likely that humans have always boiled, baked, or prepared marrow from animals; even today, many among us consider bone marrow healthy. In pre-Revolutionary America, gelatin was a status symbol, primarily because it was so exhausting to prepare that only the wealthy few with their cadre of workers, enslaved and otherwise, could enjoy it.




MEET KNOX—THE NEW GELATIN


A perpetual feast of nectar’d sweets.—John Milton, Comus, 1634



Gelatin became popular because, basically, you didn’t have to make it. Someone else did—in this case, companies that sold instant gelatin. In 1845, the J and G Company of Edinburgh, Scotland, was the first to market this food marvel, which they called “Cox’s Gelatin” or “Cox’s Sparkling Gelatin.” The gelatin wasn’t exactly instant—it required some heating and straining, and a handful of caveats, such as the firmness of their gelatin, could depend on the weather. Regardless, there you have it. No daylong boiling process, tired muscles, and frayed nerves.8

A few years later, Peter Cooper, an American industrialist and inventor of the first American steam locomotive, invented his own “Portable Gelatin.” The only problem was, he was trying


How to Make Gelatin

London cookbook author Hannah Glasse described how to make gelatin in 1747:


Take out the great Bones of four Calves Feet, and put the Feet into a Pot with ten Quarts of Water, three Ounces of Hartshorn, three Ounces of Isinglass, a Nutmeg quarter’d, four Blades of Mace; then boil this till it comes to two Quarts, and strain it through a Flannel-Bag, let it stand twenty-four Hours, then scrape all the Fat from the Top very clean, then slice it, and put to it the Whites of six Eggs beaten to Froth, boil it a little, and strain it again through a Flannel-Bag, then run the Jelly into little high Glasses…. You may add Orange-flower Water, or Wine and Sugar, and Lemon if you please, but this is all Fancy.



From A Manual of Gelatin Cookery, 19049
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to make glue. Disappointed as he must have been, Cooper patented the result, then ignored it.10 No matter, others eventually followed, including Charles Knox’s instant gelatin of 1889, the most successful of the batch. As legend has it, Knox was inspired by watching his wife, Rose, labor away in the kitchen making the homemade version. He was determined to save her the toil, and save her he did. The truth behind the story is questionable, though, as plenty of other instant gelatins were available at the time, much like his.

Charles Knox’s success was due to many things, his prowess as an aggressive and creative marketer chief among them. He hired door-to-door salesmen to demonstrate the wonders of instant gelatin to his target audience of housewives. In 1905, his company sponsored a cooking contest. The third prize went to Mrs. John Cooke of New Castle, Pennsylvania, for her aforementioned “Perfection Salad.”


By the Jazz Age, nearly one-third of salad recipes in an average cookbook were gelatin-based.12



When Charles died in 1908, Rose took over the company, launching Knox’s gelatin to near-unrivaled success. She set up test kitchens and published hundreds of free Knox Gelatin booklets loaded with recipes, a popular giveaway at the time. Rose Knox, who once herself labored over a stove of boiling animal hooves, went on to become the first woman business owner in New York State, and in 1929 the first woman on the board of directors of the American Grocery Manufacturers Association. Above all, Rose Knox was one of the few women to own a company producing a product made for other women.11




THE RISE OF JELL-O


Jell-O, America’s Most Famous Dessert.—Tagline on Jell-O recipe booklet, 192813
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In 1895, Pearle B. Wait, a cough-syrup manufacturer in LeRoy, New York, was down on his luck. His cough





EVEN MORE REASONS FOR Jell-O’S SUCCESS
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	1 package orange Jell-O

	1 pint warm water

	¼ teaspoon salt

	1½ cups stewed prune pulp

	¼ cup sugar









LOOKING FOR A TRULY ORIGINAL GELATIN RECIPE?














	1 package cherry Jell-O

	1 pint boiling water

	12 marshmallows, finely cut

	Dash of salt

	6 drops almond extract
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GARDEN PARTIES: FUN, FOOD, AND FASHION









Traditional At-Home Garden Parties
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Lawn Parties






Porch Parties





Casual Get-Togethers
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	8 slices bread

	1 cup flaked tuna

	¼ cup finely chopped celery

	¼ cup finely chopped green pepper

	½ cup shredded American cheese

	1½ cups milk

	3 eggs, beaten

	1 teaspoon salt

	½ teaspoon paprika









Grocery-Store Garden Parties






PICNICS









An American Picnic
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Featuring the Sandwich


















Picnic Beverages: From Dreary to Dramatic
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