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History by the Forkful

“Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you who you are,” the French gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin famously wrote. How and what we feed ourselves is ever evolving due to migration; climate change; political, economic, and environmental movements and events; new technologies; and human creativity and innovation. Food offers a powerful lens through which we can increase understanding of science, art, history, and culture.

A search across the Smithsonian Institution’s collections for the word “food” yields tens of thousands of results. That number includes exhibitions, stories, historical narratives and interviews, events, film and video, and objects ranging from cooking utensils to serving vessels to packaging to cookbooks to restaurant menus and other ephemera—and much, much more.

Across the wide breadth of its museums, research centers, cultural centers, and programming, the Smithsonian tells the ongoing stories of the American table—and those of the American people. The American Food History Project at the National Museum of American History has taken a leading role in this work. For more than 25 years, the project has used the power of food and drink to engage audiences in conversations about culture, technology, labor, memory, and more—the ingredients of our daily sustenance. With a deeper understanding of the history of food in the United States, we can come to the table to create a more just, sustainable present and future.

American Table is a multifaceted look at how place, historical events, and diverse people have influenced how and what we eat in the United States. It’s not just the story of those who have pushed the culinary arts forward, but also of activists, scholars, inventors, and everyday people who are opening our eyes to history and trying to make change in the present to better their communities. Learn how Native Americans have been working to reclaim their traditional foodways and achieve food sovereignty to improve the health of their communities, how a Black female chef gained renowned and culinary influence by showcasing her skills on her own television show in Jim Crow–era New Orleans, and how everything from fondue to Jell-O salads to pumpkin spice (even in hummus) became national obsessions.

While this book highlights in snapshots many stories around food, it is not even a fraction of the whole narrative.

We hope reading it spurs more exploration of the rich tapestry of the American story—the foods, people, and innovations that have fed us through history to the present, and those who will feed us in the future.
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The Smithsonian Institution Building, popularly known as the Castle, is an iconic symbol of the museum. It served as the home and office of the first Secretary of the Smithsonian, Joseph Henry.
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The Nation’s Museum

For more than 175 years, the Smithsonian Institution has sought to preserve, study, and increase understanding of science, history, art, and culture. Across its museums, more than 156 million objects help visitors—in person, in publications, through programming, and online—explore who we are, where we’ve been, and where we’re headed.

An Evolving Endeavor

History is what happened in the past, but it informs and shapes the present. In that spirit, the Smithsonian constantly seeks to increase understanding of science, history, art, and culture among all Americans and the ability of all to have their story told.

It is an ongoing process. In 2004, the National Museum of the American Indian opened its doors to the public, and in 2016, the National Museum of African American History & Culture did the same. In 2020, Congress appropriated funds to create two new museums—the National Museum of the American Latino and the American Women’s History Museum.

It is something of a quirk of history that the Smithsonian was established not by an American, but by a British scientist named James Smithson (1765–1829). Smithson left his estate to the United States to found “at Washington, under the name of the Smithsonian Institution, an establishment for the increase and diffusion of knowledge.”

Congress authorized acceptance of the Smithson bequest on July 1, 1836. After a decade of debating, on August 10, 1846, the U.S. Senate passed the act organizing the Smithsonian Institution, which was signed into law by President James K. Polk.

Once established, the Smithsonian became part of the process of developing an American national identity—an identity rooted in exploration, innovation, and a unique American style. That process continues today as the Smithsonian looks toward the future.

A Lasting Legacy

Smithson was the child of a wealthy Englishman. He traveled much during his life but never set foot on American soil. Why, then, would he decide to give the entirety of his sizable estate—which totaled half a million dollars, or 1.5 percent of the United States’ entire federal budget at the time—to a country that was foreign to him?

Some speculate that he was inspired by the United States’ experiment with democracy. Others attribute his philanthropy to ideals inspired by such organizations as the Royal Institution, which was dedicated to using scientific knowledge to improve human conditions. Smithson never wrote about or discussed his bequest with friends or colleagues, but his gift has had a profound impact on the arts, humanities, and sciences in the United States.

Since its founding more than 175 years ago, the Smithsonian has become the world’s largest museum, education, and research complex, with 19 museums that contain more than 156 million objects, the National Zoo, and nine research facilities.
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Chapter 1

A Taste of Place
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An early 19th-century illustration by Seth Eastman features Ojibwe women gathering wild rice in present-day Minnesota.
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Where we live shapes what we eat. The environment, available foodstuffs, and migration have determined the diets of Indigenous peoples, colonizers, immigrants—and their descendants. From the wild rice harvest by the Ojibwe of Minnesota since precolonial times to the lemongrass- and fish sauce–infused crawfish boil that bubbled up with the arrival of refugees from Southeast Asia to Houston, there is both continuity and creativity in the story of American food.




First People, First Foods
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For thousands of years before Europeans arrived, Native people had healthful diets based on foods they hunted, gathered, fished, and grew. Colonization disrupted that, but a movement—that of food sovereignty—seeks to reclaim and return to those holistic and culturally significant foodways. “Food sovereignty,” writes activist and author Winona LaDuke in the foreword to Indigenous Food Sovereignty in the United States, published in 2019, “is an affirmation of who we are as Indigenous peoples, and a way, one of the most sure-footed ways, to restore our relationship with the world around us.”




Native American Cultural Regions

Millennia before the arrival of Europeans to North America, Native people fostered communities and cultures, and devised ways to survive and thrive.
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NORTHWEST COASTAL Tribes living in this area were less agriculturally oriented than those in other areas, relying on the lush land and ocean.

PLATEAU The network of rivers and streams here provided salmon, a primary food source.

CALIFORNIA More than 1,000 miles of coastline and a highly diverse geography provided a wealth of resources to the people of this area.

GREAT BASIN The extremes of hot and cold, along with limited rainfall, meant the diets of the Native people of this region relied heavily on small game, nuts, and seeds.

SOUTHWEST Although the diets of the people of this region included wild plants and game, corn was the defining food source.

ARCTIC Modern-day Alaska is divided into two cultural regions—Arctic and Subarctic. Winters in the Arctic are very cold and the topography is flat. Native people lived almost exclusively on sea mammals and fish.

SUBARCTIC The people of this region also relied heavily on marine mammals, but areas of lush rain forest also provided berries, roots, and greens.

PLAINS The people of the Great Plains practiced agriculture and fished, but the hunt for buffalo came to dominate the culture.

NORTHEAST Hunting, gathering, fishing, and agriculture all played a role in the foodways of the Indigenous people of this region, but its vast forests also provided a wealth of nuts and maple syrup.

SOUTHEAST Abundant rich soil and a long growing season made agriculture central to the diets of the people here, allowing the establishment of permanent settlements.




Alaska

From the arrival of the first Alaskans from Asia at least 13,000 years ago to the beginning of Russian colonization in the 18th century, the Native diet was almost exclusively one of subsistence.

The first inhabitants of Alaska arrived there from elsewhere in two major movements in history.

The people of the Arctic Culture Area—which ranges from the Aleutian Islands across the northernmost and down along the easternmost parts of the state—came later than those of the Subarctic Culture Area, defined as most of the vast interior. Arctic peoples sailed from Siberia in boats beginning about 2,500 BCE, while the very first arrivals likely came from Asia across the Bering Strait land bridge 13,000 or more years ago.

Most Native Alaskans identify with one of 231 federally recognized tribes—all of whom have their own cultures and customs and some 20 distinct languages among them—but it is helpful in understanding the Native foodways that developed in Alaska by exploring each of them in a broad sense.

The Iñupiat and St. Lawrence Island Yup’ik established themselves in Alaska’s northern and northwestern region. Winters are very cold and the topography is generally flat. Because it is so far north, the diurnal cycle has a dramatic effect on the amounts of sunlight it receives throughout the year. During deepest winter, the sun barely peeks above the horizon for just an hour or so each day, while in the summer the reverse is true. While most of the year the people of this region subsisted on whales, seals, walrus, birds, and—when the weather permitted—fish and berries, the long hours of sunlight in the summer created a burst of vegetation growth that attracted caribou and other large animals.

The Athabascans settled in the vast interior of the state and to this day have the largest land base of any other Native group. The Athabascans were migratory. In the summer, they set up fishing camps along major river systems—such as the Yukon, Tanana, Innoko, Chandalar, Koyuk, and Tolovana rivers—and in the winter they hunted game such as moose and caribou.

The relative proximity of Alaska’s southeastern panhandle—the Inside Passage region—to the northwest coast of the mainland United States means the Tlingit, Haida, Eyak, and Tsimshian who put down roots there share many cultural similarities with the Native people of Washington and Oregon. The maritime environment provided salmon, halibut, shellfish, and sea plants, while the cool and temperate rain forest—with an annual rainfall of up to 200 inches—was rife with berries, roots, and greens. The people of this region also hunted deer, moose, and mountain goats.

Southwestern Alaska became home to the Yup’ik and Cup’ik. They had a seminomadic lifestyle, and their diets depended on exactly where they lived in the region. Those who lived along the coast relied most heavily on sea mammals such as seal, walrus, and whale and the plethora of Pacific fish—salmon, herring, trout, halibut, flounder, burbot—as well as shellfish and sea plants. Inland, freshwater fish, moose, caribou, migratory birds and eggs, berries, greens, and roots provided sustenance.

[image: image]
A hunter in Point Hope, Alaska, sits on the carcass of a whale that has been hauled onto the ice to be butchered, circa 1955.

Hulton Deutsch/Getty Images


It is no surprise that water determined the way of life of the Unangax and Sugpiaq (also called Alutiiq) people of southwest Alaska and the Aleutian Islands, a 1,200-mile-long chain of virtually treeless volcanic islands surrounded by the Pacific. The staples of their diet came from the ocean—seals, whales, sea lions, otters, fish, and mollusks—although in some areas they hunted bears and caribou, and gathered wild plants such as Arctic cloudberries, wild greens, and roots that came from bog orchids.

After the arrival of Russian fur traders, an estimated 80 percent of the Indigenous Aleut population died from diseases to which they had no immunity.

[image: image]
An 1818 watercolor by Russian painter Mikhail Tikhanov depicts an Aleut man in festival dress. Tikhanov was the expeditionary painter of Captain Vasily Golovin’s circumnavigation aboard the frigate Kamchatka.

Mikhail T. Tikhanov (1789–1862)/Wikimedia Commons


Fur Trade Drives Destruction

The way of life of these island people remained harmonious and symbiotic until the arrival of Russian fur traders—who gave them the name Aleut—in the 18th century. It changed everything for them, and eventually for all of Alaska’s Native people.

In 1743, Russian traders began hunting in the Aleutian Islands. By the 1770s, Russia had laid claim to Alaska, primarily occupying the coastal areas because of the large populations of sea otters, whose pelts were highly prized. Skilled Native Aleut hunters were enslaved by the Russians. An estimated 80 percent of the Indigenous Aleut population died from introduced diseases to which they had no immunity. In 1784, trader Gregorii Shelikhov landed on Kodiak Island with a crew. They killed hundreds of the island’s Natives and established the first permanent Russian colony in Alaska.

Over the next near-century, as Native Alaskans spent more time hunting for the Russian occupiers, they spent less time hunting for themselves and began trading some of their catch for Russian foodstuffs such as flour and barley. Russia continued to extract resources from the land and people of Alaska until the territory was sold to the United States in 1867.

Although the dietary changes brought on by colonization had a highly detrimental effect on the health of Native Alaskans, traditional foodways remain strong in many areas, particularly in the southwest part of the state.

As in many Native communities across the United States, there are Indigenous Alaskans working to create programs and initiatives that provide healthful, sustainable food sources to their people. In the coastal Native village of Tyonek, residents are working with the Tyonek Tribal Conservation District to plant, maintain, and harvest organic vegetables from a community garden. The Kodiak Archipelago Leadership Institute and Alaska Village Initiatives provide funding and grants to build economic stability and food security in Native communities across the state.

Each year, the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC) holds a summit, which draws Native delegates from all over Alaska. “Going back to managing our own resources, as hunters and the ladies on the land, we know what is most important,” said JakyLou Olemaun, a North Slope Youth Delegate from Utqiagvik at the 2019 gathering. “I think that many people try to have a say on how to manage our food, and they don’t know what is going on. We do.”




Great Basin

In a region whose climate is by turns very hot and very cold, the Indigenous people of this land of mountains and deserts cultivated expertise in hunting small game and waterfowl—where there was water—as well as gathering nuts and seeds.

Geographically speaking, a basin is an area with a lower elevation than the land that surrounds it. Basins are generally deserts because the mountains around them force rain clouds to shed their water before they reach the lower elevation.

The Great Basin is an area of about 200,000 square miles that covers almost all of Utah and Nevada, large areas of Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming, and Colorado, and slivers of Arizona, Montana, and California. The terrain includes many small basins, mountains, and plateaus, but most of it is desert, which means much of it gets very little rain.

Summers can be very hot and dry, and winters can be very cold. The region includes Death Valley, the lowest point in all of the Americas, where temperatures frequently top 120°F in the summer and the annual rainfall is 2.36 inches. Large stretches of alkaline flats—soil that contains mineral salts from lakes that have since evaporated—were inhospitable to agriculture.

So much of the Great Basin is desert, many anthropologists refer to its Indigenous people collectively as “The Desert Culture.”

Generally, the tribes of the north and east—most notably the Shoshone, who acquired horses from the Spanish in the late 17th century—used horses, and those in the south and west did not until the mid-19th century.

Whether they traveled on foot or by horseback, the challenges of the environment required them to make annual rounds to various ecological zones in search of seasonally available plants, animals, and fish. Depending on where they lived, the people of the Great Basin hunted antelope, mountain goats, and jackrabbits. Where there was water, there were waterfowl. A 1924 excavation of Lovelock Cave in western Nevada yielded a cache of 2,000-year-old duck decoys made from tule reeds and feathers that were once used to lure waterfowl to hunters in the marshlands of the ancient Lake Lahontan.

The dominant plants were sagebrush and grasses. Seeds were a staple food, in particular pine nuts from the piñon (pinyon-juniper) tree. Grasses were woven into intricate baskets so tight they could carry water. Baskets were also used to cook food, winnow grass seeds, and store pine nuts.

Pine nuts are still an important and symbolic food source for Indigenous people of the Great Basin. Darlene Dewey, a member of the Yomba Shoshone Tribe in central Nevada, heads out with her grandson in late summer and early fall to gather them.

Dewey, who was born in the 1940s in Yomba, told Bitterroot magazine she remembers as a child bringing home 100 pounds or more of pine nuts each fall to help sustain her family through the harsh winters when they could not leave their home.

“We didn’t have any TV as kids,” she said. “We used to eat pine nuts and do our homework.”

[image: image]
A Paiute woman makes a basket in the Yosemite Valley, circa 1900. Pine nuts were one of the primary food sources for the people of the Great Basin.

Charles C. Pierce (1861-1946)/Library Of Congress





Great Plains

Although the people of the vast grasslands practiced all forms of food acquisition—agriculture, gathering, hunting, and fishing—the hunt for buffalo came to dominate the culture.

Historically, the Native people that once comprised the more than 30 tribes of the Great Plains—a huge region ranging from east of the Rocky Mountains in the west to the Mississippi River in the east, as far north as North Dakota and as far south as central Texas—belonged to two broad groups depending on whether they were primarily nomadic and mostly engaged in hunting or primarily sedentary and mostly engaged in agriculture.

The agriculturally oriented tribes generally settled in fertile river valleys, where they cultivated crops such as sunflowers, corn, squash, and beans, supplementing with some hunting. For the hunting tribes, the buffalo was by far the most important food source and, in fact, central to their way of life.

The trajectory of the Plains tribes differs somewhat from those of other culture areas because their dominant means of providing food for their communities evolved after the arrival of Europeans due to a single factor: the horse.

The Spanish brought horses to North America in the early 16th century. Animals that escaped migrated north from Mexico and began expanding their numbers in the Southwest, eventually reaching the Great Plains, where they were adopted by the people living there.

[image: image]
An 1845 painting by American painter John Mix Stanley depicts the buffalo hunt. Stanley’s primary subject were Native people and the landscape in which they lived.

John M. Stanley (1814–1872)/Wikimedia Commons


The Horse Changes Everything

Prior to acquiring horses, Plains people hunted bison primarily by two techniques—the buffalo jump and the buffalo impound. In a buffalo jump, a herd was driven down a steep slope or over a cliff. If there was no access to a cliff or steep hill, hunters would lure a herd into a timber corral or impound—about 10 to 15 feet high, with a 100-yard chute—where the animals would be killed with bows and arrows.

Hunting on horseback was much easier, less dangerous, and more efficient than hunting on foot. It also provided the opportunity to follow the food source as it ranged over the vast territories of the Plains. Tepees that could easily be put up and taken down became the primary source of shelter for these increasingly nomadic tribes.

The importance of the buffalo to Native people was not lost on the white settlers of the Plains. Some of the last of the “Indian wars” were between the U.S. government and citizens of Plains tribes, who fought for their way of life until the late 19th century, when they were forcibly removed to reservations after white settlers intentionally destroyed herds of bison. The population of buffalo roaming North America fell from an estimated 60 million prior to contact to just a few hundred. By 1900, the era of the nomadic, buffalo-hunting Plains people was over, but the importance of the buffalo was not forgotten by the people themselves.

In 1992, the InterTribal Buffalo Council was established with a mission “To restore bison on Tribal lands for cultural and spiritual enhancement and preservation.” Today, membership in the ITBC—based in South Dakota—comprises 58 tribes in 19 states and a collective herd of more than 15,000 buffalo.




Northeast Woodlands

The first people of this region—diverse in both its climate and geography—utilized the trees of the wide-ranging, dense, and giving forests for shelter, tools, transportation, and food.

The Northeast Woodlands Culture Area spans east to west from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River and north to south from Nova Scotia through southern Quebec and Ontario to the Ohio River Valley.

It is geographically diverse, with coastal areas, waterways, the Great Lakes, and the Appalachian and Adirondack ranges. Much of it is near-boreal forest, a biome of coniferous trees such as pine, spruce, and fir as well as broadleaf species such as poplar, birch, oak, maple, hickory, and chestnut.

The Native people of the region practiced a combination of hunting and gathering and agriculture. Bountiful waters provided fish, shellfish, and waterfowl. Forests yielded seeds, roots, berries, nuts, and game animals, most prominently deer.

Where there was a short growing season and more extreme cold, people depended more on fishing and hunting. The more temperate climate in the central and southern areas was more conducive to growing crops—primarily corn, beans, and squash.

The journals of Europeans in the area describe the maple sugar–making process of Native people as early as 1609.

The Bounty of Trees

The plentiful trees provided two food sources in particular that—although not unique to this region—played a more significant role in the diets of the people of the Northeast Woodlands than in other areas: maple sugar and tree nuts.

Families set up camps near stands of sugar maples each year as winter waned. A V-shape slash was cut into the trunk and sap was collected. The sap—which is 98 percent water—was then boiled in vessels made of hollowed-out logs, clay, or birch bark into which hot stones were dropped. Because there was no good way to store syrup long-term, it was boiled down into one of three types of sugar. “Grain sugar” was similar to modern brown sugar. “Cake sugar” was poured into wooden molds when the syrup was hot to form hard cakes. And “wax sugar” was made by boiling the syrup until very thick, then pouring it over snow to create a taffy-like consistency.

Other types of trees provided a valuable source of protein and fat. Acorns, beechnuts, black walnuts, butternuts, chestnuts, and hickory nuts were all used in a variety of ways. Kanuchi, a traditional Cherokee hickory-nut soup, was made by pounding shelled and dried nuts to a consistency that could be formed into balls. The balls were then simmered in boiling water until the soup was the desired consistency.

When the United States government forcibly removed the Cherokee from their Appalachian homeland as part of the Trail of Tears, they brought the tradition of kanuchi with them to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma), where it is still made today.

[image: image]
The Indigenous people of this region had been turning the sap of the maple tree into syrup and several types of sugar long before the arrival of Europeans. Here, a woman boils sap, circa 1964.

Unknown/Wikimedia Commons





Southeast Woodlands

While the people of this region engaged in hunting and gathering, abundant rich soil and a long growing season were conducive to farming—and the establishment of permanent settlements.

Like all Indigenous peoples of North America, the peoples of the Southeast Woodlands—bordered on the east by the Atlantic Ocean, west roughly to the Mississippi River (although it includes all of Louisiana and some of southeastern Texas) and north to south approximately from the Tennessee and Potomac rivers to the Gulf of Mexico—hunted, gathered, and fished.

The region is heavily forested but also includes saltwater marshes, stands of cypress trees, savanna grasslands, the floodplain of the Mississippi, the jungle and swamplands of the Everglades, and the imposing mountain ranges of southern Appalachia.

Wild game and fowl—deer, elk, black bears, beavers, squirrels, rabbits, otters, wild turkeys, partridges, pigeons, quail, ducks, and geese—were plentiful. Wild spinach was picked in the woods. Fresh and salt waters teemed with fish. People who lived along the coast gathered oysters, crabs, clams, and mussels. In present-day Florida, turtles and alligators were a crucial food source.

In addition to the rich plant and animal supply, one of the most significant natural resources of the region was its large swaths of dark, fertile soil—including a crescent-shape stretch of land about 25 miles wide and about 300 miles long mainly in central Alabama and northeast Mississippi that was once referred to as the Black Belt. (The term is now primarily used in a geopolitical sense to describe the areas of the South where large numbers of Black people were enslaved on plantations prior to the Civil War.)

[image: image]
This engraving of a strainer used by Florida Seminoles to prepare coontie arrowroot flour, also called Florida arrowroot, appeared in an 1887 report by Clay MacCauley called “The Seminole Indians of Florida.” MacCauley studied the Seminoles for what was then the Smithsonian Bureau of American Ethnology.

Clayton Maccauley (1887)/Wikimedia Commons


The productivity of the land, coupled with a long growing season that allowed the planting of many fields twice in a year, meant that many of the region’s Native people fed themselves primarily through farming. The most important crop was corn, but they also grew beans, squash, melons, sweet potatoes, and sunflowers. Wild fruits such as grapes, plums, and berries—and perhaps walnut and pecan trees—were incipiently domesticated, meaning that some propagation techniques were applied, but they were not fully domesticated.

An Ancient City Along the Mississippi

The ability to produce enough food to support a sizable population had a profound effect on the development of the region’s cultures. While many Indigenous peoples of North America were nomadic or seminomadic—following fish or game migrations—the peoples of the Southeast generally stayed in one place, establishing permanent settlements, often in river valleys.

The most sophisticated of these was Cahokia, a pre-Columbian city located across the Mississippi River from present-day St. Louis, Missouri. At its zenith, about 1100 CE, it’s estimated to have been the home to between 8,000 and 20,000 people of the Mississippian culture, a population larger than London in 1250. The remains of the city—including the largest man-made earthen mound on the North American continent—can be seen today at the Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site near Collinsville, Illinois.




Plateau

Salmon was a primary food source for the Native people of this region, which is networked with rivers and streams filled with water that flows into it from the Rocky and Cascade mountain ranges that border it.

There have been people living in the Plateau—a region of highlands cut through by the Columbia River—continuously for at least 10,000 years. Bordered in the north by the Fraser River in British Columbia, it stretches south to present-day central Idaho. Most significantly, it’s flanked on the west by the Cascades and on the east by the Rocky Mountains, a location that has a tremendous impact on its geography and climate.

Because the Cascades block the rain clouds that blow in from the ocean, the region doesn’t get much rain. Although there are some forested areas at the edges near the mountains, the vegetation of the Plateau was largely sagebrush and grasses. There was some large game in those forested areas—such as deer, elk, and caribou—but the people of the Plateau primarily hunted smaller game such as antelope and jackrabbits, as well as foraging for wild carrots, onions, camas bulbs, parsnips, and berries.

Honoring the first salmon of summer ensures there will be plenty to harvest in the future.

Their most important food source, though, came from the water. The elevation of the Columbia Plateau ranges from 200 feet to about 5,000 feet above sea level. Mt. Rainier in the Cascades is more than 14,000 feet, and Mt. Robson in the Canadian Rockies in British Columbia is nearly 13,000 feet. Water runs downhill from the mountains, creating numerous networks of rivers and streams that teemed with salmon, which was eaten fresh roasted over a fire, steamed in ovens dug into the ground, or dried by smoke or sun.

Salmon was by far their primary food source until the Shoshone, who lived in the Great Basin, acquired horses in the late 17th century and began supplying their Plateau neighbors to the north with them. Increasingly, the peoples of the Plateau came to rely on buffalo, traveling on horseback to the Great Plains to hunt.

Following the Food

Traditionally, the people of the Plateau lived a seminomadic lifestyle, staying in permanent villages in the winter and then moving to semipermanent camps, following the migration of game and fish and the seasonal availability of wild plants.

An important ritual was—and still is—the first foods ceremony celebrating the arrival of salmon from the ocean to spawn in the region’s rivers. A fish is caught, cooked, cut into small pieces, and shared among all participants. The carcass is then returned to the water.

“What the ancestors have taught us is that when we get the first fish and bring it in, we need to treat it properly and with all due respect,” the late Chinook Tribal Chairman Ray Gardner told the Chinook Observer in 2008. “And then when that fish is released back to the river, it has the ability to go back out in the ocean and tell the other fish that we have treated it the way we were supposed to, and then the others will come in for us to harvest.”

[image: image]
A Wishram man fishes for salmon with a net, circa 1909. The Wishram lived along the north bank of the Columbia River. Salmon rest in the quiet pools along the rocky shore after their journey upstream.

Edward S. Curtis (1909)/Public Domain





Northwest Coast

The tribes living in the pre-Columbian coastal Northwest were less agriculturally oriented than some of the nations living in different areas of the continent. The ocean and lush land yielded plenty.

One of the most important food sources for the Native people of the Pacific Northwest was salmon. They cooked salmon over an open fire or smoked and dried as a means of preservation. Salmon was—and continues to be—a source of sustenance and also of spiritual and ceremonial significance.

Other protein sources included trout; halibut; herring; shellfish such as oysters, mussels, prawn, and crab; whales; otters; seals; bears; beavers; lynx; deer; elk; and small game such as rabbits and hares.

And while the people of the coastal Northwest didn’t engage in agriculture in a formal sense, they used controlled burning to clear land and improve growing conditions for a variety of foraged plants. “In almost all cases, the immediate reason for environmental fire use in the Northwest related to the food quest,” writes anthropologist Robert Boyd in the introduction to Indians, Fire and the Land in the Pacific Northwest (1999, Oregon State University Press). “Northwest Native Americans used fire in fire drives of deer and elk and in gathering species such as grasshoppers and tarweed. But more than this, they used it to create environments suitable for some of their most-favored food plants, such as camas and other root crops and many species of wild berries. Firing in the camas beds, huckleberry fields, oak groves, and tule flats, as well as other environments, took place after harvest, as a kind of post-use cleanup process, with ecological consequences in following seasons.”

[image: image]
A Salish man smokes salmon on the Tulalip Indian Reservation in 1906.

Norman Edson, D. 1968/University Of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, Na709


The production of wild foods was enhanced with these controlled burning techniques. Oregon grapes, chokecherries, wild currants, and a variety of berries that included huckleberries, serviceberries, raspberries, bunchberries, and blackberries were all gathered and eaten fresh or dried for the winter. The mountain patches in which they grew were burned after the harvest to improve the soil and increase yields the following year. Burns were also used to clear areas for gathering sunflower seeds.

A Generous Land

One of the most important land-based food sources was camas, a type of edible lily in the asparagus family. The people dug bulbs from the ground around rivers with a hardwood stick, then boiled or roasted them in a pit. A cooked camas bulb resembles and tastes a bit like a baked sweet potato, but is sweeter and more fibrous. Dried and pounded, it was turned into a flour.

The land also yielded wild onions, carrots, grasses, herbs, and nuts, including beaked hazelnuts, which are smaller than the variety grown for commercial purposes. The nuts were eaten fresh and also buried for future use. The stems of the shrub—which grows from 3 to 15 feet tall—were used to weave baskets and fish traps.

Through a combination of good fortune at the riches the water and land provided—and a cultivated knowledge in sustainably managing it—the people of the Northwest coast prospered.




California

With a coastline of more than 1,000 miles and incredible diversity of geography, California was home to Native people who skillfully harvested and manipulated its vast resources to feed themselves.

More than 300,000 Indigenous people lived in present-day California, estimated to be about 13 percent of all Native people in North America, when Spanish colonizers arrived in 1769. Though there was certainly dietary overlap among the Native Californians who spoke as many as 135 different dialects, there was one aspect of Indigenous culture that was the same everywhere.

“One activity shared by all [N]ative Californians was interaction with and manipulation of the environment,” writes historian Joshua Paddison in a 2005 essay titled “Before 1768: Pre-Columbian California,” for the University of California’s California Cultures project. “Many groups dried, shelled ground, washed, and cooked acorns into soup and bread, flavored with berries, seeds, and nuts. Some caught trout, salmon, and shellfish with harpoons and nets. Others hunted elk, deer, rabbits, and fowl with bows and obsidian-tipped arrows. Whether they lived in mountains, valleys, deserts, forests, or beaches, [N]ative peoples continually tended and cultivated the land through controlled burnings, weeding, pruning, tilling, irrigation, and selective replanting.”

There were as many as 135 dialects spoken by Native Californians. A common thread is that all groups had deep knowledge of their environment and developed the skills to survive and thrive.

The Importance of the Acorn

Acorns were one of the foods shared by most of the Indigenous people of California. They were abundant and high in fat, carbohydrate, protein, and vitamins. Each fall, they were harvested and dried. After drying, they were cracked and winnowed to remove the hulls, then ground into flour with a stone mortar and pestle. Because acorns contain tannic acid, a poisonous and bitter acid, the flour was leached to remove it. The flour was spread out into a shallow sand basin in the ground and covered with branches. Water was poured through the branches to soak the acorn meal. When the meal was no longer bitter, it was drained and scooped out of the hole, ready to be made into soup, mush, or bread.

The use of acorns through adaptation is just one example of the ingenuity and resourcefulness employed by the Indigenous peoples of California to make use of everything the land and water offered.

“When I was a small girl, I went on root-digging trips with my mother and helped her to collect plenty of roots to dry for winter use,” Marie Potts, a Maidu woman, recalls in The Way We Lived, a compilation of reminicenses of Native Californians of various tribes. “These would be gathered in baskets. Some were cooked whole, or sometimes we pounded them and cooked them like mush . . . I also remember as a child living in the cedar bark house with my grandparents. How wonderful it was lying awake at night sometimes, to hear the coyotes bark, and the hoot owls uttering their calls among the trees.”

[image: image]
A woman pours water on acorn meal to leech out tannic acid, which makes it bitter, on the Hoopa Valley Reservation in 1902 in Humboldt County in northwest California.

Pliny Earle Goddard (1869-1928)/Phoebe A. Hearst Museum Of Anthropology





Southwest

The first people who lived here knew how and where to look for foraged foods and developed methods of cultivation to grow essential crops. Corn, or maize, became the most culturally and culinarily significant of these.

The geography of New Mexico, southern Colorado, Arizona, and northern Mexico includes mesas, mountains, and desert. Even so, the people who lived here prior to contact with Europeans—the Apache, Hopi, Navajo, Pueblo, and Zuni—figured out how to coax sustenance from the land.

Wild plants, including the fruit of the giant saguaro cactus, as well as piñon nuts and seeds, were gathered. Game such as bison, deer, elk, and bighorn sheep were a valuable protein source, as were fish where there was water.

And while each group had a unique diet depending on the environment in which they lived, there is a thread that connects them all: corn.

[image: image]
An Apache bride holds a basket of maize, circa 1900.

Unknown/Public Domain


“The story of America is essentially the story of corn, and the Native cultures from all over the Americas that developed it,” writes Lois Ellen Frank in her 1991 book, Foods of the Southwest Indian Nations. “Corn made cultural development possible by supporting dense concentrations of populations.”

Cultivating Life

Many Indigenous peoples cultivated corn, or maize, but it was perhaps most significant culinarily and culturally to the nations of the Southwest.

While scientists still do not completely agree on how the plant—originally a wild grass called teosinte—became domesticated, there is evidence from a cave in southern Puebla in Mexico that suggests it might have first been cultivated between 5,000 and 7,000 years ago. Domesticated corn arrived in the Southwest about 4,000 years ago, and as early as 500 BCE, it became the primary calorie source for the Puebloan people.

Selective breeding of plants that could adapt to different environments was crucial. Corn developed by the Hopi was specifically adapted for a dry environment. While most maize cannot surface from more than 4 inches belowground, Hopi corn can emerge from more than 18 inches—where the dry desert soil retains more moisture. While many of these varieties of maize could thrive without supplemental water, there were tribes that also developed technologies of irrigation.

The Hohokam people, who lived in what is now Arizona from 300 to 1500 CE, built hundreds of miles of canals to carry water from the Rio Verde, Salt, and other rivers to water fields of corn, beans, squash, and cotton. The network of canals in what is now the Phoenix metropolitan area was the most sophisticated in North America at the time. While they were once nomadic hunters and gathers, agriculture allowed them to stay in one place and build stable, permanent communities.

For the Indigenous people of the Southwest, corn was not just food, but also a metaphor for life.

“We see corn as our children,” Hopi farmer Donald Dawahongnewa told The Cortez Journal in an August 2013 article. “When we go to the field we sing a song and the corn grows, just like you do to your children.”






The United Eats of America

Today the United States of America is tremendously diverse. It can be a challenge to achieve consensus on much of anything—except this: there is a special place in our hearts for the iconic foods of the places we live. Every bite of a rich and buttery Maine lobster roll, spicy Ethiopian doro wat in a D.C. neighborhood, or crisp masa pocket stuffed with creamy beans and melty cheese at an L.A. pupuseria is a coming together of food, people, and place.








New England and the Mid-Atlantic

The proximity to the Atlantic Ocean and its rocky coastline has had no small measure of influence on the foods of the Northeast—consider the iconic lobster roll of Maine and the crab cakes of Maryland. But of course so does the continuing impact of the Indigenous peoples, as well as those who arrived in waves of immigration from Europe and elsewhere. The traditional New England clambake has its roots in the Wampanoag method of cooking clams and other shellfish in holes in the ground covered with hot rocks. As with any area of the country, innovation, thrift, and a longing for home have found their way into the food culture of the region.

Connecticut: Steamed cheeseburger

For many residents of Connecticut—particularly the central part of the state—the charred crust and smoky flavor of a grilled or pan-seared burger has nothing on the allure of a grayish but exceedingly juicy steamed beef patty topped with a 2-ounce block of cheese, also steamed, to create a gooey avalanche of goodness over the top of the meat. The beautiful mess is served on a Vienna roll that soaks up the juices with every bite, along with the conventional toppings—lettuce, tomato, onion, condiments—of choice. The steamed cheeseburger (also called a steamer or cheeseburg) started out in the early 20th century as steamed cheese on a roll sold from a horse-drawn cart. The beef patty is believed to have been added at a restaurant called Jack’s Lunch in Middletown, Connecticut, sometime in the 1920s or ’30s. During this era, steaming was being promoted as a healthful alternative to frying. According to Images of America: Middletown from the Middlesex County Historical Society, the steamed cheeseburgers at Jack’s Lunch were “cooked in a tall copper box filled with simmering water for 18 tin trays of square ground-beef patties.” Cheddar cheese could be added for 5 cents. Today, the epicenter of cheeseburg mania is in Meriden, at a family-owned lunch counter called Ted’s, which has been turning out the succulent sandwiches since 1959.

Delaware: Scrapple

A colonial-era proverb—“waste not, want not”—is exemplified in one of the most enduring and iconic foods in the whole mid-Atlantic region: scrapple. Devised by 17th- and 18th-century German immigrants who settled in Pennsylvania to make use of every last bit of the pigs they slaughtered during the fall and winter—heads, brains, hearts, livers, and skin—scrapple consisted of those pork scraps simmered with stock and cornmeal or buckwheat (or a blend) to make a porridge flavored with onion, spices, and herbs. The mixture was poured into a loaf pan to solidify, then sliced and pan-fried. Now, as then, it is an offal-based dish—one made of various animal parts. Although scrapple—also known as pon haus (pan hare or rabbit) in Pennsylvania Dutch—wasn’t born in Delaware, the scrapple-loving citizens of that state have raised its profile and popularity through the centuries. The Apple-Scrapple Festival is held each fall in Bridgeville, home of the country’s largest scrapple producer, and one of the state’s craft breweries even created a beer brewed with scrapple. Innovative chefs have made goat scrapple, duck scrapple, and bison scrapple. But most scrapple is made with traditional ingredients and eaten the classic way—topped with maple syrup or applesauce and served alongside fried eggs for breakfast.

[image: image]
Scrapple was created by German immigrants to Pennsylvania in the 17th and 18th centuries as a way to use every possible part of the pigs they slaughtered during fall and winter.

Bjoern Wylezich/Shutterstock


Maryland: Crab cakes

The blue crab—which ranges along the Atlantic Coast from Nova Scotia to Argentina—is a prolifc reproducer. Although environmental factors have an impact on the abundance of the harvest (and, consequently, the price per pound), with careful management, the commercial harvest each year in Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries is generally between 50 and 60 million pounds of crab. No small amount of it ends up in Maryland’s famous crab cakes, which fall into two general styles. Restaurant- or gourmet-style crab cakes are made from large chunks of meat. They eschew fillers such as minced red pepper, celery, scallion, and parsley, and are usually not breaded but rather broiled over an open flame or pan-seared in butter. Boardwalk-style cakes are made from smaller bits of crab—usually claw meat—and are more heavily seasoned than restaurant-style cakes. They’re breaded before being fried. Either way, the appeal of a crab cake lies in how the crisp exterior gives way to a tender, almost creamy, and vaguely sweet interior. Although there’s much disagreement among Marylanders about what makes the perfect crab cake, the one thing they can all agree on is that they have to be made with the meat from blue crabs—named for the azure color of their claws before they are cooked, when they turn coral. In fact, the scientific name of blue crab is Callinectus sapidus, or “beautiful swimmer.”

[image: image]
Boardwalk-style crab cakes are made from smaller bits of crab than restaurant-style cakes and are breaded before being fried.

Brent Hofacker/Shutterstock



Massachusetts: The Fluffernutter

For many Bay Staters, there is one peanut butter sandwich that surpasses even PB&J: the Fluffernutter—creamy peanut butter and marshmallow crème on soft white bread. The reason likely has to do with the origin stories of the stuff. The first holds that in the early 1900s, a former soda fountain equipment salesman named Armory Curtis created a marshmallow spread in the basement of his house in Melrose, Massachusetts. By the early 1910s, his Curtis Marshmallow Factory was making Snowflake Marshmallow Crème on a commercial scale, and by 1915, it was selling nationwide. His sister, Emma, was something of a marketing phenom and came up with all kinds of ways to use the product, which she shared in a weekly newspaper column and radio show. In 1918, when Americans were asked to go meatless one day a week to aid in rationing and help the war effort, she published a recipe for what she called the “Liberty Sandwich”—a combination of peanut butter and marshmallow crème—and, in today’s parlance, it went viral. The other begins with Somerville, Massachusetts, entrepreneur Archibald Query selling his version of marshmallow crème door-to-door in 1917. Sugar shortages during the war caused his business to begin to fail, so in 1920, he sold it to candymakers H. Allen Durkee and Fred Mower, who created the Marshmallow Fluff empire.

A 1960s commercial gave the flutternutter its name: “Oh, you need fluff, fluff, fluff to make a flutternutter. Marshmallow fluff, and lots of peanut butter!”

[image: image]
The original name for the fluffernutter was “Liberty Sandwich,” named during World War I, when Americans were encouraged to go meatless one day a week to aid in rationing and help the war effort.

Brent Hofacker/Shutterstock


New Hampshire: Grape Nuts ice cream

Health food and indulgence come together in this frozen treat that is a favorite in the Granite State—and in fact all over the Northeast. Cereal and milk are natural companions, so why not cereal and ice cream? Grape-Nuts were first introduced by Battle Creek, Michigan–based Post Cereal in 1898, one of the first packaged breakfast cereals. Post sponsored recipe contests using the cereal, which prompted cooks to incorporate the “grain nuts” into pudding, baked goods, even meatloaf. It wasn’t too many years after its debut that Grape-Nuts and ice cream came together for the first time. In a January 2014 blog post, Paul Young of Hantsport, Nova Scotia, put forth one theory about how this frozen treat came to be. His grandmother, Hannah Young, and her son, Cecil (Paul’s father), ran an ice cream parlor in Wolfville, Nova Scotia, in the early 20th century. They added various ingredients to their ice cream to create different flavors—maple syrup, fresh fruit, nuts, bits of ribbon candy at Christmas. One day in 1919, Young writes, Hannah ran out of fresh fruit to add to her latest batch of ice cream, so she added several handfuls of Grape-Nuts instead. The combination of creamy, sweet ice cream speckled with crunchy, salty, malty bits of cereal—some of which soften slightly in the frozen custard, just like the cereal does in milk—became so popular that Farmers Dairy asked for permission to produce it. That, combined with the movement of people and food between Canada and the U.S. over the northern border, spurred its spread throughout the area and eventually throughout New England.

New Jersey: Pork roll, egg, and cheese sandwich

Most beloved regional foods migrate beyond the state of their origin simply due to the movement of people and word of mouth. Not so the pork roll, egg, and cheese sandwich—a New Jersey original that has pretty much stayed within the borders of the state. The star ingredient—pork roll (also called Taylor Ham)—is a processed meat made from minced pork, sugar, spices, and salt that is formed into rolls and hickory-smoked before being packaged in Trenton, New Jersey, and just about nowhere else. New Jersey businessman and state senator John Taylor created the product in 1856 and formed Taylor Provisions Company in 1888 in Trenton. He called his product Taylor’s Prepared Ham, but had to change the name when it didn’t meet the new legal definition of “ham” established by the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906. It’s been made in Trenton since then. He rebranded it and sold it under the name Taylor Pork Roll and Trenton Pork Roll. Competitors saw the potential and began making “Rolled Pork” and “Trenton-Style Pork Roll.” George Washington Case began selling his version of pork roll in Belle Mead, New Jersey, in 1870. Case’s product was originally wrapped in corn husks. Today, that company—the Case Pork Roll Company—is also based in Trenton, making the city truly the epicenter of pork roll culture in the country.

[image: image]
The classic New Jersey breakfast sandwich is made from thinly sliced pork roll, griddled until crispy, and served on a hard roll with melted American cheese and a fried egg.

Ezume Images/Shutterstock


New York: New York–style pizza

Between 1876 and 1930, approximately 5 million Italians immigrated to the United States. Fully 80 percent of them were from impoverished southern Italy, including the region of Campania, home to the city of Naples—considered the birthplace of pizza as we know it today. One of those new arrivals was Gennaro Lombardi, who had learned the craft of pizza-making in Naples. In 1897, he settled in New York City’s Little Italy neighborhood, where he opened a small grocery store. He and his employee, Antonio “Totonno” Pero, began making pizzas to sell at the store. Slices went for 5 cents. The pizza became so popular they opened up a dedicated pizzeria, Lombardi’s, close by in 1905. Iconic New York–style pizza was born—inspired by Neapolitan-style pizza, but different. The crust, made with high-gluten bread flour, can be stretched and hand-tossed until very thin without tearing. The result is a crust that is crisp but foldable, meaning it can be eaten on the go. The sauce is heavily seasoned and made from cooked tomatoes instead of a simple uncooked tomato sauce flavored only with salt. Traditional slices of mozzarella di bufala were replaced by shredded low-moisture mozzarella. The finished pies are large—usually about 18 inches in diameter—and the slices are also large and wide. Although perhaps not unique to New York City, the by-the-slice and on-the-go phenomenon of pizza-eating is very much part of the street food culture there. “A slice of pizza is one of the greatest walking-and-eating devices ever invented,” writes Robert Sietsema in “An Ode to the Pleasures of Walking and Eating” in an October 2015 post on Eater.com, “especially a bare-bones cheese slice if you employ the fabled New York fold and decant the excess oil first.”
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New York–style pizza is distinguished by its crisp but foldable crust, which makes it perfect for eating on
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