
By WANDA DODSON
Special to the CJ

I recently had the opportunity to
participate in time travel back to the
18th century to experience hearth
cooking. I embarked on this journey
with seven other adventuresome souls
at the John C. Campbell Folk School
in Brasstown, N.C.

My primary goal was to gain insight
into the world of my grandmothers.
After a week of intense work and
study, I had definitely acquired a taste
for the 18th century.

A great variety of wild and domestic
plants and animals were available in
the Backcountry, the land that lays in
the Western part of the states of
Virginia, North and South Carolina,
Georgia, Pennsylvania and Maryland.

Ash Cakes, Parched Corn, Mush,
Hard Biscuits or Journey Cakes, Wigs,
Planked Fish, Jugged Hare, Pigeons
In A Hole, Onion Pie and Solid Sylla-
bub are just a few of the dishes we
prepared typical of the Backcountry.

Thousands of people were moving
westward to acquire new land. My
ancestors moved from North Farnham
Parish in Northeastern Virginia to the
Backcountry of Pittsylvania County in
Southwestern Virginia, and finally
settled in Wayne County, Ky., about
1795 or 96.

The basic influences in the
Backcounty cookery were English,
Irish, Scottish and German which had
been adapted over a number of
decades to include Native American
and African American foods and
cooking practices.

The focus of our life at the Folk
School was the fireplace, a large one,
very well equipped with fire tending
and cooking tools and vessels.

From observing Tammy and
Heather, my classmates, I quickly
realized skills in fire building and fire
tending were critical to successful
cooking.

A skilled cook can adjusted the fire
to simultaneously cook several dishes
at varying temperatures. Most days,
we had baking, roasting and boiling
taking place in different parts of the
fireplace and hearth.

We prepared the majority of the
aforementioned main dishes for a
special or celebration dinner which we
ate in 18th century style. Dishes were
well dressed or seasoned with herbs
and spices and slowly cooked to bring
out or enhance the flavor of the meat
and vegetables.

We ate our food from a knife or a
spoon as protocol dictated. Forks with
two sharp tines were available but
were for stabbing and holding food.
Napkins were uncommon, and hands
were wiped on the over-hang of the
table cloth.

Andrew, one of the students, served
some of his homemade mead.

In contrast to the celebration meal,
we baked corn pone in the ashes and
boiled several different foods and
puddings in cloth.

Not only plain but fairly complex
foods may be boiled in cotton or linen
cloths. For example, I boiled a bread
pudding. A moderately firm loaf of
bread provided the shell for the soft
bread crumbs combined with milk,
eggs, butter and sugar. The loaf was
placed in the center of a large butter-
ed cloth which was gathered up and
tied before being placed in a large pot
of boiling water to cook for about an
hour over a hot fire.

We made whisks from small tree
branches, pot lid lifters from more
sturdy branches and carved gourds for
a variety of uses.

We went foraging for spring edibles
returning with violet, redbud, dande-
lion and mustard flowers for garnishes
of our food.

Ramps, a member of the lily family,
were substituted for onions in the
Onion Pie. Cornish hens were substi-

tuted for the pigeons which are no
longer as plentiful as they were in
Colonial times.

We baked, in the Dutch ovens,
traditional seed breads. The English
Seed Cake, Wigs, was commonly
prepared during the planting season.
We are planning to serve these sweet
yeast buns with caraway seeds at the
Spring Retreat at Slate Branch
Ashram. 

The most complex part of the course
was the interpretation of receipts
(recipes) of the 18th century.

Our instructors, Kay Moss and
Suzanne Simmons, from Schiele
Museum of Natural History in
Gastonia, N.C., provided many
resources.

We used the Backcountry Housewife
by Moss and Kathryn Hoffman as a

reference and source of recipe
information. I found their book to be
complementary to Harriet Simpson
Arnow’s book Seedtime on the
Cumberland, which provides a signi-
ficant amount of material helpful to
understanding the 18th and 19th
centuries.

In the last chapter of the book,
“Around The Family Hearth,” she
describes in some detail the impor-
tance of the home, its activities and
functions.

Arnow also writes the Dodsons were
among the first settlers in this area of
the Cumberland, but I was unaware
that William Dodson provided the
land for the City of Somerset until I
read Bill Mardis’ April 7 column “The
Hanging Tree.”

William and my four-times-great-
grandfather, Thomas Dodson, were
second cousins. Several descendants of
Thomas and Jemima Randall Dodson
live in the Lake Cumberland area. 

I’ve had a taste of the 18th century,
and I liked it.

At the end of the class, Kay Moss
gave each student a Journey Cake
wrapped in a cotton cloth and tied
with twine to aid our travel back to
the 21st century.

I keep mine as a reminder; I’m on a
journey.
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Johnson receives award
Jarred
Johnson, who
attends
Somerset
Christian
School,
received the
Regional
Award in “The
Scholastic Art
& Writing
Awards of
2012,”
presented by
the Alliance
for Young
Artists and
Writers. Of the
over 200,000
works
submitted,
only 1,254
earned
regional
recognition.


