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Original Archival Sources on Food:
Cookbooks

..................

By Paul Rich
President, Policy Studies Organization

ore research into food culture is highly desirable

and this journal hopes to play a part. There are un-

tapped resources. The American Antiquarian Soci-
ety is one of the institutions that actively collects cookbooks
and has been doing so since 1929.! It is certainly true that a
useful tool in studying the changes in diet and food produc-
tion is the cookbook, which is collected by many people. The
Westphalia Press of the Policy Studies Organization has been
publishing reprints of scarce cookbooks that provide insights
into the sometimes surprising differences in diets as years
pass, which of course are reflected in agricultural strategy.”

The Library of Congress of the United States also collects
cookbooks and comments about them and their history and
evolution that:

Reading a selection of community cook-
books across a time or place can give un-
expected insight into aspects of American
culture and public history. Unlike main-
stream cookbooks, which tend to have just
one authorial and authoritative voice, they
are crowded with individuals who, while

part of a group, may not always agree. A few

1 https://www.americanantiquarian.org/cookbooks

2 https://westphaliapress.org/
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books connect directly with historical
events and causes such as war or the wom-
en’s suffrage movement. But it is also possi-
ble to trace some of the widespread social
and cultural effects of immigration, expan-
sion, urbanization and industrialization
through the ingredients and methods,
kitchen equipment and household hints,
advertising, and recipes.

One thing these cookbooks have in common is that they
were—almost always—compiled by women for the purpose
of raising money for a cause. Often, the funds were raised
for church furnishings and other improvements, but many
groups compiled recipes for more secular causes such as free
kindergartens, establishing a library or planting trees in a new
town. Despite their generally small size and the relatively
humble subject matter, some of these cookbooks were very
successful in raising funds, and went through multiple print-
ings over the years.?

The commercial promotion of various foods, as the following
booklet illustrates, is another aspect that deserves more at-
tention than it has received. One notably major resource that
provides unique items is at the library of the St. Paul campus
of the University of Minnesota, the Kirschner collection of
5,000-plus cookbooks. But there are understudied troves in
numerous libraries waiting for scholarly attention.

3 https://guides.Joc.gov/community-cookbooks
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