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Introduction

 

By Professor Kate Williams

 

 

 

 

‘Never bang the oven door,’ the Suffrage Cookbook declares. ‘The cake will fall if you do.’ But when it came to banging on the door of an America reluctant to give women the vote, cake, casseroles, coloured salads and even fake quince were all marshalled to the cause in 1915 in this wonderful book. The Suffrage Cook Book was published at a crunch moment: when the men of four eastern states, New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, would decide if women could have the vote.  Once the men of the key East coast states had accepted the ‘women’s cause’, surely the rest of the country would follow. As Jane Addams – great activist, social reformer, and the first American woman to be offered the Nobel Peace Prize – wrote to the suffragists of Pennsylvania for publication in the cookbook, ‘your victory means victory in other states’ and ‘thousands of women’ across the country ‘are looking to you’. 

The job of persuading Americans that women should have the vote was up to the local suffrage groups that criss-crossed the country, groups of women and their male supporters who had devoted themselves to winning representation for women. Some states had already granted the vote, the first Wyoming, then a territory, in 1869, and others following later such as California in 1911 and Kansas and Arizona in 1912. Determined that victory for the rest was close, the American1 suffrage movement decided to borrow the British model of mass marches, along with more direct action campaigning (but eschewed the Pankhurst style of chaining to railings and actions that they could be arrested for). But all of this cost money. For the campaign to win the 1915 referendum in the state, the women of the Equal Franchise Federation of Western Pennsylvania voted to increase their funding from $8000 a year to a staggering $100,000. Members and their supporters had to raise over ten times their usual amount. They planned to ask for donations, donate jewellery and other precious items, and organise jam and jumble sales. And they also had a secret weapon to raise dollars and normalise the idea of women voting: this cookbook. Here are the women’s bids for votes through food – with everything from recipes for chocolate candies, toast water, casserole and soap to learned contributions from great feminists and thinkers.

Mrs L O Kleber, a local member, was tasked with editing the book, soliciting contributions of recipes and short letters on the importance of suffrage from politicians and famous suffragists, such as National American Woman Suffrage Association President, Carrie Chapman Catt, Jane Addams, Julia Lathrop and Lady Constance Lytton. Mrs Kleber must have had to work at breakneck speed, because she also tested nearly all of the dishes as well, declaring she was confident readers could serve them ‘alike to best friend or worst enemy’. A fascinating collection of real recipes, the Suffrage Cookbook was a fundraiser and a political statement – for the importance of women’s rights, that suffragists could claim an interest in the home (against those who declared suffragists monstrous anti-women out to wreck the family) and the political importance of nutrition. As the introduction to the book declares, ‘now that women are coming into their own’, they should rightly ‘prescribe the food’ for the population, and indeed, soon the ‘cookbook that tells us how to live right and well will largely supplant Shakespeare, Browning and the lurid literature of the day’. If the Suffrage Cook Book has not quite replaced Shakespeare in popularity, it is a vivid insight into women’s lives and the fight for suffrage on the brink of the first world war. 

 

1 The West of America had been notably faster to offer women the vote, likely due to the fact that women still needed to be encouraged to come to these parts of America. The anti-suffrage movement was also particularly strong on the East coast, as was industrial interests in business that opposed suffrage.

 

There had been suffrage fundraisers before, but this one, we believe, is singular and certainly the only one remaining that merges recipes with political essays as well as ‘joke’ recipes such as a pie for a ‘Suffragist’s Doubting Husband’, using humour to attempt to win over both women and men. It is a fascinating insight into women’s lives and includes some excellent recipes, most of which are sufficiently detailed to be made today. And it is a document from the moment when the campaign was at its hottest. The book was released at a pivotal moment in the suffragist movement in America and although they lost the referendum, this cookbook was a dramatic demonstration of the strategies and energy they brought to bear. Evidence suggests that the cookbook was sold door to door, probably for around $1 a book. For a secret suffragist to read at home, for a woman pretending to a husband or father it is merely a cookbook, for a suffragist to succeed in selling to a woman opposed to suffrage – it must have been thrilling. 

And then the recipes! ‘Heavenly Hash’, a mix of raspberries, redcurrants, cherries and gooseberries boiled with sugar is reminiscent of an early ‘juice cleanse’ – and the recipes for preserves and sauces are unsurprisingly marvellous, including rhubarb and fig jam and tomato pickle made of sliced green tomatoes with mixed spices, onions and vinegar. The tomato ketchup recipe of tomatoes, onions, all spice and even peach leaves we are told is a ‘family recipe handed down for generations and is very good indeed’. Some of the concoctions sound like modern gastronomy, such as ‘sea foam candy’ - cooked sugar, vinegar and water poured over beaten egg whites, with nuts and vanilla. There is a soap recipe (lamb dripping is apparently the best base ingredient) – and even some cooks’ tips, including how to give peas a bright green colour by adding lettuce and sugar to the pan. Not everybody  is a devoted chef. One of the first women preachers and former president of the National Women Suffrage Association, Anna Shaw, declares she has not cooked for thirty years ‘except to make a clam pie, which was pronounced by my friends as very good’. Her recipe for bacon with cheese was, she said, a ‘very tasty dish if well done’ although ‘I never did it’.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, author of The Yellow Wallpaper offers an invented recipe for ‘synthetic quince’, which she discovered accidentally after adding too much water to her stewed rhubarb and apples with strawberries, her own magical recipe. Jack London, author of White Fang, and his writer wife, Charmain, who was a book reviewer and added sections to her husband’s books, also sent in recipes. Jack sent a rather fabulous recipe for stuffed celery: a walnut sized piece of Roquefort, moistened with sherry and seasoned, then stuffed into ‘slender, succulent sticks of celery’, apparently ideal before a dinner of said roast duck. 

There is traditional American cookery: Virginia bread rolls, baked beans, corn bread and preserves and pies, such as a brown sugar pie. The book covers soups, meats (mainly turkey), breads, vegetables, salads, cookery for invalids, puddings andcandies.  We are even told how to make a salad in every colour of the rainbow, including ‘pink salad’, which involves mixing tomato juice with white stock, hardening with gelatine and serving on lettuce leaves. A tasty lemon sherbet recipe advises the cook to add the juice of three lemons to a frozen sugar and milk mixture ‘with violent stirring’. 

The first cookbook believed to be written by an American was Amelia Simmons’ American Cookery, published in 1796 in Connecticut. This book contained lavish recipes: centre-piece roasts and a huge 21 egg ‘Plumb Cake’ filled with wine, cream and dried fruit. The Suffrage Cook Book, a book on the brink of wartime food shortages, notes the ‘soaring coast of meat’ and is generally sparing in its offerings – two pounds of meat is enough for a whole casserole. Indeed there is much enthusiasm for nuts: ‘ten cents worth of peanuts . . .  will furnish more than twice the protein and six times more energy’ than a ’porterhouse steak at 25 cents a pound’. Even a Thanksgiving meal suggestion consists of a ‘nut turkey’ by which a peanut and walnut mixture is to be formed ‘in the shape of a turkey’ with ‘pieces of macaroni to form the leg bones’, an ingenious solution. There are references to the medicinal benefits of egg drinks to strengthen the body fighting illnesses such as ‘phthsis and melancholia’, and various types of egg nog, including rather surprising but perhaps effective mixes of coffee egg nog and egg nog with lemonade. ‘Toast water’ - toast crumbs stewed in water and strained to be given to invalids sounds rather less appealing.

In the years before women gaining the vote in 1920, at least seven cookbooks were published by women’s associations across America, particularly in the Eastern States. The first we have record of was launched in 1886 in the Boston Music Hall, celebrated by luminaries such as Louisa May Alcott and containing recipes for Apple Snow, homemade macaroni and Centennial Pepper Hash as well as a two page set of quotations in favour of women’s suffrage from politicians, campaigners and thinkers, from Abraham Lincoln to Ralph Waldo Emerson to Millicent Fawcett. Where this cookbook differs from others is the political essays interspersed and ‘joke recipes’ with a political edge, such as ‘Pie for a Suffragette’s Doubting Husband’. The reality was that many women faced their greatest battles at home, to win over their husbands, as well as fathers and brothers. The pie’s recipe suggests the ‘milk of human kindness’ along with seven further ingredients to bring up as an argument – war, white slavery, child labour, eight million working women, bad roads, poisonous water and impure food. The crust should be mixed with ‘tact’ and ‘no sarcasm’. Women, at the mercy of their husbands’ will, were encouraged  to be tactful and persuasive and appeal to male humanity with arguments about how the female voter could improve the country, addressing bad roads, the scourge of child labour and the destruction of war. 

For as the suffrage movement gained in power, so did the anti-suffrage movement. Men of industry and many of the church were ranged against votes for women, as well as individual men who disliked the idea for their wives and daughters. Plenty thought women too ignorant and believed it would upset the social order. As an anti-suffragist Nebraska minister said: ‘we want more love not more politics in the homes of this country’. Big business feared that the woman voter would try to abolish child labour and the exploitation of women workers, desire peace and put arms manufacturers out of business and the brewery industry was terrified that female voters would push for temperance.  

The most formidable opponents were the women anti-suffragists across the country who spoke against the vote, declaring it would break apart the sanctuary of the home, coarsen the gentle female character, effeminise husbands and sons, and end women’s traditional protection from men. Josephine Jewell Dodge, the wealthy, Vassar-educated founder and President of the National Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage, said ‘we stand for ‘the preservation of the home’ and ‘the conservation of the best of American womanhood’. The anti-suffrage movements were bent on winning the crucial vote in 1915. The Massachusetts Anti Suffrage League, in the run up to the 1915 referendum toured state fairs, spoke at events, meetings and luncheons and gave out Household Hints Booklets which mixed domestic advice and cleaning solutions with anti-suffrage songs. Men were handed tape measures marked ‘measure the menace, do you want women on juries?’ Imagine! 

The Suffrage Cookbook was a superb riposte, contesting the notion that the home and family would collapse if women gained the vote, clearly arguing that women could be both domestic managers and in possession of a political voice. And, of course, a reminder that for all of the romanticising of women’s roles, women across the country were struggling to raise families after husbands had left them or died, supporting children on tiny wages, with no choice but to put the children to work. The ‘childhood fondant’, which we are told is made of an ounce of kindness, sunshine, pure food, recreation and rest. This, it says, should be on hand for every household of children, particularly for ‘the little children of the poor’ – who were, in 1915, malnourished, often working, and in poor health.  Many women and children, notably working class and particularly Black women and their children, had been the opposite of protected by men, at home and at work. As abolitionist, activist and author Sojourner Truth, who had escaped from the institutionalised sexual abuse of slavery and took her former owner to court to win back her son, said at the 1851 Ohio Women’s Rights Convention, no one had protected her. Sojourner Truth was a shining light in the fight for the vote. Many other Black women led the struggle, such as the great journalist and activist campaigner Ida B Wells and Mary Church Terrell, one of the first Black women to gain a college degree, who also successfully campaigned to desegregate hotels and restaurants in Washington.

If it was the case that the vote was allowed due to the fact that men were persuaded it would not bring about a wholesale gender revolution, that roles would remain the same, the book might seem to be comforting – if it wasn’t for the alliance of politics, housewifery, nutrition and the congratulation of women as managers. As Julia C Lathrop wrote, ‘Think of the power of organisation required to prepare a meal and place it on the table in time! No wonder a mere man said, “I can’t cook because of the awful simultaneousness of everything”.’

In 1915, the American kitchen was adopting new technology to help with this ‘awful simultaneousness’. In 1886 Josephine Cochran, daughter and granddaughter of inventors and engineers, married to a wealthy Illinois merchant, declared that ‘if nobody else is going to invent a dish washing machine, I will do it myself’ and promptly won a prize for it at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. The dishwasher was slow to catch on outside hotels and restaurants, but by the 1910s, electric stoves, toasters, percolators and blenders were appearing in homes and shown off in the windows of department stores. Processed and canned foods took off and supermarkets where all sorts of ingredients could be bought were spreading across the country – the supermarket chain The Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company had 1600 stores by 1915, as well as a successful mail order business. And although most women would expect servants to do their cooking, between 1896 and 1927 the number of household servants declined by half. Cookbook authors increasingly aimed their texts at the lady of the house. ‘Never let anyone tell you that cooking is not an art’, said Mabel Claire in her 1932 Macy’s Cook Book for the Busy Woman. ‘A good cook feels the same urge that makes an artist want to paint a picture or writer write a story’. 

 By the nineteenth century, recipe books had become a flourishing publishing phenomenon. Often written by women, they were, as now, leisure entertainment as well as practical manuals. The fundraising cookbook began in earnest during the Civil War and its aftermath, raising money for veterans, the injured, war widows and orphans. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, fundraising cookbooks took off, with groups of women collecting recipes and compiling them as books to benefit churches, schools, hospitals, libraries and charities – and women’s suffrage. As war approached, an argument popular in the Civil War resurfaced: if only men fought, then only men should vote. As Carrie Chapman Catt declared: ‘when war murders the husbands and sons of women, destroys their homes, destroys their countries and makes them refugees and paupers . . . it becomes the undeniable business of women’. 

 

By the time of the Suffrage Cook Book, the suffrage movement was nearly seventy years old. In 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a young wife from a reforming anti-slavery family, and Lucretia Mott, a famous abolitionist, held a tea party and planned a big meeting in Seneca Falls to discuss the ‘social, civil and religious conditions and rights of women’. Over one hundred people attended the meeting. As one attendee, eighteen-year-old Charlotte Woodward Pierce, a low-paid glove sewer said, ‘I do not believe that there was any community anywhere in which the souls of some women were not beating their wings in rebellion’.  The women’s rights movement had begun with a bang. Inspired by the Seneca Falls convention, women across America began to set up small discussion groups and campaigning societies, calling for the vote. 

Seventy years later, women were wondering how long they had to wait. The movement changed radically in the early twentieth century, influenced by an influx of the ‘New Woman’ - college educated, employed, progressive. Firebrand Alice Paul went to England to serve an apprenticeship with Mrs Pankhurst, was imprisoned and suffered forced feeding, and came back fired up with ideas about more aggressive campaigning and mass gatherings – for which the cookbook would be raising money. 

The first National Women’s Rights Convention in Worcester, Massachusetts exhorted attendees to ‘remember the two millions of slave women in the South, the most grossly wronged and foully outraged of all women’ and pledged to ‘omit no effort to raise them to a share in the rights we claim for ourselves’. But after the Civil War, when the abolitionists, choosing to battle ‘one fight at a time’, linked abolition to male suffrage for former slaves, many of the suffragists, shocked and attempting to win over southern groups, allied themselves with anti-Black activists, declaring it absurd that black men had the vote when white women did not. This was a betrayal of the many Black women who had fought for the vote. And it tainted severely the legacy of the movement. As the great civil rights leader, Ida B Wells said, it confirmed white attitudes of segregation and indeed some suffragists did hold white opnely supremacist views. At the 1913 Suffrage March on Washington, Wells was told that Black women would be sent to the back. She told the organisers that there could be no segregation - that ‘if they did not take a stand now in this great democratic parade, then the coloured women are lost’. She and the other Black women ignored the order and marched with their individual state delegations.2 

And although Black women were enfranchised with white women when the vote was finally gained, many remained voters in name only. States, particularly in the south, found strategies to forbid them or dissuaded them with violence. Native women could not vote until 1924 – and even after they were enfranchised, most were still denied their rights. Those who immigrated from Asia were also forbidden to have citizenship – and thus the vote – until the 1950s and as women were not citizens but took on the citizenship of their husbands, American women who married immigrant men that were denied citizenship could not vote themselves. Other women were deemed unable to meet the literacy requirements or did not have the requisite taxes – because their husbands controlled their money. Women of colour and poor women were still very far from the vote. 

 

2 In the first cookbook, there was an exchange between ‘Rastus’ and ‘Sambo’ about ‘Sambo’s’ wife who was a suffragist. ‘Sambo’ says he cannot tell his wife her place is beside the fire, because if she didn’t take in washing, there would be no fire. The offensive stereotyping and equally offensive use of language worked to underpin race and class prejudices and the white supremacy grounded in dismissing Black people as poor and ignorant, and most of all exclude the voices of campaigning and professional Black women and men who had done so much for the suffrage cause.

 

On its publication in 1915, the Suffrage Cook Book is studded with tributes from Governors of States that had given suffrage – and they could not be more enthusiastic on the benefits to state and society. Hiram Johnson, Governor of California declared that although suffrage carried in the 

state by a very narrow margin, ‘were it to be again submitted, the vote in its favour would be overwhelming’.

The women of Pennsylvania were determined. They worked tirelessly alongside publication of the Suffrage Cookbook in 1915. Millions of fliers were distributed in English, German, Italian, Hebrew and Polish. Anna Howard Shaw (she of the clam pie) gave 28 lectures and campaigners visited every corner of the state. In October there was a mass parade in Philadelphia, headed by the state’s suffrage mascot, a toy fox terrier called Miss Mulford. On November 2, the day of the vote, suffragists waited at the polls to encourage voters to support the cause. 

Despite all their efforts, the suffragists lost in Pennsylvania – and also lost in New York, New Jersey and Massachusetts. But America was changing, progressive politics were gaining power and in June 1919 Congress proposed the Nineteenth Amendment to allow women to vote. Pennsylvania ratified it twenty days later, the seventh state to do so. 26 million women were enfranchised. It was due to the indefatigable women and their supporters who had toured the country, lobbied politicians, demonstrated, written and handed out pamphlets, organised campaigns – and cookbooks. 

But there was still a long fight for equality ahead. Not least that women were still not citizens in their own right – and would not be until for another twenty years. As New York suffragist, Crystal Eastman declared in 1920, ‘men are saying thank goodness that everlasting women’s fight is over’ while women are saying ‘now at last we can begin’.  

 

 

By Professor Kate Williams
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