
By Doug Nurse
Salt River Rifles


     Forget the battles with lines of bulletproof guys burning powder at one another at 25 yards. Forget the drill with a dozen guys representing the entire 200th Aardvark Volunteer Infantry Regiment.    For probably the truest re-enacting experience you can have, go to campfire. Cooking and eating obviously is something the Civil War soldier did, and we're no different. Done right, it's a bridge to the past, and it's a bridge to the spectators. They may not be able to connect with anything else we do, but they can connect with food preparation and eating.
     When they were in camp, they had a company cook, who may or may not have had any experience with the culinary arts. The men were issued tin plates and forks, and would line up for meals three times a day at the cook fly.
     When they were on the march, the cooks sometimes followed them, along with herds of cattle for fresh meat.   When they were hard on campaign, they would be issued rations in advance,
and with any luck, they could cook them the day before. Sometimes, the men would eat several days' rations quickly, just so they wouldn't have to carry them. They would carry food in the haversack, in their pockets, and in their knapsack.
     Often, they would fall out of the column and try to forage something from the countryside, but that could be a hazardous undertaking because of the roaming cavalry and a resentful populace. This was true of North and South. Southern farmers were not always happy to see their own army come because the soldiers tended to help themselves to what they needed.
     U.S. Surgeon General Hammond boasted that the federal soldier had the most abundant food allowance of any soldier in the world.   The daily allowance for a Union soldier was "12 oz. of pork or bacon, or 1 lbs. 4 oz. of salt of fresh beef. 1 lbs.6 oz. of soft bread or flour or
1 lbs. of hard bread (hardtack) or 1 lbs. 4 oz. of corn meal.  "For every 100 rations, 15 lbs of beans or peas, and 10 lbs. of rice or hominy; 10 lbs of green coffee or 1 lbs. 8 oz of tea; 15 lbs of sugar; 4 quarts of vinegar; 3 lbs and 12 oz. of salt; 4 oz. of pepper; 30 lbs of potatoes; and when practicable, 1 quart of molasses." (Bell Irvin Wiley, "The Life of Billy Yank: the Common Soldier"). I break that down to a group of 10 guys gets 1.5 pounds of beans, a pound of rice, etc.
     Daily marching rations consisted of 16 oz. of meat; 22 oz. of bread; and 4 oz. of coffee and sugar, according to E.N. Horsford's "The Army Ration," published in1864.   However, John D. Billings in "Hardtack and Coffee" said the marching ration was one pound of hard bread; three-fourths of a pound of salt pork 1 1/4 pound of fresh meat; sugar, coffee and salt. Beans, rice, soap, candles, etc. were not issued to the soldier when on the march because he could not
carry them.  The Union soldiers received packages from home, which included ginger
snaps, biscuits, fried cakes, meats, pudding, turkey, pickles, onions, pepper, potatoes, chocolate, condensed milk, sugar, broma, butter, boiled ham, tea, cheese, cake, preserves, even whiskey concealed inside a turkey, according to Billings.
     Sue and Miles Linnabery observed the following in accompanying notes to the republished 1862 pamphlet: "Camp Fires and Camp Cooking: or Culinary Hints for the Soldier by Capt. James M. Sanderson, Commissary of Subsistence of Volunteers":
     Pans were generally cast iron or tin.
     Vinegar was used to ward off scurvy, and probably should be diluted to reflect the inconsistent quality of the day.
     Rice would have would have been brown, long-grain rice.
     Salt beef or salt pork was fresh meat preserved with salt and kept in barrels, and was sometimes spoiled.
     Most re-enactors will say the sugar was cone sugar (available at Hispanic markets or at many Farmer's Markets). I've also read accounts of soldiers using what sounds like granulated sugar. But if it's brown, raw sugar, you'll be reasonably authentic. Sugar cones are easier to handle,
however.
     The main spices I've encountered in receipt books are salt, pepper and vinegar.  Vinegar can be put in a small crock. Billings refers to finding wild garlic, so it would be authentic to take a clove of garlic with you. Other flavor enhancers include honey, and molasses.
     The U.S. Army Survival Manual offers these plants as edible in the wild:
    chickory (all parts are edible. Eat the young leaves raw or boil; Cook the roots as vegetable. For a coffee substitute, roast the roots until they are dark brown and then pulverize.)
     dandelions (all parts are edible. Eat the leaves raw or cooked. Boil the roots. Roots roasted and ground are a good coffee substitute).
     sassafras (the young twigs can leaves can be eaten fresh or dried. The dried young twigs and leaves can be added to soups. Dig the underground portion, peel off the bark, and let it dry. Then boil it in water to make sassafras tea.)
     There are others, but their preparation is more complicated. You can find the book at Barnes and Noble.
     The quality of the food you eat will depend largely on the scenario of the event. If you're constantly on the front lines, you would tend to eat more poorly than if the event includes a respite. If the scenario allows for some make-believe foraging, then your options are much expanded,
     In some events, you might be able to get away with having a large tin pot. The army issued the men nests of camp kettles made of iron and tin varying from four to seven gallons, and iron mess pans about 12 inches in diameter. Those tended to be left with the company cooks. Some of The Salt River Rifles invested in a five-gallon tin pot a few years back, and the few times we've use it, it has been much appreciated.
     When I'm carrying my knapsack, I secure a 12-inch tin skillet between the halves of my knapsack. A large skillet can feed three or four people in a mess at one time.
     If you're hard on campaign, you can carry a plate in your haversack, but many re-enactors rely on the lowly canteen half, which can be procured on sutler's row.
 I might also add that if you're planning on doing any campfire cooking, get a decent knife and keep it sharp. A dull knife is the most useless thing there is.

Fire

     The first thing you need to cook with is a fire.
     Many re-enactors set about making a fire by gathering deadfall and dry pine needles. It can be done, but it tends to be fairly laborious.
     I recommend finding a fallen pine tree. With a hatchet (someone in the mess needs to carry one), chop through the spongy exterior (looking out for scorpions and copperheads who like to reside under the bark). The core or heart of the tree will be orange, or sometimes resemble raw bacon, and will smell like turpentine. Chop off long splinters of that for kindling. Use it
to start your fire, but don't cook with it. It gives off heavy black smoke that will saturate your food with a nasty oily taste. Bill Reviere, author of "The Camper's Bible," writes that pinecones, while hard to start, also burn hot. He says if you have to use straw, twist bunches of it into a knot. It will be slow to burn but once it starts it will last longer than than just tossing it on a flame. You can also peel off the exterior bark of the birch tree, although it leaves a bad scar on the tree. You can use your bayonet, knife or hatchet to rub a hemlock or cedar to shred enough exterior bark to give your fire a head start. (The rest of the hemlock is worthless). Poplars, short-needle pines and oaks are good firewoods.  Reviere writes: "The secret to starting your fire easily is to keep the weight of the kindling from crushing the tinder to the ground. Even highly
flammable tinder needs air to burn and if it's crushed under the weight of the firewood, air cannot reach it and you will have no fire! This is the source of trouble for more than 99 percent of campers who have fire building difficulties."
    He recommends laying a stick of dry firewood two or three inches thick in the fireplace, and laying the tinder next to it. Then place a dozen or so sticks of kindling about a quarter to a half-inch thick over the tinder, criss-crossing so that it rests on the larger stick. And make sure you have enough kindling and larger pieces of wood to sustain it once the fire gets going. 
     Most of the heat from cooking is not the flame, but the coals. Creating a good bed of coals should be goal. If several messes are cooking together, they might consider making a long trench fire instead of several independent fires.
     Capt. Sanderson wrote: "A big fire scorches your soup, burns your face, and crisps your temper."

Saltpork

     The most basic authentic meal available generally will be saltpork or bacon, hardtack, and coffee. Most saltpork is almost impossibly salty, at least for the 21st century man. Even back then, they recommended soaking it overnight to reduce the salt content. If you have limited water supply, you have a tough choice.
      After soaking it all night, you can slowly boil it, replace the water, and let it simmer for three hours. "When done, the rind comes off easily, and the meat tastes fresh and sweet," says Capt. Sanderson.
     Bell Wiley reports in "The Life of Billy Yank" that some men would tie their salted meat to a cord and throw it in a stream to flush it of salt.
     Other types of meat that can be used are regular bacon, ham (cured or not), chicken, turkey, steak, corned beef, mutton, and fish.
     Salt pork will keep indefinitely without refrigeration. The other meats I would eat within a day.
     This is from "Mother, May You Never See the Sights I Have Seen," by Warren Wilkinson, probably the best regimental history I've read:
     "Sometimes they would take hardtack and drape raw bacon over it and then cover this sumptuous dish with sugar, washing it down with sooty, green coffee.  Others prepared the delicacy known as 'Scouse,' a concoction of salt pork, hardtack, and potatoes boiled to perfection in a cook pot. Yet others thought their evening repast incomplete without the venerable
'Skillygallee.' That culinary treasure as prepared the day before by delicately pulverizing some hardtack in a haversack with a musket butt, soaking the fragments overnight in water, and then frying them in pork grease. A variation of that recipe was to form the mixture into thin cakes
and bake them when an oven was available or could be fashioned from rocks and mud. Those little cakes were called 'Washington Pies.' More often, though, the soldiers would simply soak a whole piece of the bread in cold water until it was fairly soft and fry it in pork fat, producing 'Burnside Stew,' after their famous commander. And then there was the ever-popular
'Hellfire Stew,' a curious blend of everything available at any given moment boiled in a pot and seasoned with dirt, soot, and dried soap, sometimes known by its other name, 'Son of a Seadog.'"
     Typically, re-enactors will bring a potato or onion or carrot to throw in their meal. Usually, because I only have a canteen half, I cut them into coins and fry them in the bacon grease. But you can boil them. Or you can bury the potato or a sweet potato in the coals, and cover them up. After drill or an hour or so, they'll be ready to eat. You can eat them hot, or take them with you. You can bring cabbages as well, although they're so heavy and bulky, I can't imagine a soldier toting them any distance.
     Some of these receipts are more practical than others. I've seen many that require milk, eggs and butter, but other than a tin of condensed milk, I'm not sure how to carry and safely store  them.
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     Here are some recipes, some I've tried, and some I haven't.

     Fricassee of Chicken

1 chicken ( 2 1/2-3 lbs)   2 cups of boiling water
2 slices of salt pork    1 tsp of salt
2 Tbspn of flour (ground hardtack?)    1/2 tsp of pepper

 Cut chicken into pieces for frying. Place salt pork in a frying pan, and when hot, put in chicken, leaving room to turn the meat. Cook until each piece is a rich brown.  Remove chicken and keep it warm. Add the flour to the fat in the pan, stir well and when it has cooked two minutes, add the boiling water. When the gravy is smooth and boiling, replace the chicken. Season with salt and
pepper.

     Fried Ham and Red-Eye Gravy

 Slice ham about 1/2 inch thick. Cut gashes in fat around the edge to keep ham from curling. Places slices in a heavy skillet and cook slowly. Turn several times, and cook until ham is brown on both sides. Remove from pan and keep warm. To the drippings in the skillet, add 1/2 cup hot water; cook until gravy turns red. Serve with the fried ham and biscuits.

     Hoecake

2 cups of corn meal    1/2 to 3/4 cup of water
1 tsp of salt     2 Tbspns bacon drippings

 Add salt to cornmeal, then water, and lastly, 1 tablespoon of bacon drippings. Heat the other tablespoon of drippings in a heavy iron skillet and make a round cake of cornmeal dough about 1 to 1 1/2 inches thick. Place in hot skillet and cook slowly on top of stove (or over open fire) until
brown on one side, then turn and brown the other side.

     Duck and Chicken in Mud

     Alfred Bellard in his memoirs, "Gone For a Soldier," recalled coating a chicken and duck in mud and baking it in the fire. I've done that, but I used cornhusks to keep the grit out. It worked fine, although the outside was a little tough.
     Elisha Hunt Rhodes of the 2nd Rhode Island Volunteer Infantry wrote about having a dinner of turkey and sweet potatoes while on campaign. He didn't describe how it was cooked, however.

     Fried Cabbage

     Cut the cabbage very fine, sprinkle with salt and pepper, stir well and let stand for 5 minutes. Drop 1 tablespoon of lard onto a hot iron kettle (skillet?); then the cabbage, stirring briskly until the cabbage is quite tender. Add 1/2 cup of cream and remove kettle from the fire. Then stir in 3
tablespoons of cider vinegar. (I would think the cream could be substituted for condensed milk.)
     Sauerkraut was popular as well. It was an effective cure for scurvy. You can make it, but it sounds like a hassle what with slicing, pounding, and fermenting over a couple of weeks. I would just bring it in a tote sack.

     Beef with Turnips

3 lbs beef     8 to 10 turnips
2 tsp of salt     3 to 5 potatoes

 Cover meat with cold water in heavy kettle. Heat rapidly to boiling; remove scum. Add salt; place on low heat, and simmer, covered, until tender; about 2 hours.
 Peel turnips and potatoes and quarter. Remove meat from kettle, cut from bone, cube and return to kettle along with turnips. Simmer, covered, about 45 minutes. Add the potatoes 20 minutes before serving.

Brazilian Stew

     From Culinary Hints for the Soldier comes this: "Take shins or legs of beef: cut them into slices or pieces two or three ounces in weight, or about the size of an egg; dip them in vinegar, and throw them into a kettle, with a dozen onions sliced but no water. Let it stand over a very slow fire from three to four hours; then season with pepper and salt, and serve hot. Some
boiled potatoes, sliced or quartered with be a great addition: but the principle thing is that the fire be a moderate one."

     Beans

     Wiley quotes a Minnesota private as writing about beans, which Wiley says were among the most common ration issue of the day.
     "Take as many beans as you want for a mess, and par boil or partly boil them, then take a spade and dig a hole large enough for the pot you are going to cook the beans in and build a fire in it and get it as warm as you can, then take the pot of beans and put a piece of meat in the center of the pot then cover the pot over and put it in the hole covering the pot with coals that are in the hole and shovel earth on top of them and in twenty four hours you have a soldiers dish of baked beans." Wiley says overnight was the typical baking period instead of 24 hours.
     Or soak them overnight, then replace the water. Boil them, stirring frequently, for an hour. Replace the water again, and drop in salt pork and boil some more, adding onions, pepper, or vinegar.
     Or you can soak them, boil them and when they're almost done, add rice and cook over a slow fire. Throw in a chunk of saltpork for flavor.

     Beef

 If you have beef, you can fry steaks, because the armies frequently had herds of beef trailing behind. Or you could have foraged it. Billings writes of soldiers impaling their meat ration on a rammer, adding salt and pepper and broiling it in the flames.  If it's a cut of roast and you have a pot, throw it some water over a moderate fire, throw in some potatoes and anything else you have, and make pot roast.
 Billings also notes that, fortunately for us, the vile salt beef ration was even more salty and salt pork and was rarely issued on the march because water was apt to be scarce.

     Lobscouse

4 cups cubed bottom-round beef  1/2 cup salt pork
4 raw onions, sliced    water to cover
4 cups of raw potatoes    4 cups cooked corned beef

Put the beef, onions, salt pork, potatoes and water in a large pot, and cover. Bring to a boil, and cook covered for 1 hour or until the meat is done. Add corned beef and cook another 30 minutes.
 You can buy corned beef at any grocery store. Cook it for an hour or so
with water, then add cabbage.

     Boiled mutton

 I recently invested in a leg of mutton, which can be acquired at many Halil (Muslim) markets. They also sell goat.  Debone the meat, and cut diamonds across it about an eighth of an inch
deep. The cuts into the meat should be angled at about 45 degrees. Mince some garlic, and rub it into the cuts. Salt and pepper. Sear in a pan and add water. Cook over low heat, adding any vegetables you happen to have. After it's gone, pour in rice and let it absorb the broth. We fed probably 5-6 guys that way.
 For the less adventurous, Rhodes in "All for the Union" mentions selling a pet sheep for bologna sausage and some bread.

     Yankee Pot Pie

1 tbsp butter, bacon drippings or other fat                    

2 c beef broth
1/4 c. onion, chopped 

4 hardtack, broken up
2 tbsp flour

 Melt the fat; add the onion and cook until tender. Stir in the flour. Gradually and the broth, stirring and beating out the lumps. Add the crackers. Let sit five minutes and serve. (I might add some cooked meat or other vegetables if I had them).

 Here's another:   Pennsylvania Pot Pie

1 nice stewing chicken (cut up) 

2 ½ cups flour
1/2 cup chopped onion

1 ½  tsp salt
2 medium potatoes, cut in small pieces    

2 eggs
small amount of water or milk

 Place stewing chicken, onion, and one teaspoon salt in a large pot and cover with water. Cook chicken until tender. Remove chicken from broth, pick meat from bones, then return meat to broth. Add potatoes and cook for about 15 minutes.  Place flour, mixed with 1/2 tsp of salt into a bowl. Form a well in the center and add the eggs. Mix thoroughly. If the dough is not soft enough, add a small amount of milk or water. Roll out as thin as possible on a floured surface and cut into 1 1/2 inch squares. Allow to dry for 1/2 hour. Drop these squares into the boiling chicken broth.  Cover tightly and boil for about 20 minutes.

     Potato Soup

 Prepare the desired amount of diced potatoes and boil in water until tender. Fry several onions in butter. Add flour to thicken, stirring constantly, and season with salt and pepper. Add a finely chopped clove of garlic. Add onion mixture to cooked potatoes and mix well. Place small
pieces of cooked sausage or cooked ham in soup plates and pour hot soup over it.


     Homemade Noodles

2 eggs, beaten    1 cup of sifted flour   1/2 tsp. salt

 To the eggs, add the salt and as much flour as can be worked in. Knead thoroughly, cover; let stand for 30 minutes. Roll out very thin, and allow to dry before cutting into strips. Place in boiling salted water, cover and cook for 15 minutes. Drain and serve.

     Sweet and Sour Cucumbers

 Peel and thinly slice 4 medium cucumbers and 2 medium onions. Mix together and pour over 1 cup vinegar and 1 cup of milk (I am not making this up.) Add 1/2 cup of sugar. Add salt and pepper to taste and chill overnight. This is from "Blue and Grey Cooking."

     Hashbrown Potatoes

 Wash 6 medium potatoes and place them in a kettle. Add cold water and a dash of salt. Cook until fork tender. Drain. Put the potatoes back in the empty pot and hold over the flame for a minute or two until the skins burst. Peel while hot. Chill and then chop fine. Season with salt and pepper. Heat bacon drippings in a frying pan. Add potatoes when the grease is real hot.
Let potatoes brown on one side and then turn.

     Flapjacks

 Bellard recalled that when they had flour issued, they would add water and salt, knead it into a dough, and make flapjacks. Fry on any hot surface.  Bellard once used a shovel.

     Hoe Cake

2 cups corn meal                                             1/2 to 3/4 cup
of water
1 tsp salt     2 Tbsp bacon drippings

 Add salt to cornmeal, then water and lastly 1 tablespoon of the bacon drippings. Heat the other tablespoon of drippings in a heavy iron skillet and make a round cake of cornmeal dough about 1 to 1 1/2 inches thick. Place in hot skillet and cook slowly on top of stove (or over open fire) until
brown one side, then turn and brown the other side.

     Pudding

 Bellard also said the troops would pound crackers to fine pieces, mix with sugar, raisins and water, boil it in their tin cups for pudding.

     Apple pudding

 Chop apples and boil them in water until soft. Add ginger snaps. Stir until mushy. Eat.
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