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Section 1: Methods and Timeline 

To complete the research for this thesis, I utilized several methods of inquiry. First and 

foremost, I was able to access a large collection of cookbooks through the Columbus 

Metropolitan Library. I was also able to use my own personal collection of vintage cookbooks, 

which have been collected over the course of three years from various secondhand and vintage 

stores from across the country. As promised, I would like to give special thanks to the Bradenton 

Herald newspaper, who kindly gave me the paper for Saturday, March 19, 2022, free of charge 

at the Bradenton Public Market in Bradenton, Florida. While able to access the recipes available 

from Lovina’s Amish Kitchen online through her website, I wanted the authenticity of the 

newspaper source. The column is printed in a limited number of editions across the country, and 

the Bradenton Herald is fortunately one of those editions. Furthermore, I was able to discuss 

several recipes with my parents, who generously offered their input on cooking adjustments, 

instruments, and timings. Their insight was invaluable as I undertook the hands-on cooking 

portion of this thesis.  

I have always been interested in cookbooks and the ways that they impact our lives. I 

have been an avid cookbook collector for several years, and I am particularly interested in 

vintage and specialty cookbooks. Initially, this thesis began as an exploration of feminist heritage 

narratives in local community cookbooks – for example, the stories presented in compilations by 

various Junior Leagues or church communities. However, while beginning this research, I 

became interested in the idea of recovering lost arts. I began to research heritage cooking and 

practices, such as canning and made-from-scratch recipes. While looking into cyclical and 

generational cooking, I eventually found the final research topic of this thesis, which focuses on 

aspirational cooking in particular moments of an individual’s life.  



I began the research for this thesis by working to collect a wide variety of cookbooks 

from which to draw recipes. I investigated the cookbook collection at Columbus Metropolitan 

Libraries and was heartened to discover that one of their largest cookbook collections is located 

at the Northside Branch, which conveniently serves as both my closest library branch and my 

place of employment. From this collection, I was able to pull several viable cookbooks that have 

been published in the last twenty years. My personal collection of cookbooks, which I also 

utilized extensively, has a more vintage skew. While this was helpful in researching elements 

such as feminist heritage narratives and holiday traditions, the more recent cookbooks provided a 

comprehensive angle on other topics of note in my research.  

I also wanted to be cognizant of the fact that recipes are found in a multitude of places 

outside of physical cookbooks. I pulled recipes from newspapers such as the Bradenton Herald, 

as well as various online sources. The trend of the “cooking blog” was instrumental in my 

research. Many important facets of my assertions about recipes serving as vehicles of voice 

mentioned later in this thesis came from the introductions to online recipes. Through this 

research, I’ve found that people are simply more forthcoming online than in print, which is a fact 

of note as it relates to this thesis.  

Finally, a large part of this thesis consisted of a Zoom webinar series, during which I 

cooked three different recipes alongside participants. Preparation and research for this aspect of 

my thesis began in late January, when I began formulating which recipes I would choose to cook 

alongside a participating audience. By early February, I had decided on the number of cooking 

sessions, as well as the recipes that I would be producing. After this was decided, I began to 

create graphics to post on social media, encouraging attendance at these events. The actual 

seminars took place on March 1st, March 4th, and March 5th of 2022, respectively. After the 



filming of the seminars was complete, I compiled the data for my thesis. These findings focused 

on why I had chosen these particular recipes, how they intersected with the research presented in 

the initial portion of the thesis, the making of the videos, and what I generally learned from the 

overall experience.  

 

Section 1.1: Sources Utilized 

 Over the course of this thesis, I have utilized several different cookbooks from a variety 

of eras and subgenres. In the section discussing the Zoom webinar series that I filmed, I explain 

in more detail what recipes I chose, why I chose them, and their impact on the project at large. In 

the first portion of my thesis, I posit that almost all recipes – and therefore, cookbooks – can be 

divided into three separate categories: recipes as a vehicle of freedom, recipes as a vehicle of 

comfort, and recipes as a vehicle of voice. I utilized several different sources to assert this 

position. I will now discuss their strengths and weaknesses.  

 In Section 3, I focus on recipes as vehicles of freedom. Within the smaller subsections, I 

discuss feminist heritage narratives, pushing back against racism and xenophobia, and the impact 

of the Covid-19 pandemic. In these individual subsections, I have utilized several sources, 

ranging from newspaper articles to cookbooks to event presentations. In the section where I 

discuss feminist heritage narratives, I utilized an intriguing article written by Kennan Ferguson, 

entitled “Intensifying Taste, Intensifying Identity: Collectivity through Community 

Cookbooks.” Ferguson’s work looks at how traditional aspects of domestic life, such as cooking and 

cookbooks, allowed women freedoms they previously had been denied. In the section where I discuss 

pushing back against racism and xenophobia, I draw from the lecture, “Recipes for Respect: Black 

Empowerment through Foodways with Rafia Zafar.” I was fortunate enough to attend this 



lecture, hosted by University Libraries, where Rafia Zafar spoke about her research in Black 

foodways and cookbook collections. Finally, in the section where I discuss the impact of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, I draw from several contemporary newspaper editorials, as well as my own 

experiences during the pandemic.  

 In Section 4, I focus on recipes as vehicles of comfort. The subsections within this larger 

section include keeping memories alive, holiday traditions, and the power of nostalgia. 

Furthermore, I circle back to the impact of the Covid-19 again, this time focusing on the 

nostalgias experienced during this time rather than the freedoms. In the section where I discuss 

holiday traditions, I drew from most of my research from one cookbook, Homemade Christmas: 

Celebrate Christmas with Scrumptious Recipes, Sweet Memories, Crafty Gifts, and Clever Ideas 

to Warm Your Home. This cookbook provided an integral perspective on Christmas traditions 

from around the country, which I was then able to compare and contrast with my own holiday 

traditions. In the section where I discuss the power of nostalgia, I draw from one cookbook in 

particular. “Cooking for Two” by Marguerite Patten provided a vintage perspective on the 

importance of keeping memories alive and the power of nostalgia, which I was then able to 

connect to my own life. Lastly, in my return to the Covid-19 pandemic, this time from the 

perspective of comfort, I again drew on my own personal experiences during this time to serve as 

the bulk of my research.  

 Finally, in Section 5, I focus on recipes as vehicles of voice. This section overlaps 

between the previous two sections, but I was able to find distinct sources that still managed to 

prove my point. The Bradenton Herald and their subsequent coverage of Lovina’s Amish 

Kitchen provided the elements of voice that I was hoping to shine a light on in this section. 

Furthermore, I was able to connect Lovina’s writings to my own memories of reading her work 



in my hometown newspaper. I was also able to utilize the introduction to an Internet-famous 

recipe from a now defunct website. Lastly, I looked at “Now & Again” by Julia Turshen, a 

cookbook which draws on Turshen’s seasonal experiences. Through both her introduction to the 

recipes and her formatting of the cookbook, Turshen creates a culinary experience that tells a 

story. Viewing recipes as a vehicle of voice is based upon interpreting recipes and cookbooks as 

methods of storytelling, something which is presented in these various sources.  

 

Section 2: Introduction 

Cookbooks, in a particular moment, become aspirational. I begin my thesis with this 

statement because I believe that there is an interesting dichotomy within it. When people utilize 

cookbooks and, on a more micro level, recipes, they often fall within three major categories. The 

first is that people want to make things that they have never made before. When cookbooks are 

utilized in this way, they become a vehicle of freedom. These recipes give us the opportunity to 

step into another culture, another moment, another life. They become tools of exploration. The 

second category is that people want to make things that are familiar to them. When cookbooks 

are utilized in this way, they become vehicles of comfort. They allow us, in this particular 

aspirational moment, to step backwards into our own culture, our own moments, our own lives. 

They allow us to recover the lost arts of our childhoods, and even the childhood of our parents; 

by connecting us with our pasts, they allow us to recover a common history. The third category, 

though more ambiguous than the first two, is that of voice. Recipes – and their introductions – 

give those who create them a space to share their yearnings, griefs, struggles, and joys in a 

format that is relatively unique to personal writing. The idea of food and the idea of storytelling 



are more closely intertwined than they initially appear; through the vehicle of voice, we are able 

to see the ways in which our cookbooks become avenues of personal history and story.  

This shift between these three categories does not occur in a particular moment in our 

lives; rather, this shift is always occurring. There are, however, certain moments that do stand 

out in our own understanding of our personal relationships with cooking, recipes, and food. After 

analyzing these resources, I have decided to focus on what I call occasional aspirations in 

cookbooks, drawing particularly on my own aspirations. Occasional aspirations are the three 

vehicles that I have mentioned previously: the vehicle of freedom, the vehicle of comfort, and 

the vehicle of voice. At different moments in our lives and different moments in our growth, we 

aspire to different things. Our cooking – and the tools which we use to produce that cooking – 

therefore become aspirational in this moment with us. Cookbooks, in these particular moments 

of our lives, become aspirational: the chance to indulge in freedom, the reminder of comfort, the 

relief and joy of voice. Over the course of my research, I have traced these aspirations through 

my life and the lives of others, via the recipes we chose to explain and describe ourselves.  

 

Section 3: Recipes as a Vehicle of Freedom 

As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, cookbooks can serve as a vehicle of 

freedom, transporting the reader outside of their current state – whether that state be physical, 

mental, social, financial, etc. In this section, we will discover the importance of feminist heritage 

narratives present in cookbooks, how cookbooks have worked to push back against racism and 

xenophobia, and how the covid era has impacted the societal interpretation of cookbooks. All of 

these factors contribute to the ability of cookbooks to move us outside of ourselves in some way 



– to push us out of our comfort zones, to encourage us to understand a different culture, or to 

stretch the limits of our understandings.  

 

Section 3.1: Feminist Heritage Narratives 

Cookbooks have the surprising ability to turn the feminine into the feminist. Often 

relegated to the kitchen, women have for years turned the tools of their oppression into tools of 

freedom. We see feminist heritage narratives in the hidden subtexts of cookbooks, stretching 

across communities and lineages in recipes from grandmothers passed down to generations of 

daughters. These narratives, shielded within the confines of cookbooks, serve as an important 

example of recipes as a vehicle of freedom. By the very act of being written, collected, sold, and 

passed to others, cookbooks intensify a sense of belonging and community.1 We must focus not 

only on the freedom presented in feminist narratives within these cookbooks, but also the 

freedom presented by the communities created around them.  

“For American women, community cookbooks – multi-authored, communally compiled 

publications – have served a bigger purpose.”2 Community cookbooks offer an “implicit 

insistence” that the domestic sphere is a sphere worthy of celebration.3 The feminist narratives 

present in these cookbooks may seem foreign to our more contemporary ideas of feminism, but 

they are still present. The lessons learned within the pages of a cookbook, these women assert, 

can and should be communicated, which “implicitly rebukes a social order that devalues 

women’s work.”4 While more contemporary feminists might consider “freedom” to be the 

 
1 Ferguson, Kennan. “Intensifying Taste, Intensifying Identity: Collectivity through Community Cookbooks.” Signs, vol. 
37, no. 3, 2012, pp. 695–717, https://doi.org/10.1086/662697. Accessed 4 Apr. 2022. 
2 IBID.  
3 IBID. 
4 IBID.  



removal of women from the kitchen altogether, community cookbooks offer a different 

perspective. The freedom to create something that forms a community, allowing for further 

freedoms within those collectivistic networks, is not a freedom that should be lightly dismissed.  

Women were also able to use cookbooks to break free of stereotypes.5 By producing and 

selling cookbooks, women were given both a voice in the community and an exploitable 

economic niche that did not previously exist.6 Though some groups that produced cookbooks, 

such as Lutheran Church Women and their 1975 cookbook, protested against “women’s lib,” 

they were actually performing “many of the behaviors that the nascent wave of American 

feminism advised all women to do: they collectively organized as women [and] discussed their 

experiences as women.”7 Though they may have been loath to admit it, Lutheran Church Women 

using methods and achieving goals closer to those of contemporary feminists. The methods and 

goals were these: “a politics of celebrating women getting together, creating collectively, feeding 

and nurturing others, valuing women and women’s work.”8  

As political scientist Kennan Ferguson writes in the essay “Intensifying Taste, 

Intensifying Identity: Collectivity through Community Cookbooks,” “All this they did in a world 

that men seemed to have little interest in participating in, or even understanding.”9 The final 

freedom presented in this type of cookbook is the freedom presented by the formation of a 

female-centric community. The communities that develop out of community cookbooks are often 

celebrated as, despite their reliance on domestic ideology, as “modes of collective resistance.”10 

 
5 Ferguson, Kennan. “Intensifying Taste, Intensifying Identity: Collectivity through Community Cookbooks.” Signs, vol. 
37, no. 3, 2012, pp. 695–717, https://doi.org/10.1086/662697. Accessed 4 Apr. 2022. 
6 IBID.  
7 IBID. 
8 IBID.  
9 IBID. 
10 IBID. 



Recipes from community cookbooks, then, function as vehicles of freedom in the societal niche 

that they carve for their creators.  

 

Section 3.2: Pushing Back Against Racism and Xenophobia 

If I told you that cookbooks could be on the frontlines of the fight against racism and 

xenophobia, you might take in that statement with some level of disbelief. How does a cookbook 

illustrate social change? You might ask me. How can we look to a collection of recipes and see 

a movement? The answer is that cookbooks have been part of nearly every great social 

movement, most often utilized as sources of fundraising but also present to document historical 

events. Just recently, I purchased a cookbook with recipes from refugee families that had been 

resettled across Columbus. The cookbook had been produced in association with Community 

Refugee & Immigration Services (CRIS) as a fundraising initiative. Where was the money from 

this initiative donated? It was decided, by the organizers and participants, that the money should 

benefit those fleeing the current conflict in Ukraine. Cookbooks have always been present in the 

fight against racism and xenophobia – we just have to learn to look for them.  

Rafia Zafar explained the importance of cookbook under a particularly American lens, in 

her lecture “Recipes for Respect: Black Empowerment Through Foodways with Rafia Zafar.” 

During the lecture, Zafar detailed the ways that “African Americans use their skill in food 

preparation, serving, creating meals, serving meals, to leverage social mobility and civil 

rights.”11 Zafar asserts that, in creating a recipe, one has the power to rewrite history. One, in 

effect, possesses the power to turn a disadvantage into an advantage. She spoke especially about 

 
11 Zafar, Rafia. “Recipes for Respect: Black Empowerment through Foodways with Rafia Zafar.” University 
Libraries at the Ohio State University, 10 November 2021, online. Lecture.  
 



the recipes and cookbooks of enslaved peoples in the Americas. The moments represented in 

these cookbooks are that of deep social change, a reckoning for an entire nation set in neat 

typeset about ingredient lists and pert instructions.  

Zafar spoke of Melinda Russell, the first Black woman who published a cookbook, 

stating, “She explains why she’s writing a cookbook and how she came to decide that this is 

what she wanted to do, and that she was more than competent and that people liked what she had 

to do.”12 Russell’s work, in this moment, becomes exemplary of the freedom that cookbooks can 

provide. Her cookbook is an example of how recipes can be used to achieve some measure of 

freedom. Russell used her talents, skill, and competence to publish a book that reflected a world 

she did not live in but must have greatly desired to: a world in which a Black woman could assert 

her own agency and economic prowess without the pressing limitations of white supremacy so 

deeply embedded in normalized culture. It is a world we still do not fully live in today. Melinda 

Russell believed in it, though, and she wrote that freedom into being.  

But Zafar also worked to highlight the reality of the gaps in our knowledge. So often, we 

find ourselves with contributors who are virtually nameless. Melinda Russell is an exception to a 

firm rule. When leafing through the dozens of junior league cookbooks that I own for this 

research, I came up with hundreds of first names. Just first names, detached from their histories 

and floating about on the pages like pinwheeling flocks of starlings. These gaps, however, can be 

loosely filled by our attempts to understand the societal and cultural context these books were 

produced under. For example, cookbooks by African American authors become more available 

in the 1970s, for a number of cultural and historical reasons: the Civil Rights Movement, the 

Black Power movement, the rise in Black arts movement, and an increasing number of Black 

 
12 Zafar, Rafia. “Recipes for Respect: Black Empowerment through Foodways with Rafia Zafar.” University 
Libraries at the Ohio State University, 10 November 2021, online. Lecture.  



publishing companies.13 In this moment, though we may not know the full names of contributors 

that made this rise in cookbook consumption possible, the increased consumption of Black 

cookbooks itself becomes aspirational, establishing a cultural landmark in the history of a 

people.  

Furthermore, what does the inclusion of certain recipes tell us about a particular time and 

a particular people? At the basest level, they offer us thought and insight into the way that people 

live. When viewed as a vehicle of freedom pushing back against racism and xenophobia, 

cookbooks are important not just for the specific recipes that they include, but for the context 

that they provide. The introduction to the National Council of Negro Women’s 1991 cookbook 

further accentuates this idea, stating, “Through choosing this cookbook, you…are partaking in 

centuries of history, tradition, and culture.”14 

 

Section 3.3: The Covid Era: Travel Inside the Home 

I would be remiss to write this thesis without some mention of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

There was a verifiable surge in cooking interest – remember when everyone and their mother 

was posting pictures of their sourdough starters on Instagram? I certainly do. It wasn’t our 

imaginations: overall cookbook sales jumped 17% from 2019 to 2020.15 There were around 21.5 

million print cookbooks sold in 2020 alone.16 Experts posit that the major increase in cookbook 

sales stems from a deep, widespread stir-craziness, a phenomenon which upended the way 

 
13 Zafar, Rafia. “Recipes for Respect: Black Empowerment through Foodways with Rafia Zafar.” University 
Libraries at the Ohio State University, 10 November 2021, online. Lecture. 
14 Ferguson, Kennan. “Intensifying Taste, Intensifying Identity: Collectivity through Community Cookbooks.” Signs, vol. 
37, no. 3, 2012, pp. 695–717, https://doi.org/10.1086/662697. Accessed 4 Apr. 2022. 
15 Severson, Kim. “How the Cookbooks of 2020 Tell the Stories of Our Pandemic Kitchens.” The New York Times, 
2 March 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/dining/best-cookbooks-2020-pandemic.html. Accessed 20 
March 2022. 
16 IBID. 



people cook and think about food in fundamental ways.17 But I think that there is another, more 

personal reason for the increased interest in cooking and baking. This reason is that, “…when the 

news is bad and every day is the same, cookbooks offer new material: something to talk about, 

something to think about, and yes, something new to eat.”18 We were trapped in our homes and 

we were looking for some pleasant distraction from the end of the world, so we started turning 

on our ovens.  

The pandemic provided an unparalleled opportunity to step completely outside of one’s 

geographic, gendered, skilled, or financial constrictions when it came to cooking. There has 

always been a genre of cookbooks that perpetuates the mentality that “anyone can cook,” but the 

pandemic brought that mentality to it’s very furthest limits. Air fryers suddenly jumped to the 

forefront of public consumption. Joanna Gaines’ “Magnolia Table” cookbook franchise sailed to 

the top of the New York Times best-selling cookbooks in 2020.19 As Kim Severson writes, 

“Everyday cooks went in search of new cuisines and projects to break up routine. Practiced 

cooks who might have spent a Saturday afternoon before the pandemic hand-rolling pasta sought 

recipes that would help keep weeknight cooking from becoming a grind.”20 Everyone was 

searching for a small moment of freedom anywhere that they could.  

2020 might best be remembered as the cultural moment when project cooking became a 

national pastime.21 So much bread was baked that there was a national shortage of flour. In fact, 

the bread-specific cookbook rose 145% in sales from January to September of 2020.22 

 
17 Severson, Kim. “How the Cookbooks of 2020 Tell the Stories of Our Pandemic Kitchens.” The New York Times, 
2 March 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/dining/best-cookbooks-2020-pandemic.html. Accessed 20 
March 2022. 
18 IBID.  
19 IBID. 
20 IBID. 
21 IBID. 
22 IBID. 



Remember those sourdough starters I mentioned earlier? Sales on canning and preserving books 

jumped 137% over sales from 2019.23 Families even made projects out of writing cookbooks 

together – I know mine did. I gifted recipe cards for birthdays, slyly remarking that they were 

double-edged gifts. I would be expecting a return on my investment. It suddenly seemed very 

important to me to have these recipes from my beloved family members, and they were 

extremely eager to share them. We created a community outside of our familial community, one 

that was instead focused on our food-based similarities rather than family relations. Kristen 

McLean, the books industry analyst for the NPD Group, remarked on this idea, “Those kinds of 

food-based microcommunities, which were nurtured during the pandemic, will become more 

important in the cookbook industry.”24 

Geographic cookbooks were of a particular interest during this period in our shared 

history. Cookbooks with titles like “Cook Like a French Person” and “The Authentic Italian 

Table” cropped up all over. In all eras, but particularly in the era of Covid-19, the cookbook – 

and on a more minute level, the recipe – has become symbolic of the ability to leave your home, 

state, or country without ever stepping foot outside of your door. In a time where it seemed like 

so many freedoms had been stripped away so suddenly, cooking offered a welcome reprieve and 

a chance to step back into the world, however we could. Katherine Dunn, a journalist writing for 

Fortune, expounded on this sentiment, writing, “I wanted to follow, and I wanted to do so 

blindly: the rural Ukraine (Olia Hercules, Summer Kitchens), to the Palestinian coast (Sami 

Tamimi and Tara Wrigley, Falastin), to Chengdu (Fuschia Dunlop, Every Grain of Rice), or just 

 
23 Severson, Kim. “How the Cookbooks of 2020 Tell the Stories of Our Pandemic Kitchens.” The New York Times, 
2 March 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/dining/best-cookbooks-2020-pandemic.html. Accessed 20 
March 2022. 
24 IBID. 



to a favorite stretch of bustling east London that now seemed far away (Lori de Mori and Laura 

Jackson, Towpath).”25  

During this time, people also began to use cooking, or their cookbooks, as a way of both 

seeing the world and learning about the world.26 Toni Tipton-Martin’s “Jubilee: Recipes from 

Two Centuries of African-American Cooking” reached record levels of engagement during the 

pandemic. It has sold nearly 50,000 copies and has had nine printings. Francis Lam, the vice 

president and editor in chief of Clarkson Potter, a major cookbook publisher, said, “That book is 

not the kind of book that is built to be a conventional commercial best seller. It is a highly 

thoughtful, deeply researched book based in historic texts. But for some people, it opened up a 

world they didn’t realize was there, and for other people it was an opportunity to see more of a 

world that they knew was there all along.”27 I attempted to check out a copy for this thesis 

multiple times. I believed that, in my part-time job as a customer service associate with 

Columbus Metropolitan Libraries, I would have an advantage on checking it out because I check 

all the books in. Absolutely no dice. In March of 2022, a full year after Francis Lam made his 

statement in the New York Times wrote about “Jubilee,” there is still a massive hold list for the 

book. Every time I checked a copy in, a hold ticket printed for someone else. 

On a more personal note, I learned how to cook so many things simply because I finally 

had time to. As I will discuss later in this thesis, I baked my first pie during the initial lockdown 

– a big moment of freedom for me, because I had not previously had the time to dedicate to such 

 
25 Dunn, Katherine. “Under lockdown, my habit for buying cookbooks spiraled out of control.” Fortune, 17 April 
2021. https://fortune.com/2021/04/17/covid-purchases-shopping-best-cookbooks-2020-2021/. Accessed 20 March 
2022.  
26 Severson, Kim. “How the Cookbooks of 2020 Tell the Stories of Our Pandemic Kitchens.” The New York Times, 
2 March 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/dining/best-cookbooks-2020-pandemic.html. Accessed 20 
March 2022. 
27 IBID.  



an endeavor. People won’t tell you this, but it takes a long time to make pie crust from scratch. It 

takes an even longer time to wash dishes that are covered in lard or shortening. I would not have 

known any of this – and I would not have the chance to share these lovely tidbits of cooking 

advice with you – if the pandemic hadn’t provided me with the freedom to learn them. 

There is another congruent point that would be an egregious oversight not to mention. I 

was so bored. I was cooking things during this period just to try it, just to break the monotony of 

work and then Netflix and then sleeping, rinse repeat for God knows how long. I mentioned the 

strawberry pie earlier, but I also made my first batch of candied pecans during the pandemic. My 

uncle makes them every Christmas for our family gathering, but this was the first time that I had 

ever attempted to make them for myself. The pandemic provided me not only with the freedom 

of time, but the freedom of conviction – I finally wanted to make all of these things, if only to 

distract myself from the mind-numbing fear that was perpetuating my everyday life. It felt like, 

in a twisted but also kind of funny way, the world had finally granted me permission to indulge 

in this vehicle of freedom. Take away everything, and what’s left? The universe seemed to be 

quipping. I answered with strawberry pie.  

There is a quote from a New York Times article from March of 2021, reflecting on the 

surge in cookbook interest in 2020. The quote states, “The books America cooked from during 

2020 will stand as cultural artifacts of the year when a virus forced an entire nation into the 

kitchen.”28 These cookbooks, those that were printed during the pandemic or those who had their 

interest levels surge, will remain in a cultural niche that has not yet been fully created. Though 

perhaps not as recognizable as plague masks, they will stand the test of time as a reflection of our 

 
28 Severson, Kim. “How the Cookbooks of 2020 Tell the Stories of Our Pandemic Kitchens.” The New York Times, 
2 March 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/02/dining/best-cookbooks-2020-pandemic.html. Accessed 20 
March 2022. 



society’s passions and pursuits during our own plague years. I can only hope that, one day, I will 

be able to read another, younger thesis about our relationship with cookbooks, food, and cooking 

during this time.  

 

Section 4: Recipes as a Vehicle of Comfort 

 In this secondary category, we begin to view recipes and the cookbooks that contain them 

as a vehicle to step backwards into our own culture, our own moments, and our own lives. We 

often use cooking as a way to regain something from our own childhoods or histories. 

Furthermore, we can use this type of cookbook to create something to share with our own 

children. In this way, cookbooks and the recipes that build them become sources of comfort 

rather than the freedom that we have previously discussed. When we utilize cookbooks in these 

ways, we can find some nostalgia in the familiar, usually when we find ourselves in a particular 

moment where everything suddenly seems foreign and strange. Sometimes, in these moments in 

our lives, the only thing we can do is cook mashed potatoes the way that our mothers used to.  

 

Section 4.1: Keeping Memories Alive  

 Our lives are centered around food. We cook to relive our best moments, our favorite 

days. We cook to keep memories alive, to bring people together. Therefore, cookbooks can be 

used in the same ways that family scrapbooks can. Not just as a collection of food, but snapshots 

of a life. Cutout sugar cookies become cutouts of memory. We take our tattered copies of family 

recipes and cookbooks and hold them to our hearts. We cook the way our grandparents did as an 

act of defiance against the push of time. This is not a place for forgetting, our spiral bound 

collections of food-splattered notes say. This is not a place for forgetting.  



 I eat like my mother before me, and her mother before her. Food has always been the 

most tangible way that we share our family history and memories. My familial kitchen is a 

generous homogeny of Appalachian staples, delicately preserved by my mother’s Southeast Ohio 

lineage. We eat green beans with butter and bacon, ham off the bone, and bread pudding for 

dessert. These homemade meals have always symbolized the most important moments of my 

life; my mother often teases me that she taught me young the importance of rewarding yourself 

with a good meal. Every major accomplishment of my life so far has been marked with some 

kind of special meal or dessert. Birthdays are punctuated with made-from-scratch cakes and 

mashed potatoes; Fourth of July heralds the dinner chore of shucking corn in the backyard with 

my brother; my college acceptance was congratulated with a full Irish breakfast. I am made of 

memories, and those memories are made of food.  

 

Section 4.2: The Importance of Holiday Tradition 

 One of the most visible and vibrant ways that recipes serve as a vehicle of comfort is 

their place of importance in our holiday traditions. Everyone has a particular recipe passed down 

from an older relative that serves as a signifier of a particular holiday season. In the cookbooks 

that make up my personal collection, I have numerous volumes dedicated solely to the cooking 

traditions that surround Christmastime. For me, Christmas and the adjacent festivities symbolize 

the ultimate use of food as comfort. My family, alongside so many other families, returns to 

many markers of nostalgia during this time. Some of the most recognizable include the baking 

and sharing of Christmas cookies, procuring the Christmas ham, and indulging in a very hearty 

Christmas Day breakfast.  



 One of the cookbooks from my collection, “Homemade Christmas,” features an 

interesting section before introducing the recipes. The section is entitled “Creating Christmas 

Memories,” and features write-ins from various contributors about their most important or 

impactful memories from the holiday season. Lisa Ashton, from Aston, Pennsylvania, describes 

her Christmas tradition: “Mom’s Christmas Gingerbread.”29 She writes, “This is a Christmas 

tradition that my mom has done for several years now, and we always look forward to it. Every 

Christmas, my mom loves to prepare some sort of display in gingerbread.”30 While an 

eponymous tradition across most American households (including my own), Lisa’s mother has 

managed to her own spin on the time-honored tradition: “She created a display of gingerbread 

people designed to look like each one of her grandchildren.”31 This struck a particular chord with 

me, as I had done the very same thing with my boyfriend’s family one of our first Christmas’ 

together. His mother, an artist, had painstakingly created gingerbread figures of the entire family. 

I remember how touched and honored I was to be included in the tableau. A moment of 

belonging, I had thought to myself. Don’t forget how this feels. I can only imagine that Lisa must 

have felt much the same.  

 The holidays – and the cookbooks that we use to create them – are important markers of 

recipes as vehicles of comfort. In “Homemade Christmas,” the recipes are littered with tiny 

moments of nostalgia. Sheila Lowans writes in the introduction to Christmas Morn Sausage 

Bake: “My mother used to fix this casserole for Christmas morning every year. Now I fix it for 

my own family, and I hope to pass it on to my girls, too.”32 Gail Shepard, in the introduction to 

 
29 Homemade Christmas: Celebrate Christmas with Scrumptious Recipes, Sweet Memories, Crafty Gifts, and Clever 
Ideas to Warm Your Home. Columbus, Gooseberry Patch, 2021, p20.  
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Apple Pancake Syrup: “My older sister, Teena, often cooked for my siblings and me. She would 

make this syrup to serve on our breakfast pancakes and waffles… She could really make 

something from nothing.”33 Audrey Zukowski, in the introduction to Grandma’s Swiss String 

Beans: “My grandmother always made this bean dish for Christmas. When she could no longer 

do the cooking, my aunt took over, then my mother, then me. Now my children enjoy it at 

Christmas too.”34 Kelly Marcum, in the introduction to Simply Elegant Steak and Rice: “From 

my Aunt Jean, a most wonderful hostess and cook. On one of our first trips out after having our 

first child, she had this dish simmering on the stove when we walked in the door.”35 There are 

dozens more moments just like these – brief but poignant recollections on how holiday recipes 

fulfill a certain kind of nostalgic importance in our lives.  

 

Section 4.3: The Power of Nostalgia  

 Cookbooks have the power not only to keep memories alive, but to invoke a certain kind 

of nostalgia. To explain this phenomenon, I want to turn now to “Cooking for Two,” a slim 

volume by Marguerite Patten that promises to “look at some of the advantages of cooking for 

two people.”36 The inside flap of the dust jacket proclaims, “Marguerite Patten concentrates on 

the many foods that are ideal for two people and perhaps are not so suitable for a larger family. 

This does not mean that the recipe suggestions are extravagant, but they could also be served 

successfully when entertaining.”37 Using this cookbook, I argue that our idea of nostalgia is 

inextricably intertwined with our idea of community.  

 
33 Homemade Christmas: Celebrate Christmas with Scrumptious Recipes, Sweet Memories, Crafty Gifts, and Clever 
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Cookbooks have always dealt with questions of community. Who is present in the 

community, and what are they looking to share with each other? Patten’s cookbook argues that 

two people are a community of their own. Whether that community be “…when young and 

sharing a flat; when newly married; or when a mother is left with a child during the day so there 

are two for a midday meal,” it is still a community.38 This cookbook exists in a moment between 

two people: a meal meant to be consumed by simply two. I would argue that our sense of 

community is tied to our idea of comfort and nostalgia. In this community of two posited by 

Patten, we are nostalgic for the emotions evoked by participating in this community.  

Translating to this moment in my own life, there are several moments that are reflective 

of this sentiment. My mother cooked lunch for me as a young child. My father worked long 

hours during the week and my brother is three years younger than me, so for several years my 

mother and I ate lunch together in our kitchen. Now, as a college student, I cook lunch for myself 

and my partner when I return home from classes. These operate as two parallel points of recipes 

as comfort. Separated by fifteen years, these moments are opened again by the food between us. 

Cooking for two as a mother and child, and then cooking for two as those leaving their childhood 

homes. There is also the parallel point of our parents cooking for two as those left behind by 

their children. We must ask ourselves, when we are abandoned by our children or flee from our 

parents, do we ever find ourselves making the things that they loved? Do we ever return to what 

we loved as children or young adults ourselves, to create a closeness with a life we have since 

left? Or do we reach far beyond what is familiar to us, to instead make something that we have 

never made before.  

 
38 Patten, Marguerite. Cooking for Two. London, Hamlyn Publishing Group Limited, 1973, p4. 



I would argue that the power of nostalgia influences us to replicate the lives we have 

since departed from. By cooking recipes that invoke those same sentiments, we are utilizing 

recipes as a vehicle of comfort. Marguerite Patten understands and reflects upon this in “Cooking 

for Two.” She writes, “At some time or another most of us will have to cook for two people… 

Even when you have brought up a family, probably the time will come when they all leave 

home, and once again you find yourself cooking for two.”39 These occasional aspirations may 

often repeat themselves over the course of our lives; the power of nostalgia present in recipes is 

to remind us to reflect upon these previous moments.  

 

Section 4.4: The Covid Era: Remaining Inside the Home 

 In the previous section on recipes as a vehicle of freedom, we touched on the opposite 

end of this discussion. However, the Covid-19 pandemic provided not only a push for freedom, 

but a return to the home as well. During this time, so many of my peers returned to their 

childhood homes, sequestered within their childhood bedrooms in what felt like a dreamlike 

fantasy. My best friend, who lives in Florida but attends university in Ohio, calls me often during 

this time. I wanted to hear your voice, she says over the crackling on the phone lines between us. 

Remember when we ate pancakes at Sloopy’s at 3am? Do you remember? Of course I remember, 

I assure her. Neither of us are saying the only thing that we can think: will we ever get to do it 

again? When faced with the thought that I might never eat Sloopy’s at 3am with my best friend 

again, I felt the world dipping into a tailspin. I spent weeks at home trying to perfect the Sloopy’s 

pancake recipe. If I can just get this right, I remember thinking as I maniacally mixed batter, 

everything will be okay.  

 
39 Patten, Marguerite. Cooking for Two. London, Hamlyn Publishing Group Limited, 1973, p4.  



This mass exodus from university campuses across the country resulted in a practice of 

cooking and eating things that were nostalgic for me and my peers. Katherine Dunn succinctly 

explains this sentiment, writing, “When you are on government orders not to leave your house or 

hug anyone you know, a sprawling, friends and family crab boil, complete with strawberry and 

buttermilk ice cream is a pure, sun-dappled fantasy.”40 My Sloopy’s pancakes were Katherine 

Dunn’s crab boil and ice cream – a fantasy, but one that you are attempting to get your absolute 

closest to. If you can just get close enough, it might be enough. Others took this idea in a 

different direction. They embraced their return to home by sinking back into typical familial 

traditions. My boyfriend’s family relaxed seamlessly into a nonstop buffet of barbeque, 

homemade pizza, and lasagna. This seems to be a trend for many people during the pandemic, as 

evidenced by the increased popularity in heritage cooking.  

 For me personally, I spent a portion of the initial pandemic lockdown working. However, 

I worked at a local butcher’s shop. I spent most of the money I earned buying ingredients to cook 

things that were comforting to me: oat bread and fresh cheese for grilled cheese, fresh eggs and 

butter for pancakes, chicken and vegetables for chicken pot pie. When I created these things, I 

felt able to relax in a way that I had not since I left campus. The comfort that these recipes 

provided me was rooted in their stability and longevity. The Conley family has been frying 

breakfast potatoes in bacon fat for years. When I cooked my own breakfast potatoes in this way, 

I was both tapping into a history and invoking a nostalgia that I desperately needed to make it 

through that lockdown. This is what saves me, I thought to my simmering potatoes, my 

 
40 Dunn, Katherine. “Under lockdown, my habit for buying cookbooks spiraled out of control.” Fortune, 17 April 
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facsimiles of Sloopy’s pancakes, my uncle’s Christmas pecans. The past is what’s going to save 

me.  

 

Section 5: Recipes as a Vehicle of Voice 

There is a recipe that lives in Internet lore for a particular line in the introduction. I first 

saw the line several years ago, where I assumed it must have been pulled from a poem or 

confessional short story. Imagine my – and everyone else’s – surprise when it was revealed that 

the heartbreaking line was not, in fact, from a Tumblr poet. The recipe the line appears in is for 

Creme Brûlée Brownies. The photograph at the top of the now defunct webpage — dated, but in 

a homey, forgivable sort of way — shows a stack of decadent brownies. They’re fudge, gooey, 

topped with a perfectly carmelized layer of none other than the titular creme brûlée. The recipe 

begins, “Do you want to know something that people don’t tell you about being married for a 

long time? You actually do run out of things to talk about.”41 

The author continues, “The other day I started to tell my husband about this super 

interesting thing that had happened, but then I was like, ‘oh never mind, I’m saving that for our 

date tonight’ and he’s like ‘um, WHAT?’ and I was like, ‘well, when I’ve got something good I 

save it for date night so I have something to talk about. It seems like such a waste to spend it on a 

regular day.’ So then he thought that was one of the weirdest things he’s ever heard about, which 

I assumed maybe HE already did that too? But he was like, ‘No, people do not do that.’ It’s like I 

don’t know how to be a person the right way sometimes.”42  

It’s like I don’t know how to be a person the right way sometimes. 

 
41 Unknown. “Crème Brulee Brownies.” Confessions of a Cookbook Queen, 
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The breath goes out of me a little each time I read that line. How disconcerting, to be 

expecting notes on crème brûlée brownies and to instead receive the bulk of one woman’s 

anxiety not only about her marriage but her very place in human society. What connection exists 

between the recipe presented on her website and the way this woman feels? How can she expect 

us to connect her brownies to her feelings of inadequacy? And why has she chosen this space to 

air her moment of fear and pain? The answer, I believe, is because recipes, in a particular 

moment, are a vehicle of voice.  

I can say something in the introduction to a recipe that I would never say to a living 

person, because I’m stepping outside of myself and into a moment where there is no dividing 

line. We use food – and therefore cooking, and therefore recipes – to connect with others. If you 

have ever watched a home renovation TV show, you must be familiar with the idea that the 

kitchen is the most important part of the house. The table, I posit, is the most important part of 

the kitchen. The recipes that we use to create the foods that connect us have become equally 

sacred spaces. We can use those lines before a recipe to create a space similar to a dining room 

table. This woman tells us that she doesn’t know how to be a person anymore because she has, in 

essence, invited us to her table. We are sitting with her, coffee in hand, while she serves us 

brownies. The idea is that food isn’t just something we eat. It is “…a lens through which we can 

understand ourselves and all of the folks that came before us. It’s also the lens through which we 

can, remarkably, better understand one another. Cooking is an easy way to connect with people, 

both those you know and those who are different from you, on a regular basis.”43  

The line between meal and instruction for meal has become so very thin. In a world 

ravaged by disease and closed in around us like the shell of an oyster, our ability to share our 
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food with those we love has been radically altered. Recipes, therefore, take on a deeper meaning 

in these times; they serve as both the instruction for the meal and the act of sharing the meal 

itself. Now more than ever, we crave connection with those around us. We crave information 

about others, and therefore we crave the conversation that brings that information to us. I think, 

most of all, we crave the storytelling that happens within a conversation. The introduction to a 

recipe has been an unexpected but ideal place for these needs to be satisfied. Julia Turshen writes 

about the structure of her cookbook, “I’m making a meal with a clear point of view and a 

story.”44 There is one woman, however, who would argue that the introduction to a recipe has 

always been the place for an exchange of information such as this. Her name is Lovina, and she 

runs an Amish Kitchen.  

To be more transparent, Lovina doesn’t actually run an Amish Kitchen. She writes a 

column describing her own Amish kitchen within her house, as well as the various goings on of 

her relatives, children, and grandchildren. Occasionally, she muses about the mysteries of life; 

other times, she describes in detail the wealth provided by her garden. For example: on April 8th 

of this past year, in a blog post with a recipe for Minister’s Delight (a charming dessert recipe 

similar to a crumble), Lovina writes, “Remember to visit and stay in contact with these lonely 

widows if you are family. So often they are forgotten after time goes on. They didn’t choose to 

be alone and would be so happy if their life was back to normal.”45 On March 25th, Lovina writes 

about her grandchildren, “Such sweet, innocent little angels. What does this world hold in store 

for them? Only God knows!”46 Then she explains, in detailed instructions, how to make pon 
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hoss. It is a kind of whiplash that leaves one feeling windswept. I imagine the feeling is similar 

to showing up to someone else’s therapy appointment and accidentally stumbling in on them 

mid-conversation. For Lovina, the introductions to her recipes allow her a place to voice the 

important moments of her life. She has gained quite a following for her honesty, her quick wit, 

and her simple tales of her lifestyle – one could say, her popularity stems from her voice.  

The experience of cooking and eating has become something that transcends the basic 

physical actions of cooking and eating. Turshen explains her perspective on setting a table, 

writing, “For me…it’s about storytelling. There’s always something (s) alongside the main thing 

on my table. And it’s in the relationship those things share that full pictures get painted and 

stories are told.”47 Food, according to Turshen, is an effective way of chronicling life.48 “Now & 

Again,” Turshen’s cookbook, is organized into seasons, and then those seasons are further 

organized into menus. For examples, the “Autumn” section presents the menus “Sunday 

Morning Bangladeshi Breakfast,” “Red-Checkered Tablecloth Late Saturday Lunch,” “Card 

Night Enchiladas,” “Rosh Hashanah Dinner,” and “No Stress Thanksgiving.”49 Turshen’s ability 

to tell a story in the way that she structures food is what makes this cookbook unique amongst so 

many others. Even from the menu titles alone, we are being gifted a narrative understanding of 

the way that food is organized. Turshen’s distinct voice is present throughout this entire 

collection, which allows us to step inside her understanding of food and share it with her.  
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Section 6: Video Seminar Series 

 For the tangible aspect of this thesis, I chose to complete a Zoom webinar series wherein 

I cooked several different recipes from critical moments in my life that represented the two 

categories that I have explored in this thesis. I wanted this video series to welcome viewers into 

my kitchen and my aspirational 

moments as we journeyed through 

the recipes. I completed three 

video essays, each featuring a 

recorded Zoom webinar that 

followed my cooking of the 

integral recipes. I wanted viewers 

to feel that they were part of my 

family during this process, and I 

cooked for them like I would cook 

for any member of my family. 

Over the course of this process, I 

learned several things about 

cooking virtually, cooking for 

others, and how these recipes have truly 

impacted my life.  

 

Section 6.1: Choosing the Recipes 

Figure 1: The poster that I created to share on social media, 
explaining this aspect of my thesis project. 



 The first recipe that I completed was Skillet Mac and Cheese, which represented the 

vehicle of freedom category. I chose this recipe because this was the first “meal” that I learned to 

cook outside of my childhood home. By denoting this recipe as a “meal,” I am differentiating it 

from food like grilled cheese and buttered noodles. This is a multistep, multiple ingredient meal 

that takes a decent amount of time and effort to construct. This recipe also requires several skills, 

including creating a roux. Furthermore, this recipe was also the first thing that I learned how to 

cook with my long-term boyfriend, as well as one of the first things that I cooked while living 

along in my new apartment. I will make the delineation that, because I live by myself, I cook 

everything alone now, but I will not discredit that this was a major step in my culinary journey. 

Therefore, this recipe has a particular importance to me, because I learned how to cook it both 

with another person and on my own. It is one of those recipes that I know that I can absolutely 

depend upon; the true vehicle of freedom, in my opinion.  

 To further add to the idea that this recipe represents a vehicle of freedom for me, I 

actually did not like mac and cheese for the first several years of my life. I was an incredibly 

picky eater as a child (the kind of kid who refuses to eat cheese pizza and must be 

accommodated separately at the birthday party), so I steered clear of mac and cheese for a decent 

portion of my life. People who like mac and cheese think of the meal as an ultimate basic 

comfort food, something even the pickiest of eaters would like, so I was constantly served the 

meal in various settings. I think the perpetual embarrassment of having to turn it down added to 

my distaste of the meal in general. It wasn’t until I was twenty years old that I found that I liked 

the mac and cheese, something which I may have discovered sooner if I had not been religiously 

avoiding it in any setting. My long-term partner’s mother cooked the winning dish, and she still 

makes it for me every time I visit his family. Learning to cook mac and cheese, this recipe in 



particular, was a transitional and freeing experience on another level because of my previous 

association with the meal.  

 During the time I began cooking this recipe, I was learning to cook for myself; in 

particular, I was learning to cook new things for myself. I was moving away from the nostalgia 

of meals that I considered to be “from my home,” including things like mashed potatoes and 

pasta bake. Once I started living on my own, these meals took on an almost sacred form in my 

mind, becoming the fare of birthday dinners and weekend visits. Something as pedestrian as 

Tuesday night dinner was not 

the place for my mother’s 

mashed potatoes recipe. 

However, as mentioned earlier, 

I spent my formative years 

refusing to mix colors on my 

dinner plate. For me, 

“childhood nostalgia” is the 

average American dinner fare. 

Out of the sheer necessity to 

fill this vacuum, I taught 

myself to cook things that were 

not part of my childhood 

repertoire. I learned how to 

cook something by myself, for myself: something entirely new to represent an entirely new 

position in my life.  

Figure 2: The ingredient list for the Skillet Mac and Cheese. Compare with the 
ingredient list that I actually sent out in a later section. 



 The second recipe that I 

completed was Chocolate Chip 

Cookies, which served to 

represent the vehicle of comfort. 

For complete transparency, I 

have to admit that I do not like 

chocolate chip cookies. When 

presented with the choice, I will 

always pick an iced sugar cookie 

over just about any contender. 

But this recipe is so important to 

me, and I have used it for so 

long, that I have such a special 

place in my heart for these 

particular chocolate chip cookies. 

It grants them a sort of immunity 

from any previous distaste that I 

have for the genre. I have used 

this particular recipe for 

chocolate chip cookies since I 

was a child. My mother used the 

same recipe from the same cookbook for my entire life. Our copy was so brutalized from use that 

the page with the cookie recipe actually fell out and was lost for a brief period, before being 

Figure 3: The torn-out page from our family's cookbook featuring the 
chocolate chip cookie recipe. 



joyfully discovered underneath the cookbook cabinet. It had fallen down the back of the cabinet 

and drifted all the way to the floor. I ended up buying my own copy of the book, but for this 

particular webinar, I asked my mother to send me a picture of the once lost and now found page. 

It just felt more authentic that way. This recipe is also nostalgic for several other reasons. 

Without sounding vain, I have to state that people consistently ask me why my chocolate chip 

cookies taste so good. The answer has nothing to do with my ability to bake and everything to do 

with the fact that the recipe calls for half a cup of shortening. I use Crisco! When was the last 

time you ate something with Crisco in it? It is so, so bad for you. Like so bad for you. But it 

makes my cookies taste so, so good. It is the one thing that I will not compromise on. I can 

remember when we had Crisco in my pantry for everything. Now, I never use it unless I am 

cooking this particular recipe. Further to that point, this recipe takes me back to school bake 

sales, classroom holiday parties, and that ilk. It was simply to go to recipe for my family! There 

was a point in time, when I was living at home, when I had it basically memorized.  

 When I was a little girl, I used to make this recipe and sub out the chocolate chips for 

butterscotch chips (affectionately called “butterscotchies” in my household). Even then, as a 

child, I had an aversion to the typical chocolate chip cookie. I liked butterscotch, which would 

have been a terribly isolating experience for a ten-year-old except for the fact that my father 

loved butterscotch too. When other fathers were cracking open bags of Life Savers and Jolly 

Ranchers with their children, my dad and I were sharing Werther’s. I would make this particular 

recipe with the butterscotch chips just for my dad and me. When he would get home from work, 

my dad would see the cookies and would always say that he would eat one with his coffee the 

next morning before he left.  



A brief anecdote, if you’ll have it: my father watched Boardwalk Empire when I was a 

kid. Obsessed with history like I was, I begged my parents to let me watch it with them. My 

mother firmly put down that idea, which in hindsight I now realize was ultimately the correct 

decision. The show, while historically accurate, is extremely violent and filled with gratuitous 

sex scenes. I was ten. But my dad desperately wanted to talk about the show with someone, and I 

desperately wanted to watch it. So, we devised a workaround. The show aired on Sunday nights, 

and every Monday morning before we left for school and work respectively, my dad would 

describe the previous night’s episode to me in (PG-13) detail. This all happened while I ate 

breakfast and he ate his coffee and cookie. I “watched” nearly the entirety of Boardwalk Empire 

in this way for years – cherished Atlantic City’s triumphs, wept at the unfair and unexpected 

deaths, gasped at the Judas-like betrayals. I spent a lot of middle school lonely, like I think so 

many of do. In my dad’s retellings of Boardwalk Empire, I felt important, worthy of some 

precious information previously denied. When I make butterscotch chip cookies, it’s those early 

morning conversations that I still think of.  

That is the major part 

of why this recipe is so 

important to me. I love 

cooking this recipe not just 

because of the familial 

nostalgia, but because it 

reminds me of being a kid. It 

reminds me of an era in my 

life where there were no 

Figure 4: The recipe for the pie crust that I used for this pie. 



restrictions on my time, no thesis to write, no million and one things to get done. Remember 

when your homework took an hour and then you had the whole evening to yourself to bake 

cookies? Remember packing them in your lunchbox for school the next day, sharing them with 

your friends across the cafeteria table? Remember when the weekend was actually the week’s 

end, that glorious stretch of forty-eight free hours to bake and run and sing and play? When I 

bake these cookies, I do. I remember. It has been hard to realize that now, I am the one who must 

eat one while I drink my 

coffee.  

The third and final 

recipe featured in this webinar 

series was a Strawberry Glacé 

Pie, which acted as a 

combined vehicle of both 

freedom and nostalgia. First and 

foremost, I should make it clear that part of the reason that I chose to teach this recipe was 

slightly selfish. That reason is that everyone should know at least the basics for making a pie. 

Furthermore, everyone should put those basics to use and make at least one pie at some point in 

their life. The ulterior motive for this particular Zoom webinar was the hope that it would serve 

as an excuse to instigate a love of pie-baking in your life.  

I love pie. Actually, that is not quite true. I used to hate pie. I never, never, never ate pie – 

not at birthdays, during holidays, or after Sunday dinner. I hated it so much. However, much like 

the skillet mac and cheese recipe mentioned earlier in this section, I eventually got older and 

discovered what I now know – that I deeply, deeply love pie. I used to be a taste bud skeptic, but 

Figure 5: The vintage Strawberry Glace Pie recipe that I used. 



I am a firm believer in the theory now. Your entire palate truly does change every seven years; 

my mac and cheese eating, pie baking self can attest to that. I cannot wait for my twenty-eighth 

birthday, because I am hoping that is the year I finally come around to pickles. Anyway, in 

conclusion: I am now a diehard pie lover and truly cherish the process of making a pie from 

scratch.  

Pie presents an interesting intersection between comfort and freedom, especially for me. I 

grew up in Der Dutchman country, where the Der Dutchman pie was king. If you are not familiar 

with Der Dutchman, allow me to give you a brief synopsis of the restaurant. As a sullen high 

schooler in Plain City, I only half-jokingly called the Der Dutchman restaurant “The 

Compound.” It was a sprawling complex, taking up the equivalent of five or six city blocks with 

the inclusion of its massive parking lot. Every Sunday afternoon for my entire life, that lot has 

been packed so full that people resort to parking on the grassy field just outside The Compound’s 

limits. My boyfriend and I used to joke that Der Dutchman would keep expanding forever and 

ever, until one day every resident of Plain City lived in Der Dutchman-sponsored apartment 

housing. We were only kind of kidding. It didn’t feel like a joke when one out of every five 

students in my graduating class had worked at, was currently working at, or had a family 

member working at Der Dutchman. Our town’s economy was built on that place. As far as I 

know, it still is. Looking back, I don’t think that I ever saw anyone cook a pie from scratch 

growing up. When we lived five minutes from Der Dutchman, why would we? I can remember 

picking up those Der Dutchman pies as a kid, ferrying them to my grandparent’s house for 

Thanksgiving and tucking them in the fridge at Christmastime. This is where my fraught 

relationship with pie begins, in the heart of America’s pie country.  



The second part of my journey to understanding the importance of pie comes from my 

time working at a little place in my hometown that made pies from scratch. Actually, the place 

was a butchers, and the pie-baking aspect of the business was short-lived. They ended up 

transition to cheesecake, which did very well considering how saturated the pie market was in 

Plain City. But for the three or so years that I worked there while I was in high school, the baker 

made pies from scratch. She would let me watch, and sometimes she would let me help. And she 

always let me eat the scraps. That was the beginning of my understanding that pie is important. I 

come from Amish country, small town, podunk nowhere. So maybe it’s not as important as I’m 

telling you it is. But I’m from Der Dutchman country, and I’d like to think that I know what I’m 

talking about.  

When I baked my first pie, there was a freedom in that which balanced the nostalgia of all 

my previous pie-related memories. My love for the general creation of pie suddenly intersected 

with my love for creating and eating my own pies. It was a beautiful cross-section of growth, 

freedom, and nostalgia. The first pie that I baked was a strawberry pie, mostly because I love 

fruit pies. The other reason I baked a strawberry pie was because the entire world was ending in 

front of my eyes, and the only thing I could think to do was cook as much joyful food as 

possible. I should clarify that I baked my first pie during March of 2020, which was the first 

major Covid-19 lockdown in the United States. I filled my kitchen with sugar and strawberries 

and carefully crafted lattices because everything else was crumbling to flour dust in my hands. 

There will be a summer, I baked into that strawberry pie. There will be a summer and there will 

be a fall and my life will not end here, like this. To make matters worse, I was actually working 

what was supposed to be a short spring break stint at my old butchers job, which turned into a 

six-month slog before the world finally got back on track and I made it back to school. I was 



working that job, and I was doing absolutely nothing else. On second thought, I take that back. I 

was doing something else. I was working that job, and I was obsessively reading death tolls. 

Numbers were floating past my eyelids when I went to sleep at night, imprinted on my psyche. I 

did the only thing I could think to do – I replaced the numbers of the freshly dead with the 

measurements for ingredients.  

I taught myself how to bake a pie from scratch. Teaching myself how to cook something 

entirely new against the backdrop of returning to a precollege life provided an interesting, if 

fraught, dynamic. It truly was an intersection between nostalgia and freedom, cooking something 

entirely new in my childhood kitchen. I think that my pie-baking experiences represent the 

experiences of so many people during the lockdown and further pandemic. So many of us, in our 

kitchens not sleeping and trying to cook some joy into being. That is why I chose strawberry pie 

as the last recipe to share with you all.  

Section 6.2: The Making of the Videos 

 In my first video, I learned my first lesson: it is incredibly difficult to cook on Zoom. I 

was incredibly lucky that my partner was off work and was able to help me with the camera set 

up. I learned so much about how difficult it is to film what you’re doing and still manage to 

explain what you’re doing, without relying on the footage to tell the entire story. I had sent out 

the recipe ahead of time to the participants, but I had made the skillet mac and cheese recipe so 

many times that I had to remind myself to double back and explain what exactly it was that I was 

doing. However, the entire process was incredibly enriching and rewarding. It feels good to cook 

alongside other people.  



 In the second video, I once again found myself running up against how difficult it is to 

cook via webinar. Food Network makes it look so easy, but I’m here to tell you firsthand that 

there is so much more going on behind the scenes than we could ever imagine. During this video, 

I noticed myself being very didactic, often repeating what I was saying. This recipe did prove to 

be a little bit easier, simply because I have made it so many times and knew my way around the 

ingredients. There are also simply less steps involved in making chocolate chip cookies than 

there are in making skillet mac and cheese. However, this recipe also proved to be more difficult 

on the front that I was by myself in the kitchen. I like to cook with music, and I found myself 

chattering to fill the empty spaces left during some of the moments in the webinar. That might be 

why, even though I have made this recipe so many more times, I found myself repeating myself 

and going over the steps more often in this video than the previous one.  

 There were some comments on the use of shortening, and I was able to discuss how 

something can be my favorite thing in the world while also being absolutely horrible for you. A 

further oversight on my part was the fact that the recipe yields sixty cookies. In my childhood 

nostalgia, I had simply glossed over the fact that I used to bake dozens upon dozens of cookies in 

my youth. In my tiny one-bedroom apartment on campus, there were suddenly too many cookies 

to even think about eating. I foisted them on my parents. I foisted them on my friends. My 

boyfriend ate a dozen by himself. We were still drowning, our noses barely above the gently 

lapping tide of chocolate chip cookies. In a move of desperation, I crammed as many as I could 

into a Tupperware tin and took them to work with me. I had tried to avoid the association as 

“coworker who bakes,” but my back was up against the wall. What else could I do but offer 

myself up on the baked goods altar? Devastatingly, I received many compliments and urges to 



bring in more things when I baked them. I told everyone about the shortening, but no one seemed 

to mind.  

 In my third and final video, I made a grave mistake. I cooked a Strawberry Glacè Pie, 

which I had never done before and probably will never do again. I had made a strawberry pie in 

the past, but this recipe was one I pulled from a vintage cookbook I had thrifted only a few days 

before. That was definitely a choice that I made. What I failed to understand was that the pie I 

had baked during lockdown was a latticed oven pie. I learned the hard way the glace means 

glaze. Ironically, I was trying to avoid cream pies and pies that combined strawberries with other 

fruit, because that would be an unnecessarily difficult undertaking for an already stressful part of 

a thesis I was winging. By attempting to spare myself, I launched myself headfirst into the abyss. 

I made the glaze.  

 This was the most difficult video to film, if not the most difficult thing I have ever done 

in my life. I made the glaze, which took ten years off my overall lifespan. To make this particular 

pie, there were a lot of steps that were happening in quick succession. This distracted me from 

explaining what I was doing to the participants, but I myself had truly no idea what I was doing 

at any given moment during this process. I also cooked with lard for the first time during this 

webinar. Lard, I am sorry to say, is much cheaper than shortening, which is what caused the brief 

break from my beloved Crisco. The recipe also called for lard, and I felt more authentic 

following the exact specifications. Remaining calm while boiling a glaze, baking a pie crust in an 

oven notorious for burning bottoms, and dicing strawberries took more self-control than I had 

thought. I wanted this recipe to authentic, and I truly got my wish.  

Section 6.3: How the Videos and Audience Participation Impacted Me 



 As mentioned earlier, the video focused on skillet mac and cheese showed me how 

difficult cooking on camera can be. Before beginning the webinar, I thought that I might be 

nervous to cook while on camera, but instead found the process to have some level of relaxation 

involved. Cooking is a relaxing process for me in general, so it may have been that I just settled 

into the familiar routine of cooking and was able to partially ignore the pressures of being 

watched. On a further point, I did have my boyfriend cooking alongside me that first night, so the 

element of having another person helping in the kitchen may have allowed me to treat it like just 

another night in the kitchen.  

 An audience element from the first video that impacted me was how much I loved 

answering questions from the participants. There were several questions focused on the process 

of the recipe; akin to what are you doing now, what are you doing that, what will this do to the 

recipe, etc. However, there was a still a great deal of colloquialism in our conversation during the 

webinar, as well. I was drinking a new released flavor of Coke during the video, and there was 

such scintillating conversation about what it tasted like, whether I liked it, would I recommend it, 

etc. This more casual element of conversation during the webinar made me feel that, even though 

it was taking place in a virtual element, I really was in the kitchen cooking with everyone. The 

power of these small conversations with participants cannot be understated, especially under the 

auspices of a recipe that is serving as a vehicle of freedom.  

 In the second video, I was much more comfortable. This was a recipe that I had cooked 

several times before, as well as the second webinar I was completing as opposed to the first. As I 

have previously discussed, the recipe for chocolate chip cookies also contains less steps than the 

recipe for mac and cheese. This left me open to discuss the childhood impact of the recipe with 

the participants. My mother was able to attend the call, and we had a great conversation about 



how important the recipe was to our family. Speaking about the importance of the recipe, in a 

strange sort of way, actually lightened the mood of the webinar. By sharing something so 

important to me, I felt like there was less pressure to cook well. It was enough just to simply 

cook.  

 The third video, during which I baked a strawberry pie, was the most stressful video by 

far. However, what I found to be most interesting was how excited I was when it was done. I was 

so proud of completing that pie! This was probably based on the fact that I had never before 

completed most of the steps in that recipe. I really felt that I was doing something new, and it 

was great to experience that alongside the audience. Even though there were times when I did 

not feel like I knew what I was doing, I still cherished the experience and the innovation that it 

led me to. For example, during the webinar I realized that I did not own a rolling pin. Somehow, 

I had equated the rolling pin in my childhood home with an imaginary rolling pin in my 

apartment. Needless to say, I did not have one and the imaginary one was not going to do any 

work at all in smoothing out my pie crust. I ended up rolling the crust out with a paper towel roll; 

while not ideal, it certainly served its purpose and got the job done. Innovation is key in cooking, 

and during this webinar I was able to learn that firsthand. I simply was not able to stop because 

of difficulties – there were people watching and depending on me to complete this recipe. I just 

had to keep going, keep the creativity flowing, and figure out what to do next. That was truly an 

amazing learning experience.  

Section 6.4: What I Learned and Gained from Cooking for Others 



 The main thing that I learned 

during this process was that 

conducting a cooking webinar 

series in a virtual format was very 

different from what I had 

previously imagined it would be. I 

think that this concept would have 

been better implemented in a test 

kitchen, with the ability to invite 

people to come in-person and have 

ingredients already waiting for 

them. However, that would be the 

basis for a post-pandemic thesis, 

which I do not have the luxury of 

completing. The virtual element, 

while providing an added level of 

difficulty, also provided a sense of 

authenticity to the webinar portion 

of the thesis. This is a pandemic thesis, and it does focus on how the pandemic changed our 

perceptions of cookbooks, recipes, and sharing those things together. Therefore, though the 

process may have been slightly flawed, I do think that it positively impacted the research and 

ideas presented in this thesis on the whole.  

Figure 6: The edited recipe for skillet mac and cheese which I emailed to the 
participants. 



Secondly, I learned that each person who cooks a recipe has their own impact on that 

recipe. For example, during the skillet mac and cheese webinar, it wasn’t until I sent out the 

recipe to the participants ahead of time via email that I found out that I do not actually follow the 

posted recipe. The recipe calls for very specific types of cheese and pasta, which is something 

that I have just never done with this particular recipe. This is because, while the recipe is the best 

mac and cheese recipe that I’ve found in a while, it’s also very expensive. In my work with the 

recipe, I had inadvertently created a “college version” of the Pinterest skillet mac and cheese 

recipe. Who can buy mascarpone on a college budget? Therefore, I had to update the recipe with 

little notes before I sent it out to the participants. This was a cool experience because I was 

literally able to watch part of my thesis come to life in front of my eyes. The recipe originally 

represented the idea of freedom, but the variation that I create also represents the constrictions of 

our financial status and regional food restrictions. In this way, the skillet mac and cheese recipe 

not only identifies with freedom, but also that of voice.  

 The strawberry pie recipe taught me the most about the cooking process. The first thing I 

learned is that the vintage recipe is much harder than the contemporary recipe. If you’re 

attempting to bake a strawberry pie, go to Pinterest. The second thing I learned from cooking a 

strawberry pie is to always look up words in different language in recipe titles. You never know 

what you might end up cooking otherwise. In all seriousness, this recipe tested my mettle more 

than almost anything else I have ever made, even outside of this thesis. What I truly learned from 

this process is how good it feels to hold the completed food – in this case, pie – in your hands. 

Perhaps, simply on that account, you should attempt the vintage recipe. You will definitely feel 

victorious, smothered in pulped strawberries and dripping with lard. In a world that is still 

recovering from virtuality, I really felt like I had done something with this pie. I would liken the 



feeling maybe not to building a log cabin, but perhaps your own bookshelf or nightstand. That is 

the most important thing that I will take away from this experience – that feeling.  

Section 7: Conclusion – My Experience in Mapping Cultural Aspirations 

 Let me begin this conclusion by saying that I cannot map any cultural aspirations except 

my own with solid confidence. However, with this thesis, I think that I have made a decent start. 

Occasional aspirations are present in nearly all stages of our lives, and they are influenced by all 

manner of events that we go through. In this thesis, I have posited that these occasional 

aspirations can be categorized into three particular groups: recipes as vehicles of freedom, 

recipes as vehicles of comfort, and recipes as vehicles of voice. After analyzing the resources I 

have selected for my research and drawing particularly on my own aspirations, I assert that our 

cooking – and the tools which we use to produce that cooking – become aspirational in this 

moment with us. Cookbooks, in these particular moments of our lives, allow us the chance to 

indulge in freedom, the reminder of comfort, the relief and joy of voice.  

Over the course of this thesis, I have traced these aspirations through my life and the lives 

of others, via the recipes we chose to explain and describe ourselves. We have touched upon 

feminist heritage narratives, the importance of holiday traditions, and the use of voice in the 

introductions to recipes, as well as so much more. We have pondered the impacts of the Covid-

19 pandemic on our idea of cooking. We have discussed the function of cookbooks in our 

understandings of comfort, and the ways in which the power of nostalgia influence our 

interpretations of meals. The next time you read a cookbook, stand before your stove, or jot 

down a family recipe, I hope that you savor the moment. I hope that you notice the little details. 

And I hope that you remember the most important thing, that thing that I have taken away from 



this entire experience: your individual aspirations are your own. Perhaps, one day, you will also 

chart them.  


