LOWER CAPE FEAR
HISTORICAL SOCIETY

BULLETIN
Volume XLIX • N o 2

Wilmington, North Carolina

April 2005

Sarah Stark Robinson
Her Household Book
Ann Hertzler and Merle Chamberlain

T

he notebook entitled Household Book, 1888, held in
the Archives of the Lower Cape Fear Historical
Society, evokes a view of domestic life during the
last quarter of the 19th century. Tattered and worn, the
book has a waxed buckram cover, lined pages and measures 4 ½” x 12”. The name Sarah S. Robinson and the date,
July 1888, are written in ink inside the front cover.
Who was Sarah S. Robinson? She was the daughter of
John Huske, a business man of Fayetteville, NC, and sister
of the Reverend Joseph C. Huske, rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church on Green Street in Fayetteville for 37 years. 1
Her husband was Thomas Jefferson Robinson, a graduate
of the University of North Carolina class of 1849. He pursued a career as a mathematician in the National Observatory in Washington D.C., followed by service with the
North Carolina Department of Agriculture. He died in
1879 at the age of 52. His obituary reads: “He was a true
man, true to wife and children, true to his friends, a man of
brain, learned, generous and brave.”2 The Robinson estate
near Fayetteville, NC, was known as Monticello. The old
mansion had burned in the 1880s but the family continued
living there in a smaller house on the property.3
In 1880 three of their grown daughters lived at home .4
Another daughter was married to Lloyd M. Cromartie of
Bladen County and a son, Edmund, lived in Virginia.5
When Mrs. Robinson began her household book in
July of 1888 she was 54 years old. She recorded the names
of two cooks and a servant with their wages. A laundry list
followed with the name of the laundress and the payment
of $3.00. Also recorded was rental of a house “on the hill”
and a room at the Monticello kitchen. It is assumed that the
mansion’s kitchen was a separate building that had not
burned. Other entries suggest that renters boarded at Monticello. The signature of Jefferson R. Cromartie is boldly

Photograph of Sarah Stark Robinson’s household book at the
Lower Cape Fear Historical Society Archives.
written diagonally across one page. He was the ten-year
old son of Eliza Beatty Robinson and Lloyd M. Cromartie.
The name Percy, a son or a grandson, is entered twice for
payment of $25.
Many entries in the household book are about the
foods that were bought or raised in the garden. There are
long shopping lists and many entries for payments for
garden supplies, seeds, and help in the garden. An entry in
1890 records that “hens set in corner cellar on 14 eggs.”
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Twenty-six pages of the notebook contain recipes, 15 attributed to specific people by name or comment such as
“Aunt Lizzie’s pickle recipe is the best!” The impression is
that Sarah’s days were filled with family and friends along
with the responsibilities of managing her household.

Table 1 summarizes food and sundries recorded in Mrs.
Robinson’s household book. Nutrients recognized at this
time were nitrogen (meat and milk) and carbon (breads,
cereals and sweets). Meat choices illustrate the use of pork
in the daily menu and the popularity of bacon, sausage and
hog foot jelly. Lamb and mutton were not recorded. Vegetables grown in her garden were corn, peas, cabbage, beets,
and shallots. She also purchased these vegetables from the
market. Some canned vegetables were available at this
time but are not on the shopping lists. Fruits in the expense
lists could have been eaten fresh or used in baking desserts. Breads and cereals purchased included four staples
– corn meal, wheat, oatmeal and rice. The presence of these
staples along with a recipe for making yeast suggests that
most bread was baked at home. Fats were primarily butter
Table 1 – Food and Sundries
Meat, Fish,
Poultry, Eggs,
Beans, Nuts,
Milk
Bacon
Beef
Broiler
Chicken
Eggs
Ham
Hog Foot Jelly
Pigs
Pork
Steak
Sausage
Milk, Junket
Breads and
Cereals
[corn] Meal
Flour
Oatmeal
Rice

Vegetables

Fruits

Cabbage
Collards
Corn
Greens
Hominy
Okra
Onions
Peas
Potatoes
Radishes
Shallots

Apples
Currants
Grapes
Lemons
Melon
Oranges
Peaches
Plums
Raisins
Watermelon

Fats

Other

Butter
Lard

Candy
Chocolate
Coffee
Coconut
Baking
Powder
Sugar
Vanilla
Vinegar
Broom
Soap
Tobacco
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and lard, especially for baking. Grease from bacon and
sausage was certainly saved for frying.
MRS. ROBINSON’S RECEIPTS
Mrs. Robinson recorded 64 recipes on 26 pages dated from
1888 to 1905. As many as six recipes written by the same
hand may appear on a page. Two of the sausage recipes
have no ingredient proportions. As you read the manuscript “receipts” (recipes), notice the difficulty of following
the words written in a continuous way - the style of over
100 years ago. Many descriptions of amounts and ingredients depended on availability and the cook’s interpretation. Some editing has been necessary for clarity.
Desserts comprise 60% of the recipes – cakes, icing,
cookies, jumbles, ginger snaps, pie, puddings, candy, and
a frozen dessert (sherbet). The word “cakes” usually
means cookies. Two-thirds of the recipes in the first American cookbook by Amelia Simmons in 1796 were for desserts. 6 Examples from the Household Book are:
Ginger Snaps: ¼ lb butter, lard, sugar, 1 lb
flour, pint molasses, teaspoon of soda in a
wine glass of milk.
Soft Gingerbread: 2 cups molasses, 1 cup
buttermilk, 1 tablespoonful butter or lard,
two spoonsful of soda in a wine glass of milk
Then flour to make it the consistency of
pound cake.
Loaf Cake: 2 cups of butter, 3 of sugar, 6 of
flour, 6 eggs, ½ cup of cream. 1 spoonful of
soda. 1 qt raisons (sic) stoned, cup of yeast,
nutmeg, orange peel.
Bark Cakes: 1 lb flour, 1 lb sugar, ¾ pound
butter, 6 eggs leaving out 4 whites, rind of 2
lemons Drop in small lumps & bake.
Black Cake: (1887) 4 lbs flour, 4 lbs butter, 4
lbs sugar, ¼ lb mace, ¼ lb nutmeg, Wash pick
& dry 4 lbs currants blanched and cut in very
thin slices. 1 lb almonds, Stone and cut in two
2 lbs of raisons (sic), 2 lbs citron slices thin,
break 30 eggs. Put alternately flour and sugar
with eggs. When very light add the spices
and ½ pt brandy, the currants, & almonds.
Grease pan & pour in part of the cake strew
over it some raisons (sic) & citron. Do this till
all is in – Bake 4 hours.
Black Cake: (1888) 18 eggs, 1 ½ lbs of butter,
sugar, & flour, 1 lb of blanched almonds, 2 lbs
citron, 3 lbs raisons after being seeded, 3 lbs
of currants, one goblet of wine, ½ goblet of
brandy, cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, all-

spice to taste, ½ cup of molasses, brown the
flour, This will make one large cake.
Ginger Snaps: 1 cup molasses, 1 cup of sugar,
1 cup of butter & lard mixed, light teaspoonful soda, tablespoonful of ginger or any spices
you prefer, very stiff, roll thin and bake hard.
Jumbles: 1 lb flour, ½ lb butter, 1 lb sugar, 4
eggs, nutmeg, to be rolled in sugar.
Rice Pudding: 1 1/3 cups rice, 1 qt milk, 6
eggs, 1 tablespoon of butter, half nutmeg.
Lemon Cake: 1 lb of sugar, 1 lb of flour, 1 ¾
of a lb butter, rind & juice of 2 lemons, glass
of brandy & 12 eggs.
Sweet Wafers: ½ cup lard, ½ cup butter, 2
cups sugar, 13 eggs, 4 cups flour, ½ cup milk,
nutmeg.
Bavarian Cream: Half an oz of gelatin dissolved in half pt milk quart of cream Sweetened & seasoned with vanilla beat it as you
do syllabub & stir in the milk & gelatin let it
congeal.
Lemon Pudding: Boil 2 tablespoonsful of
corn starch in 2 cups of new milk, stirring all
the while. When cold, add the yolks of 6 eggs,
½ pound sugar, 2 tablespoons of butter, the
rind and juice of 2 lemons. Pour it in the puff
paste and make the puddings, then cover
with icing, flavor with lemon and bake in the
stove and brown. This generally makes 3
puddings.
Lemon Pie: The rind & juice of a lemon, 1 cup
of sugar. The yolk of 3 eggs, 2 teaspoonfuls of
butter, ½ cup milk. Beat in the whites of 3
eggs, ½ cup of sugar and spread on the pies
& return to the oven to brown slightly.
Pudding Sauce: 3 cups sugar, 1 cup butter,
half tumbler of wine, half nutmeg.
Prune Whip: Sweeten to taste and stem ¾ of
a pound of prunes. When cold, add the
whites of four eggs when stiff Stir all together
till light. Put in a dish & bake 20 minutes.
When cold serve in a large dish covered with
cream.
Breads make up one quarter of the recipes – for waffles, egg bread, and crackers and include a recipe for yeast.
There are two or more recipes for doughnuts, muffins, and
Sally Lunn.
Waffles: 2 cups boiled hominy, 2 eggs, piece
of butter the size of an egg, some of lard, milk
to thin the batter.
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Tea Cakes: 1 qt. flour, 3 oz butter, wine glass
milk, 12 eggs, cup yeast.
DoughNuts: 1 ½ pounds of flour, ¼ lb butter,
half pound sugar, 1 cup of milk, 1 teaspoon of
soda cinnamon & nutmeg
Mrs. Wilkins Crackers: 3 pints flour, 1 tumbler
of water (small), half teacup of lard, some butter, a little sugar.
Yeast: 6 Irish potatoes, peel them & pass
through a sieve. Put in a pot. Potatoes with 3 qts
of water – boil till they are well done. Take a
pint of hops, put them in ½ pint of water; let it
boil. Mash the potatoes and return to the same
water in which they were boiled. Spoon the
hops in with the mixture. Add half-cup of salt
& tsp of sugar. When cool - add a cup of yeast
or 2 cakes
Strawberry Shortcake Add two heaping teaspoonsful baking powder and 1 tablespoon of
white sugar, a little soda to 1 qt of flour. Mix
thoroughly while dry. Chop up three tablespoon of butter in the flour Mix prepared
[ingredients] to a large cup of sweet milk. Add
one egg. Then put the whole together as
quickly and with as little handling as possible.
Roll into two sheets about 1/2 inch thick. Bake
in a greased pan - laying one sheet on top of the
other. When done & while yet warm separate
them; when cold - put between the two crusts
-a thick layer of strawberries and sprinkle with
powdered sugar Arrange largest berries on top
and small end downwards and in wedge
shaped pieces & dust powdered sugar over
them just before serving You can substitute
any kind of fruit for them.
Fruits and Vegetables are for “sweets,” the ever popular
“Sweet Potato Pudding,” and pickles. Mrs. Robinson may
have had a root cellar for storing fruits and vegetables off
season
Potato Pone: 3 cups grated potato, 1 cup sugar,
1 cup molasses, 1 cup milk or enough to make
it a consistency of a pound cake, a spoonful of
lard or butter, 2 spoonfuls flour or meal, allspice and cloves.
Sweet Potato Pudding: 3 full cups of mashed
potato, 2 light cups of sugar, 1 light cup of
butter, 4 eggs, nutmeg.
Spiced Grapes: 5 lb grapes, 8 lb sugar, 2 teaspoons cinnamon and allspice, ½ teaspoon
cloves: pulp grapes, boil until tender, cook pulp

and strain through sieve, add to skins. Put
in sugar, spices and vinegar to taste. Boil
thoroughly and cool.
Chow Chow: 1 large cabbage or 2 small
ones, ¼ peck green tomatoes, 1 doz large
cucumbers, ½ pint grated horseradish, 1/3
lb whole mustard seed, ½ oz celery, 2 tablespoonful ground pepper, same of cinnamon, same of tumeric, 1 ½ lb brown sugar,
6 large onions cut all in small pieces and
pack them down in salt one night, then put
in vinegar the spices and sugar, & let it
come to a boil & pour on while hot. Do this
3 mornings and the 3rd morning one of mustard.
Green Tomato Pickle: Slice sprinkle with
salt and let stand one night. Then drain well
and boil in vinegar and water about half &
half till tender. Boil the same quantity of
chopped cabbage the same way and mix
with tomatoes, then add spices - for one pk
of tomatoes. 1 oz cloves, ½ oz allspice, 1 of
tumeric, 1 of mace, 2 of cinnamon, ½ lb of
blk [pepper], ½ lb of white mustard seed,
ground mustard & several green peppers, 2
lbs brown sugar, celery seed. Mix well and
put into jars leaving space for vinegar ½
cup to a qt jar. It may be necessary to add
more vinegar later on.
Meat recipes included sausage and hog foot jelly,
items which were also purchased already prepared. It is
unsure where Mrs. Robinson cured the 50 pound hams.
Hog Foot Jelly: To 1 qt of jelly, 1 lb sugar, 1
pint of wine, 1 glass of brandy, juice of 2
lemons, 3 sticks of cinnamon, a little mace,
the whites of 3 eggs. Mix all together and
boil 40 minutes. Throw in a cup of cold
water and boil 15 minutes.
Brine for Pickling Beef: To 2 gills Brine
made strong enough to bear an egg, 1 heaping tablespoonful of salt petre, 1 ½ cups
warm sugar, ½ cup molasses. Boil all together. Take off the scum. Pour on the beef
when cold.
Curing Meat Sausage: To 50 lbs of meat: 12
oz salt, 6 oz. sugar, 3 oz blk pepper, 1 oz red
pepper, ½ oz salt petre.
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MRS. ROBINSON’S KITCHEN
Ice could have been purchased to store perishables and to
make Mrs. Robinson’s recipe for sherbet. Ice boxes,
wooden cabinets with metal linings, appeared as early as
the 1830s. Ice was imported from the north or locally
produced by the 1880s.7 Ice was necessary to hold the
frozen dessert until serving time. Mrs. Robinson’s recipe
states that the ingredients are set in the “freezer” and
stirred; evidently she did not have the new ‘hand cranked’
ice cream machine.
Milk Sherbet: Boil 2 quarts milk and when
cold add the whites of 2 well beaten eggs. Put
this in freezer and when it begins to freeze
add lemonade made of the juice of 6 lemons
and 1½ lbs of sugar, ½ pint of water. Stir this
well in the milk and freeze.
Kerosene on the shopping list was probably for lighting. The purchase of wood, charcoal, and coal suggests
heating for the home and for cooking in the iron stove
found in most homes following the Civil War. Mrs. Rohrer,
a Philadelphia cooking school teacher and author of many
cookbooks, advised readers that an ordinary range or
stove should not consume over half a ton of hard coal in a
month.
MRS. ROBINSON’S COOKING
Every day was cooking day in the 1880s. Mrs. Robinson’s
expertise would have been used to plan meals and market
orders with the cook, and perhaps prepare dessert recipes
from her notebook. Although recipes appear vague, experienced cooks would understand measurements and methods for preparing fancy desserts and the ingredients and
seasonings for cooking everyday recipes not in the notebook – vegetables, meat entrees, beverages (coffee, tea,
lemonade), salads, soups, sickroom recipes (beef tea) or
gelatins (jellies).
Mrs. Robinson used the new gelatin on the market for
jellies such as Bavarian Cream and Charlotte Russe. In
1893 Sarah Tyson Rohrer and Mary Lincoln, famous cook
book authors, requested Charles B. Knox to change the
popular new KNOX “gelatine” from shredded to granulated because only 1/8 ounce was needed in family recipes
and household scales did not weigh less than an
ounce.8 Compare Mrs. Robinson’s recipe for Charlotte
Russe with a modern recipe.
Charlotte Russe: To each quart of milk put 1
oz isinglass * broken into small pieces and

melted in the milk. The same as Blanc Mange.
When strained through and into a bowl containing 4 well beaten eggs with 2 cups of
sugar. Return it to the kettle and boil it to a
rich custard; pour into a bowl and set aside
until it becomes cold and stir enough for a
spoon to stand up in it. Take a pint of rich
cream and as much powdered sugar as you
think will make it thick and smooth. Beat
them together until perfectly stiff. Stir them.
Stir it … into the custard and make the custard the evening before and next morning
when I am going to use it for dinner, I beat the
cream and add it to the other ingredients. Put
all around your moulds strips of tape at top
or bottom. Pour in the contents of the bowl.
When you first put in the isinglass into the
milk, keep stirring all the time until it is dissolved. Also put in your vanilla beans while
the Milk is hot – 3 quarts milk and 1 of thick
cream; makes 2 large mould or 4 small ones
Baking day was usually on Saturday to prepare for
Sunday meals, and at least one other week day to bake for
home or church. A few of the recipes list proportions by
weight such as pounds (the European method), a more
accurate method than household measures (the American
method). Most recipes list household measures (Table 2) –
a pinch, gill, cup, wine glass, the size of an egg and
“teaspoonful” – that depend on handling and leveling
techniques for consistent products. Both methods depend
on the cook’s knowledge of mixing and baking. Measures
of weight and size depend on English or U.S. references,
specialty measuring devices of the time, and household
interpretation.
The Sally White Cake in Mrs. Robinson’s household
book is a traditional Wilmington Christmas cake. This
Table 2 – Proportions
1 dram
1 pinch
1 dessertspoonful
1 “goose egg” butter
1 gill
1 tumbler
1 cup
1 wine glass
1 pound flour
1 pound brown sugar
1 pound sugar
1 pound butter
1 pound eggs

1 / 16 ounce
1/8 to ¼ teaspoon
2 teaspoons
2 heaping teaspoons
4 ounces
6 to 8 ounces
8 ounces
4 to 6 ounces
4 cups
2 2/3 cups
2 cups
2 cups
9 large eggs
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light-color fruit cake is named for its originator, an antebellum southern belle or the owner of a rooming house. Mrs.
Kate Walker Whiting (wife of General Whiting) was credited with bringing the recipe to Wilmington from Petersburg, Virginia in 1830.
Sally White Cake (White Fruit Cake): 1 lb of
flour, 1 of citron, 1 pound of almonds, 1 coconut, 1 pound butter, 1 ¼ lb of sugar, 12 eggs,
1 tablespoon of French Brandy

The cook would need to open the coconut, pare and
shred it, and to coat the citron or other dried fruit with
flour to mix evenly in the batter. Most Sally White cakes
are seasoned with cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, vanilla or rose
water, and wine, brandy or sherry. The recipe for a 10
pound cake could be halved to simplify mixing or to make
smaller cakes. Some recipes enhanced the flavor by storing
in a cool, dry place for 30 days, moistening with equal
parts of brandy and Grand Marnier about a week before
serving, or serving with wine jelly and whipped cream.9
MRS. ROBINSON’S RECIPE DIRECTIONS
The recipes written in Mrs. Robinson’s Household Book
contain few directions for mixing or baking. Cooks
achieved superb results with just the ingredient list. A
wooden spoon, straw whips, or wooden twigs, and a
strong arm for one, two, or three hour’s time would be
needed to incorporate air for leavening since this was
before the age of mechanical or electrical beaters. Other
leavening techniques were beating the eggs separately,
creaming the flour and butter, and alternately adding ingredients while mixing the heavy batter.
Chemical leavening agents in the recipes (baking soda,
cream of tartar and baking powder) were all available
commercially by the late 1800s. They were a welcome
replacement for “pearl ash” leavening introduced in Amelia Simmons’ cookbook of 1796.10 Soda was also combined
with buttermilk, sour milk, or acid ingredients such as
molasses for leavening. Mrs. Lincoln, a known cookbook
author, recommended the following steps in making a
cake in her 1887 cookbook.11

A typical page from the household book, with instructions for
curing meat sausages and a recipe for muffins.

Mix cake in an earthen bowl, never in a tin
pan.
Use a wooden spoon, as iron spoons discolor
the hand and the mixture.
Brown sugar is good for fruit cake, but for
all other varieties use the finest granulated or
powered sugar,
When new process flour is used, take one
eighth less.
Soda, cream of tartar and baking powders
should be crushed and sifted into the flour,
then sifted two or three times with the flour.
Mix a little of the measure of flour with fruit
to keep it from sticking together.
If the sugar be lumpy, crush and sift before
using.
Eggs should be fresh, and cooled by keeping in cold water or in the ice-chest. The yolks
and whites should be beaten separately.

Volume XLIX, No. 2 – 7
Measure all ingredients, have fire and utensils ready, before you begin to mix.

minutes before putting in the cake, than watch it, and
protect it by putting over it a covering of paper, or a pan on
the grate above. Do not attempt to make a cake unless you

BAKING IN THE IRON STOVE

can have entire control of the fire.” 12

None of the recipes give baking temperatures or times.
Thermometers were not part of the iron stove for some
time. To determine oven temperature (Table 3), Mrs.
Rohrer recommended throwing some flour on the oven
floor. “If the flour browned in one quarter minute, the
oven was ready for meat but too hot for cakes.” The oven
was ready for bread if the flour browned quickly without

Mrs. Robinson’s Household Book tells a story of a
woman whose day was full - planning meals for boarders
and grandchildren at times, managing the rentals on the
family estate, seeing to the laundry and supervising the
cook. She was surrounded by family and friends with
whom recipes were shared and exchanged. Considering
the number of desserts in her book from friends, hers was
a social life. There was a garden and chickens to oversee.
She was devoted to her church and was known as a Lady

Table 3 – Oven Temperatures
250° very slow
300° slow
325° moderately slow

Bountiful. It tells today’s readers how fortunate they are in

350° moderate
375° moderately hot
450 – 500° very hot

taking fire or if one could hold her hand in the center of the
oven while counting slowly to twenty.
For a slow oven temperature (2750) Mrs. Lincoln recommended “The fire should be rather low, but sufficient to
last through the entire baking. In many stoves it is exceedingly difficult to bake cakes by a morning fire as so much
coal is put on and the fire is too hot to be checked sufficiently…. If too hot, leave the oven door open for ten

the kitchen with its many helpful gadgets and well-stocked
food stores. When you push the frozen dinner into the
microwave oven, think of Mrs. Robinson as she tried to get
the fire under control to prepare dinner. Salute a strong
and brave woman of the 19th century.
The authors are Merle Chamberlain, MSLS and Ann Hertzler,
Ph.D., RD, coeditors of Modern Recipes from Historic Wilmington, published by the Lower Cape Fear Historical Society,
2003. Research assistance was provided by James Rush Beeler,
Zita Reitblatt and Joseph Sheppard.
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