
yield a lot more food, so I would need to invite more people over to help eat it or I would have 

leftovers for a few days.  

 
Photo 1. Utilizing a metal strainer as a sieve to push the onion, bacon, and asparagus stalks into the pot to make 

Mary Randolph’s Asparagus Chicken Soup 
 

Considering how chicken is typically raised now with the hormones, I would probably 

add bay leaves to the broth to get the gamey flavor out of it.  The ingredients tell me that—in 

America in the 1800’s—they were slim to come by so one had to make do with what they 

had.  The book did a fantastic job of explaining how or why certain things were done a certain 

way.  I did not like how, in the recipe I chose, it said one could use a food processor, that did not 

exist when this recipe was created.  

Overall, I would make this soup again.  I will probably either add potatoes to it or serve it 

with some rice to give it a little more substance.  It was very delicious, but not filling—both of us 

were hungry after an hour of eating.    
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Photo 2. Ro Krueger cutting the asparagus stalks to make the soup base after initially cutting the onion for the soup. 
 

 

Vegetable Beef Soup 

 

Kelly Butler 

Georgia Southern University 

 

Old Southern Cookery contains a myriad of recipes from which to choose. I was 

immediately drawn to the desserts section, as I wondered what it was like to make sweets in the 

19th century. After reading through, I decided to create something that would be similar to what 

was eaten every day in Mary’s lifetime. I finally chose to recreate a soup. Choosing which soup 

was easy: vegetable beef soup was a family favorite growing up. My mom would often make this 

for dinner year-round. It was something for which my siblings and I would beg her to make. I 

was delighted to find this recipe in her cookbook! 

Mary’s recipe was harder to understand, when she compared the size of vegetables to 

hen’s eggs, and did not use proper measurements. She would recommend a pinch or small 
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bundle of an ingredient, at times. I will add she used vividly detailed instructions which were 

helpful. Hendricks’ recreation of the recipe was more direct and easier to follow using 

measurements that I comprehended. I had the majority of the ingredients already in my fridge. I 

followed the recipe’s instructions exactly, for the most part, however, I made a few adjustments 

to the ingredients.  

 

Photo 3. The ingredients for this vegetable beef soup 

 

My family and I are big fans of tomatoes, so much that we will just cut one up and eat it 

fresh. I added cans of tomatoes to the soup. When I had finished the soup, it tasted very bland 

and flavorless. I wondered if this was because they didn’t use many spices in the 19th century, or 

if cost or scarcity played a part in using a certain amount. Since the soup tasted bland, I decided 

to add more spices, especially salt. My mom has often said that soups tasted better the later you 

ate them, which is reassuring wisdom when making soup. I used what she recommended and 

made the soups in the morning so they would sit throughout the day. She recommends this 

because the seasoning has more time to soak and the meat has more time to absorb all the 

flavors. It was great advice and helped make the soup more enjoyable. I invited my family over 

to my house so we could all enjoy the soup together! I served the soup with crackers and sweet 

tea. I had expected there to be leftovers but was quite surprised when I went to clean up and 
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found the pot empty, completely empty! I even considered cutting the recipe in half but I’m glad 

I just followed my gut. My family loved it! Not only was the soup delicious, but it was also 

extremely easy to prepare! Overall I had a great cooking experience, maybe because I chose an 

easy dish or because I’m a perfectionist and followed the instructions exactly. This is a dish I 

plan to add to my recipe book!  

Mary Randolph wanted to share her recipes, and her passion for culinary left behind a 

legacy. Here it is over 100 years later and I am planning to add her recipe to my recipe book! 

Cooking in the 19th century had to be much different than today, with having an open fire and a 

Dutch oven. It must have taken more work to prepare a meal. The ingredients were simple, and 

with vegetable soup, one may have a variety of vegetables to add. With such a short list of 

ingredients, I wonder if this was due to cost and resources or if simple was better in Mary’s day. 

This recipe tells me that life during the 19th century had to be hard and more work. It was not 

just a quick grocery run to get ingredients. It took hard work to prepare a meal for your family. I 

am thankful for the legacy Mary Randolph left us. She inspires me to learn more about cooking 

and grow my skills. 
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Photo 4 and 5. Kelly Butler and her soup 

 

 

Virginia Gumbo 

 

Asa Roberts 

Georgia Southern University 

 

I chose to cook Virginia Gumbo. I have never made a gumbo in my life (although, I make 

a mean Cincinnati chili) and always had the thought to try cooking one someday. My wife is also 

an avid gardener, and she had a couple things in the garden I would be able to use for a more 

authentic flare. For these reasons, the Virginia Gumbo stood out to me. It was not difficult to 

make at all, which spoke to the practical nature of Mary Randolph’s vision for the book. I took 

only a couple liberties along the way, and I chose chicken as my choice protein. I made a bigger 
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batch with the intention of eating this a few times that week, so, I doubled the ingredients than 

the recipe stated. 

The first modification I made was splitting the ratio equally between water and stock for 

some easily added richness in flavor. Unfortunately, I did not have enough okra from our garden 

to properly “up” (kitchen lingo) the batch quantity, so I had exactly 2-2 & ½ cups of okra. I did 

not realize that our okra plants—being from the spring planting, have nearly stopped producing 

except for some random stragglers. Now knowing this, this dish will definitely be made next 

year so I can better utilize her okra. Old Southern Cookery instructs the cook to boil the okra for 

10 minutes before the next step. I think there is an interesting contrast to observe between the 

modern revision and Mary Randolph’s original cookbook at this interval.   

The original recipe calls for more okra than the modern revision. Further, it instructs the 

cook to add it, along with the onion, into the water at an early hour in the morning. In this 

original recipe, the water is not boiling, rather, it is “steadily simmering.” I have a theory as to 

why that is. Okra has the love-or-hate “slimy” quality to it. This slimy aspect is called the 

mucilage. It is actually quite healthy and good for consumption. I speculate, that having the 

water at a steady simmer for so long in addition to using “two double handfuls” of okra 

(definitely way more than 2 cups) the effect would actually cause the mucilage to coalesce with 

the water, creating a more viscous base. I am not sure, but I have every intention of testing that 

theory next year when we have another over-abundance of okra to use.  

Okra is a cool ingredient. It originated in Africa, so there is a sort of cultural exchange 

happening with this dish, especially given the time period from which it came. Mary combines 

elements from another world region to make this excellent dish. Okra also grows really well in 
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the South which, again, points to the practical and attainable nature of her cookbook. One would 

likely have enough okra to feed a large family, for sure. Smart dish. 

Onto the next step: I add the remaining veggies and chicken, salt, and pepper. I used 

canned tomatoes and frozen Lima beans. Lima beans are another cool ingredient. I am no expert, 

but I would guess that they were used by the Native Americans, since they originated in South 

America (hence the name). So, again—another likely cultural exchange happening with this dish, 

which is something to get excited about. I decided on another modification, here, because my 

wife had planted these “snake gourds” which are very large and hilarious looking. The plant 

literally looks like it is growing all of these Moray Eels. They are huge and somewhat abundant 

(we typically just sauté them with some veggies to eat as a side or throw them in with spaghetti 

sauce to give our jar of sauce some pizazz). So, instead of using yellow squash, I opted to use 

what was already in the garden and belonged to the same family—a choice, I’d wager, that Mary 

Randolph would have approved had she been in my shoes.  
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Photo 6. Snake gourd from my wife’s garden with a (to her chagrin) poorly drawn eel face on it. 

  

While the remaining ingredients were cooking, I make the next move: melt a stick of 

butter (on low heat, to prevent browning and scorching) and combine the flour with the melted 

butter to create my paste—or slurry?—or roux? –thickening agent. Once finished, I slowly pour 

the paste into the gumbo while deliberately stirring it. On medium-high heat, I cook-off the 

bacon until it is much crispier than I normally would prefer and pat it dry. I do this, so it is easier 

to crumble and use as a garnish. Plus: chopped, limp bacon in a slimy ol’ ochra soup? –way too 

many like textures for me. I need that crisp quality with the garnishment to contrast those other 

textures in the soup. 

 At some point during this cooking process, I cooked white rice from a bag. This is a very 

important step if you are having gumbo. Rice is another cool ingredient, because rice originates 
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in Asia, yet was (somehow, someway) introduced to Africa before the first European explorers 

even hit the African coast (So. Neat). Now, it is dinner time, and we sup from a colonial inspired 

meal!  

 

Photo 7. Virginia Gumbo 

   

What is super neat about this dish is how uniquely inspired it is. Although slavery is such 

a dark and horrible part of United States history, the culinary knowledge that enslaved servants 

brought to the colonies and their influence is an undeniable component to America’s cultural 

heritage. Gumbo is a West African dish, and here is such a refined example that jumps from 

history’s pages as you cook it. As I pondered how perplexing things must be, so that some white 

boy from the Midwest can cook a Southern-inspired meal; which actually originated in Africa; 

yet utilizes European and indigenous, South American ingredients—I realized that Mary 

Randolph’s book not only kindles the American culinary tradition, it keeps alive several culinary 

traditions that all converge at a single point in America’s history. She might have learned a 
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recipe like this from her mother or grandmother or some other family member, but the dish did 

not derive from her family. I felt, like, ‘maybe I chose the wrong recipe?’—at first. This is 

“Southern” for us Midwesterners, sure, but its origin is not necessarily so. Then, I had this 

realization, that, it must belong to this cookbook. Because the only way a Southerner would have 

encountered gumbo would have been from an enslaved African, at some point. With its 

inclusion, Mary Randolph very much keeps alive the stories that weave American culinary 

together. Not to disgrace it, but to preserve it, and continue its culinary tradition. I would have 

never come to this realization had I never spent time cooking this gumbo. I really enjoyed my 

time with Mary Randolph, and I pledge to pick her book up, from time to time, and keep the 

American culinary tradition alive and tell its stories through her.  

 

Photo 8. Asa Roberts with his second helping of Virginia Gumbo. He forgot to take a picture with himself and the 
dish the first time he ever made it. Fortunately, he made it again the weekend he finished this paper because his wife 
was craving it and had another photo opp. 
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