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Among Harvard's Libraries 

SAY THE SECRET WORD: 
AN ODYSSEY THROUGH HARVARD'S 

LIBRARIES AND MUSEUMS 

Barbara Haber,Joyce Toomre, and Barbara Wheaton 
"Do you have any maps that indicate 

where particular foods are eaten? Dumplings, 
for instance?" Or: "Do you have any wood-
cuts illustrating the Passover Seder?" We have 
been posing such questions to Harvard 
librarians and curators for almost a year now 
as we work our way through the Univer-
sity's library and museum system searching 
for information about food. Our quest, 
however, will not result in a cookbook, an 
assumption many people make. Instead, 
using the resources of Harvard libraries and 
museums, we are planning a book that will 
tell the story of food and the human condi-
tion. We hope to show that the study of food 
and of the practices and customs around its 
production and consumption can be a use-
ful way to further our understanding of peo-
ples across cultures and through time. This 
book, to be extensively illustrated, will 
include both texts and commentary. No 
small task, to be sure, and Harvard, with its 
amazing network of libraries and museums, 
is just the place in which to do it. 

When our own subject, food in human 
culture, is approached with breadth and 
imagination, it appears in a great many 
aspects of life; and is consequently reflected 
in a variety of ways both expected and unex-
pected in the Harvard collections. More 
generally, we are finding that the numerous 
facilities of Harvard contain materials rele-
vant not only to scholars in the particular 
fields which they were designed to serve, but 
also to scholars with very different interests. 

Others before us, mostly working in 
established disciplines, have studied one 
aspect of food or another. It is two centuries 
since Le Grand d'Aussy published his history 
of French cooking, but it is only in the last 
two decades that culinary history has become 
an active field. 1 The libraries tend to reflect 

1 Pierre Jean Baptiste Le Grand d'Aussy, Histoire de la vie 
privee des Franfais, depuis l'origine de la nation jusqu'a nos jours, 
3 vols. (Paris: P.O. Pierres, 1782). 

2 Specialized microform series also contain many pertinent 
items not available locally. Most of the volumes listed in 
Pollard and Redgrave and in Donald Wing's Short Title 
Catalog of English books from 1641 to 1700, are availa-
ble on microfilm. These include, in addition to the basic 
cookbooks, writings on health, agriculture, morality, and 
domestic management-all of the greatest interest to culi-
nary historians. The early years of printing in North 
America are available in similar series. The Schlesinger 
Library has microfilmed some eight hundred works in its 

the older, established disciplines. As we 
approach our task, for instance, we find that 
Tozzer contains an extraordinary, vast cata-
log of articles in anthropology, listed by sub-
ject matter as well as by author and title. At 
Peabody there are materials for studying the 
history of food preparation; at the Fogg are 
representations of food in works of art, and 
in the botany libraries and Widener we find 
information on the historical spread of 
specific foodstuffs. 2 

Each of the libraries we visit has its own 
vision. The organization and character of 
each collection has been shaped by the nature 
of the discipline or disciplines that it serves. 
Each has benefited from the collections 
bequeathed by individuals, from the scho-
larly interests and orientation of the faculty 
users, and from the cumulative effort of the 
professionals who have worked there. In 
other words, we are not visiting one library 
forty times, but forty different libraries. Our 
job is to figure out the most effective way 
to approach a collection organized around its 
own discipline and then to tease out the 
material relevant to our subject. 

As we make our weekly visits to museums 
and libraries we have developed a modus 
operandi. We call ahead to set up an appoint-
ment with someone knowledgeable about 
that particular collection. We are seeking the 
person or the people who best know the col-
lection and can give us some suggestions 
about how to proceed. We have met direc-
tors, technical services people, curators and 
assistants, all in various combinations. When 
we arrive, we first describe our project and 
the kind of food-related image/refer-
ence/object that we are hoping to find. Since 
the library personnel are usually hearing 
about our project for the first time, their ini-
tial reaction is occasionally enthusiastic, but 
more often an expression of puzzlement or 
disbelief "What? Food in our collection? But 
we don't have any cookbooks." Still, as we 
continue talking together and bouncing ideas 

own collection and the History ofWomen series included 
more. The Goldsmiths'-Kress Library of Economic Literature 
includes many pertinent works. For the extensive hold-
ings in Jewish history, see Guide to]udaica: Microforms in 
the Harvard College Library (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Library, 1988). It would undoubtedly be possible to 
extend this list indefinitely. For an overview of local 
resources see Barbara K. Wheaton and Patricia M. Kelly, 
Culinary History Resources in Eastern Massachusetts (Boston: 
G. K. Hall, 1988); seep. 359 for lists ofrecent works on 
the anthropology of food, and pp. 366-68 for lists of 
works on food in literature. 
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back and forth, suddenly "someone says the 
secret word," as Groucho Marx used to say. 3 

Comprehension dawns, the link is made, but 
instead of a duck landing at our feet, we are 
offered particular treasures from manuscripts, 
rare books, old photographs. Even ephemera, 
such as postcards, bookplates, trade cards, 
and sheet music can be useful. When we 
approach a traditional resource like the 
archival records of the Tudor Ice Company 
we have a different angle. Others are 
interested in business history; we want to 
know how the ice was used. 

Terms have meanings that can shift from 
one institution to another, or from one con-
text to another. At the Houghton Library, for 
instance, a manuscript can be hand-lettered 
ink on vellum or the draft of a poem by 
Emily Dickinson. At Gutman one can find 
Sesame Street tapes in the archives of the 
Workshop for Children's Television. At the 
Schlesinger Library a manuscript is that part 
of the collection which is unpublished, such 
as the papers of Julia Child. Some special 
sources are not mentioned to us at all, 
because they are so obvious to experts that 
our knowledge of them is assumed. Only 
later, if we are lucky, do we discover the exis-
tence of some essential book or finding aid. 
It might not occur to us, for example, that 
there might be a Guide to Western European 
Newspapers in the Boston area. Perhaps most 
misleading of all are the things we think we 
know, and don't. Any culinary historian 
worth his or her salt knows Georges Vicaire's 
Bibliographie gastronomique. A properly trained 
bibliographer, however, referring us to 
Vicaire, would intend us to consult his 
monumental Manuel de l'amateur de livre du 
XIXe siecle (1801-1893) in eight volumes. On 
such "false friends" are constructed misun-
derstandings worthy of comic opera. 

Our questions are on various levels. In the 
library of an unfamiliar field, we are some-
what disoriented, and ultimately depend on 
the guidance of the library staff. We do not 
know the standard tools outside our special-

' Groucho Marx's television program, You Bet Your Life, 
began each week's competition by telling the viewers a 
secret word; if a contestant said it, a duck fell from the 
ceiling and the contestant was rewarded with a bonus of 
$100. 

4 HRAF refers to the Human Resources Area Files, a 
research tool for anthropological material; MEDLARS 
stands for Medical Literature Analysis & Retrieval Sys-
tem. BRS is Bibliographical Retrieval Services, and 

ties, or how the material is divided. We find 
ourselves looking blank as specialized terms 
are tossed off-HRAF, MEDLARS, BRS, 
and NUCMC. 4 Furthermore, we are not 
clear about the methodologies specific to the 
discipline, we do not know the major names 
in the field, and we certainly do not know 
the burning issues, let alone the burned-out 
ones. Our questions can be basic-how is the 
card catalog organized, for example-or they 
may simply reflect unfamiliarity with the 
scope of a collection. The Divinity School 
library specializes in Protestantism, particu-
larly of a liberal persuasion, while for many 
items on Catholicism we must go to 
Widener. 

The cataloging process creates its own 
problems. Fashions in foods and in the lan-
guage of food change (and it is just as well, 
or there would be nothing for culinary 
historians to do), and therefore the researcher 
does not always know what term some sub-
jects are going to be described under. In the 
old Harvard Catalog the seeker after "Pasta" 
finds it under "Macaroni" - a term evok-
ing gluey Velveeta sauces and cardboard 
more than today's upscale starch. The com-
puter catalog HOLLIS has put a new twist 
in the labyrinth: when "Macaroni" is called 
up it returns, at present, two items. It does 
not cross-reference "Pasta," which lists the 
items formerly placed under "Macaroni." 5 

Today's catalog offers the new and useful 
heading: "Cookery, Food processor," and 
indeed many books have been published in 
this category. But what are we to make of 
the category "Aladdin Oven"? Edward 
Atkinson developed the oven in the late 
1880s as a part of his efforts to improve the 
diet of the working poor (and to make it pos-
sible for them to subsist on low wages). He 
did not succeed. The workers did not want 
to eat the kind of food that the device could 
sometimes be coaxed to produce, and its ten-
dency to catch fire made it yet more unpopu-
lar. 6 "Aladdin Oven," however, lives on as a 

NUCMC is the National Union Catalog of Manuscripts. 
' Don't even ask about macaronic literature. 
6 For a full account of Atkinson's work, see Harvey Leven-

stein, Revolution at the Table: The Transformation of the Ameri-
can Diet (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 
48, 50, 54; and Laura Shapiro, Perfection Salad: Women and 
Cooking at the Tum of the Century (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 1986), pp. 150-151, 154, 156. 
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subject heading wherever Atkinson's book 
still sits on the shelves. 7 

What reassures us is that others before us 
have worked across disciplines in pursuit of 
their special subjects. American studies, 
Afro-American studies, and women's studies 
have all yielded important scholarly results 
using a multi-disciplined approach in their 
research. We too are finding that our adven-
tures in the Harvard Library system are 
bringing a happy mixture of expected and 
unexpected rewards. Rather than trying to 
impose a preordained structure on the book, 
we are letting the material we find accumu-
late until it forms natural clusters. We have 
a tentative outline for our chapters-Hunters, 
Fishers, and Gatherers; Food in the Life 
Cycle; The Sacred and the Secular; Social 
Aspects of Food; Technology and Trade; and 
Public Policy Issues-and we know what 
topics we would like to include under those 
headings, but finding the illustrations and 
putting the pieces together can take quite a 
while. Consider the case of maize. We have 
taken Harvard's Hasty Pudding Club as a 
point of departure and have decided to stir 
all our boiled corn meal mush, better known 
as hasty pudding, into the chapter on the 
social aspects of food. But what can be found 
at Harvard that illuminates this humble dish? 
For starters, the manuscript of the epony-
mous poem by Joel Barlow is in Houghton; 
the Archives have all the records of the Hasty 
Pudding Club; Kress has eighteenth-century 
prints of street sellers with polenta; the Pea-
body has Northwest Indian straw baskets in 
which mush was boiled, as well as brushes 
for cleaning out the baskets, and to finish off 
this section, the Medical School has John 
Denison Hartshorn's manuscript diary from 
the eighteenth century in which Hartshorn, 
a young medical student, records his con-
sumption of an inordinate quantity of hasty 
pudding. 

Hunters, fishers, and gatherers are another 
of our topics, and clearly an important chap-
ter in the history of mankind's search for 
food. But we are about to be overwhelmed 
by the sheer volume of Harvard's holdings 
on fish alone. Instead of a chapter, we could 

7 "Paper bag cookery," another bit of historical dross, has 
by contrast been the subject of half-a-dozen titles. 
Elizabeth Driver, A Bibliography of Cookery Books Published 
in Britain, 1875-1914 (London: Prospect Books in associ-
ation with Mansell Publishing, 1989), p. 700. 

write several books on the subject. Artists, 
craftsmen, scientists, and fishermen have 
delighted in them. Daniel Fearing '13, gave 
Harvard his great collection of fish books; 
the Museum of Comparative Zoology 
(M CZ) has bas relief gold medals of fish; the 
Peabody has monstrous wooden halibut 
hooks made by Indians in Oregon; the 
Harvard-Yenching Library has eighteenth-
century woodcuts of fishermen in a Ming 
encyclopedia; the Fogg has Monet's still-life 
painting of fish, and most wondrous of all, 
stored in Houghton is the MCZ's book on 
the fish and shellfish of the Molluccas. 9 This 
work by Louis Renard was written in French, 
dedicated to King George of England, and 
published in Amsterdam in 1754. 10 Most of 
the engravings in the first volume depict 
actual species of fish; the second volume con-
tains imaginary fish. All are hand painted in 
delicately-toned watercolors. Each of the lat-
ter designs is more outrageous than the 
previous, but all are delightful. Many are 
accompanied by notes in a fine copperplate 
hand; one even recommends frying the fish 
(in all its polka-dotted imaginary splendor!) 
and then serving it with sorrel sauce. 

We will of course use cookbooks. The 
Harvard and Radcliffe holdings include such 
prizes as a copy of the earliest printed recipes 
(Platina's De honesta voluptate, (ca. 1474) and 
the first edition, issued serially, of Mrs. Bee-
ton's Book efHousehold Management (1860-61), 
can hardly be ignored. The plethora of cook-
books produced by voluntary associations in 
this country seem at first glance to be oflit-
tle interest, the recipes often poorly written, 
sometimes plagiarized, and rarely imagina-
tive. They reveal more to the historian than 
their compilers intended. Published by 
groups in churches, unions, women's 
suffrage groups, and a thousand other volun-
tary associations, such books are an excellent 
source for social history. Since custom dic-
tated that women should lead private lives, 
books about domesticity were the only way 
in which most ordinary women might find 
their way into print. In them we hear the ver-
nacular speech of regions, we see the ver-
nacular practices in tens of thousands of 

8 Manuscript number. 
9 Claude Monet. Fish (ca. 1870), oil on canvas. Fogg Art 

Museum, Friends of the Fogg Art Museum. 
10 Louis Renard, Poissons, ecrevisses et crabes (Amsterdam: Chez 

Reinier et Josue Ollens, 1754). 
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kitchens. Sometimes we are lucky enough to 
find excellent recipes for local specialities. 
Even the plagiarized recipes can be seen as 
an indication of what materials were being 
read and admired. 11 

Studying the food habits of people-
collectively and individually-often reveals 
them in a new and unexpected light. The 
Divinity School has material that shows the 
place of food in religious life. At the level of 
individual biography, the famous anarchist, 
Emma Goldman, who in 1919 was impri-
soned for conspiracy to obstruct draft regis-
tration, had the good fortune of having a 
lover who owned a delicatessen store. This 
man shared her political ideals and at the 
same time could cater to her food longings, 
which prison seemed to intensify. Writing 
from the Missouri State Prison Goldman 
says: 

Now dear boy you have yourself to blame 
if you make me cry out with David Cop-
perfield [i.e., Oliver Twist] for some of the 
good things you carry in your delicatessen 
store. So send us another box soon, don't 
think you can send too much, there are too 
many hungry souls here. Among the things 
we liked most in your box was crabmeat, 
sardines, the sausage-quite a different kind 
from what we get here. Kate O'Hare altho 
[sic] married to an Irishman has a great lik-
ing for Jewish food. She likes smoked 
salmon awfully well, so you can send that 

11 There are now several guides to this long-neglected field. 
Among them are: Eleanor Parker Brown and Bob Brown, 
Culinary Americana: Cookbooks Published in the Cities and 
Towns of the United States of America during the Years from 
1860 through 1960 (New York: Roving Eye, 1961); Mar-
garet Cook, America's Charitable Cooks: A Bibliography of 
Fund-Raising Cookbooks Published in the United States 
1861-1915 (Kent, OH: privately published, 1970); and Janet 
Bluestein Longone, and Daniel Longone, American Cook-
books and Wine Books, 1797-1950 (Ann Arbor: Clements 

also and a variety of canned fruits, we have 
preserves. Anyway, send along a mixture 
and it will be appreciated. 12 

Although a little shaky on her Dickens, she 
was clear and precise about food. These 
details give us an unusual glimpse of what 
constituted quality of life for Goldman. 

Sigmund Freud also exhibited the mun-
dane concern of the main provider for a 
family when, during the First World War, he 
agreed to produce a popularly written arti-
cle for a Hungarian journal in exchange for 
a sack of potatoes. Vienna had been suffer-
ing from winter shortages and bartering for 
food was far more relevant to the Freud 
family than procuring paper currency. Ever 
after, the family called the essay "the potato 
dish" (" Kartoffelschmarren"). 13 

We all accept the importance of knowing 
what buildings people build, what books 
they read, what songs they sing, even what 
clothes they wear, for we humans reveal our-
selves in many ways. With this in mind, we 
see that the foods people eat and how they 
think about food also reveal the diversity and 
unity of humankind. The fact that the many 
collections in the Harvard libraries offer so 
much information about food seen from such 
varied points of view illustrates how intri-
cately food and food customs are woven into 
all aspects of life. 

Library, Wine and Food Library, 1984). At present a friend 
of the Schlesinger Library is organizing the development 
of a collection of such cookbooks published by the wives 
of State Department personnel overseas. 

12 Letter from Emma Goldman to Leon Maimed from pri-
son, Jefferson City, Missouri, 17 July 1919. Goldman-
Maimed Collections, Schlesinger Library, Folder #23. 

13 Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, Anna Freud: A Biography (New 
York: Summit Books, 1988), p. 77. 


