




Cooking a Victorian Thanksgiving 
ince most of the magazines used for Victorian Times are British, it’s not easy to find information on 
“Victorian Thanksgiving.”  Even American magazines tend to publish recipes and the occasional poem, but 
little more.  So I thought I’d take this opportunity to share a bit of a glimpse of what cooking a Thanksgiving 

dinner in the Victorian style was really like—because that’s exactly what we did during most of my childhood! 
 My grandparents purchased a farmhouse in Mendocino County, California, in the early 1940’s, and this was 
our regular and joyous destination for weekends, holidays, and  long weeks of summer.  Cooking at “Vinegar 
Hill” took place almost entirely on a great, beautiful Monarch wood stove—complete with warming ovens, and 
room underneath for the cats to sprawl out and enjoy the warmth. (In later years an electric plate was added, but 
the house wasn’t even wired for electricity until 1959!) 
 To cook a Thanksgiving feast on a wood stove requires patience and planning.  One also hopes for a cold 
November day...  
 Pumpkin pies were generally done a few days early, since you can’t bake a pie and roast a turkey at the same 
time (or temperature).  We often had an apple pie as well, made from apples from our own trees.  Another task 
that might be done a day or two early was the cranberry sauce.  This was my domain; I’d carefully sort the berries, 
discarding the unripe and the overripe, and piling the rest into a kettle with water and sugar.  Then, too, I hoped 
for a cold November, because making cranberry sauce meant quite literally “slaving over a hot stove” for at least 
20 minutes!  Some of the sauce was destined for the table, but most went into canning jars to be stored for the 
winter.  At least our jars had modern vacuum-seal lids; we didn’t have to resort to the Victorian technique of 
scraping a pig’s bladder membrane clean and thin to seal the jars! 
 On Thanksgiving morning, the first task—as the oven grew warm while we made coffee and cooked 
breakfast—was to dry bread slices for the “stuffing.”  I’d then crumble this into bits in a large bowl.  We always 
made too much, perhaps on purpose, so after the stuffing was made, my sister and I would take the leftover bits 
and spread them along the fence posts for the birds. Thanksgiving was for everyone! 
 In those days, we also had chestnut trees (not yet destroyed by the blight), and felt there was only one 
acceptable kind of stuffing: Chestnut stuffing!  This also meant a bit of early preparation, which was the one 
Thanksgiving chore my sister and I truly hated: Blanching chestnuts.  Chestnuts were generally gathered in 
October, and allowed to dry.  On Thanksgiving we’d pry them out of their shells, pop them in a kettle of water, 
and set them to boil for an hour or so.  Eventually they would have cooked enough that we could fish them out 
and peel off the bitter inner membrane—a task that resulted in quite a few burned fingers, and hands that felt dry 
and sticky from chestnut starch.  (Letting them cool was not an option, as they’d no longer “peel.”)  But we agreed 
that the joy of chestnut stuffing was worth the pain.  
 Eventually the turkey would go into the oven.  Nowadays, for most of us, that means it’s time to leave the 
kitchen and go watch the game or whatever.  Not when you’re using a wood stove!  The key element in roasting a 
turkey in a wood stove is temperature—and temperature isn’t controlled by a dial.  It’s controlled by wood.  That 
meant someone (i.e., my sister or I) had to be on duty pretty much the entire day, stoking the firebox every 15 
minutes or so and keeping a sharp eye on the thermostat.  If the temperature was dropping, you looked for a “hot” 
wood—usually a hard wood like oak or chestnut.  If it was getting too high, you looked for a softer wood, such as 
redwood or fir, to let the fire cool down a bit. Another reason to hope for a cool November day! 
 By mid-afternoon, the rest of the cooking would begin, and every inch of the stove would be covered with 
pots and pans.  Bread or rolls would be warming in the warming ovens that flanked the stove-pipe.  Gravy would 
be simmering in a pan toward the back (“cool”) part of the stove, while potatoes might be boiling over the hotter 
section.  Vegetables would be cooking somewhere near the middle.  Since there isn’t room for more than one 
cook on such a stove, my grandmother would be managing it all, waving utensils as if conducting an orchestra. 
 And at last it would be done, and the final challenge would be finding a place for all the fixings on the table.  
My last task for the day would have been to gather autumn leaves and create a centerpiece around a pair of 
candles, while my sister laid the table and set out gleaming glasses and snow-white napkins.   
 Cooking Thanksgiving “Victorian-style” was a lot of work—and hot work if November chanced to be warm, 
as it often is in California.  But somehow, it always seemed to remind us all the more of what we were thankful 
for—perhaps the more so because it didn’t come easily.  Someday, I hope to find a wood stove and do it again... 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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