
From Aunt Ollvla's Kitchen 

Rhubarb~ a ·root for all seasons? 
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Like a lot of us, and especially like . most old-time Cape 
Codders who eked out their livings on sparse sandy soil and 
made do, made-over, and used up whenever they could (even, 
it is1said, the pig's squeal), Aunt Olivia saved things. String. 
Paper bags. Newspaper clippings. Bits of old face and fabric : 
Tacks, nails, screws, bolts, nuts, and washers. She saved 
anything that might "com~ in handy some day:" But, unlike 
some of us, Aunt Olivia was neat in her collecting. -

When she had gathered a batch of newspaper clippings, for 
• instance, she spent long winter evenings (after all the socks 
were damed and mending done), pasting nuggets of informas 
tion into a big sturdily-bound book. Inside its front cover, in 
her uncle's fine old hand, was written, "This book bought in 
1875 on Com Hill, Boston,· Massachusetts.'-' 

No m~tter that the book's pages were.covered with statisti-. 
cal information. Lists of figures interested her.not at all; of far 
more importance were the inspirational passages ·snipped 
from newspapers and magazines. Recipes an~ home reme­
dies, jokes and cartoons, · poems and obituaries, and items 
telling of unusual developments of her own era. These she 
saved and pasted over the statistics, obliterating them 
forever. • 

Long years later, in our faster-paced world, we pour over 
her old clippings. In additio9 to giving us d'eeper insight into 
Aunt Olivia's personality, we find hints we may be able to use 
ourselves. We're tempted, by suggestions made in· ari article 

· written by one Jessie G. Adee about a couple of farme·rs in 
Kansas, to experiment. • . 

"Lots of farmers," · she writes, "store their fruit on their 
cellar shelves, but not the Farman brothers of Manhattan, 
Kan~as; they grow theirs there. 

"People who like rhubarb pie always· find it h,ilrd to wait 
until spring comes. The Farman brothers don't wait; when 
they get hungry for pie, they go down cellar and cut a bunch 
of rhubarb. · 

"'Rhubarb will grow in ;my cellar,' Clyde Farman told me, 
'if the temperature is kept at,out 60°F. We use two-year-old 
roots; that is, we-divide the roots, leaving at least one eye in a 
piece; then let them grow at least two years withqut disturb­
ing them. We let them lie dormant until just before the 

• • ground~freezes in the fall, then dig th~m up and let them lie 
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on top of the ground until they freeze solid. Freezfog seems _to 
increase their productivity. 

"'Then they are placed in a dark cellar, eith~r on the floor 
or on- shelves, or in a box, and covered lightly with earth. 
With an occasional watering, and by keeping the temperature 
about 60°, the stalks will be ready for cutting in about four 
weeks. A two-year-old root will produce fou~ to five pounds of 
stalks; one four to five years old will produce six or seven 
pounds. _ 

"'The stalks are more tender and more delicate in flavor 
than when grown in the open ground; the leaves are smaller, 
and the stalks a more attractive red.'" 
. Only by experimenting with a few foots of rhubarb, dug up · 

late this fall, and by following instructions, can the truth be · 
discovered about growing a winter crop of rhubarb .• Would it 
be worth trying? For those who hanker for rhubarb P,ie in 
January, it probably would be. , 

Should the method prove successful;_and you find yourself 
emerging from your cellar some cold morning with a fat 

. bundle of rhubarb stalks, here are a few ways to convert their 
crisp tartness -into fine edibles. • 

_.Thi"s recipe for Menemsha Rhubarb Pie must have come to 

by Lydia Lovell 

Aunt Olivia from across the Sound; one branch of her famil 
was lured over to Martha's Vineyard during the height d 
whaling days. The Lovells occasionally got together wit! 
those c~usins and kept in touch with them by mail. I like tc 
think of the ladies sitting and sharing recipes around th~ 
dinirig room table after a company di,mer had been preparei 
and consl_lmed, and after the menfolk had repaired to the bar 
for a smoke and a discussion of politics and the latest in 
agricultural techniques. 

To make Menemsha Rhubarb ·Ple, prepare a good two-crus~ 
pie dough and line a deep Pyrex pieplate with pastry: Mi_ll 
together 1 ¼ cups sugar and 1 T. flour; sprinkle on~-third-o 
the mixture evenly over the bottom crust. . 

Wash, 'peel, and cut rhubarb stalks in half-inch lengths. 
Scatter enough into the pieplate to half fill it; sprinkle on 
another third of sugar/floui:_. Add additional rhubarb to form a 
gentle mound, but don't overfill; if you do, the juicy fruit will 
boil out and mess up your oven. Add the rest of the sugar and 
flour. Top with six or eight pieces of butter "the size OJ 

a meadowlark's egg.'' Since I ne_v.er found an ~gg of th€ 
meadowlark, I don't know how big one is, so I slice off half a 
dozen generous patties from a stick of butter and distribute 
them evenly. • 

Roll out-the top crust. In a teacup, blend a tablespoon o 
margarine with one of butter.- and spread over the rolled 
pastry, then dust with flour. Roll very lightly with rolling pin. 
Make slits for escaping steam. Moi_sten the edge of the lower 
crust with cold water, flip on top crust, butter side up, and\ 
press edges together with a fork before trimming off excess 
pastry. Sprinkle top genc;rously with· cold water. _Bake in 
preheated oven at 400°, 40 to 45 minutes . 

. Aunt Olivia- had her own recipe for Rhubarb Meringue Pie, 
one the Lovell's were particularly partial to because we pre• 
ferred meringue to p~stry on top. Aunt Olivia cooked both 
crust and filling before assembling this pie. 

Boil 3½ c_ups fresh cut up rhubarb pieces with ¾ cup sugar 
for a few minutes. Add a pinch of salt . For a ten-inch pie, 
separate two eggs. -Seat the yolks well, then stir in ½ C. 
sugar blended with 3 teaspoons cornstarch. Add one table­
spoon cold wat~r. Then pour into boiling rhubarb, stirring 
constantly until juice clears and thickens. When sauce is 
cooked. pour into a baked. pie crust. 

For the meringue, beat the egg whites stiff, but not dry, 
.. .:!~~at in 2 T. sugar and one teaspoon cream of tartar. Spread 

m'.eringue over pie filling, carrying the egg whites to the ·edge 
ofcrust so meringue won't shrink while baking. Brown ten to 
fifteen minutes in 350° oven, watching the last five minutes to 
be' sure meringue doesn't burn. Allow to cool in a draft-free 
location before serving. ' • 

Plain old-fashioned rhubarb sauce, a fine spring tonic, may 
be as efficacious in January as it is in March-. Chop up a pint 
or so of rhubarb. Boil with a cup of sugar, adding ·only enough 
water to prevent burning. Pour into a bowl- to cool. Refriger­
ate until ready to serve. Like applesauce, rhubarb is good 
with pork. The Lovells like a saucerful for dessert, plain, or 

, with a big dollop of vanilla ice cream. 
If you attempt growing rhubarb from roots in your cellar 

·1hi-s winter; 1 wish you success. I haven't tried it, myself. If 
tti~ experime!lt is a gigantic flop, little hai; been lost·. Your 
rhubarb probably needs thinning anyhow. These recipes will 
come in just as handy n.ext May or June as they will in 
January or .February. . 

Maybe you'll find a sturdy big old book full of useless infor­
mation and start a collection of memorabilia, recipes, and 
inspirational item~ of your own. It's something you can do 
while watching television on a winter's night. And maybe a 

. generation of 2075 will find yours as fascinating as we do 
those in the book purchased in 1875. Aunt- Olivia's-old scrap­
book is one of our family's most prized possessions. 


