PRODUCING

FOOD

NEGOTIATING

POWER

The Potomac River was a lucrative
source of trade and commerce for
planters and slaves who, when possible,
used the informal economy to barter
and exchange fish for other goods.

Washington at Mount Vernon, 1797,
Nathaniel Currier, 1852

Painting of George Washington on
a white horse. Mt. Vernon estate in
the distance. George is talking to an
enslaved worker holding a pitchfork and surrounded by bundles of
wheat.

FREEDOM
Slavery was never benevolent or kind. Despite
the realm of opportunities provided a slave,
she or he always desired freedom and liberty.
The word Freedom is faded. Frayed rope, about to break, frames the statement.

ME A L S

Illustration of slaves laying shoulder
to shoulder, crammed tightly into a
cargo ship.

Map of Chesapeake shoreline
and dotted trade routes. Shoreline of map is suggestive of a
tattered American flag.

can tell us how power is

exchanged between and among
different peoples, races, genders,

George Washington and Family, Thomas
Prichard Rossiter, ca. 1858 – 1860
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association

Distant image of Mt. Vernon
house with children playing
on lawn.

FROM ENSLAVED CHEF
TO FREEDMAN

Portrait painting of
Hercules wearing a
chef ’s hat.

Female servant in foreground
carrying a tray of dishes.

Ever aware that he was in bondage,
Hercules, considered George
WashingtonÕs favorite Òcapital cook,Ó
longed for freedom. On February 22, 1797,
WashingtonÕs 65th birthday, Hercules
escaped and was never heard of again.

Portrait possibly of Hercules, attributed
to Gilbert Stuart, ca. 1795 – 1797
Courtesy Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza/Scala/Art Resource, NY

Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association,
Fishing Line: Gift of Camille E. Bryan, 1958
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FISHING FOR FOOD

Fishing line, 1760 – 1800 and
fishing hook, ca. 18th century

Title shown on a place
setting. Shackles form
the decorative border
on the plate and a key
is neatly set next to the
forks.

what stories can meals tell
us about people and places?

Painting of George
Washington and family
sit relaxed around a
table. Female servant
carries dishes at the
back of the room.

Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association

Slaves at the Mount Vernon
plantation, like the elderly ÒFatherÓ
Jack, often were tasked with catching
Illustration of packaged goods pass- fish, using a simple line and hook,
ing along trade routes.
for George WashingtonÕs dinner.

FIRE and
FREEDOM:

Torn off calendar pages
float to the ground.
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IN T H E

CHESAPEAKE REGION,

during the early colonial era, European settlers survived
by relying upon indentured servants, Native Americans, and
African slave labor for life-saving knowledge of farming
and food acquisition. Without this knowledge, Europeans
suffered poor nutrition, in addition to widespread illness
caused by the lack of medical care.
Despite

their

perilous

position,

the

colonists

KITCHEN

LABORED

Plantation kitchens were chaotic,
noisy, smoky, smelly, sweltering, and
very dangerous.

Slavery put in place social and culinary
boundaries that could separate those
who ate from those who worked.

CONTRADICTIONS

MEALS

used

human resources, the natural environment, and maritime
trade to gain economic prosperity.
But, it is through the labor of slaves, like those at George
Washington’s Mount Vernon, that we can learn about the
ways that meals transcend taste and sustenance.

Painting of a dark, sooty, and hot room with an
enslaved woman and three small children tending to
an open fire in a brick hearth.

Painting of George Washington and family looking at a
map around a table. A globe
on a stand is next to the table.
An enslaved butler stands in
the back of the room.

1801 property map of George
Washington’s plantation.

Maritime spaces served as landscapes
of power for colonists, but also
provided unique opportunities for
enslaved Africans to seek relative
autonomy and freedom.

STIMULATING SLAVERY

Coffee (Coffea Arabica), can be traced back to
Ethiopia. Merchants transported the plant by
ship to the Caribbean. Widespread demand
for the beans contributed to the rise of slavery
and colonialism.
"Coffee" plate from An Historical
Account of Coffee. ..., John Ellis, 1774
Courtesy National Library of Medicine

Illustration of coffee
plant.

PRECISION AND EXACTITUDE

KITCHEN DANGER

Servants' skills were invaluable, as they worked as
the conduits between dining rooms and kitchens
in wealthy homes. At Mount Vernon, under the
watchful eyes of Martha Washington, Frank Lee,
the enslaved butler, supervised the maids and the
waiters to ensure the table was properly set, and
the house meticulously cleaned.

Enslaved cooks, such as Lucy and Nathan
at George WashingtonÕs Mount Vernon,
started work at 4:00 A.M. Preparing tasty
meals over an open fire required hard and
precise work.
Sometimes, people got burned. If
cooks unintentionally misgauged fire
temperatures, they might destroy food.
The changing seasons could spoil
meats and turn vegetables to mush.

The Washington Family/La Famille
de Washington, Edward Savage,
David Elkin, 1798
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association

Washington's Kitchen, Mount Vernon,
Eastman Johnson, 1864

BLENDED COOKING STYLES
LEAVE A LEGACY

Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association

Figure in foreground
is an enslaved woman
stoking a fire with child
on her lap.

In contrast to a single cooking method, Lucy
Lee, one of several enslaved cooks at Mount
Vernon, most likely blended African, Native
American, and European styles of preparation
and cooking, thereby leaving her imprint on
Washington family meals.

Photo of cook book with illus- The Prudent Housewife, Or compleat
trations for preparing chicken. English Cook; ..., Lydia Fisher, 1800
Courtesy National Library of Medicine

