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Abstract 

This paper explores the topic of manuscript cookbooks in libraries, particularly 

libraries with publicized culinary collections. In spite of a rising interest in, and demand 

for, these resources, manuscript cookbooks may be difficult to locate in library 

collections due to the ways in which the cookbooks are cataloged. If users cannot find the 

resources that they need in a library, it stands to reason that their information needs are 

being met through the use of alternative sources. This paper suggests that some websites 

function like digital libraries with user-contributed content, even though the websites do 

not refer to themselves as digital libraries. 

 
 Introduction 

 My grandmother’s manuscript cookbook opens with the simple question, “Now 

that you have this cookbook, what do you have?” To a casual observer, the answer is 

obvious. It is a collection of recipes organized into categories such as “Cakes and Almost 

Cakes,” and “Meat Entrees, Main Dishes, and Casseroles.” However, anyone who spends 

more than a few moments rifling though its pages might conclude that this book is as 

much a family history as it is a book about cooking food. Many recipes include careful 

notes about where each recipe came from, and many recipes include comments about 

which recipes were family favorites, which dishes were most often requested at potlucks, 

and which cookies my father preferred as a child. Known throughout a bustling river 

town for her wickedly lavish spreads at bridge club soirees and her decadent offerings at 

church picnics and hospital fundraisers, my grandmother approached cooking with the 

sort of joyful disregard for the principles of good nutrition that is almost unheard of in 
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this day of fad diets and fitness magazines. This cookbook is part of my grandmother’s 

legacy; it is a record of her artistry and culinary triumphs.  

Although treasured, this book is not unique; similarly grease-splattered volumes 

with dog-eared pages sit on kitchen shelves across America, their pages brimming with 

histories and stories. In recent years, it has become vogue for scholars, historians, and 

modern cooks to look at cookbooks as historical documents that contain important 

information about the lives and lifestyles of women and their families. This paper will 

explore the relationship between manuscript cookbooks and the libraries that seek to 

preserve and make accessible these historically and culturally significant materials. Due 

to the way in which manuscript cookbooks may be cataloged, these items are sometimes 

invisible to interested users. Because of this phenomenon, this paper will also examine 

alternative sources that might currently be filling the gap between libraries’ resources and 

users’ needs. In particular, this paper considers the idea that some websites function as 

digital libraries with user-contributed content, even though the websites do not refer to 

themselves as digital libraries. 

About Manuscript Cookbooks: A Review of Literature 

It is important to distinguish between manuscript cookbooks (also known as 

compiled cookbooks or receipt books) and community cookbooks. Unlike community 

cookbooks, which were often published by groups of women as fundraisers, manuscript 

cookbooks typically have one author or have been authored by multiple people from the 

same family over several generations. Because they are not written with the intent of 

being published, there may be a greater degree of honesty within their pages. Also, 

because they are unpublished, manuscript cookbooks have not been cleaned up by the 

good intentions and critical pen of a professional editor.  
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This is not to say that researchers cannot mine a great deal of information from 

published community cookbooks. However, family cookbooks provide an intimate view 

into one woman’s life or one family’s experience. A drawback to studying manuscript 

cookbooks is that no two are the same, and there is usually only a single, fragile copy. 

These copies may be tucked away on kitchen shelves or in special collections where they 

are inaccessible to interested scholars, researchers, amateur historians, cooks, and 

genealogists. 

For many years, the domestic lives of everyday women were not considered an 

important area of study. Beginning in the late 1960s, scholars, historians, and researchers 

began to look more carefully at the lives and experiences of lower- and middle-class 

women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As the area of study grew and 

gained traction with the academic community, researchers found themselves wondering, 

“How can we learn what these women’s lives were like?” This proved to be a challenging 

question. These women were not wealthy ladies featured in the society pages of 

newspapers. They were not celebrities, activists, or the wives of powerful men. Many of 

these women had limited literacy skills, and they attended school only briefly, if at all. If 

their names are recorded anywhere, it is on birth, marriage, and death certificates, 

immigration records, and church registries. 

 According to historian Susan Ware, in order to learn about women’s lives, 

researchers should cast their nets widely. She writes, “Sometimes it is a case of finding 

totally new sources and documents to tell a story that needs to be told, but far more often 

it is a matter of revisiting more traditional sources and asking different questions of 

them” (2001). As Janet Theophano explains in the introduction to her book Eat My 

Words: Reading Women’s Lives Through the Cookbooks They Wrote, scholars turned to 
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ladies’ private writings, such as journals and letters, to reconstruct women’s lives. 

However, these resources offered a skewed perspective; they were often written by white, 

educated, middle- and upper-class women (2002, p. 2). In 1983, Alice Walker published 

an influential collection of essays titled In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens. In the essay 

from which the title of the book is taken, Walker writes that in order to find the art of 

marginalized women, one must look beyond canvases, sculptures, and novels to less 

traditional creative outlets such as flower gardens and quilts (241). While Walker’s essay 

specifically discusses the experiences of African American women, her observation is 

also true for any number of uneducated, underprivileged, or immigrant women, and their 

cookbooks fall into that same realm of nontraditional art. 

 In a 1979 article titled “Archives in the Kitchen,” Christina Bates writes, “The 

culinary traditions of our society are an important part of its history and the sources 

which describe them remain virtually untapped” (p. 154). However, since the early 

1980s, manuscript cookbooks have grown in popularity not just with scholars and 

historians, but also with members of the general public. Contemporary published 

cookbooks, such as those written by Marilynn and Sheila Brass, boast of tried-and-true 

family recipes and weave storytelling with instructions and lists of ingredients. 

Meanwhile, popular television and radio shows, magazines, and Web sites popularize the 

connection between stories and food. Recent novels such as The Five Quarters of the 

Orange by author Joanne Harris emphasize the idea that family cookbooks are coveted 

treasures comprised of the recipes and stories that nourish our bodies and our define our 

identities (2002). 

 Family cookbooks were many things to the women who compiled them, but they 

were first and foremost a storage place for recipes. Because the author selected the 
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recipes in her manuscript cookbook, one can assume that they are recipes that have been 

passed down through the author’s family, recipes that the author liked, or recipes that she 

wanted to try. By telling readers what foods a family ate, the recipes shed light on the 

family’s socioeconomic status. As Jessamyn Neuhaus points out in her book Manly 

Meals and Mom’s Home Cooking, published cookbooks may have been a better record of 

what people wished they ate rather than a record of what people actually ate. They may 

also have been a record of what food manufacturers wished that people ate rather than a 

reflection of the food in customers’ pantries (2003, p. 39). Cookbooks published during 

the Great Depression support this argument, as they called for ingredients that many 

people could not afford. However, both of my grandmothers’ manuscript cookbooks 

contain recipes for “Depression Cake,” which lack expensive or war-rationed ingredients 

such as eggs, milk, and butter (Kirsch, Manuscript Cookbook; Stevens, Manuscript 

Cookbook). A later recipe for “$300.00 Cake” calls for a host of luxury ingredients such 

as milk, eggs, and cocoa and hints of more financially prosperous times (Kirsch, 

Manuscript Cookbook). 

 As author Janet Theophano writes, “There is much to be learned from reading a 

cookbook besides how to prepare food—discovering the stories told in the spaces 

between the recipes or within the recipes themselves” (2002, p. 6). Theophano and a 

number of scholars argue that cookbooks contain their own sort of narrative structure. 

Susan Leonardi writes that cookbooks contain an “embedded discourse” with a cast of 

characters and a central narrator (1989, p. 340). Similarly, Andrea Newlyn, writes that 

manuscript cookbooks “contain an implicit narrative structure and a wealth of cultural 

and sociohistorical material” (1999, p. 35). According to Newlyn, the characters 

contained within manuscript cookbooks often include friends, neighbors, family 
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members, and other women within the author’s social circle who contributed recipes. 

Readers look to the central narrator to provide insights, albeit simple ones, such as, 

“Delicious” or “No good” (Newlyn. 1999, p. 46). Within these hidden narratives lie the 

stories of women’s lives. 

 Furthermore, while the recipes themselves offer insights, many manuscript 

cookbooks include a wealth of other materials. Newlyn notes that cookbooks were “both 

literally and metaphorically a canvas” upon which their authors could display their 

artistry and authority, and that many women included ephemera, ornamentation, and 

accents to personalize this space (1999, p. 39). Within my own collection of manuscript 

cookbooks, rescued primarily from flea markets, antique stores, and the shelves of my 

relatives, many of these resources contain newspaper clippings, Bible verses, grocery 

lists, household budgets, poems, and occasionally letters, drawings, and photographs. 

Some of them are covered in cheerful fabrics; others are made from sturdy cardboard. 

Part scrapbook, part diary, and part cookbook, these cookbooks reflect the identities of 

the women to whom they belonged; they were a creative space, and perhaps the only 

space, over which the authors had total control. 

Libraries and Manuscript Cookbooks 

 Although many manuscript cookbooks may still be found on kitchen shelves, 

others reside in libraries and special collections around the world. As interest in 

cookbooks and recipes has grown, so too has the list of organizations with large, 

publicized culinary collections. Many of these collections are housed within the academic 

libraries of colleges and universities, although some public libraries, such as the New 

York Public Library, boast sizable collections of cookbooks and related ephemera. The 

Library of Congress is also home to manuscript cookbooks and handwritten recipes, 
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some of which hail from prominent figures in United States history, such as Thomas 

Jefferson’s handwritten recipe for ice cream. 

 Although many manuscript cookbooks are made available through online public 

access catalogs (OPACs), others are largely inaccessible, perhaps invisible even, to 

patrons. Libraries face the same challenges of conservation, preservation, and access with 

manuscript cookbooks that arise with items such as manuscripts, diaries, and 

photographs. Each manuscript cookbook is unique, and many of them are fragile. Their 

pages may be jumbled, crumbling, or stuck together with splattered sauces; the 

handwriting within them may be illegible or badly faded. These materials may arrive at 

the library as a part of a larger collection and in dire need of restoration and repair.  

It is an easy task to locate libraries with culinary collections. A Google search for 

the phrase “culinary library” returns numerous results for large or prominent culinary 

collections. Many libraries that publicize their culinary collections also link to other 

libraries with similar collections. However, determining which of the collections contain 

manuscript cookbooks proves to be a considerably more challenging task. Depending on 

the focus of the library’s collection and the way in which the resources have been 

cataloged, manuscript cookbooks might be cataloged at the collection or box level rather 

than at the item level. 

A search through the online public access catalogs of 20 major colleges and 

universities, culinary institutions, and public libraries (see Appendix A) with culinary 

collections produced a range of results. This experiment showed that while manuscript 

cookbooks are common to many of the collections, these resources could be difficult to 

locate. Furthermore, some records include only superficial information about the 

resource, making it difficult to determine the resource’s relevance.  
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In the literature surrounding this topic, these resources are often identified as 

manuscript cookbooks or receipt books. Although both terms refer to the same type of 

cookbooks, “receipt book” is a vintage phrase that cookbook authors commonly used, 

while the phrase “manuscript cookbook” is often used by contemporary scholars.  

Keyword searches for “manuscript cookbook” or “receipt book” frequently return either 

very few, or a deluge of, results. To successfully locate materials in some of the 

organizations’ catalogs, it is necessary to conduct a broad keyword search for 

“cookbook” and then use the advanced search options to narrow the results by either type 

(manuscript) or location (special collections and/or archives). Keyword searches for 

“receipt book” often had to be further narrowed by subject to exclude results for financial 

resources. Although the manuscript cookbooks found during these searches are not 

“invisible,” locating them presents challenges that may be difficult for a casual user 

lacking search skills or experience to overcome.  

Savvy users must find a way to limit the search for greater precision or else sift 

through numerous irrelevant results. My attempts to limit searches by date almost 

certainly excluded relevant results, while limiting searches by format could exclude 

results for manuscript cookbooks that have been preserved either digitally or via 

microfilm. While the creation and publication of online finding aids could assist with 

locating resources that have been cataloged at the collection or box level, unless the 

finding aids are themselves searchable in some way, potential researchers would have to 

skim each finding aid for relevant items. This needle in a haystack approach to searching 

would likely be time consuming and quickly abandoned. 

Juxtaposed against these challenging searches were those searches conducted at 

the websites of organizations whose consistent cataloging and detailed records simplified 
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the search experience. These organizations’ online catalogs provided thorough records 

that allowed searchers to easily identify whether or not a result was relevant. Keyword 

searches did not need to be narrowed using the advanced search features, and a keyword 

search for “manuscript cookbooks” also returned results for “receipt books.” Among the 

organizations whose online catalogs provided a simplified and successful search 

experience, the search results were organized by relevance and included links to other 

potentially relevant records. This feature, akin to the recommendations provided by 

commercial websites such as Amazon.com, aids in resource discovery and encourages 

users to browse records for other items in the collection. 

Perhaps the most successful search conducted occurred through WorldCat.org, 

where a simple keyword search for the phrase “manuscript cookbook” returned 89 

results, almost all of them relevant. Because manuscript cookbooks were often referred to 

as receipt books, a second WorldCat search was conducted using this phrase. Although 

this search returned nearly 3,000 records, these results were easily narrowed using the 

site’s search refinements. The final list included just over 300 records, many of which 

were relevant or at least worthy of a second glance. An unanticipated benefit of searching 

WorldCat is that researchers may discover unpublicized collections or organizations with 

multiple relevant objects. For example, I discovered that the University of Chicago 

possesses several manuscript cookbooks, even though the special collections website 

does not identify cookbooks as a collecting area.  

Although WorldCat searches were largely successful, using the site does present 

some challenges. One drawback to searching with WorldCat involves the records 

themselves. Because the records are provided by the contributing organizations, there is a 

large variation in the amount and usefulness of information provided for each manuscript 
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cookbook. The best records include detailed descriptions and notes, while other records 

included little more than the title and format. Furthermore, my searches for manuscript 

cookbooks and receipt books did not return expected results for known manuscript 

cookbooks from contributing organizations, such as Kansas State University and Virginia 

Tech University. Regardless of these discrepancies and variations in record quality, the 

items included in WorldCat are visible, and their inclusion in this public catalog ensures 

that interested researchers can locate, and potentially use, these materials.  

Manuscript Cookbooks and the Digital Age 

Although many manuscript cookbooks remain “hidden,” other special collections 

have devoted considerable time and resources to procuring and preserving these unique 

objects and making them accessible to patrons in multiple formats. Among the university 

and college libraries whose culinary collections feature manuscript cookbooks, those at 

Kansas State University are among the most searchable and accessible. The Kansas State 

University Library is home to a large cookery collection of more than 15,000 cookbooks 

and related volumes. Included in this collection are more than 25 manuscript cookbooks 

in at least five different languages from the early eighteenth through the mid-twentieth 

centuries. Each manuscript cookbook in the collection is cataloged at the item level and 

can be found through a search of the library’s OPAC. Furthermore, the library has created 

digital resources for 20 of the manuscript cookbooks; these resources include a table of 

contents, digitized selections, thorough descriptions, and historical data.  

Unlike Kansas State, which provides only excerpts of their manuscript 

cookbooks, the Peacock-Harper Culinary Collection at Virginia Tech University 

promotes their collection by providing four digitized manuscript cookbooks in their 

entirety. Each of the four digitized cookbooks is available as a downloadable PDF and 
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can be located through the library’s OPAC. The four digitized manuscripts can also be 

located through the special collection’s website and through a Google search of the topic.  

 Judging from the increased scholarship surrounding the topic and from the 

number of published family cookbooks available for purchase, the demand for these 

items is rising. One solution to meeting this demand would be to digitize more 

manuscript cookbooks. Doing so would make them available to a wider audience that is 

not limited by the confines of geography. Unfortunately, digitizing resources can be time-

consuming and costly, and some cookbooks may be too fragile or too faded for 

digitization. A record in an online catalog is as close as many manuscript cookbooks 

currently come to being a digital resource. How, then, will libraries meet what is an 

apparently rising demand? Perhaps it is necessary to re-imagine what constitutes a 

library.  

In the past, sharing a recipe meant handwriting a copy, often on personalized 

recipe cards, and mailing or hand-delivering it. Occasionally, a recipe might find its way 

into a local newspaper’s cooking section, a charity cookbook, or even more rarely into a 

national magazine. Those instances represented sharing the recipe on a grand scale to 

hundreds, perhaps thousands, of women at a time.  

Now, if asked to share a family recipe, I am likely to send the recipe via email, 

either by quickly retyping it or by scanning the page and attaching the file. It is possible 

to reach even broader audiences with publication via the World Wide Web, and many 

family recipes find themselves posted to websites such as Allrecipes.com. Search for 

almost any type of dish on the site, and you are almost guaranteed of stumbling across 

family recipes, like the ones for “Grandma’s Caramels” and “Mom’s Buttermilk 

Pancakes.” Although these recipes are separated from the cookbook of which they are a 
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part, and thus lose some of their context, notes written by the members who submit the 

recipes often provide information about the recipe’s history. For example, the recipe for 

“Mom’s Buttermilk Pancakes” includes a note that states, “These pancakes are passed 

down from my grandmother, who was fully Scandinavian. They are light and fluffy, and 

great with berry syrups. I have made these for years as a special treat, and I hope you 

enjoy them as much as my family has.” Essentially, Allrecipes, and sites like it, function 

like digital libraries with user-contributed content. In doing so, these sites help meet the 

rising demand for heirloom recipes.  

To think of Allrecipes as a digital library, it is important to first define what a 

digital library is and does. The Internet abounds with definitions for the phrase “digital 

library,” and each definition offers a slightly different perspective. One definition by 

William Arms defines a digital library as, “ . . . a managed collection of information, with 

associated services, where the information is stored in digital formats and accessible over 

a network” (2000, p. 2). Authors Carl Lagoze, Dean B. Krafft, Sandy Payette, and Susan 

Jesuroga extend this basic definition of a digital library in their article, “What is a digital 

library anymore, anyway?: Beyond search and access in the NSDL.” They write,  

. . . digital libraries should match and indeed dramatically extend 

traditional libraries. As such, they should be much more than search 

engine portals. Like any library they should feature a high degree of 

selection of resources that meet criteria relevant to their mission, and they 

should provide services, including search, that facilitate use of the 

resources by their target community. But, freed of the constraints of 

physical space and media, digital libraries can be more adaptive and 

reflective of the communities they serve. They should be collaborative, 
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allowing users to contribute knowledge to the library, either actively 

through annotations, reviews, and the like, or passively through their 

patterns of resource use. In addition, they should be contextual, expressing 

the expanding web of inter-relationships and layers of knowledge that 

extend among selected primary resources. In this manner, the core of the 

digital library should be an evolving information base, weaving together 

professional selection and the “wisdom of crowds” (2005). 

Allrecipes easily meets the most basic criteria; it is managed, provides basic and 

advanced search features, and stores and provides information in digital formats. 

However, these sites also meet the more detailed criteria of what a digital library could 

be; they are adaptive, collaborative, and contextual resources where cooks around the 

world can add and find recipes, some of which are decades old, or older. Against the 

backdrops of these definitions, it not a stretch of the imagination to think of Allrecipes as 

a digital library, especially as digital libraries are no longer necessarily associated with 

brick and mortar libraries.  

 In fact, it is possible for sites to function as a digital library without calling 

themselves digital libraries; Allrecipes is an example of such. The site, which is focused 

entirely on cooks and cooking, provides the organization and framework for users to 

publish their recipes and find new ones. For visitors interested in browsing, recipes are 

organized under headings such as the part of the meal (i.e., entree, appetizer, dessert), 

cuisine, cooking method, holiday or special occasion, ingredient, audience, and specific 

dietary needs. Users who know what they are looking for may conduct a basic keyword 

search, while the site’s advanced search options let users narrow keyword searches by 

aspects such as cooking time, cuisine, and type of dish. Users may craft searches to 
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include certain ingredients while excluding others, and they can search for all recipes 

published by a certain user. This advanced search feature is crafted specifically around 

the needs of the site’s users. By providing a clear, hierarchical navigation structure as 

well as specialized advanced search features, Allrecipes fosters an environment where 

users can easily browse and search the content. 

 It would be tempting to call Allrecipes a folksonomy, an idiosyncratic 

classification and categorization system implemented by users who tag online 

information objects. A benefit of folksonomies is that anyone can tag items, and items 

can be tagged using contemporary terms that make sense to users. A drawback is that 

folksonomies are imprecise; because they have no controlled vocabulary, “the tags are 

often ambiguous, overly personalized and inexact” (Guy and Tonkin, 2006). Allrecipes 

approach falls somewhere between a formal classification scheme and a folksonomy. 

 To upload a recipe, each user enters his or her content into a form with 10 pre-

determined fields: recipe title, brief description, ingredients, directions, prep time, cook 

time, ready in, number of servings, recipe yield, and notes. Of these 10 fields, only two 

are optional, and as users work their way down the form each field is explained with 

examples and suggestions. Members may also rate their recipes, add photographs, and 

select up to five tags from a list of 31 possible tags. 

This regimented approach allows the site to achieve a certain level of cataloging 

consistency even though only the 31 possible tags could be considered a controlled 

vocabulary. It is a folksonomy, to an extent, but a good one, largely created and 

maintained by users of various backgrounds but with a common interest in cooking. Even 

though the depth and quality of information provided for the recipes may vary, each 

recipe will include the minimum amount of information deemed by the site to be 
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necessary. Although these measures do not ensure quality, incomplete recipes and recipes 

with errors often receive poor ratings and feedback from other users, thus ensuring that 

the site’s users avoid the recipes in the future. 

As users browse the recipes or find recipes through keyword searches, they may 

add the recipes to virtual recipe boxes where favorites are stored for easy future retrieval. 

Over time, the recipes stored by a member represent the member’s own digital 

manuscript cookbook. For anyone lamenting that websites and pinboards lack the social 

connection of passing a recipe over a fence or sending it with a letter to a loved one, these 

sites allow users to interact, asking questions about recipes and cooking, providing 

feedback and suggestions, and following their favorite cooks and collections by receiving 

notifications when new recipes are added. 

Conclusion 

 Manuscript cookbooks are valuable resources that offer intimate views of 

women’s lives as well as trusted recipes; because of this they have become valuable 

resources for scholars as well as cooks. From identifying the food a family ate to the 

social circles in which the family moved, manuscript cookbooks contain a wealth of 

information. Readers of manuscript cookbooks almost certainly learn more than just the 

ingredients in heirloom recipes, as family histories and stories are often interwoven with 

the instructions for preparing foods.  However, in spite of a rising interest in, and demand 

for, these resources, manuscript cookbooks may be difficult for users to locate in library 

collections due to the ways in which the cookbooks are cataloged. Such cookbooks are 

“invisible” resources, as the average user may not be able to locate them. 

It stands to reason that if libraries are not meeting users’ information needs, then 

users must be turning to alternative sources to help fill the information gaps. Although 
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websites such as Allrecipes.com do not refer to themselves as digital libraries, they offer 

most, if not all, of the functions and features of digital libraries. Users are accustomed to 

searching these sites for others’ recipes and publishing their own. The pre-determined 

fields and controlled vocabularies help the sites achieve a measure of metadata 

consistency, while the organization and layout enable cooks to either browse or search.  

Libraries with manuscript cookbook collections could certainly do more to 

promote their collections online and gain traction with users. The first step toward 

attracting users would be to improve the cataloging of these resources to make them 

easily findable to even the most casual of searchers. Digitizing these resources, as time 

and money permit, would improve access to, and visibility of, the collection. A third 

suggestion for making these resources more visible to users would be to partner with 

organizations that have similar or complementary collections, such as a museum with a 

large collection of vintage cooking utensils, to create a rich online experience for users. 

Lastly, libraries with manuscript cookbook holdings could partner with sites such as 

AllRecipes to promote heirloom recipes from the collection. Businesses in the food 

industry frequently provide recipes that feature their products; surely there is also room 

for the treasured heirloom recipes and family stories found within manuscript cookbooks. 

As these resources continue to grow in popularity, libraries will need to address 

how they promote and provide access to these culturally and historically valuable 

resources. Users are becoming increasingly accustomed to accessing information digitally 

and immediately in the comfort of their own home and from multiple devices. Embracing 

these changes and providing a more robust online presence will allow libraries to bring 

these invisible resources to light and put them into the hands, or onto the devices, of users 

around the world for years to come.  
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