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My recipe box project began with a quest, not for anything profound or 
existential such as “my place in the universe,” “or the meaning of life.” It 
started with a very mundane goal – to find a recipe for brownies, the ones I 
used to make for my children and their playmates when they were growing up 
in our leafy, historic neighborhood in a quiet corner of an otherwise bustling 
community.  
 
The brownies were dense, chocolaty, sweet, and probably not very good for 
us. Though usually mindful of cooking healthful food, I was not at that time 
overly concerned about the fat, sugar, sodium, gluten, fiber, or even the 
calorie content of the recipes I began to collect during those busy years. 
That casual attitude toward food would change over time, but as a beginner 
cook, taste, variety, and ease of preparation were my guides in preparing 
meals for my young family and baking treats to share with the neighbors.  
 
Though the self-righteous food police were lurking in the background and 
steadily growing ever more powerful, they had not yet succeeded in turning 
eating into a scientific/medical and often suspect activity, one that could 
cause or cure disease or chronic illness or lengthen or shorten our life spans. 
People ate mostly to satisfy their hunger and give them the energy they 
needed to get on with their lives. Children required calories to grow and to 
succeed in the classroom, to participate on the athletic field and in other 
more or less organized activities, and most importantly to just play. If meals 
and snacks conformed to what was considered healthy back in the 70s and 
80s, so much the better.  
 
On that Sunday afternoon not long ago when I started thinking about the old 
brownie recipe, it seemed a long time since I had cooked just for the fun of 



it. I was determined that day to bake a treat without pondering the nutrient 
content or tinkering with the ingredients to make them healthier – whole 
wheat instead of white flour, reduced sugar, egg whites in place of whole 
eggs, applesauce or sunflower seed oil as a substitute for butter, and the 
like. Rather I decided to use the old brownie recipe just as it was written, 
and I initiated my little act of defiance by turning to my old recipe file, the 
one I hardly used any more.  
 
The collection was filed alphabetically in a pale green box, made of tin, 
dented here and there, and decorated with dancing strawberry blossoms and 
ripening fruit. I started to poke through the baked goods and then the 
desserts, and then back to the appetizers, and ahead to the egg dishes, 
thinking perhaps that the elusive brownies might be out of order. I searched 
the box again, but I never found the brownie recipe.  
 
Ultimately, I found something far more satisfying, something perhaps even 
profound and a touch existential – the memories of so many remarkable 
people who were important to me at some point in my life. Some were 
relatives, other were neighbors, fellow teachers, dear friends, or casual 
acquaintances. Their recipes, many written neatly in their own hand on sturdy 
lined cards or jotted hastily by me on scraps of wrinkled paper, evoked family 
traditions, important milestones, unforgettable meals, and moments of fun, 
celebration, or sadness.  
 
The recipes are poignant reminders of the numerous talented cooks I have 
known over the years and of how each left an indelible impression on my 
heart and in my memory: Aunt Annie’s Basil Pesto, Aunt Lottie’s Clam Dip, 
Aunt Mary’s Pumpkin Bread, Aunt Evelyn’s Stuffed Eggplant, Minnie’s 
Shepherd’s Pie, Sally’s Zucchini Parmesan Bread, Tony’s Rum Balls, Katie’s 
Peach Pie, and many, many more. I plan to pass these along as well as a 
story or two about those who shared them with me. I hope you will find the 
anecdotes to be engaging, humorous, heartwarming, or touching. And I hope 
that you will try some of the old recipes from my tin box and that they will 
prove to be tasty, simple to prepare, and satisfying. Some might even be good 
for you! 
 
Next Time: Mom’s Meatballs 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


