Pamela Cooley
Searching for Amelia:
A Quest for the Author of the First American Cookbook
This essay attempts to add to the little that is known about Amelia Simmons, the author
of the seminal work on American cuisine, American Cookery, or the Art of Dressing Viands, Fish,
Poultry and Vegetables, and the Best Modes of Making Pastes, Puffs, Pies, Tarts, Puddings, Custards
and Preserves and All Kinds of Cakes from the Imperial Plumb to Plain Cake. Adapted to This Country,
and All Grades of Life. Part 1 examines what can be verified concerning Amelia Simmons
and the publication of the first and second editions of American Cookery. Part 2 discusses
theories about Simmons, her whereabouts, and what she meant by calling herself “An
American Orphan.” Part 3 reveals the results of genealogical research conducted to
locate the actual Amelia in the historical record.

Part 1: Amelia Simmons and American Cookery
The Title Pages of American Cookery

Clues about the identity of Amelia Simmons can be discovered through a close analysis of
the first edition of American Cookery, printed by Hudson & Goodwin in Hartford,
Connecticut, in 1796, and the second edition, printed by Charles R. & George Webster
in Albany, New York, that same year.
According to its title page, American Cookery was printed “for the author” (the Hartford
edition) and “for the authoress” (the Albany edition). This indicates that
Simmons bore the expense, in some form, for the publishing venture. At this time it was
not unusual for an author to pay for the cost of printing or to solicit subscriptions from
people who would pay in advance for copies of the book. If subscriptions were solicited,
the names of the subscribers or at least some acknowledgment of the subscribers would
usually be included in the book. No such list appeared in either edition of American Cookery.
However, the “kind patronage” that Simmons expressed appreciation for in her Albany
edition preface could infer the patronage of subscribers.
The title pages also indicate that the books were “Published According to an Act of
Congress.” This act, known as the Copyright Act of 1790, was a statute of the second
session of the First Congress of 1790 and titled “An Act for the encouragement of
learning.”
The protections of the act were accorded to “the author and authors of any map, chart,
book or books . . . that shall hereafter be made and composed, being a citizen or citizens
of these United States, or resident therein . . . . ” From this it can be deduced that
Simmons was a citizen and/or resident of the United States. Furthermore, the act stated
“that no person shall be entitled to the benefit of this act . . . unless he [sic] shall before
publication deposit a printed copy of the title of such . . . book or books, in the clerk’s
office of the district court where the author or proprietor shall reside . . . . ”
There is proof of this visit because Simmons was also responsible for publishing a notice
in “one more of the newspapers printed in the United States, for the space of four weeks.”
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Simmons’s notice was published in the Connecticut Courant in Hartford on May 9, 16, 23,
and 30, 1796.
In the notice we read that “on the twenty eighth day of April, in the twentieth year of the
Independence of the United States of America, Amelia Simmons of the said district hath
deposited the title of a book the right whereof she claims as Author . . . ” (see illustration
1).

Illustration 1. Connecticut Courant, May 9, 1796. Hudson & Goodwin, printers of the first edition

of American Cookery, published the Courant.

These notices, published in conformity with an act of Congress on four consecutive weeks
in the Courant in the spring of 1796, identify Simmons as a resident of “the District of
Connecticut” and place her firmly in Hartford in April 28, 1796.1
The act also required the author “within six months after the publishing thereof, [to]
deliver, or cause to be delivered to the Secretary of State a copy of the same, to be
preserved in his office.”
In the Federal State Department Ledger of Copyright Records for 1796, listings 654–75
were deposited at the State Department.2 Listing number 667 reads,
State Department Ledger, 324 SD 13
date of deposit: May 26, 1796
depositor: Amelia Simmons
author: Amelia Simmons, an american Orphan
title: American Cookery, &c.” < author statement >
The Copyright Act of 1790 does not appear to have been frequently used by authors.
James Gilreath notes that, although more than 15,000 works were published in the
United States between 1790 and 1800, only 779 copyright registrations were filed during

Mel Smith, e-mail message to the author, April 19, 2016. This message, from a reference
librarian at the Connecticut State Library, explains that Federal District Court and its offices
would have been in Hartford, February through April, 1796.
2 James Gilreath, ed., and Elizabeth Carter Wills, comp., Federal Copyright Records, 1790–1800
(Washington, DC: Library of Congress, 1987), 138.
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this same period.3 According to William Patry, “under at least the early years of the
federal statute, practical or commercially useful books, such as works of instruction,
textbooks, manuals, geographical atlases, and commercial directories, comprised the bulk
of the registrations.”4
Simmons’s motivation to obtain a copyright appears even more extraordinary after a
survey of James Gilreath and Elizabeth Carter Wills’s 779 entries documenting
registrations for copyright between 1790 and 1800. Simmons is one of only five female
authors of books listed for 1790–96,5 the first seven years of the act, and one of only two
women who saw fit to register a copyright in 1796. The only other title in the listing for
that year authored by a woman was the captivity narrative of a Mrs. Johnson.
Although there is nothing in the 1790 act that specifically restricts women—whether
married or unmarried—from registering for copyright, it could be conjectured that only
single women were allowed to register in their own name as author and as
claimant/depositor. Of the five women authors mentioned above, only Simmons and
Hannah Adams registered in this way, and it is known that Adams was a single woman.6
The remaining three authors were married and registered as “Mrs. [their husband’s last
name].” One of these three was also a claimant; the other two claimants were men. This
analysis suggests that Simmons was a single woman.
Advertisements in Contemporary Newspapers
Searching contemporary newspaper advertisements, if one can find them, is an effective
way to track the publication dates of American Cookery in 1796. Yet, strangely, a thorough
search results in no advertisements for the initial printing of American Cookery by its
publisher Hudson & Goodwin in the publisher’s own newspaper, the Connecticut Courant.7
The earliest sales notice for American Cookery appeared in the June 22, 1796, edition of the
Connecticut Journal in New Haven (see illustration 2).

Ibid., ix.	
  
William F. Patry, Copyright Law and Practice (Washington, DC: Bureau of National Affairs, 1995),
34.
5 Two female creators, of two plays and one musical score, are excluded from this count.
6 Hannah Adams, A Memoir of Miss Hannah Adams Written by Herself (Boston: Fray and Bowen,
1832).
7 Adding to the difficulty of tracing the publication history of American Cookery is the existence of a
page at the end of the Hartford edition titled “Advertisement.” Here, Simmons writes that the
person she hired to prepare her work for publication made several mistakes that she attempts to
correct by listing errata for eight pages of the book. This evidence suggests that the Hudson &
Goodwin edition referred to throughout this essay is actually a second printing of the first edition.
3
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Illustration 2. Connecticut Journal, June 22, 1796.
There were also sales notices for American Cookery in the July 28, August 4, and August 11,
1796, issues of the Connecticut Gazette, published in New London (“For Sale by S. Green”);
and in the August 12 and August 19, 1796, issues of the Middlesex Gazette in Middletown,
Connecticut (“For Sale at this Office”). By August 19, 1796, American Cookery had made its
way to Albany, New York; in the Albany Gazette it was announced that American Cookery was
“This Day Received, at Webster’s Bookstore.” Advertisements in the Gazette for this first
edition also appeared on August 22 and August 26, 1796.
Charles R. and George Webster were publishers of the Albany Gazette and owners of the
bookstore mentioned in the advertisement. The Webster brothers were also publishers of
the second edition of American Cookery, which, as the title page notes, was “Printed . . . at
their Printing-Office and Bookstore, in the White-House, corner of State and Pearl
Streets” in Albany. Although the Websters were so specific about the address of their
business, they neglected to indicate the date of publication anywhere in the second
edition.8 There was, however, an advertisement in the Albany Gazette on October 31,
1796, stating that a new edition of American Cookery was “Just Printed And for sale at
Webster’s Bookstore” and that “This Edition has been considerably enlarged and
carefully corrected. Price 3s” (see illustration 3).9

Illustration 3. Albany Gazette, October 31, 1796.

From this information a 1796 timeline for Amelia Simmons and American Cookery can be
constructed (see illustration 4).

This neglect was perhaps intentional to lessen the confusion between their edition and the first
edition which was also published in 1796.
9 For the sake of comparison, the price of the Hartford edition was 3s/9d.
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Illustration 4. Amelia Simmons and American Cookery—1796.

“This Edition Has Been Considerably Enlarged and Carefully Corrected”
In Simmons’s “Preface to the second [Albany] edition,” she noted that the demand for
the first [Hartford] edition “has been so great, and the sale so rapid” that she found
herself compelled to publish a second. But, she insisted, this second edition would be
carefully corrected because the Hartford edition contained “egregious blunders and
inaccuracies” due to “the ignorance or evil intention of the transcriber for the press.”
Among the most egregious blunders in Simmons’s opinion was the insertion in the
Hartford edition of seventeen pages of text titled “Directions for catering or the procuring
the best viands, fish, etc.” Simmons wrote that “this is a matter, with which, the
Authoress does not pretend to be acquainted, much less to give directions to others” and
“this was done by the transcriber without her knowledge or consent,” which she
considered to be “an affront upon the good sense of all classes of citizens.” Simmons
removed these offensive seventeen pages from the second edition.10
In addition, “[m] any of the receipts were very erroneous, which she endeavored to
correct with the greatest care” in her second edition. She wrote that the person
“employed by her” to prepare her book for publication of the first edition included those
errors “with a design to impose on her and injure the sale of the book.” A comparison of
the two editions reveals that Simmons removed twelve receipts that appeared in the
Hartford edition, including seven receipts “To boil all kinds of Garden Stuff,” and
corrected six of the eleven errata that she listed in the Hartford edition. There are also an
impressive number of adjustments to receipts that are included in both editions.11
Illustration 5 gives just four examples that demonstrate how Simmons meticulously
improves the flavor of dishes or makes her instructions more explicit.
Receipt title
To stuff a Leg of Veal (p.
19/11-12
Gooseberry Tart
(p. 31/30)

Hartford edition
“cut the leg round like a
ham and stab it full of
holes”
as written

Albany edition
“make large incisions in the leg“ and
supplements the gravy ingredients with
“wine if agreeable”
adds “a handful of raisins” and “1 gill of
water”

The content of those seventeen pages reads like an article in an almanac. Between 1785 and
1826 Hudson & Goodwin published Beers’s almanac and ephemeris of the motion of the sun and moon. . . .
A content search of editions for the years preceding 1796, if they could be found, might reveal the
source of these pages.
11 Further research would indicate the exact number of Simmons’s tweaks. I counted fifty-six.
10
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Orange Pudding (p. 28/35)
Emptins (p. 47/64)

calls for two Naples
biscuits or a roll
as written

calls for two York biscuits
when referring to starch, adds the phrase
“which add when hot”

Illustration 5. A sampling of changes in receipts that Simmons made for the Albany edition.

Simmons noted that she had “ taken pains to make considerable additions” to the Albany
edition. In fact, she included a striking fifty-two new receipts including those for Election
Cake, Independence Cake, Federal Pan Cake, and a type of biscuits called “Wiggs”;12
Veal Stake, dried apple pie, four puddings, wafers, tumbles, tea biscuits, and several fruit
preserves; a new fish section, including a receipt for “Chouder;” two new receipts using
pearl ash; and one “To Make Good Bread with Grown Flour.”
Simmons also saw to it that the Albany edition was better organized, and added three
new section titles for fish, pies, and pastes. She even subtly changed the book’s title. The
title of the Hartford edition, American Cookery of the art of dressing viands, fish, poultry, and
vegetables, and the best modes of making pastes, puffs, pies . . . was changed to American Cookery
of the art of dressing viands, fish, poultry, and vegetables, and the best modes of making puff-pastes,
pies . . . in the Albany edition. 13
In Less Than Half a Year . . .
How did Simmons find the Websters? Why did she choose them instead of the other
printers doing business in Hartford (at the time there were at least three) and the
uncountable number of printers closer to the Hartford area than Albany? Why did she
feel she could trust the Websters with the second edition of her book when she had had
such a bad experience closer to home? How did she raise the money for yet another
printing? What was the transportation system like between the two cities in 1796 that
made travel and communication possible? And finally, how did Simmons have the
wherewithal to accomplish the revision, transcription, and printing of the Albany edition
in such a short time?
Charles Webster and his twin George were born in 1762 in Hartford. Because of family
debt, Charles apprenticed at the age of seven to Hudson & Goodwin printers in Hartford,
where he remained in the trade until he was twenty-one. In the early 1780s Charles
moved to Albany and started printing books, and in 1784 he established the Albany
Gazette. At first his newspaper was bipartisan, but after a decade the Gazette identified with
the Federalists. Early in the 1790s, as his printing and bookselling business increased,
Charles brought his brother George into the business and purchased the White House at
the corner of State and Pearl.
Joel Munsell calls Charles Webster “the father of printing in Albany” and writes that he
Glynis Ridley discusses the patriotic nature of Simmons’s work and calls these recipes
“American in name and nature.” See Glynis Ridley, “The First American Cookbook,” EighteenthCentury Life 23, no. 2 (1999): 114-123 “Wiggs” was a term used for patriots and supporters of the
American Revolution; Simmons demonstrated her political leanings by adding these recipes to
the second edition.
13 There are no receipts for puffs in either edition, but receipts for puff-pastes in both. This
correction creates a simple method of detecting whether the fourteen editions published between
1797 and 1831 use the Hartford or Albany edition as their template.
12
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was known to rise early, to spend much time gardening, to be “warmly interested in the
temperance cause,” and to support Shakers when they were jailed for not paying militia
fines. Munsell also notes that Webster was a “friend of the colored man” and that “the
poor, widows and children knew his kindness.”14
Could it be that Simmons knew about Webster due to his twenty-one years in Hartford
and his connection to Hudson & Goodwin, that she agreed with his politics (those
“American in nature” receipts) and, because of his laudable reputation, found him
sympathetic and trustworthy? Or, could it be that Webster, upon reading the first edition
and of Simmons’s dismay, have seen a business opportunity? Perhaps he contacted her
and offered her a way of correcting the errors she wrote about in the first edition by
printing a revised and enlarged second. Maybe, given Webster’s kindness, he might have
provided the “kind patronage” Simmons wrote about in her Albany edition preface or
even waived the costs to Simmons of the printing. The Webster’s reason behind releasing
Hudson & Goodwin’s first edition of American Cookery just two months before their own
second edition may have been to raise that money.15 Or perhaps Simmons raised money
for the printing of the second edition from the brisk sale of the Hartford edition.
It is feasible that Simmons could have traveled from the Hartford area to Albany,
although with some difficulty, as was characteristic of travel of the time. The chain of
roads and turnpikes connecting Hartford and Albany in the late 1700s was relatively well
developed; in fact, the road running from Hartford west toward Albany (the current State
Route 44) was actually called “the Road to Albany” on maps of that era (see illustration
6).

Illustration 6. A portion of the Map of Connecticut showing county and town divisions, rivers and
courthouses, Amos Doolittle, 1795.

Coaches between the two cities ran regularly, and descriptions of the route and stops for
the ninety-five-mile trip were published in contemporary almanacs from both ends of the
route. Alternatively, the water route from Hartford to Albany would take the traveler
down the Connecticut River to New Haven and the Long Island Sound to New York
City and up the Hudson to Albany; this trip would take two days or more.
Joel Munsell, The Annals of Albany, vol. 5 (Albany: J. Munsell, 1854), 230–39.
Webster’s August 19, 1976 sales notice announced that American Cookery was “This Day
Received, at Webster’s Bookstore.” The title in the notice included the text, “and the best modes
of making Pastes, Puffs, Pies . . . ,” indicating that the book he was selling was from the Hartford
printing.
14
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Simmons’s extraordinary accomplishment during this short period is evident, though the
logistics are not as easy to confirm.16 As regards her motivation, Simmons clearly
manifests her conviction that she, as an orphan, “have an opinion and determination of
her own,” as she writes so movingly in the first paragraph of her preface. If she turns out
to be the Amelia Simonds described about in part 3 of this essay, her motivation becomes
even clearer.

In any case, a typesetter could set six pages of a book the size of the Albany edition per day;
sixty-four pages would take between ten and eleven days. This estimate comes from a 2015
interview with Ted Shuart, for seventeen years the letterpress printer at the Farmers’ Museum, a
living history museum in Cooperstown, New York.	
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Part 2: Who Was Amelia Simmons?
Mary Tolford Wilson’s comment, “Little is known about Amelia Simmons,”17 still holds
true today. But there are two theories concerning the whereabouts of this elusive author
that bear scrutiny.18 There are also sundry attempts to explain why Simmons calls herself
“An American Orphan.”
Tracing Simmons’s Existence
The first theory of Simmons’s whereabouts, from culinary historian Karen Hess, is a
“maverick notion” that she offers in “Historical Notes on the Work and Its Author,
Amelia Simmons, An American Orphan,” her thoughtful and comprehensive
introduction to Applewood Books’ 1996 Bicentennial Facsimile of the Second Edition of American
Cookery. Hess posits that “a case can be made for [Simmons] being from the Hudson
River Valley,”19 and she gives three reasons to support her conjecture.
Hess’s first reason is based in geography. She notes that five editions of American Cookery
were published in towns that are “all on the Hudson River, or near it, [in] a cluster. The
other known editions are strewn about New England with no clear pattern.”20
There are sixteen known editions of American Cookery printed between 1796 and 1831; they
are charted in Illustration 7.

Illustration 7. My Google map showing the printing locations of the sixteen versions of American
Cookery published 1796–1831.

Seven of those versions were printed in the vicinity of the Hudson River Valley. Yet a
greater number—actually, eight—were printed in towns in the Connecticut River Valley
Mary Tolford Wilson, “Amelia Simmons Fills a Need: American Cookery, 1796,” William and Mary
Quarterly 14 (1957): 16.
18 Indeed, these theories are the only ones that I could find in an extensive review of the literature
that covers Amelia Simmons and American Cookery.
19 Karen Hess, “Historical Notes on the Work and Its Author, Amelia Simmons, an American
Orphan,” in The First American Cookbook: American Cookery, facsimile ed. (Bedford, MA: Applewood
Books, 1996), xi.
20 Ibid.	
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and not, as Hess contends, in towns “strewn about New England with no clear pattern.”21
The pattern of American Cookery printings follows typical transportation and commerce
routes of the time and thus cannot support Hess’s contention that Simmons was from
upstate New York.
Hess’s second reason is based in linguistics. She writes, “The presence in [Simmons’s]
work of a number of Dutch words lends further support to my maverick notion that
perhaps we should look to the Hudson River Valley rather than to Connecticut for
possible traces of her existence. Chief among these words are slaw, from sla . . . and cookey,
from koejke. . . . ”22
In her introduction to the 1984 facsimile of the Hartford edition, Wilson notes that
“American Cookery was the first American cookbook to use two words that we have
borrowed from the Dutch: ‘cooky’ and ‘slaw.’”23 She is indeed correct: both do appear in
the Hartford edition. The word “slaw” is used once, on page 15, but this page is part of
the “whole of 17 pages” that the transcriber inserted, much to Simmons’s chagrin.
Simmons deleted these pages from the second edition because she found them to be “an
affront upon the good sense of all classes of citizens” and the subject to be “a matter, with
which, the Authoress does not pretend to be acquainted . . . .” Thus, the word “slaw”
does not appear in the edition that Hess is discussing, nor was it ever used by Simmons
herself.
There are two mentions of the word “cookey” in the Albany edition. On pages 45–46,
there are receipts for Cookies and Another Christmas Cookey. But no other Dutch
words24 appear in American Cookery; one word can hardly be considered “a number.”
Hess’s third argument is based on industry: She notes that Simmons’s cookbook “seems to
be the first American work to call for the use of potash, or as she called it, pearl ash, in
baking. There was a particularly active production of potash in the Albany area in late
Colonial times.”25 While not coming to the same conclusion about Simmons, Wilson also
writes about pearl ash as a leavening, quotes from a letter from the Duc de La
Rochefoucauld-Liancourt written in the late 1790’s about the manufacture of potash “at
Albany and other American cities,” and concludes that “it is hard to imagine an
American housewife unfamiliar with [this] ‘cheap and plentiful’ ingredient when Amelia
Simmons’s cookbook appeared.”26
In the Hartford version, four receipts call for pearl ash: two for cookies and two for
gingerbread. In the Albany edition, there are six such receipts: the four from the Hartford
edition, an additional gingerbread receipt, and a new one for honey cake.

21 The one outlier is an edition printed in Zanesville, Ohio in 1816—a reprint of the Hartford
edition.
22 Hess, “Historical Notes,” xi.
23 Mary Tolford Wilson, “The First American Cookbook,” in The First American Cookbook: A
Facsimile of “American Cookery,” 1796, by Amelia Simmons (New York: Dover, 1984), xvi.
24 There are no “in the Dutch way” reciepts in American Cookery either. Nor do French-named
or Italian-named receipts appear. This may be another indication that Simmons was intentionally
creating a truly American cookbook.
25 Hess, “Historical Notes,” xi.
26 Wilson, "Amelia Simmons," xiii-xvi.
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Pearl ash, which was used as a leavening, is a highly refined form of potash, and was key
to the manufacture of cloth, glass, soap, and a foundation of the American export market
in the 1790s. Potash was manufactured in colonial New England as early as 1707, and in
the eighteenth century potash works existed all over the Northeast, the region where the
woods that have the highest potash contents—ash, beech, basswood, elm, hickory, and
maple—grew.27
By 1788, there were nearly 250 potash works in Massachusetts alone and one of the
largest potasheries had opened in Suffield, Connecticut. In 1789 in Vermont, “nearly
every town [had] one or more potasheries. . . . On this ingredient of soap manufacture
was founded Vermont’s first main economy.”28 Although throughout the 1700s New
York’s production of potash was prodigious, it wasn’t until the 1820s, after the opening of
the Erie Canal, that New York replaced New England as the most important source of
this versatile product.29 So, although it could be proved that “there was a particularly
active production of potash in the Albany area,” neither that city nor New York State as a
whole were unique to potash production; in 1796, Simmons could have known about
pearl ash if she had hailed from any of a number of towns in New England.
Sister Amelia Simmons?
The second theory of Simmons’s whereabouts is more difficult to verify. It is outlined by
folklorist Carl Carmer in his book Listen for a Lonesome Drum: A York State Chronicle. In
chapter 8, “Hands to Work and Hearts to God,” Carmer relates a brief history of the
Shakers and describes his impressions during a research visit to the Shaker Community in
Mount Lebanon, New York, to interview two elderly Shaker Sisters. Also, in a paragraph
about Shaker foodways, he writes:
Sister Amelia Simmons, who signed herself as “an American Orphan” wrote at
New Lebanon a book entitled, American Cookery. . . . In her preface to this Shaker
contribution to national cookery, Sister Simmons says her treatise is “calculated for
the improvement of the rising generation of Females in America” and in her second
edition expresses her gratitude for the “kind patronage of so many respectable
characters in her attempts to improve the minds of her own sex.” Among her
Shaker recipes are “To dress Beef-Stake sufficient for Two Gentlemen with a fire
made of two newspapers; To make a fine Syllabub from the Cow; Independence
Cake; Election Cake, and six ways for preparing Rice Pudding, including a ‘cheap
one.’”30
Additionally, at the end of the book, in the “Notes from the Author’s Notebook” section,
Carmer provides two “Recipes from the Shaker Cookbook” [sic]: the syllabub recipe and
J. Leander Bishop, A History of American Manufactures from 1608 to 1860 . . . Comprising Annals of the
Industry of the United States . . ., vol. 2 (Philadelphia: Edward Young & Company, 1868), 56–58.
28 Vermont Historic Sites Commission, “Pittsford: First U. S. Patent Issued in 1790,” historic
marker, US-7, Pittsford, VT, 2010.
29 Bishop, A History of American Manufactures, 56–58.
30 Carl Carmer, Listen for a Lonesome Drum: A York State Chronicle (New York: Blue Ribbon Books,
1936), 124–25. Carmer, a native of upstate New York, earned a bachelor of philosophy degree
and a doctorate in humane letters from Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, and a master of
arts degree from Harvard University. He held positions at Syracuse University, Hamilton
College, and the University of Rochester, and in his later years worked as a folklore consultant for
Walt Disney Productions. Known best as a folklorist and author, he wrote th irty books, twelve of
them about upstate New York, in which he documented the myths and stories of the region.
27
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one for “Loaf Cakes.” Also included is a charcoal sketch of the Shaker Meeting House in
New Lebanon.31
In his “Author’s Note” at the beginning of Drum, Carmer writes, “I have described the
events narrated here substantially as they occurred.” While Carmer leaves little doubt
that he interviewed these Shaker sisters, his narrative is lacking in evidence to substantiate
his claims about Simmons and American Cookery. Carmer’s research methods were
described in an essay by Louis C. Jones, who was a friend and colleague of Carmer’s,
executive director of the New York State Historical Association, and director of the
Cooperstown Graduate Program of the State University of New York. Jones wrote that
Carmer
became interested in the history of Upstate New York and proved himself its most
persuasive storyteller since Irving and Cooper. . . . He was a poetic historian, a
pioneering folklorist. . . . The key to understanding his major works [including
Drum] . . . lies in remembering that he began as a poet . . . [and] combined personal
experience, literary research and oral tradition. [His works were] based on what
more formal historians had written, but the structure itself was what Carl heard the
people tell about a place or an event of personage out of the past. . . . He knew very
well that it is not the truth that matters so much as what people believe the truth to
be. Histories of literature will write of Carl Carmer as a folk-historian. . . .”32
As William Fenton (whom Carmer introduced as “Fenton, white Yale anthropologist” in
Drum) wrote about working with Carmer, “I would soon learn that creative writing
marches to a different drummer than historical ethnology.” Fenton observed that Carmer
altered chronology, shifted scenes and characters, and never made any notes, but had the
ability to recall whole conversations.33
Keeping in mind these faint praises of Carmer as more of a folklorist than a historian who
takes good notes or documents his sources, one turns with cautious optimism to his books
and papers for further evidence of his methods and perhaps the sources of his claims
about Simmons.
Despite all the details that can be found in Carmer’s narrative works on New York State,
none of them written up until the 1950s including Drum, contain footnotes, source notes,
or bibliographies. And the acknowledgments in Drum do not credit anyone who would
obviously be connected with the Shakers at New Lebanon. He does, however, reference
the second edition of American Cookery when he writes about the “kind patronage of so
many respectable characters,”34 which proves that he must have had access to the Albany
edition. Where did he see this volume? Did the sisters perhaps have an ancient copy to
show him that went along with a story they told him about “Sister Simmons?” We can’t
tell. Their copy would have been over 130 years old.
Searching for the ostensible Shaker origins of what Carmer calls Simmons’s “Shaker
recipes” also leads to a dead end. A fine “Syllabub from the Cow” can be traced back to
31 Carmer, Lonesome Drum, 372–72.
32 Louis C. Jones, “A Poet of Our Common Mind,” Hamilton Alumni Review, April 1977, x.
33 William N. Fenton, “The Iroquois in the Grand Tradition of American Letters: The Works of
Walter D. Edmonds, Carl Carmer, and Edmond Wilson,” American Indian Culture and
Research Journal 5 (1981): 21–39.
34 Carmer, Lonesome Drum, 125.
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Susannah Carter’s The Frugal Housewife,35 from which it was copied word for word.
Carter’s book was popular on both sides of the Atlantic from its first printing in London,
around 1765. It was reprinted in London and Boston in 1772, two years before Sister
Ann Lee came to America and established Shaker communities. Furthermore, there is no
indication that any of the other dishes listed by Carmer were especially Shaker in origin.
The use of alcohol in the recipes transcribed by Carmer36—brandy in the case of loaf
cakes and [hard] cider in the case of the syllabub—may be a hint that these recipes were
not of Shaker origin. But there is no evidence that the use of alcohol was restricted in the
New Lebanon Community prior to an 1800 decision.37
In her Shaker Herb and Garden Book, Rita Buchanan lists eight references to Simmons and
American Cookery.38 Although she states definitively that Simmons “was not a Shaker,”
Buchanan places Simmons’s discussions of various vegetables and herbs found in American
Cookery (potatoes, carrots, cabbage, pot herbs, etc.) in the context of how Shakers would
have grown and cooked with them at that time. But the words she quotes, from the
Hartford edition, are not Simmons’s, and all descriptions and receipts (except one listing
ingredients for “mangoe pickles”) were disavowed by Simmons and removed from the
Albany edition.
The New York State Historical Association’s Library houses Carmer’s papers, in which
one might hope to find some evidence of the Shaker-Simmons connection. A thorough
search of relevant boxes,39 however, resulted in no notes about “Sister Simmons” or
American Cookery and no documentation created while he was researching Shaker history
or during his visit to New Lebanon. Only his manuscript for Drum, written in longhand
on yellow legal paper and including the Shaker chapter, and a few very sketchy lists that
included the word “Shaker,” were found; there is absolutely nothing else. The next logical
step was thus to contact the libraries of the Shaker Museum Mount Lebanon, Old
Chatham, New York, and the Hancock Shaker Village in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, in
hopes that they could provide some information.
Jerry Grant, director of research and library services at the Emma B. King Research
Library at the Shaker Museum Mount Lebanon, wrote the following in answer to an
inquiry about whether his collection had evidence of Simmons’s Shaker connection: “I
went down this road about a year ago with Jan Longone [of the] Clement Library at the
University of Michigan. She had seen the Carmer reference and came here looking for
some documentation for his comment. We had no luck . . . [but] should I stumble across
anything, I’ll let you know.”40
35 Susannah Carter, The Frugal Housewife (London: F. Newbury, and Boston: Ead & Gill,
1772), 84.
36 Carmer, Lonesome Drum, 372–72.
37 Priscilla J. Brewer, Shaker Communities, Shaker Lives (Hanover, NH: University Press of New
England, 1986), 41.
38 Rita Buchanan, Shaker Herb and Garden Book (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1996), 65, 69, 70–
71, 77, 80, 97.
39 Carmer [Carl] Collection, 1908–1976 (bulk 1940–1970), New York State Historical
Association, Cooperstown, NY: box 13, Listen for a Lonesome Drum; box 28, Clippings and
Reviews; box 46, Correspondence S; box 47, Correspondence S–V; box 66, Correspondence
about “Miss Ruby,” Miscellaneous; box 108, Research.
40 Jerry Grant, e-mail message to the author, November 4, 2010. He did not find anything else.
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The response from Lesley Herzberg, collections manager at the Amy Bess and Lawrence
K. Miller Library at the Hancock Shaker Village, was similar. She wrote that “in looking
through my resources that list every Shaker documented as living in a Shaker community,
there is no mention of an Amelia Simmons anywhere.”41
Despite all this, Simmons “of said district” could have known about the Shakers. There
was one established Shaker Community in Connecticut in 1796, the Enfield Community
(1792–1919), which was located in the Connecticut River Valley in Hartford County, and
perhaps Webster, with his connection to the Shakers in his region, could have pointed her
to the New Lebanon community.
Yet, as appealing as the picture of Simmons living among the Shakers in New Lebanon
(which is about thirty miles southeast of Albany) and dutifully working on her second
edition during those hectic months in the summer of 1796 is, Carmer’s focus on narrative
and seeming unconcern for historical accuracy make this story less than fully credible.
An Orphan? An American Orphan?
There is no definitive proof of what Simmons meant by referring to herself as “an
American Orphan.” Should she be taken literally, as a person who happened to be an
orphan living in America, or was the term used as a romantic device to boost sales, or as
patriotic trope twenty years after the United States declared its independence?
In the first and second paragraphs of her preface, Simmons brings attention to the state of
orphans of the time:
[T]he Lady of fashion and fortune will not be displeased, if many hints are
suggested for . . . those females in this country, who by the loss of their parents, or
other unfortunate circumstances, are reduced to the necessity of going into families
in the line of domestics. . . . The orphan, tho’ left to the care of virtuous guardians,
will find it essentially necessary to have an opinion and determination of her own. . .
It must ever remain a check upon the poor solitary orphan, that while those
females that have parents, or brothers, or riches to defend their indiscretions, that
the orphan must depend solely upon character.42
And she ends the preface to the her second edition noting that she “has only to request
that [her readers] would remember, that [her book] is the performance of . . . an
Orphan.” It certainly seems like she was writing from her own experience, but was she?
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word “orphan” as it was used during Simmons’s
time. Orphan could mean a person, especially a child, who was bereaved of parents,
fatherless or motherless, or both; or an abandoned or neglected child. The term could
also refer to a person deprived of advantages, benefits, protection analogous to that of a
parent, or happiness previously enjoyed; someone who was solitary or unconnected. In
addition to these definitions, a survey of New York and Connecticut newspapers from
1796 reveal that “orphan” also regularly referred to the widow and orphans of a husband
and father who had died as well.
41
42

Lesley Herzberg, e-mail message to the author, May 13, 2011.
Amelia Simmons, “Preface,” in American Cookery . . . (Hartford, CT: Hudson & Goodwin, 1796).
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Simmons could have very well been without a mother or father, or both, neglected or
abandoned, or deprived of protection. Her preface seems to point in that direction. It is
less likely that she was a widow.
Glynis Ridley may agree, but on pages 114-123, she also writes of Simmons’s description
of herself in the context of eighteenth-century America as “the stuff of sentimental
literature: the vulnerable female child cast upon the good offices of strangers rises to
become a pillar of the community and a credit to the charity of those who cared for
her.”43 But—and here Ridley’s thoughts coincide with those of Janet Theophano—the
description can also be understood as representing America as the abandoned orphan,
deprived of England’s patronage; now this American orphan stands ready to venture out
on her own and devise a new American way of cooking, and even of living.44

Part 3: Amelia Simonds/Simons
The criteria for the search for Amelia Simmons had been narrowed enough to merit a
trip to the Connecticut State Library.45 I would be looking for a woman named Amelia
Simmons who had resided in the District of Connecticut in 1796, close enough to
Hartford to make it likely that she would have access to Hudson & Goodwin and to have
advertised in their newspaper, and who was of an age to produce a cookbook. She could
also perhaps be a US citizen, an orphan, and/or a single woman.
This research revealed only one Amelia who fit these criteria close enough to be a
credible match: Amelia Simonds, aka Simons. She was born on August 29, 1767, the
daughter of Gideon and Anna Simonds of Windham, Connecticut.46
A record of the Gideon Simonds Family is the basis for illustration 8, which charts their
fourteen children.47 The gold rows, labeled “G” for girl, and the blue rows, labeled “B”
for boy, show when their children were born and, in seven cases, when they died. Amelia,
in the dark gold row, is the second surviving sibling, the first surviving female. Amelia’s
age is indicated at the top in five-year increments. At the bottom of the chart, the
numbers indicate how many living children there were in any given year. The final year
in the timeline is 1796, making Amelia Simons twenty-nine years old when American
Cookery was printed.

43 Ridley, “The First American Cookbook.”
44 Janet Theophano, Eat My Words: Reading Women’s Lives through the Cookbooks They
Wrote (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 233–41.
45 Collections researched at the Connecticut State Library, Hartford: Barbour Collection of
Connecticut Vital Records, Bible and Family Records Index, Connecticut Census Index 1790–
1850, Hale Collection of Newspaper Marriage and Death Notices ca. 1750–1865, Hale
Collection of Connecticut Cemetery Inscriptions, Church Records Index, and Probate Estate
Papers Index.
46 Other Amelia Simmonses were not a credible match. There was an Amelia Symonds who was
baptized on January 13, 1793, in New Haven Trinity P.E. Church; an Amelia Simons (widow)
who resided in Vernon in 1830, age thirty; and an Amelia Simonds who resided in East Hartford
in 1850, age fifty-four.
47 Town of Windham, Willimantic, CT, Family Records, volume 2, 350, Gideon Simonds
Family.
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Land records document transactions in which Gideon Simons (the surname now spelled
without the d) purchased land in 1762 from James Flint; in 1763 from Ezekiel Simons (his
elder brother); in 1769 from Elijah Fitch and from Jabez Fitch, and in 1773 from Mary
Simons (his mother) in a quitclaim.48 These records also reveal that the following
occurred on January 12, 1783:
Received judgment against Gideon Simons and Isaiah Kennedy both of Windham
. . . you are commanded to take the Bodys of the said Simons and Kennedy to
Commit to the Keeper of the Goal in Windham County within said Person who is
likewise hereby commanded to Receive the said Simmons & Kennedy safely keep
until they pay unto the said Flint the sum of above mentioned. . . .”
The striped column in illustration 8 represents 1783, the year Amelia’s father was
committed to jail. In this year of her family’s difficulties, sixteen-year-old Amelia was the
oldest daughter, with six living siblings; seven of her siblings had died, and the only other
surviving daughter was a young child.

Illustration 8. Chart of the family of Gideon and Anna Simonds, Windham, CT.

Modern eyes can see a lot of tragedy in this illustration, some of it likely made even worse
by the Revolutionary War (1775–83). It can also be used to make conjecture about the
potential correspondences between Amelia Simmons and Amelia Simons.
Could this Amelia, like those women in Simmons’s preface reduced by “unfortunate
circumstances” to the necessity of “going into families in the line of domestics,” herself
have gone into service in 1783 to help her family in their time of trouble? She would have
been sixteen years old and the eldest daughter,49 and if her mother could have spared her,
she would have been old enough to do so.50 Could that service have been in a kitchen
under the guidance of “virtuous guardians” who might have aided her in developing her
culinary expertise? This is one way that Amelia Simons could have become such an
accomplished cook if she was indeed our author Simmons. But even if she had stayed at
48 Town of Windham, Willimantic, CT, Land Records, volume S, 1–384.
49 In 1783, her only surviving sister Lydia was five years old.
50 There are no apprenticeship or indenture records in the Town of Windham Clerk’ss Office
that would give evidence that she did.
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home, as the teenage daughter of a forty-three- or forty-eight-year-old mother who had
had fourteen pregnancies and was caring for six or seven other children,51 Amelia’s
domestic skills, including cooking, would have most likely been very well developed.
Then, there is the question of education. In her preface, Simmons writes that she is
“circumscribed in her knowledge” and in the “Advertisement” section at the end of the
Hartford edition, she writes that, because she did not have “an education sufficient to
prepare the work for the press,” she had to hire person to do so. But even so, her
education would have had to be sufficient to enable her to produce the two editions.
As she was growing up, would Amelia Simons have had access to an education? It is
possible. In her memoir, Hannah Adams,52 who was a chronological but not economic
contemporary of Amelia Simons, wrote about the educational opportunities for children
while she was young, noting, “The country schools, at that time, were kept but a few
months in the year, and all that was then taught in them was reading, writing and
arithmetic. In the summer, the children were instructed by females in reading, sewing,
and other kinds of work.”53
Amelia Simons was not an orphan in the parentless sense of the word; the record shows
that her parents, Gideon and Anna, died in 1802 and 1813, respectively.54 But would her
father’s difficulties and perhaps incarceration have left the family destitute? Finding
herself in “unfortunate circumstances,” forced to leave her home and make her way in
the world, and perhaps shamed by her father’s situation, would she consider herself an
orphan in the sense “deprived of protection analogous to that of a parent; solitary,
unconnected”?
There are only two existing records that document Amelia Simons herself, and both of
them are from 1796. The first are “List of Letters Remaining at the Post Office, Hartford,
the 1st of January, 1796” notices run in the January 4 and 18, 1796, issues of the American
Mercury, a weekly Hartford newspaper. “Simons Amelia” (again, without the d) is listed
between “Sherman Thaddeus” and “Smith Solomon.” Evidently, Amelia had a letter
waiting for her in Hartford in January 1796. So at least one person thought she was in
Hartford at that time.
The only other record of Amelia is also in a 1796 Hartford newspaper, this time the
Connecticut Courant, on November 28. It reads, “Died . . . At New-York, Miss Amelia
Simons, late of Windham.”

51

Records differ as to Anna Gen[n]ings Simons’s birthdate.
Adams was the other single woman who filed for copyright in Connecticut along with Simmons
in 1796. She was born in 1775.
53
Adams, A Memoir of Miss Hannah Adams, 2–3.
54
The last names of Gideon and Anna at the times of their deaths were both Simons.
52
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Amelia Simmons and Amelia Simonds/Simons
Illustration 9 merges what we know of both Amelia Simmons and Amelia Simonds/
Simons in 1796 according to the historical record. The top row shows what we know
about Amelia Simmons. The middle row illustrates the printing of the first editions of
American Cookery in Hartford and Albany, and of the second edition in Albany. And the
bottom row shows Amelia Simons’s unclaimed letter and her death.

Illustration 9. Amelia Simmons, American Cookery, and Amelia Simonds/Simons—1796.

Amelia Simons was a citizen of the United States; Simmons was probably a citizen. In
1796, Amelia Simons was single; Simmons was probably single. Both Simons and
Simmons were residents of the District of Connecticut in 1796. Someone tried to reach
Amelia Simons by letter in Hartford at the same time that Simmons would have been
actively involved in Hartford: writing, working with the transcriber and Hudson &
Goodwin, and raising funds.
Amelia Simons was twenty-nine years old in 1796, clearly of an age to be able to produce
American Cookery, if indeed she did. Her home in Windham, approximately thirty miles
southeast of Hartford, was close enough to make it conceivable that if Simons were
Simmons, she would have taken advantage of the resources available to her in the larger
town.
Amelia Simons was “at New-York” when she died. It is unclear whether “New-York”
would have referred to the newly formed state or to New York City. It is possible,
however, that Simmons would still have been in Albany the month after publication of
the Albany edition, and that Amelia Simon’s death, if she were the author, could have
occurred in Albany, or in New York City as she was attempting to make her way back
home to Connecticut via the water route. Any of these narratives would fit.
There is no evidence of Amelia Simons in the Windham vicinity cemetery records, nor is
there evidence of the other members of her family. But it is unlikely that the body of
someone who died in New York in 1796 would have been brought home to Connecticut
for burial, especially if the family was not wealthy.
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If Amelia Simons was indeed the author of the first American cookbook, her untimely
death could answer several nagging questions about Simmons: Why has she been so
difficult to find? Why did she produce only one cookbook, when many other cookbook
authors of her era were more prolific? Since she was so concerned with the copyright of
her work, why didn’t she pursue those who printed versions of American Cookery without
her copyright statement or without listing her as the author?55 And finally and most
poignantly, if Amelia Simons was the author and knew she was mortally ill, wouldn’t that
explain why she was so persistent in finding a new publisher and seeing that the revised
version of her masterwork and legacy, American Cookery, was properly printed before she
died?

55 All versions printed from 1804 through 1831 neglected to do either one, the other, or both.
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