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Lesson Plan: Frontier Cooking 
Summary: 

In this episode of Sketch and Coffee Live at 5:30am Texas time, Blade 
sketches a figurine of a bent-over frontier cook while diving into the history, 
humor, and hardship of cooking on the American frontier. The discussion 
explores how early settler women took on multiple roles as cooks, medics, 
and survivalists. Frontier recipes like vinegar pie, possum stew, and squirrel 
fricassee highlight how creative people had to be with limited supplies. Blade 
also touches on the influence of Native knowledge, herbal remedies, and how 
old-school survival cooking is making a comeback at events like frontier fairs 
and on modern homesteading channels. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/OlMgWHFMcco?si=M3XG64gSa2MG-2U5 

 

Lesson Plan 

Objective: 

Students will explore the challenges and ingenuity of frontier-era cooking 
while learning how survival needs shaped culinary practices and community 
roles. 

Standards Alignment: 

• Social Studies: Life in Early America, cultural exchange, subsistence 
strategies 

• Science: Chemistry of cooking, food preservation, and fermentation 
• Language Arts: Listening comprehension and historical vocabulary 

Materials Needed: 

• Copies of the 9 Fun Facts 
• Map of the American frontier in the 1800s 
• Vinegar pie recipe handout (optional) 

https://www.youtube.com/live/OlMgWHFMcco?si=M3XG64gSa2MG-2U5
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Procedure: 

• Begin with a brief discussion: What did people eat before 
supermarkets? 

• Introduce the concept of frontier cooking and who the cooks were. 
• Read through the 9 Fun Facts together. 
• Discuss how settlers adapted when they lacked ingredients or medical 

care. 
• Optional: Look at a modern frontier fair or homesteading resource and 

compare. 

Assessment: 

Students write a short paragraph explaining how a frontier cook combined 
multiple survival roles. 

Bonus: Identify one item you’d stock up on if you lived 100 miles from the 
nearest store. 

Extension: 

Research another historical survival food or medicine (e.g., hardtack, pine needle tea, fire 
cider). 

Optional: Bake vinegar pie as a class project (with guardian approval). 

 

Simple Rubric (4-Point Scale) 
Criteria 4 - Excellent 3 - Good 2 - Needs Work 1 - Incomplete 
Engagement Participated 

fully 
Participated 
mostly 

Limited 
participation 

Did not 
participate 

Understanding Explained 
clearly 

Understood 
main ideas 

Some confusion Misunderstood 
topic 

Fun Fact 
Recall 

Remembers 3+ 
facts 

Remembers 2 
facts 

Remembers 1 
fact 

Doesn’t recall 
facts 

Written 
Reflection 

Clear and 
thoughtful 

Mostly clear Incomplete or 
rushed 

Not submitted 
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9 Fun Facts About Frontier Cooking 

1. Granny from the Beverly Hillbillies wasn’t far off. Frontier women weren’t 
just cooks—they were medics, midwives, seamstresses, and problem solvers. 
Much like Granny on the old sitcom, real-life frontier women took on multiple 
survival roles, often without formal education. They had to treat illness, 
preserve food, mend clothes, and still get supper on the table. Source: 
https://www.remedialherstory.com/8-women-and-the-west.html 

2. Vinegar pie was a thing. Fresh fruit wasn’t always available, so pioneers 
got creative. Vinegar pie was made with flour, sugar, water, and vinegar to 
simulate the tang of lemons. It became a Depression-era and frontier favorite 
because it required no special ingredients and still satisfied that craving for 
dessert. Source: https://www.thedickinsonpress.com/opinion/desperate-or-delicious-
pioneer-and-wwii-favorite-vinegar-pie 

3. Squirrel fricassee made use of small game. Squirrel was a common meat 
source. Frontier recipes for fricassee called for flouring and pan-frying the 
meat, then stewing it with whatever vegetables or herbs were available. It was 
a flexible, filling dish using one of the most easily hunted animals in North 
America. Source: https://cookingwithserena.com/squirrel-fricassee-fried-squirrel/ 

4. You cooked what you could catch. Possum stew was a real meal. Cooks 
would skin and parboil the meat, then bake it with onions, sweet potatoes, 
sage, or even a splash of molasses. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was what you 
did when the general store was days away and meat was meat. Source: 
https://www.expressnews.com/sa300/article/Possum-meat-was-part-of-diet-for-soldiers-
before-11234701.php 

5. A good cook knew their plants—or else. Knowing which plants were safe 
to eat was critical. Settlers often learned from one another or from Native 
neighbors. Greens from the roadside, wild berries, and foraged roots could 
save your life—or endanger it if you got the wrong one. 

Source: https://fortedwards.org/garden.html 
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6. Blackberry wine was medicine, if you sipped slow. Blackberry wine was 
often called “medicine” and hidden in cupboards. It was used to soothe 
colds, calm nerves, or help someone sleep. If it turned to vinegar? Even 
better—that became cleaning solution, preservative, or pie filler. Source: 
https://ancestorsinaprons.com/2014/04/blackberries-wine-cordial-medicine/ 

7. Frontier cooks were gastro-chemists. They didn’t just cook—they 
diagnosed and treated. Knowing what herb could calm a stomach or draw out 
infection was essential. A minor digestive issue could turn deadly without 
quick, local remedies, so the cook was the first line of defense. Source: 
https://chrisenss.com/frontier-medicine/ 

8. Frontier cooks doubled as medics.When the doctor was a two-day ride 
away, you had to know how to handle everything from fevers to injuries. Herbal 
poultices, teas, and traditional remedies were passed down through 
generations. A good cook saved lives as often as they filled stomachs. Source: 
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/iusburj/article/view/19750/25833 

9. Frontier cooking is having a comeback. From sourdough bread during 
lockdowns to county fairs and YouTube channels, people are rediscovering 
old survival skills. Demonstrations of cast iron cooking, foraging, and old 
recipes show that the ingenuity of the frontier still fascinates and inspires 
today. Source: https://homesteadsurvivalsite.com/frontier-recipes/ 

 

 

 

 

--- 
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Student Worksheet 

Name: ____________________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

1. Review Question: 

What were some of the main foods cooked by frontier women? 

 

 

2. Discussion Prompt: 

Why did people need to learn how to cook with what they could catch or 
forage? 

 

 

3. Data Analysis: 

Look at one of the fun facts. What does it tell us about how people lived on the 
frontier? 

 

 

4. Reflection Question: 

Would you try vinegar pie or possum stew? Why or why not? 
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