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Abstract
The McGill Library’s Rare and Special Collections contains a 

collection of historical cookbooks and, through close study, each 

has its own story to tell. Cookbooks are not simply a set of recipes, 

but can act a window into cultural history through foods. I 

contributed research to three projects on cookbooks, 

unpublished manuscript cookbooks, and cookery-related 

material from different cultural milieus and eras, each of which 

give insight into the culture in which they were produced: The first

relates to a Baltimore spice company established in the 1980s,

another revolves around a cookbook titled the Black Whale 

Cook Book (1948) printed by a group of Anglophone woman 

who summered in Percé, QC, and the third a manuscript 

cookbook relating to the culture of puzzles and to dinner 

traditions in 19th century England. 

Objectives
To gain exposure to the different 

aspects of working with, and 

researching rare books and 

archives through hands-on 

experience that includes: 

• Preparing and developing 

curatorial labels for a rare 

books exhibit;

• Conducting research in off-

site rare book libraries such 

as the Thomas Fisher Rare 

Book Library at the University 

of Toronto and the Toronto 

Public Library; and

• Researching and preparing 

an academic article for 

publication.
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Spicy Business | Vann’s Spices

The Black Whale Cookbook
The Black Whale Cookbook (1948) was a publication sponsored and 

compiled by the Black Whale craft shop run by the Percé 

Handicrafts committee – a group of Montreal Anglophone women 

who summered in Percé in the Gaspé region of Quebec. The 

Cookbook is a charming publication full of gems, providing a 

nostalgic introduction to the landscape, culture, and foodways of 

the Gaspé. Rife with woodcut illustrations, the cookbook contains 

everything form poetry to colourful descriptions of the Gaspé, as well 

as classic recipes of the local flavour including “Bonaventure Cod 

Tongues,” and “Luncheon Trout at the Stream.” 

Riddles and Food

In the mid-late 20th century Baltimore, Virginia “Val” Limansky

maintained a small variety of unpublished cookbooks and kept a 

detailed record of the foods her family ate for years. She also 

often taught cooking classes (including one entitled “Foods of 

the World”) at her local YMCA. Val’s recipes denote an interest in 

ethnically-inflected flavourings and spices. She later went on to 

open a boutique spice business—Vann’s Spices—with her friend 

Ann Wilder in 1980. Only a few short years later, Val left the 

business just as it was beginning to flourish. In this project, we 

investigate the business’s history and success in comparison to 

other companies, as well as Val’s culinary innovation, and what 

prompted her exit from Vann’s. 

A collection of manuscript recipe books (mostly from the 

Doncaster area of South Yorkshire in the 19th century), one 

of which includes not just recipes, but also receipts, poems, 

and, curiously, a variety of riddles meant as clues for foods 

to be served at the table (an example of this are two table 

settings that offer clues as to what should be served [see 

fig. 4]). Some solutions to the riddles are provided, though 

written in different handwriting and at the later date of 

1835, and the rest remain unresolved. That these riddles find 

their way into this manuscript cookbook begs the question: 

what is the relationship of riddles to foodways and to 

dinner traditions?
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Fig. 1: “the Black Whale Cookbook cover,” The Black Whale Cookbook. Compiled by Ethel Renouf, 

Typo-Press, Montreal, 1948.  

Fig. 2: “Vanns Spices - Promo 1.” Vanns Spices, LTD. 

Fig. 3: Limansky, Virginia. “White Flower Cookbook cover,” White Flower Cookbook. Manuscript. 

Fig. 4: “First course table setting riddle,” Smithson Riddle Book. 

Fig. 5: “The Enigmatical Dinner.”
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