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By Hugh Gallaghor
staff writer

“Square Meals,” by Jane and Michael Stern,
Alfred A, Knopf, $17.95.

In these days of fast foods eaten on the run, low-
cal satads and the exotic new culslne, we often long
for the satlsfying helt of a square meal. Think of it
— pot ronst with sweet carrots and onfons, roast
pork with mounds of mashed potatoes, macaroni
and cheese just llke they used to serve at school and
all topped off with a rich devil's food cake or a decp
dish apple ple. X

Janc and Michacl Stern have gone back to find
out what Americans have really heen cating the
last 50 years. “Square Meals” i3 a funny but affec-
tlonate look al American eating habits, covering
everythlng from those solld square meals to the sin-
ful varletics of Jell-O culsine. The text s tongue-in-
cheek but never disrespectful, Thé title ks double-
edged suggesting that the food is not only solld but
also unsophlsticated. ‘

“Square Meals” Is full of interesting recipes, but
Its maln focus is on the why behind what we eat.
The Sterns have scoured popular cook books, food
company promotions, the backs of old boxes and
women's club recipe collectlons lo {ind out what
Amerlcans have been eating, not what Juliz Chitd
and James Beard have been telllng them to eat.
They have explored the soclology of food right
down to the class structure of hot chocolate — rich
kids drank Ovaltine, poor kids got Bosco,

Anyone who grew up In the 1950s or before will
appreciate the fun the Sterns had and will have
lf:jeir memorles as well as their appetites stimulat-
ed.

THE BOOK Is dlvided In keeplng with the main
focus, by soclal themes rather than kinds of food,
‘The Sterns remind us of how much we've changed
and how much we've stayed the same in our soclal
and eating hablts. They Include a bit of hlstory, a
setting of time and place for each reclpe.

The first section, “Ladles’ Lunch,” recalls the
polile tearooms, the romantlc candlelight dinners
and afternoon hen sesslons that were a part of an-
other era, The food ~ light, dellcate and fruity —
Is stlll with us but the seiting has changed a blt.
Men, even real men, eat quiche now and tearooms
are about as dated as the leatherchalr, smoke-
filled men's clubs. Here you'll find recipes for cin-
namon buns, ambrosia cake, tomato aspic and
cheese and crab delight.

Liver and onlons is dincr food. Diners, drug store
lunch counters and lce cream parlors survive, but
they aren't the essence of fast food they used to be.
In the '30s, '40s and '50s, customers could get not
only the classic American hamburger with fries but
the above named llver and crater potatoes (thick,
lumpy mashed potatoes with dark brown gravy
erupting from the center). “Lunch Counter Cook-
ing” recalls those great foods and advises that as
accurate as the recipes are, you won't be able to
recreate the true diner taste because your clean
Irying pan or grill is lacking in character, Here,
also, you'll find recipes for sehool macaroni and
cheese, Clncinnatl flve-way chili and numerous
soda fountaln favorites,

THE HEART of the book recalls that fine old
ritual, the Sunday dinner. Here are the square
meals of yesterday, the high caloric meals that
were followed by a Sunday afternoon snooze. The
recipes Include “Mom’s Best Pot Roast,” country
pan-fried chicken {eat your heart out Col. Sanders),
roast pork with a rich bourbon-laden stuffing.
Those were the days!

The Sterns save their wlttlest writlng and deep-
est thinking for a section en “Nursery Food.”" This
is the soft, warm, comforting food of our childhood
:hul we stlll yearn for in our middle-age and do-
age,

The Sterns write, “Alone or with a dear friend,
cozy Is the word, Every effort must be made to
induce snuggliness,” :

It Is food that reminds us of mother and shuts out
the bad old world. The Sterns glve detalled Instrue-
tlons on how to bulter toast and how to top it wlth
clnnamon or sink it in milk, Banana puddings, oat-
meal wlith brown sugar and after-school glnger-
bread are here. Also, a number of variations on hot
chocolate,

- For a square meal |
Return with us now to those thrilling days of yesteryear

It wag the 1950s that saw the emergence of mod-
era America, The population shifted from central
citles to the suburbs and a new “Cuisine of Subur-
bla” was born, Thls culsine was promoted by Betty
Crocker, Kralt cheese, Jell-O and other companies
through gimmicks, cookbooks and televislon spots,
It was a culsine of TV snacks, casseroles and end-
less varicties of Jell-O salads,

The Sterns belleve that Jell-O must be the most

treat. A highlight bere is “Undescended Twinkles,”
the Hostess cupcake concoction nestled in Jell-O.
They also cover patlo partles, pizza burgers and
cooking with corn flakes, They wrile that they
found “a trove of forgotten flavors and a rumpus
room full of fun” in suburbla.

The book {8 amusingly packaged to mock the Bet-

ty Crocker and Better Homes and Garden cook- s .
books, The illustrations are brilllantly selected — 770 Sterns bellive
old ads, cartoons, cookbook and magazine illustra.  that Jell-O must be -
tions. The effect perfectly matches the tone of the  fhe most Important -
book — funny, a bit sarcastic but also warm and o aff American
respectful, foods.

This book is a treat for readers as well as cooks,

fmportant of all American foods. Wherever they
went [n search of recipes, they found something
new they could do with Jell-O. In tribute to this
fact, the Sterns end with a seetfon on the wiggly
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