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Alexander McIntosh: Patriarch on the hill
J

BY LAURA HUNT ANGEL
MESSENGER FOOD COLUMNIST

ust outside of Nortonville
at the top of the hill that
runs along McIntosh
Chapel Road lies an old
burying ground that was —
and still is — used by many of
the old families who carved
their homesteads out of the
surrounding area. The hill is
backed by a gentle ridge that
drops off to reveal a large
belt of rich bottom land that
once belonged to my great—
grandfather, Sylvester Hugh
Moseley. On March 4, 1930, he
lost the 300-acre farm over a
$63.35 tax bill. My father was
born just a few yards up the
road, on a piece of the land
that my grandmother retained
throughout her lifetime. Behind
the little chapel in the graveyard
is where, in 1948, my father
proposed to my mother. Now,
a good portion of my father’s
Laura Hunt Angel, The Messenger
family is buried there.
Though similar in preparation, the disparity between water gruel, right, and trough mush lies in the dignity aforded the diner.
But long before my
great -grandfather’s time,
Gutenberg and can easily be
before there were any
found with a quick Google
graves up there at all, the
search.
land belonged to a farmer
The second recipe is for
from North Carolina, named
a slave dish called Trough
Alexander McIntosh.
Mush, from the cookbook by
Michael W. Twitty, Fighting
Alexander’s story
Old Nep: The Foodways Of
Born in the spring of 1776,
Enslaved Afro-Mar ylanders,
Alexander McIntosh was an
1634 — 1864. As described by
Englishman for all of 3 months
Frederick Douglas, “Our corn
before the American colonists
meal mush, which was our only
declared independence from
regular if not all—suficing
Britain. By most accounts, he
diet, when suficiently cooled
and his wife, Mar y, had at least
from the cooking, was placed in
7 children. Sometime before
a large tray or trough. This was
1830, Alexander moved his
family from North Carolina
Library of Congress photo set down either on the loor of
the kitchen, or out of doors on
to the large farm in Hopkins
Camp Nelson Lodge House, showing the camp gate and cemetery beyond, right, and the Soldier’s Home.
the ground, and the children
County to the community on
were called like so many pigs,
National Cemeter y reads,
top of the hill that was at that
“TO THOSE BURIED HERE and like so many pigs would
time known as Curtail. The
come, some with oyster—
Here lie the bodies of
colorful name sprung from
shells, some with pieces of
numerous
unknown
Tennessee
the cur ve of the land running
shingles, but none with spoons,
white refugees and Kentucky
along the ridge, which humps
African-American refugees who and literally devour the mush.
and curls along like the tail
perished from disease while at He who could eat fastest got
of a stray dog of questionable
most, and he that was strongest
Camp Nelson. These civilians
heritage.
sought freedom and protection got the best place, but few left
Among the other old families
the trough really satisied ...”
within this U.S. Army post.”
in the community at that time
Even at his great age,
were the Williams, Sisks,
The Recipes
in appears that Alexander
Childers, also from North
Worth reading for their
McIntosh was assisting in this
Carolina, and the McKenzies,
historic value alone, these two
effort. His actions even leave
a family whose patriarch hailed
open the possibility that he was recipes are vaguely similar,
from Scotland and who are
a member of the Underground but the intent behind them
believed to have been kin to
demonstrates the polarization
Railroad.
Mar y McIntosh.
between slave and free.
Alexander died while in
Like most of the countr yside
Hickman, Kentucky, and his
during the pre-Civil War era,
Dr. Kitchiner’s Receipt to
body was carried back to
life in Curtail moved in slow
Curtail to be buried. His grave make Gruel.—(No. 572.)
motion and revolved around
lies roughly 30 feet from that
Ask those who are to eat it, if they
farming and rural life, and
of the runaway. His wife, Mar y, like it thick or thin; if the latter, mix
nothing much changed in the
well together by degrees, in a pint
joined him some 8 months
cycle of births, marriages and
basin, one table—spoonful of
later. Several of the McIntosh
deaths. News traveled quickly
children are also buried there, oatmeal, with three of cold water; if
by word of mouth and, in most
the former, use two spoonfuls.
including a son who said to be
instances, was just as quickly
Have ready in a stew-pan, a pint of
in an unmarked grave, having
forgotten.
boiling water or milk; pour this by
died on his way to Texas.
However, one stor y
degrees to the oatmeal you have
By bur ying the runaway on
concerning Alexander
mixed; return it into the stew-pan; set
his own land, designating the
it on the ire, and let it boil for ive
McIntosh has sur vived all of
ground for family and friends,
minutes; stirring it all the time to
these years, and has become a
prevent the oatmeal from burning at
and then choosing it as his
testament to the character of
the bottom of the stew-pan; skim and
own burial place, Alexander
the man himself.
strain it through a hairsieve.
put the tenant of treating
It seems that early one
“Water gruel,” says Tryon in his
one’s
neighbors
as
oneself
morning, Alexander rose up
Obs. on Health, 16mo. 1688, p. 42, is
into undisputable action. Was
and noticed that the household
“the king of spoon meats,” and “the
Alexander a member of the
wood supply had run out
queen of soups,” and gratiies nature
Underground Railroad? We
during the night. He headed to
beyond all others.
may never know for sure, but
the woodshed to restock, but
In the “Art of Thriving,” 1697, p. 8,
what is certain is that this
are directions for preparing fourscore
upon opening the door, noticed
Laura Hunt Angel, The Messenger patriarch on the hill was an
noble and wholesome dishes, upon
something amiss: There was
most of which a man may live
heavy, raspy breathing coming The tombstone of Alexander McIntosh, set some 30 feet from the mark- honorable man.
excellently well for two pence a day;
er
of
the
runaway
slave
in
Alexander’s
Hope
Cemetery.
from somewhere among the
the author’s Obs. on water gruel is,
A Taste Of Two Worlds
stacks of wood. Raising his
even rewarded, for returning
neighbors, some of whom were
that “essence of oatmeal makes a
Though
they
shared
the
lantern for a better view, the
said “property.” However, what slave owners themselves, that
noble and exhilarating meal!”
same
period
in
time,
Alexander
light washed across a wear y
happened after the runaway’s
he hoped that it would become
and the runaway inhabited
Trough Mush
igure, half collapsed against
death is even more telling.
a bur ying ground for them
completely different worlds. I
the back of the woodshed.
Instead of paying the
and their descendants. And so
After learning of this mixture
have chosen to represent these
Alexander had come upon a
doctor or another person to
the bur ying ground earned its
which formed the staple diet of
worlds
with
two
historically
runaway slave.
simply haul the body away for
name, Alexander’s Hope.
enslaved children in Maryland,
accurate recipes that each of
The desperate man was
disposal, Alexander decided
Some years later, in the
Twitty visited a farm in Kenobviously ill and burning up
to bur y the man himself. He
spring of 1863, then 87 year-old these men would have been
tucky where he was dismayed to
with fever, so after offering
chose a spot along the ridge
Alexander McIntosh took take quite familiar with.
discover that this self same conFirst is a recipe for Gruel
him some water, Alexander
on his property, and marked
a trip to Hickman, Ky. With no
coction was still fed to modern
taken
from
the
7th
edition
covered him up and went to
the man’s burial place with a
known family there, what in
era pigs.
of Dr. William Kitchiner’s
fetch the doctor. Unfortunately, stone. He treated the man with the world could compel such
41⁄2 cups water
The Cook’s Oracle and
by the time the doctor arrived, the dignity of a human being,
1⁄2 teaspoon salt
an old man to make the 125
Housekeeper’s Manual,
the runaway had died from
not merely property. It is said
mile journey in the midst of a
1 cup buttermilk
pneumonia, without ever
published in 1830, which could 11⁄2 cups white stone ground corn
that next to the runaway lies a
bloody Civil War?
revealing his name or where he native American who also died
well have been a part of the
meal
Hickman, Ky is the location
was from.
McIntosh household collection. Bits of greens, pot liquor and other
without family or identity.
of Camp Nelson, which was
like tidbits, optional
At this point, one might
Though the recipe itself is
established in 1863 and
Dissolve the salt in the water; add
wonder whether Alexander,
brief, Kitchiner’s quotes are
became a recruiting ground
Alexander’s hope
the milk and bring to a boil. Stir in the
who did not own slaves
quite lengthy; printed here
for Unionists making their
After ward, Alexander
cornmeal, a little at a time, until fully
himself, was merely caring for
is my own edited excerpt
way out of Tennessee, and
dedicated the plot of ground
blended. Reduce heat and simmer
the runaway because he was
of it. However, the entire
also for runaway slaves who
where he buried the runaway
about a half hour. Add the leftover
another man’s property and
wished to become soldiers. The cookbook, this recipe included, bits and heat through. Serve with an
to the little community of
expected to be reimbursed, or
monument at the Camp Nelson is available online via Project
Curtail, telling his friends and
oyster shell.

