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The Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library at the University of Toronto holds a manuscript “receipt” or 

recipe book donated by the Harris Family. It has been digitised
1
 and was also featured in a 2018 

exhibition entitled “Mixed Messages: Making and Shaping Culinary Culture in Canada”. With the 

initial page of the book bearing the name of Lucy Harris (1845–1901) of Eldon House, London, 

Canada, it has been assumed until now to be her work.
2
 It is in fact almost a century older than this, 

having been compiled by Lucy’s great-grandmother Elizabeth Ronalds née Clarke (1758–1823) in 

England. Who Elizabeth Ronalds was and how she is identified as the author are described, and the 

period over which the book was written is assessed. Analysing its content reveals detail of Elizabeth’s 

married life in the town of Brentford.  

 

Elizabeth’s background and family 

 

The Clarkes were a close-knit family, yet geographically dispersed, with bases in Coventry, 

London, Brentford, and beyond. Elizabeth Clarke’s parents Francis Clarke Sr and Mary Taylor were 

married in Yorkshire on 8 October 1752 and they recorded that she was born at two a.m. on Tuesday 

28 February 1758.
3
 Francis Sr conducted his silk business at 8 Wood Street in London;

4
 there he was 

able to monitor changing fashions, purchase raw silk and sell products in Britain’s largest market.
5
 

The silk ribbons he sold were made in Coventry, 150 km northwest of the capital. Family 

members had long resided in the city, as can be traced through property ownership papers. In 1664, 

“ffranncis Clarke the Elder” purchased property he had leased for some years from the Company of 

Weavers; it was in Hill Street, Coventry, facing the east end of the St John the Baptist church.
6
 A later 

Francis Clark, a weaver, bequeathed this property in his 1736 will.
7
 John Clarke Sr in turn bequeathed 

it to his eldest son Francis Clarke Jr in 1802, and this Francis’ brother John Jr still held it in 1828; 

both were silkmen.
8
 The family was prominent in their community with John Jr being Master of the 

Weavers’ Company and he and John Sr serving as mayor of Coventry.
9
 

 

 
 

Fig.1: Ronalds family home in Brentford for the period 1756–1880. 

Source: Thomas Faulkner, History and Antiquities of Brentford, Ealing, & Chiswick (London, Simpkin, 

Marshall, & Co., 1845), 146. 
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John Sr’s sister Mary Clarke married Hugh Ronalds Sr in 1754 and settled in Brentford.
10

 The 

town was in an area of orchards and “gentlemen’s seats” and had strong transport links with the City 

of London, 15 km to the east, making it an ideal location for the garden nursery they established.
11

 

With its “country air”, Brentford was also an attractive respite for people working in London.
12

 

Hugh Sr and Mary moved into an Elizabethan house on Brentford High Street abutting the 

vicarage of St Lawrence’s church; it is shown in Fig. 1. The verge-board of the gable was regarded as 

“one of the finest specimens in England. There are some grotesque heads carved thereon, as also on 

the cantilevers supporting the projecting first-floor window. The front room on the ground floor is 

panelled throughout” and “its internal staircase and wainscots, are very interesting”.
13

 The Ronalds 

family was to live there for over 120 years.  

Hugh Sr and Mary’s second/third son Hugh Jr (he was a twin), who was born on 4 March 

1760, became the proprietor of the nursery after his father’s death. It was recognised as “one of the 

very best fruit nurseries in the kingdom” and expanded to nearly fifty acres. He operated 

internationally, for example donating 110 seed types from “East India” to the Kew Gardens in 1813 

and at Sir Joseph Banks’ request sending innumerable plants to Australia when the colony was 

established in 1788. He was also an early Fellow of the Royal Horticultural Society. In 1831 he 

published the book Pyrus Malus Brentfordiensis: or, a Concise Description of Selected Apples which 

described many of the 300 varieties of apples he cultivated at the nursery. It is considered one of the 

standard works in horticulture.
14

  

The family was active in the local Society of Protestant Dissenters. As a trustee, Hugh Sr 

signed the 1782 indenture purchasing land for their Boston Chapel and was present when its 

foundation stone was laid.
15

 Situated on Boston Manor Road, it is now called the Brentford Free 

Church. Hugh Jr became a trustee and the treasurer in 1792. Worship there followed the Unitarian 

faith, even though it was officially illegal until 1813.
16

 The society was an integral part of their lives: 

they attended chapel twice on Sunday and discussed their religion in letters and at home. Many of 

their friends were also members.  

Correspondence of the period shows there to have been frequent business and personal 

interaction between the branches of the family residing in London, Coventry and Brentford.
17

 Francis 

Clarke Sr contributed from London to the building fund for the Boston Chapel.
18

 Partners in his Wood 

Street silk firm included both John Clarke Jr from Coventry and Hugh Jr’s brother Francis Ronalds of 

Brentford.
19

 And, finally, our Elizabeth Clarke married Hugh Ronalds Jr on 9 September 1784, with 

the family recording that they were cousins – their miniatures are in Fig. 2.
20

 

 

 
 

Fig.2: Elizabeth Clarke and her husband Hugh Ronalds Jr (c.1810). On the back of Hugh Jr’s miniature, his and 

Elizabeth’s hair are intertwined in the shape of a tree. 

Source: Eldon House museum, London, Ontario. 
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The recipe book 

 

The contents of Elizabeth’s 88-page recipe book are summarised in Table 1, continuing the 

numbering sequence that she adopted for the first twenty pages. It is apparent that a quarter of the 

entries are recipes for alcoholic beverages – these served to use and preserve fruit grown at their 

nursery. The scale of the operations is of note. Currant rum on page 29, for example, started with two 

hundred weight of sugar (102 kilograms) to make 63 gallons or 286 litres of rum. The family was 

accustomed to sweet tastes: when Elizabeth’s daughter travelled to the Continent for the first time she 

called French wine “sour nasty stuff”.
21

  

Almost a tenth of the recipes are for preserving vegetables, with just a few to keep meat. 

Another quarter address health and wellbeing, as exemplified by the first entry: 

 

For the Piles –  

½ oz best Manner 

½ oz Tamerrinds 

½ oz Soluble Salts 

Bol’d in a pint of Spring water till reduc’d to three teacups 

take one warm going to bed 

 

Ten percent of the entries are household products. That on page 5 is an “infallible cure for Buggs” 

containing mercury, with which the bedstead was to be washed “with a feather”. “Note – tis rank 

Poison”. A couple of entries concern personal appearance, including one on page 79 for pomatum 

(hair gel) made with hog’s lard. Relatively few of the recipes are for dishes to be served at table.  

Most of the first third of the book was penned by Elizabeth herself, and she also made a few 

entries nearer the end. Her identity is confirmed by comparison with the handwriting of her 

correspondence. A short excerpt from one of her letters and an entry in the book are shown in Fig. 3.  

 

 
 

3(a) Excerpt from Indian Curry recipe on page 9 

 

 
 

3(b) Short portion of a letter from Elizabeth to her son Robert around 1813. It reads: “he and all friends and at 

Coventry are well – Your Father is gone this morn
g
 to Old Cambell’s funeral, I suppose you know he has left 

him & your Bro
r
 Hugh executors to his …” 

Source: Western Archives, Western University (WU), B2284. 

 

Fig.3: Examples of Elizabeth’s writing. Several of her capital letters, for example “F”, are quite distinctive 
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Elizabeth’s two daughters Mary (1787–1862) and Betsey (1788–1854) – whose portraits are 

in Fig. 4 and 5 – participated increasingly in home management as they grew up. They enjoyed this 

domestic role. Betsey wrote how they “love the delicacies of private life with all its cares & 

privations” and their cousin Edmund Ronalds later recorded Mary’s “indefatigable attentions to all 

domestic duties of a well regulated household”.
22

 It was Betsey who completed the book. Mary also 

made some entries in the middle section but Betsey’s script was neater and easier to read. Examples 

of Betsey’s and Mary’s handwriting from the period are in Figs. 6 and 7.  

 

 
 

Fig.4: Elizabeth’s elder daughter Mary Ronalds painted by Charles D. Langley (1842). 

Source: Eldon House museum, Tara Wittmann photography. 

 

 
 

Fig.5: Elizabeth’s younger daughter Betsey Ronalds painted by Charles D. Langley (1842). 

Source: Eldon House museum, Tara Wittmann photography. 

 

In other ways Mary carried the main domestic burden as their mother became older. Betsey 

had another important job – she painted watercolours of the fruit and flowers cultivated at the nursery, 

creating catalogues of the varieties available to promote sales. Many of her watercolours survive. 

Betsey illustrated her father’s book on apples and it is regarded as one of the most beautiful of English 

fruit books.
23
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6(a) Excerpt from India Pickle recipe on page 71 

 

 
 

6(b) Short portion of Mary’s letter to her brother Robert dated 23 August 1814: “we shall see her in the course 

of a month or six weeks, we have not heard from Hugh very lately, I …” 

Source: WU, B2284. 

 

Fig.6: Examples of Mary’s writing. 

 

The immature handwriting on pages 26 and 27 of the recipe book was probably Mary’s and 

Betsey’s first opportunity to participate; this dates these pages to around the turn of the century. 

Further entries soon after on pages 32–36 were also probably Betsey’s as they are in a younger hand 

and she seems to be honing her penmanship. Other writers in various places have not been identified 

and were possibly the cook or housekeeper.  

The timing of the book coincides with the Napoleonic Wars. When Louis XVI was 

overthrown in 1792 and civil unrest threatened in Britain, the Boston Chapel members declared their 

“sincere Attachment to the Principles of the Constitution of this Country as established at the glorious 

Revolution of 1688”. The threat of French invasion in 1803 caused Brentford to form a volunteer 

corps under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel John Drinkwater. Hugh Jr was on the organising 

committee and his and Elizabeth’s eldest son Hugh Clarke Ronalds, then aged eighteen, became an 

ensign.
24

 As hostilities approached their end in 1814, Elizabeth advised her youngest child Robert, 

who was attending a Unitarian school in Uxbridge, to “pay particular attention to french – as most 

likely we shall have a pretty close communication with that nation when things are compleatly settled 

w
h
 I think as politicks seem to be going cannot be long”. Mary had already passed on to Robert their 

brother George’s view that the language “will be very usefull to him in business”.
25

  

There is little hint of the war in the recipe book, however, with life continuing much as usual 

in the kitchen. Betsey did make an entry at the end of the conflict on page 70 of a source for French 

gloves at 11 Bulstrode Street, near Welbeck Street. The book’s timing in addition aligns with Jane 

Austen’s writing and various preparations mentioned by her and given in her friend Martha Lloyd’s 

household book also appear in Elizabeth’s book.
26

  

 

Who contributed recipes 

 

For a little less than half of the recipes, the source has been formally acknowledged. Almost 

all these people (mainly women) can be identified and their stories help in understanding day-to-day 

activities in Brentford during the Regency era and illustrating Elizabeth’s lifestyle there. They are also 

invaluable in fine-tuning the age of the book, which is otherwise undated. A few examples serve to 

illustrate the date limits given in the last column of the Table as well as Elizabeth’s most intimate 

local relationships.  
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7(a) Excerpt from Sweet Jar instructions on page 69 

 

 
 

7(b) Segment of Betsey’s 1816 travel journal: “we all went to Bed early but not to sleep for what with the dirt 

the Fleas and Bugs we were quite in a Fever and the …” 

Source: WU, B2285. 

 

Fig.7: Examples of Betsey’s writing. Her capital “F” is again distinctive. 

 

An important couple in this regard is the Heinekens, who are named on pages 30, 38 and 46–

47 of the book. Nicholas Thomas Heineken served as minister at the Boston Chapel in the period 

1799–1810. His wife Grace née Yallowley’s first contribution to the book was a posset (a medicinal 

beverage with cream and wine) that kept for a day, and she signed her second entry for nectar, while 

Nicholas provided an orange wine recipe.  

Another very helpful name is “M
rs
 Rowe”, who signed an entry on page 36 and is also on 

page 66. Anna née Berry had married Laurence Rowe, and they moved to Brentford in 1798 to 

establish a large soap works.
27

 Their home on Soaphouse Lane still survives. Laurence became a 

trustee at the Boston Chapel and the family interacted closely with the Ronaldses. Anna was buried at 

the chapel on 27 March 1816.
28

 Some months after her death, Betsey and her aunt Sarah Clarke 

accompanied Anna’s family on a trip to France, Belgium and Switzerland to help recover from their 

loss.
29

 

Dr Robert Wallace Johnson was the first physician to suggest the caesarean section incision 

used today, and published a book on midwifery and another for tending the sick that included 

recipes.
30

 He was also a manufacturer in Brentford and, as a leading member of the chapel, was Hugh 

Jr’s predecessor as treasurer. His second wife Susannah Owen contributed recipes on pages 20–21 and 

27. She was buried at the chapel in 1806 and her husband was interred there four years later.  

Mrs Montgomrey is named four times. Page 6 is the first in the book not written by Elizabeth 

and is signed “M
rs
 James Montgomrey for E R”, suggesting that she penned the entry herself. 

Susannah née Anthony was the widow of Captain James Montgomrey, a merchant mariner. Her only 

surviving son James attended the Uxbridge Unitarian school, where he would have met the older 

Ronalds boys, and in 1797 he was apprenticed to his cousin William Anthony, who was a timber 

merchant in Brentford.
31

 Susannah accompanied him to the town and quickly joined the Brentford 

Chapel. James became a trustee in early 1810 and married Hugh Jr’s niece Jane Ronalds the same 

year. After he purchased land from Dr Johnson’s estate, four generations of the family went on to run 

a large timber mill at Montgomrey’s Wharf in Brentford into the twentieth century.  

The commencement of the book is dated more precisely by an entry on page 3, where 

Elizabeth quotes verbatim a treatment for costiveness (constipation) and wind for infants “from D
r
 

Underwood”. The ingredients are rhubarb, magnesia, sweet fennel and dill waters, syrup of roses and 

spirit of ammonia. Michael Underwood wrote a popular book on children’s health in 1784 that rapidly 

went through numerous editions. It is the wording of the version published in 1795 that Elizabeth has 

used.
32

 At this time she had children aged 10, 8, 7, 5, 4, 3, and 1.  
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The completion date of the book is suggested by Anna Rowe’s latter contribution and several 

family entries. “M
rs
 Hugh R” on page 74 is Elizabeth’s daughter-in-law, who provided a “potatoe 

pudding” – her eldest child had married Elizabeth Barclay on 14 October 1815. On page 78, “M
rs
 

Edmund” contributed a method for polishing furniture. Eliza Jemima Anderson had married Hugh Jr’s 

nephew Edmund Ronalds on 25 July 1818. Edmund was later an executor for Hugh Jr’s will, as was 

James Montgomrey. Aligning with these dates, “D
r
 Ronalds” is Elizabeth’s fifth child Henry, who 

graduated in medicine at the University of Edinburgh in 1814.
33

 He offered various tonics on pages 

81–82; his prescription for worms comprised tin filings mixed with jam and castor oil, to be taken 

twice a day. It therefore appears from the pace of entries that the book was finished around 1820 – a 

few years before Elizabeth died on 13 January 1823.  

 

Later path of the book 

 

Elizabeth and Hugh Jr had ten children, all of whom reached adulthood, but only two married. 

Their ten grandchildren were all born to Henry. He had married a Canadian heiress who grew up in 

Brentford with her guardian Mary Nairne (who was very close to the Clarke family and signed a 

recipe on page 40). Elizabeth’s only great-grandchild, Lucy Ronalds, spent her life in Canada.
34

  

Children who did not marry remained in the old Elizabethan house on the Brentford High 

Street until Robert died there in 1880. He had outlived not only his siblings, but also all his nieces and 

nephews. The contents of the home were thus shipped to Lucy, who had married a lawyer named 

George Harris and lived in London, Ontario. She made use of many of the items, including the recipe 

book, and carefully preserved others. Her grandchildren later donated their family home Eldon House 

and many of these objects to the city and the book was given to the University of Toronto. Ronalds 

bibles, furniture, portraits and mementos from Brentford are still on display at the Eldon House 

museum.  

The recipe book may have taken a slightly more circuitous path as its initial page also has the 

name John Ronalds. John was Lucy’s uncle (and Robert’s nephew). He lived his later years in 

Brentford and seems to have utilised the book for a time. On his death in 1871 it might possibly have 

passed directly to Lucy rather than via Robert. 
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Table 1: Recipe book summary by page 

 

Page Recipe Recorder  Donor Date 

1 Piles 

Cough 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

  

2 Sore mouth 

Fever draught 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

  

3 Whooping cough 

Costiveness & wind 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

Mr Elden 

Dr Underwood 

 

After 1795 

4 Lavender water 

Burns 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

  

5 Tooth powder 

Bugs 

Milk of roses 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

  

6 Infusion Montgomrey Mrs Montgomrey After 1797 

7 Pickled beef 

Dutch flummery 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

  

8 Orange wine Elizabeth Mrs Stevens  

9–10 Indian curry Elizabeth   

11 Vinegar Elizabeth   

12 Pickled pork Elizabeth   

13 Elder wine Elizabeth   

14 Pickled mushrooms Elizabeth   

15 Pickled white onions Elizabeth   

16 Pickled cucumbers Elizabeth   

17 Mock turtle Elizabeth Bristol  

18 Pudding without egg Elizabeth   

19 Sugar vinegar Elizabeth   

20–1 Currant wine Elizabeth Mrs Johnson  

22 Carrot soup Elizabeth   

23 Essences Elizabeth   

24 Raisin wine Elizabeth   

25 Orange wine Elizabeth Mrs Fraser  

26 Orange syrup Mary? Mrs Gardiner c.1800 

27 Orange syrup Betsey? Mrs Johnson Before 1806 

28+31 Elder wine Elizabeth   

29 Currant rum Elizabeth   

30 Everlasting posset Elizabeth Mrs Heineken After 1799 

32 Orange wine Betsey? Mrs Gardiner  

33 Green bruise oil Betsey? Dr Smith  

34 Bruise or strain Betsey?   

35 Lavender water Betsey? Mrs Drinkwater Before 1818 

36 Black dye Betsey? Mrs Rowe After 1798 

37 Pickled cucumbers    

38 Nectar  Mrs Heineken  

39 ?  Mr Pringle  

40 Dutch wafers 

Duchess of Norfolk’s punch 

  

Mrs Nairne 

 

41 Fever draught 

Preserve oranges 

 Mrs Clarke 

Mrs Ronalds 

 

 

42 Gooseberry wine?    

43 Mock turtle    

44 Brawn    

45 Orange marmalade    

46–7 Orange wine  Mr Heineken Before 1810 

48 Gooseberry vinegar  Mrs Pope  

49 Preserved cucumbers    

50–1 Ginger wine    
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52 Tomato ketchup Elizabeth   

53 Plum pudding  Mrs Barclay  

54 Raisin wine Mary? Mrs Montgomrey  

55 Gooseberry vinegar Mary? Mrs Pope Before 1823 

56 Ginger wine Mary?   

57–8 Grape wine  Mrs Ronalds  

59 English mountain wine Mary?   

60 Ginger wine Mary?   

61–2 Cowslip wine Mary?   

63 Malt wine? Mary?   

64 Sponge cake Betsey?   

65 Gooseberry wine Mary?   

66 Cheese cakes  Mrs Rowe Before 1816 

67 Ink for linen  

Green gooseberry wine 

Betsey?  

Mrs Wilshire  

 

68–9 Sweet jar Betsey Mrs Montgomrey  

70 French gloves Betsey Mrs Heggenty  

71–3 India pickle Mary   

74 Dye luff? 

Potato pudding 

Peppermint water 

 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth 

 

Mrs Hugh R 

 

After 1815 

75 Dry wine Elizabeth Liverpool Before 1823 

76 Lemon cheesecake 

Lemon cream 

Betsey 

Betsey 

Miss Thomas  

77 Siberian jam 

Cure hams 

Betsey 

Mary 

  

78 Furniture polish Betsey Mrs Edmund After 1818 

79 Soft pomatum Betsey   

80 Chamber pot odour Betsey   

81 Lady Sefton’s soap 

Peppermint water 

Betsey 

Betsey 

 

Dr Ronalds 

 

After 1814 

82 Worms 

Worms 

Bowel complaint 

Eye lotion 

Betsey 

Betsey  

Betsey 

Betsey 

Dr Ronalds 

Dr Ronalds  

Dr Ronalds 

Dr Ronalds 

 

83 Gargle 

Gargle 

Betsey 

Betsey 

Miss Thomas  

84 Salve Betsey Mrs Johnson  

85 Croup 

Potato pudding 

Betsey 

Betsey 

Mrs Montgomrey 

Mrs Ronalds  

 

86 Health tonic Betsey Mr Pringle  

87 Cold remedy 

Cured beef 

Betsey 

Betsey 

Mrs Wilshire 

Lancashire 

 

88 Print varnish Betsey Le Blond  
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