
- Theresa J. Beckhusen -

Preparing biscuits with a reenactor from Connor Prairie.
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“A lot of people have come and gone over the years.” 
Caleb Ferguson’s eyes roam over the walls of the 
Best Room. The cream and milk chocolate-colored 
wallpaper. The hand-painted wood grain of the 
built-in cabinets. The hand-woven rug beneath 
our feet. He gets to his feet to show us the original 
painted wood grain on one cabinet door. His 
fingers only brush against it as he swings it closed. 

“I like thinking about how long that cabinet door 
has hung here in this house.”

The path to the brick house is muddy and covered 
in slush. We’ve just passed a hot air balloon that 
looks ready to soar into the winter sky. We carry 
our punched-tin lanterns unlit in the fading 
daylight. The kitchen is warm when we enter. Our 
guide, schoolmaster Mr. Caleb Ferguson, directs us 
to the dining room where there’s a large wooden 
bowl filled to brimming with fresh popcorn. There 
is cheese and sausage here, too, and we fill our own 
small bowls with the treats. Hot mulled cider sits 
waiting for us. Tonight, we are guests at the Conner 
house, and, tonight, it is 1836.



hearth is a noisy affair. Mrs. Barker smacks iron lids onto 
iron spider pots (Dutch ovens) with a clang as some of 
us clean off the wooden cutting boards with coarse salt, 
the grains pushed into the heels of our hands. Smoke 
fills the room and clings to our clothing and hair. If you 
draw too close to the fire, your cheeks immediately flare 
red and become overwarm. 

Cy and Neal mix biscuits, tossing challenges back and 
forth, and Cy will later claim his biscuits turned out 
better. Mrs. Zimmerman directs Nate and me in making 
the apple black cap, a tart consisting of apple halves 
dipped in sugar and sprinkled with lemon zest, nutmeg, 
and lemon juice. Cody grates the nutmeg. Lindy chops 
onions and carrots. Ryan and Carl, the latter imprinted 
with many school field trips to Conner Prairie, sing a 
new butter-churning song: “Wrecking Ball,” popularized 
by Miley Cyrus. The reenactors ignore this, and dinner 
preparations go on. Mrs. Barker and Mrs. Zimmerman 
gossip between themselves and with Mr. Ferguson, 
the conversation on occasion turning to Mrs. Barker’s 
daughter, Jo. Mr. Ferguson has taught Jo to spell her 
name, which infuriates and perplexes the illiterate Mrs. 
Barker. What need would her daughter have for this 
knowledge in the life prescribed for her? We munch 
popcorn and continue about our tasks.

During this process, we don’t care as much about our 
hands getting dirty or keeping the tabletop clean. We 
wipe our hands on our aprons and hand towels, and we 
know we won’t have to worry about clean-up. Getting 
dirty seems to matter less. Not that cleanliness wasn’t 
important in 1836, but when you’re standing in a 

The Conner house was built in 1823, a house of means 
for its time, though not a mansion, Mr. Ferguson tells 
us. Each room is fairly large, furnished with well-hewn 
wooden floorboards and little else. What would the four 
rooms and kitchen have looked like in 1836 with its ten 
children, two parents, hired help, and a dining room 
full of guests? We return to the kitchen and introduce 
ourselves to Lucinda Barker and Sophia Zimmerman, 
the two cooks hired by the Conners to come in during 
the day. When Cody says he’s from Broad Ripple, Mrs. 
Barker looks confused.
 “Where’s that?” she grunts. 
 “Uh,” says Cody.
 “Oh, Mrs. Barker, I think I’ve heard of a new 
area people are calling Broad Ripple,” Mrs. Zimmerman 
says, tucking a strand of hair into her cap. I tell the two 
women I’m originally from Philadelphia, and the pair 
look a bit surprised. “What brings you out here?” 
 “Well, I got a job.” Long pause. “And I had a…
gentleman caller.” Another pause. “He’s my fiancé now.” 
 “She must mean the job of being a wife,” Mrs. 
Barker says to Mrs. Zimmerman, nodding. Now she 
can classify me. No comment is made on the fact that 
the women of the group—Kelley, Lindy, and me—are 
wearing pants. Only certain anachronisms will be 
addressed here.

—

There are ten people in our group, along with our guide 
and two cooks, all of us weaving between each other in 
the kitchen as we prepare dinner. Perhaps it’s this number 
of people in the kitchen, but making a meal over an open 
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If you draw too close to the fire, 
your cheeks immediately flare red 

and become overwarm.
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Candles light the dining room for the Hearthside Supper.



chicken, brandied peaches, potatoes, carrots, biscuits, 
apple black cap. Strawberry and raspberry jams, thick 
honey, fresh-ground horseradish. Despite the bounty, 
each dish has been prepared rather simply: carrots the 
Dutch way, we learn, mean carrots sautéed and steamed 
with some onions, butter, and parsley. Mustard potatoes. 
Chicken smothered in fresh rosemary. The beef is tough 
but comes with rich, soft forcemeat, and that horseradish 
on top doesn’t hurt. Cy says he’s never liked peaches, but 
when the brandied peaches hit his tongue, he takes back 
his words. Cody heaps his plate, like most of us, and 
remarks on how similar the menu is to what his family 
makes for holiday meals. “Eerily similar.” Lindy, on the 
other hand, looks at the array of dishes and finds the 
offerings completely different from how we eat today. In 
some ways, yes; in others, no. We have more options 
today, more conveniences, more foods out of season, 
more foods from faraway lands. But tonight we eat 
classic American farm food: meats, starches, vegetables, 
biscuits. Everything plated together, touching, sauces 
combining, biscuits sopping, honey dripping. 

We negotiate the period dinnerware: the two-tined forks 
are meant only to stabilize meat as you cut it and to push 
food onto your wide knife blade. You bring the knife to 
your mouth, blade facing away, and tilt your bite of food 
in. To some, this process is awkward, ungainly, odd. Some 
worry about cutting their cheeks with the knife blade. 
Others simply give up and use the two-tined forks the way 
they would four-tined forks. For yet others, this method 
actually feels quite natural, comfortable, and, in a way, it 
lets you admire the food, give it more thought. Consider 
the psychology of chopsticks versus the modern, Western 

in a kitchen with an open wood-fired hearth and 
smoke filling the low-ceilinged room, keeping every 
speck of salt off of the table seems beside the point. 

We migrate to the dining room. So much light from only 
nine candles. We cup our hands around our eyes to peer 
at the snow-covered field outside. Deer pick their way 
through the snow and scrub, and we forget, just for a 
moment, about the cars we parked by the visitors’ center 
an hour before, about the strip malls we passed on the 
way, about the phones tucked into our pockets, about 
the giant Rickers sign on the hot air balloon we walked 
by. We keep bumping into the past and present here, 
some of us nervous that the reenactors will put us on the 
spot, they way they did Cody about Broad Ripple. Some 
of us relish the fact that this is the closest we’re going to 
get to time travel.

Usually the debate over superpowers hinges on whether 
you’d like to fly or become invisible at will. But what 
if you could travel to the past and interact with people 
without dire consequences, without changing the course 
of history? What if you could go back to any period in 
history and listen to the people, to the everyday sounds? 
Eat the foods? Chat with the locals? Do all of it without 
repercussions? Would you do it? Would it make you a 
different person?

—

Our meal reminds us of what you can do with relatively 
little. While the food we eat is seasonal for February 1836, 
it is still extravagant: onion soup in beef stock, beef and 
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them, my insides are twisted. Ghost stories are, I will 
admit, fascinating, and all too often I’ve been sucked into 
them only to end up lying awake at night, tensing at every 
creak in the house, afraid to close my eyes and afraid to 
leave them open. 

In this instance, I tell myself that maybe the ghosts of the 
Conner house would like me, would sense my respect 
and gratitude for history, for their home, for allowing us 
to prepare and eat a meal in their shadows. It’s often so 
easy to forget that the people who came before us were 
a lot like us. They made bawdy jokes, too, liked to read, 
enjoyed a glass of beer, had friends and family and loves. 

My intellectualization does little to quell my fear. 
Instead, my mind fixates on the image of the black orb, 
on the sense of someone right behind me. The creeping 
feeling of being watched. Every culture has some form 
of ghost, so either they do exist or humans have some 
need to project. Or both. I do believe in ghosts, in a 
way. I believe that people want something greater than 
what we can see. I believe that people have regrets or 
unfinished business that they’d like to imagine they 
could settle even after death. I believe that people want 
the possibility of a little more time on Earth, even if it’s 
in non-corporeal form. People want a little mystery, a 
little shock, a little adrenaline rush. I believe people have 
trouble accepting death as final. 

So we listen to these stories, tour haunted houses, visit 
the homes of people long dead. We cook in their kitchen 
and sit in their dining room, our footsteps creaking the 
same floorboards. Sometimes we wear their clothing, 

fork and knife. With the latter two, you spear your food, 
shovel it in, and gobble it up. Chopsticks demand more 
delicacy and contemplation. You must work harder for 
your food, regard it more carefully. 

The candlelight becomes cozier as the sky darkens outside. 
Faces glow. Water sparkles. Food appears even richer and 
heartier. The painted woodwork and patterned wallpaper 
take on more dimension. The reflection of flames in the 
windowpanes tells us how solitary life would have felt 
in 1836, even in a small settlement. Your entertainment 
would have been the other people in the room, games you 
played after dinner, reading, singing, drawing, stitching. 
It’s why dinner at the Conner House is typically followed 
with a tour and then games in the Best Room.

Members of our party balk at the idea of playing games 
from the 1830s. Instead, some of us persuade Mr. 
Ferguson to share ghost stories about the Conner house 
and other buildings in the park. He tells us of candles 
re-lit, heavy sighs from just behind you, a black orb like 
a cannonball hovering over the kitchen prep table, and 
crying and squeals from upstairs when no one else is in 
the house. I have no tolerance for ghost stories; neither 
does Carl. “I was haunted by a ghost once,” Carl says 
in protest of the stories. Everyone laughs. I knit my  
hands together. 

—

Here’s where I can’t call myself a part of the group anymore. 
While everyone else, save Carl, leans forward into Mr. 
Ferguson’s ghost stories and seems giddily spooked by 
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the dark, the prairie beyond it stretching some distance 
before the treeline. Mrs. Barker and Mrs. Zimmerman 
stay behind, washing up in an unseen modern kitchen, 
but still in period dress. There will be more people next 
week coming to the Conner house for Hearthside Supper. 
Will they pull the ghost stories out of Mr. Ferguson? 
Will Mrs. Barker feign ignorance of Broad Ripple? Will 
she and Mr. Ferguson argue about teaching Jo how to 
spell her name? I turn around and head back to the guest 
center, Nate and Carl running and sliding on the ice in 
front of me.

Traveling back in time is a romanticized notion. It’s the 
same impulse that drives people to yearn for the good 
old days. Those don’t exist. But we’re happy to playact 
what we see as the past, to wash away the problems and 
focus on what we deem charming. Maybe that’s why we 
need the ghosts, need the ghost stories. To remind us of 
what came before, of how dear our dinner would have 
been in February 1836, and to add a little something 
ominous. If it weren’t for the Conners and their house, 
Conner Prairie as a historical park wouldn’t exist. The 
ghosts of the Conners want us to remember this. So they 
re-light candles to stave off the dark, and they sigh in 
your ear to remind you that, no matter what, they won’t 
be forgotten. And that you’re never alone. 

or approximations of it. We read their diaries, their daily 
logs, and we learn about what they farmed, the cows they 
kept, the people they knew, the number of children that 
lived and the number that died. We know where they’re 
all buried. Sometimes we don’t. The reenactors at Conner 
Prairie may change their characters, their identities, 
from week to week or day to day, but it’s always 1836, 
an endless loop of recreated history that keeps alive the 
Conners and other denizens of Prairietown.

We return to the dining room where the dinner dishes 
have been cleared and replaced by servings of warm rice 
pudding and raspberry sauce. My back is to the door 
opening into the entrance hall, and I can’t shake the 
feeling of being watched. I know I’m creating that hyper-
awareness, so I try to focus on the rice pudding instead. 
It’s delicately spiced with cinnamon and nutmeg, and 
the raspberry sauce’s tartness cuts through the heaviness 
of the pudding. After meeting the interpreters outside 
of their characters and sitting through another ghost 
story—I cover my ears—it’s time to leave. We gather our 
coats in the chill entrance hall and depart through the 
warm kitchen, picking up our punched-tin lanterns as 
we go. Some of the heat from the candle rises and warms 
my hand as the shock of cold night air hits my face. I look 
up. The clouds reflect light from nearby neighborhoods 
and strip malls. The illusion of stepping back into 1836 
is fading quickly, and I scan the sky for any sign of the 
moon. None. So I face my lantern glass door forward 
and pick my way carefully over the ice-covered path. 
I look back. The Conner house is a candlelit oasis in 
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Dining with Ghosts: Hearthside Supper at Conner Prarie
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