
“This is an intelligent, funny, wonderfully written memoir.  
Janzen has a gift for following her elegant prose with the 

perfect snarky aside. If it weren’t for the weird Mennonite 
food, I would like very much to be her friend.”                          
—Cynthia Kaplan, author of 
Why I’m Like This and Leave the Building Quickly

M
y sister, Hannah, and I have often thought 

that it would be pleasurable to revisit the 

very Mennonite foods that used to shame 

us as we tried to conceal them in the cafeterias of our 

youth. After considerable reflection, we came up with a 

list of Shame-Based Foods, which I urge the reader to 

imagine tucked into Shame-Based Lunchpails, dooming 

the transporter whereof to social ostracism at Easterby 

Elementary School.   
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“[ Janzen’s] wry, affectionate 
depictions make for an honest and 
entertaining memoir.” 
—FAMILY CIRCLE 

“T he most 
delightful memoir 
I’ve read in ages.”

—ELIZABETH GILBERT, 
author of Eat, Pray, Love

Discover the joys of growing up Mennonite with 
these printable recipe cards featuring authentic 
Mennonite dishes, including two recipes for those 
with weaker stomaches.

“Janzen mines Mennonite culture for comic 
effect, but she does so with love.” 
—Entertainment Weekly

“Hilarious and touching.”
—People (four stars)



# 1. borscht 
There was really no contest here. Honors 
for Most Embarrassing Shame-Based 
Food went hands-down to Borscht, which 
is the hearty winter soup of the Russian 
steppes. Our people borrowed it from 
the Russians during the long Mennonite 
occupation of Ukraine. Borscht has a 
distinctive ruby color, a stain to anything 
it touches. This distinctive color comes 
from beets. The soup also has a distinctive 
smell, a noxious blast of savage fart. This 
fart smell comes from cabbage. As if that 
isn’t appetizing enough, borscht is served 
with vinegar and a dollop of sour cream. 
The vinegar curdles the cream so that the 
whole thing looks and smells like milk 
gone bad. Yet there is more. The bottom 
note, the lingering afterwhiff, presents 
with an intensity reminiscent of our friend 
the soldier’s lumpy Hosen.

Don’t get me wrong; it’s good soup. 
As an adult I have even sometimes served 
it to guests as a kind of novelty, though I 
naturally don’t mention the vinegar thing. 
But Borscht is not what you want to tuck 
into your child’s lunch. Trust me. 	
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INGREDIENTS
•	1 small pork roast
•	1 bay leaf
•	1 medium chopped onion
•	salt and pepper
•	cut-up potatoes
•	sliced carrots
•	1 small cabbage or a big one, chopped and cored
•	parsley
•	1 can tomato soup

Simmer your roast for a long time, but near the beginning 

add your bay leaf, onion, and salt and pepper. When meat 

is tender, add some cut-up potatoes and at least four 

carrots.

Add the parsley with your cabbage. When potatoes are 

about done, I add a can of tomato soup. I know you girls 

like the old-fashioned way, with beets, but a tomato 

taste is just as nice and much easier. You can also use 

real tomatoes instead. 
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# 2. cotletten  
& ketchup  
sandwich
Cotletten are Mennonite meatballs. What 
makes them Mennonite is the addition of 
many, many saltine crackers, bagged in a 
preowned plastic bread wrapper and deci-
mated with a rolling pin. Cold Cotletten 
are hard to describe. Each pungent saltball 
assumes a jellied viscosity, heavy as a puck. 
The addition of ketchup is an intriguing 
choice. It gives homemade bread a moist 
pink pliancy, not unlike damp Kleenex.	
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INGREDIENTS
•	 2 lbs ground meat
•	 2 eggs	 	 	
•	 1/4¼ of a big box of soda crackers
•	 about 2 tsp salt
•	 pepper
•	 baking powder
•	 1 small onion, chopped 
•	 evaporated milk
•	 bacon drippings for frying

Crush crackers in plastic bag with rolling pin. In large 

bowl break 2 eggs. Measure salt in hand; add pepper so 

that it looks tasty. Add enough baking powder for the 

Cotletten to fluff up. Then stir in a good Schulps of 

evaporated milk. Add cracker crumbs. Now mix in the 

ground beef, but wet your hands first. Fry Cotletten 

in hot fat until brown. Turn and brown the other side. 

Serve with onion cream gravy. 

Onion Cream Gravy for Cotletten 
  • small onion, chopped
•	 heaping Tbs flour
•	 hot potato water
•	 evaporated milk

Mince the onion and cook in 1 Tbs of the remaining fat. 

Stir in the flour and add some hot potato water. When 

it starts to thicken, add some more evaporated milk. 
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# 3. platz
Platz consists of a kneaded egg dough 
topped with sweetened fruit, in this case 
the stunted, picked-at-by-birds cherry-
plums from the backyard. Platz emitted an 
embarrassing yeasty odor that made the 
other kids glance at us headlong and scoot 
away. This yeast smell was the product of 
the Platz’s final layer, a sandy-crumbed 
streusel, sticky as well as odorous.   
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INGREDIENTS
•	a slightly sweet yeast dough
•	tart cherry-plums or other fruit
•	Streusel topping:
•	 1 cup flour
•	 1 cup sugar
•	 1/4 cup butter

Roll out your yeast dough to the size of your pan and 

let it rise a little so that it starts to come. Now cut 

up your fruit. If you use cherry-plums, be sure to get the 

pits out. Arrange the cherry-plums on the dough. 

Cut up your flour, sugar, and butter for the Streusel 

and sprinkle evenly over the fruit. Bake at 350 for about 

20 minutes, until the crust turns a nice golden brown.
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# 4. warmer  
kartoffelsalat 
This is a hot tangy potato salad, which, 
although delicious, had two significant 
strikes against it. The first strike is that 
it had cooled and congealed by the time 
we opened our Shame-Based Margarine 
Containers to eat it. The second strike, and 
this is somehow more critical, is that we 
were unable to consume Warmer Kartof-
felsalat without thinking of our mother’s 
merry little ditty: Auf den Hügel/ da steht 
ein Soldat./ Er macht in den Hosen/ 
Kartoffelsalat! (On the hillside/ stood 
a soldier./ In his pants he made/ potato 
salad!)

The reader might justly inquire why 
this soldier was making potato salad in 
his pants. So I called my mother. Was 
he ill, was he traumatized? My mother 
disclaimed all causal knowledge. “It’s just 
a little soldier standing on a hill making 
potato salad in his pants,” she explained. 
“You’re not going to put the Kartoffelsalat 
into your book, are you?”
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INGREDIENTS
•	 boiled potatoes, cut up. 	
 (But I don’t like it when you leave the peel on.) 
•	 wurst or sausage
•	 1/2½ cup chopped celery
•	 1 medium chopped onion
•	 salt
•	 pepper
•	 about 2/3 cup of room-temperature water
•	 1 Tbs flour
•	 2 Tbs bacon fat
•	 1/3 cup sugar
•	 1/3 cup vinegar

Cook the onion in the hot fat, but don’t let it get too 

brown.  Add the flour and stir. Add sugar, salt, vin-

egar, and water, and bring mixture to a boil, stirring 

constantly. Pour over the hot potatoes and the chopped 

wurst. Sprinkle with pepper and serve warm.
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YUM! tasty  
treats from
mary janzen
(rhoda’s mom)

Dough
•	1 ¾3/4 teaspoons dry yeast dissolved into ¼1/4 cup 	
+ two tablespoons warm water
•	3 cups flour
•	¾3/4 teaspoon salt
•	¼1/4 cup sugar
•	1 egg
•	½1/2 cup sour cream
•	¼1/4 cup melted butter

Mix and let rise until double.	
On a floured surface, roll dough out 
into a big rectangle. 

Spread with the following mixture:
•	½1/2 cup packed brown sugar
•	1 cup chopped toasted pecans 	
(Toast in a pan at 375 degrees for 7 minutes)
•	½1/2 teaspoon cinnamon

Roll up longwise, like a jellyroll. Create a seam by pressing 
dough together. Bring ends together to form a circle. Place 
on a cookie sheet. Every ¾3/4 inch, make a cut 2/3 of the way 
into the ring. Slightly twist the slices so that they fan out 
into their fullest shape. Each slice should be connected to the 
ring, but lying on its side, leaning against the previous slice. 
Bake at 375 until lightly golden brown, about 15 minutes in a 
convection oven.

Drizzle with icing after cooling for 15 minutes:
•	1 Tbl very soft butter
•	Pinch salt
•	1 cup powdered sugar 
•	5-6 Tbs cream

sour cream toasted 
pecan tea ring
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Base 
•	1/2 cup brown sugar
•	1/2 cup softened butter
•	1 cup flour

Combine and pat into a 9 X 9 pan. 	

Bake 12 minutes at 375.

Topping
•	1 cup brown sugar
•	1/4 cup flour
•	1 cup unsalted cashews
•	1 cup coconut
•	2 eggs
•	1 teaspoon vanilla
•	1/2 teaspoon salt

Combine and spread evenly over pre-baked base. 

Bake another 23 minutes at 350. 

Cool and cut into 1 ½-inch-sized pieces.

cashew coconut bars

Also: note that Mom and I both have convection ovens.  
Bakers who don’t may want to add a few minutes.
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