Cooking Under Pressure in the ’50s
By Opal C. Blaylock

I

n 1953, to many young, inexperienced brides in
the Memphis, Tenn., area, cooking was a household chore in great need of improvement. I was
no different from the rest. There were some dishes
I could prepare with ease, but there were others I
could not handle, period.
When I married, I quickly learned that my husband, Bryant, was a big meat eater. Meat was the one
food I couldn’t cook. He gladly
went with me to teach me to shop
for good cuts of meat and choose
fresh poultry as well as how much
to buy. He even helped me with
the cooking—like teaching me
how to broil steaks and chops—
and he never complained about it.
With his help, I was doing
ﬁne—until he asked me to ﬁx a
pot roast! What, pray tell, is a pot roast? I knew what
beef roast was, and could do a fair job of cooking it,
but the term pot roast threw me a curve.
We had just moved from Arkansas to Memphis,
and the few people I had met were as young and
inexperienced as I was. A couple of them had asked
me how to ﬁx different things—things I thought
everyone knew. So again, I had to ask my husband
what he knew about cooking pot roast. He just said,
“You cook it in a pot on top of the stove.”
We went shopping and he picked out a nice roast.
We went home and chose a ﬁtting vessel to put it in.
I planned to cook it the next day.
Soon after Bryant left for work, I started looking at
the meat. I kept near-constant eye contact with it until
early afternoon. I seasoned and browned it on each
side, added liquid, put a lid on it and turned the heat on
low. I continued my watch for a couple of hours.
I found a nice platter and took the meat out of
the pot. It looked great. I had won the battle—or so
I thought! I cut into it, and to my horror, it was as
tough as a boot! But I was unwilling to give up. I
returned it to the pot, turned the heat up a little, and
watched for more than another hour.
This time when I tried to cut it, to my complete
sorrow and embarrassment, it was even tougher

than before. New-bride tears were abundant, shame
was rampant and devastation reigned. I lay across
the bed until my patient, understanding husband
came home, dried my tears and promised we would
try it again, together, to make a tender pot roast.
It was no better. I began to think that my failure
should be graded on the curve.
On our next visit to Bryant’s sister, Ola Mae,
she served the most tender, moist,
delicious pot roast on this side of
heaven. Both of us went to her,
in secret, to ask her about it. She
gave us a simple answer: “Get a
pressure cooker.”
I had never seen a pressure
cooker, and I had no idea how to
use one. But I had heard about
them blowing up with disastrous
results, so I had plenty of fearful respect for the
pressure cooker we bought the following weekend.
After many failures and buckets of bridal tears,
our pressure cooker saved many dollars and spared
us from many emotional battles. Taking my sisterin-law’s advice was a big plus for my kitchen. This
ace in the hole was exactly what we needed.
After that, pot roast reigned supreme at our
house for many years. I could go out and buy pot
roasts by the dozen and still sleep well at night.
In fact, we bought a second, smaller Mirro-matic
pressure cooker for cooking vegetables and other
smaller amounts of food. Many times, both cookers
were jiggling away on the stove at the same time.
Now, more than 50 years later, I still have these
lifesaving pieces of equipment, and I use them
every chance I get. They have pits in them and are
user-worn, like me, but they still do their job. I have
never had one “blow” or boil over. I even won a
prize for writing about my energy-saving vessel for
a contest in the local paper.
I’m sure they’ve paid for themselves many times
over. I’d certainly give them credit for saving us lots
of money on food. But they also deserve praise for
saving money on crying towels—and, quite possibly, for saving my sanity at the same time. ❖
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