Hardtack
Several years ago, Nabisco quit making "Sailor Boy Pilot Bread," putting a crimp in a lot of backcountry menus. 

There are alternatives out there, some of which can't match the quality of good ol' Sailor Boy. However, in this day of Civil War re-enactments galore, it's not tough to get your hands on a good hardtack recipe. 

Hardtack is essentially a hard flour cracker, and its use in the Civil War makes sense; it has a good shelf life, packs well, and carries a fair amount of energy for the weight. Men lived for years on hardtack, coffee, and a little bacon or salt pork. I won't go so far as to say they lived well, but they survived. On the other hand, it's bland, and they don't call it hardtack for nothing. Consider this song from the soldier's parable "Hard Times."

"'Tis the song that is uttered in camp by night and day,
'Tis the wail that is mingled with each snore;
'Tis the sighing of the soul for spring chickens far away,
'Oh hard crackers, come again no more!'

'Tis the song of the soldier, weary, hungry and faint,
Hard crackers, hard crackers, come again no more;
Many days have I chewed you and uttered no complaint,
Hard crackers, hard crackers, come again no more!"
Hardtack are available through companies that supply Civil War re-enactors, but they're expensive. However, hardtacks were based on a simple recipe, one that's easy to do at home. Here are several recipes compiled from different re-enactors. A little experimentation with them in your kitchen might prove worthwhile.

One recipe, which makes a single ration of about ten crackers, calls for 3 cups of flour, 1 1/2 teaspoons of baking soda, 1 1/2 teaspoons of salt, and enough water to form a workable dough. The dough should not "pull away"--if it does it's too wet. Knead the dough, and cut the crackers out to about 3-inch squares. With a nail or similar object, punch about 16 holes in each cracker. Bake at about 375 degrees for about 50 minutes, but different ovens may act differently. In any event, the cracker should be brownish on the bottom. You're not actually baking the cracker--what you're trying to do is to heat all the water out of it. The crackers should harden when they're cool.

A recipe from another re-enactor calls for 2 cups of flour, 1/2 cup of buttermilk, 2 teaspoons of baking soda, 2 teaspoons of vegetable oil, salt to taste, and enough water to get working consistency. This re-enactor bakes his hardtack at 450 degrees for only about 15 minutes.

Another re-enactor calls for much the same sort of recipe, except that he uses shortening, a little brown sugar and a dose of cinnamon for the sake of taste.

It does not take a lot of looking to find other recipes. Experimenting to find the version that's right for you can be fun. Remember, you're not trying for an exact replica since various contractors had their own recipes, anyway. You're looking for something that will go well with peanut butter out on the trail.
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