
 

 

Did You Know? 
Interesting Historical Culinary Facts 

 
Hospitality and food were serious business at Biltmore House during George Vanderbilt’s time. Need proof?  
 

 Estate records show a shipment of 20,000 rainbow trout for Biltmore’s waters. Newspapers also wrote 
about Edith Vanderbilt’s grand fishing party in July 1908. The article praised Edith Vanderbilt’s fishing 
skills and noted that she landed the “largest catch of the day in addition to 20 large mountain trout.” 
 

 George and Edith Vanderbilt’s daughter, Cornelia, inherited her mother’s affinity for the great outdoors. 
Biltmore House’s menu makes note of frying a fish that young Cornelia caught for dinner. 
 

 Sometimes estate appetites outgrew the farm’s production. On July 4, 1896, orders were placed to a local 
market for 12 broiling chickens, 10 roasting chickens, 28 pounds of leg and loin of mutton, 52 pounds of 
beef prime rib, and 2 baskets of peaches! 
 

 Dining was a formal affair at Biltmore House when guests stayed over. Edith Vanderbilt’s sister, Pauline, 
once described the rituals associated with dining at Biltmore House in a letter: “The dinner table, in the 
center of the room, being too large for common use, a small cosy [sic] round table is drawn up before the 
central fire, & there we dine each night, with two footmen in knee breeches, gold garters, etc. to serve & 
look de style!” 
 

 Rangers stationed at George Vanderbilt’s rustic hunting lodge on Mt. Pisgah regularly provided Biltmore 
House’s kitchen with wild meat. To prepare the game, estate cooks used a large electric mechanical spit 
that was controlled by a wall-mounted rheostat. Guests can view it as part of the self-guided tour in the 
basement of Biltmore House. 
 

 George Vanderbilt hired the best chefs and cooks he could procure for Biltmore House. Records show one 
head chef was a 38-year-old English chef who was assisted by a 29-year-old French cook. One memorable 
cook was Ellen Davis, a western North Carolina native who was famous for her turkey and dressing recipe. 
Her recipe was so popular, she eventually won the heart of fellow estate employee, Thomas H. Johnson, a 
groomsman in the stables. 
 

 An early inventory from estate archives notes there were 1,139 linen napkins and 111 linen tablecloths in 
Biltmore House’s collection. The collection spanned 62 different patterns. All of Biltmore’s linens were 
made by hand and most were monogrammed by the famous needleworker Madame Dufoir in Paris, France. 


