
NATIONALLY RECOGNIZED  
DR. LENI SORENSEN COMBINES 

HISTORY AND HORTICULTURE AT 
THE INDIGO HOUSE

D IN ING WITH A Food Historian

LOCAL FLAVORS

Driving through the windy back roads of Western 
Albemarle County, it might be easy to miss the hidden 
gem that is Indigo House, home to food historian Leni 
Sorensen. Sorensen’s contribution to the discovery of 
education on the area’s history through food exploration 
makes Indigo House a worthy destination point. On 
the property, visitors can spot 27-year-old yellow rose 
bushes, gardens of berries and vegetables, a cherry tree, 
chickens and her pigs named Pork Chops and Prunes. 

When you look at all Sorensen has accomplished, 
her experiences and knowledge stand far above the rest. 
In addition to previously being the African-American 
Research Historian for the Thomas Jefferson Foundation 
at Monticello, she is an expert in 18th- and 19th-century 
cooking methods, particularly those used by Virginia 
housewives and slaves, including those who cooked 
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Sorensen was quick to become involved with food, given CARTE 
BLANCHE to cook in the kitchen since she turned 9 YEARS OLD.

for Jefferson. More recently, she was selected as the 
“Virginia Female Chef” in USA Today’s article featuring 
50 female chefs—one from each of the 50 states.

Today though, Sorensen, an avid reader and a 
natural storyteller, utilizes her home with its book-lined 
walls and spacious kitchen to host home provisioning 
classes, historical dinners and cooking classes, and all 
while exploring the historical context of the food with 
particular regional relevance to Thomas Jefferson’s 
kitchen.

Born in 1942, Sorensen was quick to become 
involved with food, given carte blanche to cook in the 
kitchen since she turned 9 years old. From chili to pork 
chops, and other simple, yet hearty and nutritious food, 
Sorensen fed the family. “I always enjoyed feeding 
people,” says Sorensen. 

When she arrived in Virginia in 1983, she began 
working at James Monroe’s Highland (Ash Lawn 
Highland at the time) doing interpretive history lessons 
on spinning and cooking. Eventually, she narrowed in on 

her passion that continues today—exploring the history 
of Jefferson’s kitchen alongside issues of food justice, 
cooking, food production, farming and food life skills. 

To pursue that passion, Sorensen enrolled in the 
Adult Degree Program at the Mary Baldwin College 
and graduated with a bachelor’s in History in 1992. 
She continued her education at the College of William 
and Mary earning her master’s in 1997 and a doctorate 
degree in American Studies in 2005. 

“I want to help teach people to do what they need to 
be able to provide for themselves, feed their family and 
feed themselves,” Sorensen says. From bread and corn 
chips to hummus and mayonnaise, her home is stocked 
with the foods she has prepared. As we sampled her 
most recent batch of mayonnaise, a delightful creamy 
version that’s an obvious upgrade on any packaged 
product, she says, “Having meals that have been fully 
seasoned so they hit all of the places in your mouth 
makes it satisfying. When it’s satisfying, you’re not 
jonesing for dessert and other food later.”

With such a strong stance on the importance of 
food preparation, it’s only natural her classes focus on 
home provisioning. There are a number of other themed 
classes where guests gather to prepare flatbread and 
yeast bread, tamales, Southern foods and dairy products 
like ricotta, yogurt, butter and ghee.  

In addition to teaching active cooking classes, 
Sorensen hosts historical dinners with four-course 
meals most often prepared from the 1824 cookbook The 
Virginia Housewife by Mary Randolph, the older sister of 
Jefferson’s son-in-law. 

“I aim to create an experience,” Sorensen says. 
To create that experience, Sorensen uses both the 
cookbook as well as documents and other information 
of that time to understand which foods and methods 
of cooking were available then. Once each course is 
served, Sorensen shares the historic nature of the dish 
before preparing the following courses. 

While some of Sorensen’s dinners are already 

organized to explore specific historical context, like 
February’s Black History month and March’s Women’s 
History month, diners can also enjoy seasonal menus 
with dishes like okra soup, escovitch fish and spatchcock 
chicken, or Harriet Harry’s tomato soup, decadent oyster 
loaves and roast duck, among other seasonal dishes.

With so much already accomplished and established 
at Indigo House, it’s hard to believe Sorensen has more 
to add to her proverbial plate. She has recently begun 
publishing her own cookbooks with two available on her 
website: Through the Seasons: A Baker’s Dozen of Breads 
and Sweets: Recipes from The Virginia House-Wife and 
Through the Seasons: A Garden of Recipes from The Virginia 
House-Wife, both collections of 12 recipes. Additionally, 
she is dabbling into options for expanding her classes 
on social media, as well as attracting more individuals 
and families interested in home provisioning. To enroll 
in any of Sorensen’s classes or history dinners, visit her 
website at indigohouse.us.  ~


