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FOREWORD


When I wrote the opening chapter of the first 44 Scotland Street novel, I had no idea how the book was going to develop or how long it would turn out to be. I had responded to an invitation from the then editor of The Scotsman, Iain Martin, to write a serial novel for daily publication in his newspaper. The idea had appealed – the serial publication of fiction had a long and interesting pedigree, as it was the way in which many nineteenth-century novels were introduced to their public. I decided to set the story in Scotland Street, a real street in the Georgian New Town of Edinburgh. But that was the extent of the advance planning; the rest of the project was, at that stage, rather vague.


I certainly had not imagined that I would end up writing one of these books every year, and that the characters who populated the series would become almost as familiar to me as my friends and neighbours are in real life. I did not think that the world of Scotland Street would spawn something of a community in which we, writer and readers, all became members. And, in particular, I would never have guessed that years later my friend and colleague, Anna Marshall, would sit down and write a highly entertaining cookbook featuring the dishes mentioned in the sixteen novels that now make up the Scotland Street series. One can, it seems, be so wrong about so many things.


In the Scotland Street series there are numerous scenes in involving conversations around the table, in the kitchen, or in a café. These episodes are important, because one of the underlying themes of the books is the friendship that exists between the people whose lives are depicted here. Friendship and food go well together: sharing a meal binds us to one another as we experience the pleasures of the table. For a novelist, though, linking food to character helps to make the people in the story seem more real. In selecting recipes connected with the individual characters in the Scotland Street series, Anna has succeeded in reminding us what each of these are like. And if the reader has a favourite, then being able to cook a dish associated with that person serves: to strengthen a friendship.


Once Anna started to go through the books with a culinary eye, she surprised me by showing just how many references to food and cooking there are in these novels. And when she created recipes for the dishes mentioned in the pages of Scotland Street, I was further surprised to find out just how tasty are some of the dishes we encounter. The first of her creations I sampled was her Panforte di Siena, a treat much appreciated by young Bertie. He bought his panforte in Valvona & Crolla, the delicatessen I often use as a setting for a Scotland Street scene. If you live in Edinburgh or happen to visit the city, you can find this panforte in the real Valvona & Crolla where Bertie searched for it on shelves packed with Italian temptations. But even if you cannot do that, you will find that the recipe in this book will produce something every bit as delicious. And we have tried not only Bertie’s panforte, but several other offerings. Yet to be sampled is Bruce’s Prescription-Only Lobster Bisque, a dish I had rather forgotten about until I read the proofs of this current volume. I like the sound of it, which is why, I suppose, I invented it, although the actual recipe is not my doing at all.


I hope that this work will strengthen the friendship that readers of the Scotland Street series have with the inhabitants of that address. I am most grateful to Anna for writing this cookbook. She has helped to make the world of Bertie, Big Lou, Domenica and all the others come to life. They are inviting you in. The table is laid. Please join them.


Alexander McCall Smith 





INTRODUCTION


Food has the ability to transport us through time: a cheese toastie may remind us of tea at granny’s; a sip of continental beer takes us back to that summer holiday in France; a certain soup may help comfort us when we are unwell, because that is what our parents made us as children. Much of the food in Alexander McCall Smith’s novels has this nostalgic appeal, and readers enjoy reminiscing about food from their time in Scotland and Botswana.


Over the many months of researching and writing this book, I spent a lot of time thinking about why readers have so much affection for the food mentioned. We all love food of course, but my interactions with readers had shown me that many had a real emotional connection to the culinary elements of the novels.


But I think that there is more to it than that. The settings or locations in Alexander’s novels are often cited as being of such importance to the appeal of the books that they are almost worthy of being characters in their own right. In much the same way, food and drink are so intrinsically linked to the storylines, and our understanding of the characters, that it feels like the sourcing, preparation and consumption of food are part of the fundamental framework of the 44 Scotland Street series. It just wouldn’t be Scotland Street if the characters didn’t cook mushroom risotto together, drink Brunello di Montalcino or buy Panforte di Siena from Valvona & Crolla. It is through food that we learn of Big Lou’s aunt in Carnoustie, of Angus Lordie’s days as a bachelor and student; and it is often through food that Bertie expresses his desire for freedom. They say that the way to a person’s heart is through their stomach, and it seems that in the Scotland Street novels this holds true – it is through the stomach that we come to understand the heart of each of the characters.


I have had the pleasure of working in the small UK team that supports Alexander McCall Smith for over ten years. His writing brings so much pleasure, comfort and joy to people all over the world that being even a tiny part of the team which helps to nurture his literary legacy is immensely rewarding. An aspect of my job is to help generate content for Alexander’s social media channels. It was while I was developing discussion points for his Facebook book group that I realised that posts relating to the food mentioned in his novels were some of the most popular. The germ of an idea for a cookbook was born.


When I went to Alexander with the suggestion of a 44 Scotland Street cookbook, he responded with his characteristic enthusiasm and generosity. His Edinburgh publisher, Polygon, an imprint of Birlinn Limited, was similarly keen. I immediately started the huge task of cataloguing all references to food in the (then) sixteen 44 Scotland Street novels. With two kids under five, and being pregnant with baby number three, I needed to find a way to fit this research around family life and my energy levels. I read some of the books from cover to cover, but most of my research involved listening to audiobook versions of the novels – over 100 hours’ worth – while cooking, cleaning, driving and walking the dog. It came as a bit of a surprise, but it turns out that writing a cookbook is an ideal maternity-leave project. After the arrival of baby Katie, I was able to dip in and out of writing when it suited me, and I could test recipes by incorporating them into my usual cooking at home. Some of the recipes have become so popular here that they have joined the ranks of other family favourites in our meal repertoire, and my kitchen cupboard will forever more contain at least one packet of dried porcini mushrooms. 
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