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Introduction


A cheap shilling edition of Mrs Beeton’s famous cookery book dating to the 1880s includes four lists of kitchen equipment graded according to the size of the house. The first is for any mansion. Everything imaginable is covered - from an eight day striking clock down to the rolling pin – at a total cost of £96 2s 4d. The second and third lists are for medium and small houses and the fourth, valued at just £7 13s 3d, covers the equipment necessary for the smallest house. The size and type of house, the social position of the householder and their means largely determined how the kitchen functioned within the home and how it was furnished. There were, inevitably, major differences between the kitchens of a mansion and a small dwelling. The kitchen of any large house was at the heart of a range of service rooms: it was a working environment for the servants who formed a separate and distinct community – albeit under the same roof – from the family. At the poorest level, the kitchen was often the only living space available and so everyday family life, cooking and washing took place in the one room.


The key is the house type and in this short book I have chosen to look at kitchens in this context. Most studies of kitchen equipment run chronologically or are structured according to the various cooking operations. But here, I have chosen to look at kitchens in farmhouses and cottages, mansions in town and country and in suburbia from early Victorian times to the 1930s. There is still an element of chronology in all three sections of the book although the dates attached to the chapter headings, are included simply to provide an approximate guide to the scope of each chapter. My chief aim is to explore the background to the kitchens in these three environments, to identify their particular characteristics – their function within the household – and also to capture something of their atmosphere, to provide the human dimension to the history of kitchen stuff. The book, therefore, features some of the people who lived and worked in kitchens - cooks, kitchen maids, farmhands and suburban housewives.


There were inevitably, common characteristics to the interiors, furnishings and equipment of the kitchens featured here. Fireplaces, sinks, large tables and clocks occur in all three sections. As in Mrs Beeton’s four lists, there are overlaps but some topics lend themselves to particular chapters. Thus the rise of labour saving domestic machinery from the 1840s is described in the context of the Victorian middle class household although knife cleaners and other domestic machines were also to be found in the largest of kitchens. The development of the kitchen fireplace, however, runs through all three sections.


Within the confines of this little book it has proved impossible to fully explore each house type and others have had to be excluded altogether. The book is intended to serve as a taster to a more comprehensive study which I hope will follow. It draws on my own research and field work carried out since about 1980 but I have also drawn on the work of several leading food and domestic historians, particularly Peter Brears, Ivan Day, Pamela Sambrook and C. Anne Wilson. Any errors, however, in the concept or the detail, remain my own.




CHAPTER 1


Farmhouse and Cottage Kitchens, 1600 to the present day


The farmhouse kitchen has long held a fascination for those searching for traditional values and ways of life. In 1792, Arthur Young (1741-1820), agriculturalist, traveller and writer, wrote with affection of the kitchens of substantial farmers in Suffolk and the ‘central counties’. ‘A large, roomy clean kitchen’, he wrote, ‘with a rouzing wood fire on the hearth and the ceiling well hung with smoaked bacon and hams’. Young’s ideal conveyed a way of living untouched by pretension and modern fads - of rustic simplicity – plain manners and plain but wholesome food. Farmhouse kitchens were cosy, comfortable and convivial. They inspired writers such as Gertrude Jekyll (1843-1932) and artists like Frederick Daniel Hardy (1826-1911) and Helen Allingham (1848-1926) who found in their interiors much which was picturesque - and without artifice - in good taste. For these and other admirers, the same timeless atmosphere could be found in the cottages of the better-off sort of rural labourer and the kitchens of old country inns.


In remote rural locations, farmhouse, cottage and country inn kitchens maintained and preserved traditional ways of doing things. Some proved remarkably resistant to change: as recently as the 1950s, it was possible to enter the kitchens of some farmhouses in Devon and, in effect, step back two or three hundred years. Their large open fireplaces with pots hanging over an open fire would have been familiar to a seventeenth century Devon farmer and his family. As early as the 1780s, rural kitchens could appear decidedly old fashioned. Staying overnight in the ‘Red Lion’ in Bodiam on 17 August 1788, John Byng (1743-1813) observed that the inns of rural Kent still cooked over wood fires, noting in his diary that, ‘a common cook here would not know how to manage a coal fire’. Inevitably, farmhouse and cottage kitchens were subject to change, however subtle and gradual. When Arthur Young was writing in the 1790s, his ideal farm kitchen was already under siege, at least in those prosperous southern and midland counties. He and other rural commentators like William Cobbett (1762-1835), the son of a Surrey farmer, wanted to see farmers and their families living in the kitchen and rubbing shoulders with their farm servants and outdoor workers. But the prosperous farmer – socially aware and ambitious – was turning his back on the kitchen and retiring to a more private parlour or drawing room furnished like any of a well-to-do town dweller with upholstered furniture, carpets and worst of all, a piano!


As Arthur Young had observed, farmhouse kitchens were generally spacious. The kitchen at Unstead Farm, Godalming, Surrey, described by Gertrude Jekyll in 1940, was thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, with a low ceiling and paved with stone slabs. One was deeply cut with a large ‘W’ and marked the position of the well ten feet deep. A water supply, of course, was vital to the running of any kitchen but the sink and pump, which drew water from a shallow well, was more usually found located in a back kitchen or scullery.


The kitchen was the hub of the farmhouse: here the preparation and cooking of meals went on side by side with every day family life. Drawing on her late Victorian childhood in Castle Top Farm near Cromford, Derbyshire, Alison Uttley (1884-1976) wrote in ‘The Country Child’ of the farm kitchen as, ‘the heart of the house…full of doors and windows and old oak and people going to and fro’. Essential kitchen equipment and furniture was frequently jumbled up with working tools from the farm. A valuation of the furniture at Hallen Farm, near Henbury, Gloucestershire, made in March 1870, records such a seemingly random assortment. It included two ‘elbow wood seat chairs’, a dining table, a mahogany bureau, an oak oval table, a weather glass, a settle, coal box, paraffin lamp, two saws, a steel yard and pestle and mortar. There were also two clotheshorses and a ‘wash trough’. By this date much country and kitchen furniture was made of deal, replacing the native hardwoods – oak, elm, ash and beech - traditionally favoured by the village joiner.


At Unstead Farm in 1904, a long table of deal, eleven feet five inches long and two and a half feet wide, ran down the middle of the room. Dressers were found in farmhouses from the seventeenth century and made of oak or elm although nineteenth century examples were more likely to be made of deal or pine and painted or grained. Some dressers were built in as fixtures but many were moveable pieces of furniture. Alison Uttley’s were of oak and consisted of ‘shining brasses and beeswaxed sides and drawers with their own distinctive names’. The shelves above were filled with a dinner service, jugs of various kinds and a set of graduated dish covers. Other typical pieces of furniture included corner cupboards and bread creels or bacon racks suspended from the ceiling.
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