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        A Note from the Publishers
      

         

         How to Cook a Wolf was first published in 1942, when wartime shortages were at their worst. It was revised by the author in 1951, by the addition of copious marginal notes and footnotes and a special section of additional recipes. These have now been incorporated in their proper places in the text, and are enclosed in brackets, as is, for an example, the Introduction to the Revised Edition which follows.

         The Publishers, 1951

         
             

         

         The reader is required to note that the recipes within have not been tested or updated for the contemporary kitchen or palate, and some should be approached with caution. In the chapter ‘How to Make a Great Show’, the recipes for Mouth Wash and Monkey Soap call for the use of borax, which can be toxic and may pose a risk to fertility and pregnancy. We would advise against attempting these recipes.

         The Publishers, 2020
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            Introduction to the Revised Edition

         

         [It is hard to know whether war or peace makes the greater changes in our vocabularies, both of the tongue and of the spirit.

         Certain it is, however, that in less than ten years this book about living as decently as possible with the ration cards and blackouts and like miseries of World War II has assumed some of the characteristics of quaintness. It has become, in short, in so short a time, a kind of period piece. In its own way it is as curious, as odd, as any fat old goldribbed volume called, a hundred years ago instead of nine or ten, Ladies’ Indispensable Assistant and Companion, One of the Best Systems of Cookery Ever Published for Sister, Mother, and Wife …

         Of course, it is difficult, in spite of the obvious changes in our physical problems since How to Cook a Wolf was first published in 1942, to say truthfully and exactly when we are at war.xii

         Now we are free of ration cards (it was shocking, the other day, to hear that after almost twelve years gas rationing had come to an end in England. What a long time! Too long …): no more blue and red tokens, no more flimsy stamps to tear out or not tear out.

         We can buy as much porterhouse and bourbon and powdered sugar as our purses will allow, given the rise of almost one hundred per cent in the cost of such gastronomical amenities.

         We need not worry, temporarily at least, about basic cupboards for blackouts … while at the same time we try not to think, even superficially, about what and when and how and where to nourish survivors of the next kind of bomb.

         Thus stated, the case for Peace is feeble.

         One less chilling aspect of the case for War ii is that while it was still a shooting affair it taught us survivors a great deal about daily living which is valuable to us now that it is, ethically at least, a question of cold weapons and hot words. (In one week from the writing of this cautious statement, or one hour from the final printing of it, double ridicule can be its lot. Are weapons ever cold?)

         There are very few men and women, I suspect, who cooked and marketed their way through the past war without losing forever some of the nonchalant extravagance of the Twenties. They will feel, until their final days on earth, a kind of culinary caution: butter, no matter how unlimited, is a precious substance not lightly to be wasted; meats, too, and eggs, and all the far-brought spices of the world, take on a new significance, having once been so rare. And that is xiiigood, for there can be no more shameful carelessness than with the food we eat for life itself. When we exist without thought or thanksgiving we are not men, but beasts.

         War is a beastly business, it is true, but one proof that we are human is our ability to learn, even from it, how better to exist. If this book, written in one wartime, still goes on helping to solve that unavoidable problem, it is worth reading again, I think, no matter what its quaint superficiality, its sometimes unintentionally grim humour.

         That is why I have added to it, copiously. Not everything new in it is purely practical, of course. But even the wolf, temporarily appeased, cannot live on bread alone.

         (And that is why I have added even more, I have sneaked other recipes into the book. Some are hopelessly extravagant (16 eggs!) and some are useful and some are funny, and one is actually for bread that even a wolf would live on.

         These ‘extra’ recipes are culinary rules to be followed with not a thought of the budget, not even half an ear cocked towards that sniffing at the door. I know, because I know, that one good whiff from any of these dishes will send the beast cringing away, in a kind of extrasensory and ultra-moral embarrassment.)]

         M. F. K. Fisher, 1951

         xiv
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               There’s a whining at the threshold,

               There’s a scratching at the floor.

               To Work! To Work! In Heaven’s name!

               The wolf is at the door!

                                                C. P. S. Gilman
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            How to Be Sage Without Hemlock

         

         
            
        How often when they find a sage
      

            
        As sweet as Socrates or Plato
      

            
        They hand him hemlock for his wage
      

            
        Or bake him like a sweet potato!
      

            Don Marquis, Taking the Longer View

         

         In spite of all the talk and study about our next years, and all the silent ponderings about what lies within them for our sons [Why only sons? Since I wrote this I have acquired two daughters, and they too shape the pattern’s pieces, and the texture of my belief!] it seems plain to us that many things are wrong in the present ones which can be, must be, changed. Our texture of belief has great holes in it. Our pattern lacks pieces.

         One of the most obvious fallacies is that of what we should eat. Wise men forever have known that a nation lives on what its body assimilates, as well as on what its mind acquires as knowledge. Now, when the hideous necessity of 4the war machine takes steel and cotton and humanity, our own private personal secret mechanism must be stronger, for selfish comfort as well as for the good of the ideals we believe we believe in.

         One of the stupidest things in an earnest but stupid school of culinary thought is that each of the three daily meals should be ‘balanced’. [This still goes on in big-magazine advertising, but there seems less and less insistence on it in real life: baby doctors and even gynaecologists admit that most human bodies choose their own satisfactions, dietetically and otherwise.]

         In the first place, not all people need or want three meals each day. Many of them feel better with two, or one and one-half, or five.

         Next, and most important perhaps, ‘balance’ is something that depends entirely on the individual. One man, because of his chemical set-up, may need many proteins. Another, more nervous perhaps [or even more phlegmatic], may find meats and eggs and cheeses an active poison, and have to live with what grace he can on salads and cooked squash.

         Of course, where countless humans are herded together, as in military camps or schools or prisons, it is necessary to strike what is ironically called the happy medium. In this case what kills the least number with the most ease is the chosen way.

         And, in most cases now, the happy medium, gastronomically, is known as the balanced diet.

         A balanced diet in almost any well-meaning institution is a plan for meals which means that at each of the three 5daily feedings the patient is given a set amount of carbohydrates and protein and starch, and a certain amount of International Units, and a certain number of vitamins in correct ratio to the equally certain amount of minerals, and so on and so forth.

         What it boils down to [an unhappy if accidental play on words: the trouble with almost all cooking is the boiling down thereof, and the resultant dearth of gastronomical guts] is that for breakfast you have fruit or a fruit juice, hot or cold cereal, eggs and cured pork in any of about four ways, bread or toast, and coffee (or tea, or milk). For the noon meal you eat soup, potato, meat, two vegetables or one and a ‘salad’, a pudding or cake of some sort, and tea or coffee or milk. And for supper, to continue the drearily familiar song, you probably eat soup again, eggs again, a vegetable again, and stewed fruit … and tea, coffee, or milk.

         Of course, this sad rigmarole varies a little in every institution, but it can be considered either a proof of democracy or a shocking human blindness, that intrinsically it is the same at the Arizona Biltmore and your county hospital. [Of course, oysters or caviar before the soup (consommé double); beef filet grilled with pâté de foie gras, instead of eggs; a cloudlight pile of zucchini Florentine instead of the respectable peas-and-carrots of Old Watanooga … and compote de fruits instead of stewed prunes … and it is still a meal of ghastly good balance!]

         One of the saving graces of the less-monied people of the world has always been, theoretically, that they were forced to eat more unadulterated, less dishonest food than 6the rich-bitches. It begins to look as if that were a lie. In our furious efforts to prove that all men are created equal we encourage our radios, our movies, above all our weekly and monthly magazines, to set up a fantastic ideal in the minds of family cooks, so that everywhere earnest eager women are whipping themselves and their budgets to the bone to provide three ‘balanced’ meals a day for their men and children.

         It is true, without argument of any kind, that as a people we know much more about correct human nutrition than we did even a few years ago. But we are somewhat confused by all the exciting names [riboflavin, monosodium glutamate, arsofinibarborundum … all fine things, when used with a modicum of non-hysteria …] and more so by the solemn exhortations of the ‘food editors’ of all the slick magazines we read to improve ourselves.

         We want, and not only because we are told to but because we sense instinctively that it is right, to give Mortimer III the vitamins and minerals he should absorb in order to be a fine sturdy little Mortimer indeed. But what a rat race it is: formulas, schedules, piles of dishes, little dabs of this and that three times every monotonously regular day! And Mortimer III rebels sometimes (‘Poached egg again? I had one yesterday!’) and sometimes so does his stomach, because how can you know that tomato juice and toast play hob together in certain insides?

         This bugbear of meal-balancing is hard not only on the wills and wishes of the great American family, but is pure hell on the pocketbook. There are countless efficient-looking 7pages in ‘home magazines’ each month, marked into twenty-eight or so squares with a suggested menu for each meal of the week, and then one supposedly tempting dish to prepare every day. The lead usually cries, ‘Let’s economise, Mothers! Here is how you can do it for only 39¢ per person! Try it, and help Uncle Sam!’ [Not today, you can’t! Not if you follow the balanced-meal plan, you can’t! Not even if you buy it wholesale and cook it for fifteen people at a time, you can’t! I know. I tried it. I went to auctions for unwanted potatoes, for dented cans … All I got was more red in my budget book and more grey in my hair.]

         And then you start reading the familiar old routine: BREAKFAST, fruit juice, hot or cold cereal, scrambled eggs with bacon, buttered toast, coffee or tea or milk; NOON-DAY MEAL, tomato soup, beef patties, mashed potatoes, lima beans, Waldorf sal … but why go on? It is familiar enough.

         It is disheartening, too. Now, of all times in our history, we should be using our minds as well as our hearts in order to survive … to live gracefully if we live at all. And people who fought to know better keep telling us to go on as our mothers did, when it should be obvious to the zaniest of us that something was wrong with that plan, gastronomically if not otherwise. [It may not have seemed wrong then. Now we have polio, let us admit. But fifty years ago babies died of Summer Complaint. We progress.]

         No. We must change. If the people set aside to instruct us cannot help, we must do it ourselves. We must do our own balancing, according to what we have learnt and also, for a change, according to what we have thought.8

         Given that Mortimer should eat fruit, vegetables, a starch, and perhaps meat or another protein every day. (Almost any good dietician will tell you that a normal ‘rounded’ food plan includes all the necessary vitamins without recourse to pills and elixirs.) Given also that Mortimer is in average physical fitness. (Otherwise he and you should be guided by a doctor, who might tell you to stop all fruit, or even milk, for a time …)

         Then, instead of combining a lot of dull and sometimes actively hostile foods into one routine meal after another, three times a day and every day, year after year, in the earnest hope that you are being a good provider, try this simple plan: Balance the day, not each meal in the day. [This is a very solemn footnote, and if I could I would, a hundred and eight years from now and with serene confidence, make another footnote to this footnote. It is true, and true things are worth repeating, perhaps ad nauseam because all truth smacks of smugness, but never to the point of ridiculosity.]

         Try it. It is easy, and simple, and fun, and – perhaps most important – people like it.

         At first older ones who have been conditioned through many unthinking years will wonder where the four or five dull sections of each dinner have gone to, and will raise their heads like well-trained monkeys after the meat course, asking automatically but without much real enthusiasm what kind of pudding there will be tonight.

         The best answer to that is to have such good food, and such generous casseroles and bowls and platters of it, that there cannot be even a conditioned appetite for more, after the real sensuous human one is satisfied.9

         Your plan, say, for Mortimer as well as for the others who depend on you for nourishment, includes one meal of starches, one of vegetables or fruits, and one of meat. There are amplifications and refinements to each, naturally [There are indeed many: some human beings bog down with too much meat or too much starch, for instance. Such peculiarities must of course be noted by a loving provider.] but in the main they can be thus simplified.

         Breakfast, then, can be toast. It can be piles of toast, generously buttered, and a bowl of honey or jam, and milk for Mortimer and coffee for you. You can be lavish because the meal is so inexpensive. You can have fun, because there is no trotting around with fried eggs and mussy dishes and grease in the pan and a lingeringly unpleasant smell in the air.

         Or, on cold mornings, you can have all you want of hot cereal … not a pale pabulum made of emasculated wheat, but some brown nutty savorous porridge. Try it with maple syrup and melted butter instead of milk and sugar, once in a while. Or put some raisins or chopped dates in it. It is a sturdy dish, and better than any conventional mélange of tomato juice and toast and this and that and the other, both outside and within you.

         If you want Mortimer to drink a fruit juice [I continue to be astonished at the number of people who automatically down a glass of fresh fruit juice, especially before the unavoidable kick of morning coffee. I believe firmly that the combination is pure poison, according to the chemical balance of the one man who, along with several million others, considers it his meat.] you can almost certainly arrange to have it given to 10him in the middle of the morning or afternoon, when it will not war with the starches in his own middle, and will give him an unadulterated and uncluttered lift.

         For lunch, make an enormous salad, in the summer, or a casserole of vegetables, or a heartening and ample soup [… with hot tea for the oldsters, and milk at will for everyone … and plenty of good buttered toast]. That is all you need, if there is enough of it.

         And for dinner, if you want to stick solemnly to your ‘balanced day’, have a cheese soufflé and a light salad, or, if you are in funds, a broiled rare steak and a beautiful platter of sliced herb-besprinkled ripe tomatoes.

         That, with some red wine or ale if you like it [and a loaf of honest bread, with or without butter, and toasted or not] and good coffee afterwards, is a meal that may startle your company at first with its simplicity but will satisfy their hunger and their sense of fitness and of balance, all at once. [An unnecessary peptic goad, but a very nice one now and then, is a good soft stinky cheese, a Camembert or Liederkranz, with what is left of the bread, the wine, the hunger.]

         And later, when they begin to think of the automatic extravagance of most of our menus, and above all of the ghastly stupid monotony of them, they too will cast off many of their habits, and begin like you to eat the way they want to, instead of the way their parents and grandparents taught them. They will be richer, and healthier and perhaps, best of all, their palates will awaken to new pleasures, or remember old ones. All those things are devoutly to be wished for, now especially.

      

   


   
      
         
11
            How to Catch the Wolf

         

         
            
        A creative economy is the fuel of magnificence.
      

            Ralph Waldo Emerson, Aristocracy

         

         Once during the last war [‘The last war’ means something different now. I was thirty-ish when I wrote this, thinking of 1917 and thereabouts. Now I am infinitely and aeons more than forty-ish, and my mind says ‘next’ sooner than ‘last’ …] when rationing of sugar and butter had been in effect just long enough to throw all the earnest young housewives into a proper tizzy, my grandmother sat knitting and listening to a small excited group of them discuss with proper pride their various ways of making cake economically. Each felt that her own discovery was the best, of course, and insisted that brown sugar or molasses-with-soda was much better than white, or that if you used enough spices you could substitute bacon fat for butter, or that eggs were quite unnecessary.

         Finally my grandmother folded her knitting and then her hands, which was unusual for her because she believed that 12no real lady’s fingers should ever be idle.

         ‘Your conversation is very entertaining, indeed,’ she said with somewhat more than her ordinary dryness. [People tell me that Grandmother could not possibly have been as unpleasant as I always picture her. Only a psychiatrist would know …] ‘It interests me especially, my dears, because after listening to it this afternoon I see that ever since I was married, well over fifty years ago, I have been living on a war budget without realising it! I never knew before that using common sense in the kitchen was stylish only in emergencies.’

         My grandmother’s observation need not have been so sardonically phrased (from what I have heard about her she felt it a sign of weakness to be anything but firmly disagreeable most of the time), but probably it was true then … and it is even more appropriate now. [As well as now, eight years later and in so-called Peace Time!]

         Every slick magazine in the country is filled with full-page advertisements suggesting that all Americans ‘try the new thrill of thriftier meat-cuts’, and home economics editors in the women’s journals are almost incoherent over the exciting discovery that dollars can and should buy more. Vitamins are written and talked about with eager – if at times somewhat confused – enthusiasm, and the old saw that Europe could live on what we throw away rears its inane head in every editorial column. [The word inane seems crude and bloodless here, applied to such painful truth. All over the world great piles of wasted potatoes and coffee and tender piglets and dried milk make that truth more shameful, in our economy as well as our hearts.]13

         In other words, not all women are as sensible as my grandmother … until they have to be. Then, I believe, after the first spate of eager bewilderment they can be fully as practical as she, and certainly a lot less grim about it.

         It is true that, when the wolf first proves he is actually there, you feel a definite sense of panic. ‘To work! To work! In heaven’s name!’

         You talk with your friends. They are either as bewildered as you, or full of what sound like ghastly schemes for living with three other congenial couples and buying all their food from the city dump.

         You talk with an older woman, and usually she writes you a long list of recipes full of eggs and cream, both of which give your husband hay fever even if you could afford them, which looks more and more doubtful.

         You read magazine articles filled with complicated charts and casual references to thiamin, riboflavin, non-organic nutritional essentials, and International Units. You try to be serious about them all, and with a dictionary and a pencil you fill in at least the first week on a monthly chart, putting little circles, triangles and arrows for minerals and vitamins and such, until you see practically the same chart in a rival magazine and realise that it has switched the symbols on you. [I don’t think we get as excited about such schemes as we used to. Perhaps that is a bad sign: pills and injections can’t do everything!]

         Out of the murk of misinformation and enthusiasm that bedims even the advertisements in the first months of war (one double-page spread used the words thrifty and 14thriftier seventeen times, with an almost breathless sense of discovery!), and the monotony of the articles about what fun it is to buy cheap food and less of it, a better knowledge of each dollar’s purchasing power is bound to come.

         Women who never thought one way or another about such things before, are going to find that fuel and light, even if they have enough money to pay for them, may be scarce and impossible to hoard, and after the first sense of irritation will learn to cook well and intelligently and economically with very little gas or electricity. [Present-day pottery and kitchenware, available in peacetime, are a wonderful investment for wartime economy. Used intelligently, it makes something as simple as boiling an egg cost half as much as it would in a thin, badly designed utensil, even though a three-minute egg still takes about as long today as it did in 1722.] Magazines give a great many good hints about such thriftiness, usually, and so do other people like my grandmother, and so, in the end, does your own good sense.

         It is all a question of weeding out what you yourself like best to do, so that you can live most agreeably in a world full of an increasing number of disagreeable surprises. [Some of them are merely funny, like the carefully sealed cans filled with milk-solids, nitrous-oxide gas and suchlike, which spit out a ‘dessert topping’ vaguely reminiscent of whipped cream when held correctly downwards, and a fine social catastrophe when sprayed, heedlessly upright, about the room.]
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            How to Distribute Your Virtue

         

         
            Economy is a distributive virtue, and consists not in saving, but in selection.

            Edmund Burke, Letters to a Noble Lord, 1796

         

         Almost all people, whether they are potential or actual grandparents, have practised certain forms of economy in their day, even if they are not like my own grandmother who practised it her whole life. Sometimes their systems have a strange sound indeed, after the thin days are past and they can look back with a perspective which is impossible while the wolf seems actually at the door.

         I think especially of one man, moderately famous now as a deliverer of weighty papers before weightier minds (the kind of papers, and minds, that are filled with abstruse puns in nine languages, at least five of which are dead). [The best talker I ever heard once said to me, ‘Never ruin a good story by sticking to the truth.’ That may be why this one, essentially as it appears here, has been read in somewhat 16more embroidered versions, stitched both by me and by my various loyal friends. The famous-deliverer-of-weighty-papers himself, wiser if no better nourished than so long ago, prefers this version.] When he was working on his doctorate in a small French university, he discovered the rather macabre delights of a poverty which could have been depressing to an older tireder man but was gleeful and exciting to him.

         He stopped shaving, because he never had any hot water, or sharp razors, or soap, and finally not even a mirror. The result was a fine Old Testament beaver, full of genius.

         He bought food at the market on Mondays and Thursdays, after his credit ran out at a succession of lower-than-lowest-grade boarding houses, and cooked on a one-burner gas plate which was, for some reason, in the outside privy of his mean lodgings.

         He began by making himself fairly neat, well-ordered little meals. But washing dishes with no water was a problem, so he found himself using fewer and fewer plates. He was tempted to throw them all away and simply fish things out of the stew-pot with his fingers, but he sensed that man must keep a few barriers between himself and savagery, and compromised on one large soup dish and one spoon.

         For several weeks he ate thus in solitary manliness, so pleased with himself and the free good life he was living that he never noticed how ugly and smelly and surly his room and his landlady were. [Good honest stew is better the second day, and better yet the third. But on the fourth, unless the weather be cool and right …]17

         Finally, however, inertia and a desire perhaps for complete functionalism overcame him, and he found that rather than ask or hunt for water for his one dish and his one spoon he was eating whatever was in or on them and then spending several minutes licking them clean, very slowly and meticulously, so that they shone and twinkled as much as the cheapest ware can manage to.

         He says now, when pressed, that he sat for several minutes on the edge of his bed, and then in a quiet and rather sad way broke the plate so freshly polished, bent the shining spoon into a hoop, went to the corner coiffeur and had his beard hacked off, and borrowed enough money to become a boarder again at a moderately bad restaurant. (He also adds with some glee that he was sick as a pup after the first incredibly elaborate meal, after months of monotonous good health with his own spartan stew.) [I know a man who killed another with kindness and too much rich food upon a long-starved stomach. It was clearly accidental manslaughter, not murder, for he had never seen his victim before then, nor heard of him.]

         There may be a lesson in this. It sounds rather like it. At least it proves that when he is living with himself a man can do things that in front of other people might seem ugly, or undignified, if he needs to in order to live at all. [I cannot swallow a raw egg in front of anyone in the world, no matter how much I want it. Or so I think.]

         There are many other ways to save money, some of them written in cookbooks for people to study, and some of them only hidden in the minds of those who might have 18been hungrier without them. It is good, now when war and its trillion grim surprises haunt all our minds, to talk with other older humans about what they have done in their days to fool the wolf.

         One will tell you about hayboxes. Hayboxes are very simple. They are simply strong wooden boxes, one inside another with hay packed between, and if possible a stout covering of linoleum or oilcloth on the outside. You bring whatever food you want to a sturdy boil, put it tightly covered on a layer of hay in the inside box, pack hay all around it, and cover the box securely. [First catch your hay, to paraphrase an old gastronomical adage about hares! Who has hay, these days?] Then you count twice as long as your stew or porridge or vegetables would have taken to cook normally, open the haybox, and the food is done. It is primitive, and it is a good thing to know if fuel is a problem for you.

         A more modern answer, and a fine one if you can afford the initial expense, is the kind of pressure cooker which looks like a Dutch oven with a whistle on top. It does almost miraculous things: string beans are cooked in three minutes, a Swiss steak is tender and juicy and full of flavour in but a few more, and on and on. It reduces cooking time to an almost boring minimum … which of course is worth it if you are skimping on gas or working in a munitions factory with neither time nor inclination for the pleasures of the kitchen.

         Another amateur economist will tell you of countless ways to make little seem like more. Most of them sound foul, after a few minutes of such reminiscences, but in 19practice they are trustworthy, if not admirable aesthetically. For instance, you can make scrambled eggs ‘go a lot further’ by putting bread crumbs in them when they are a little more than half done, and as a matter of fact if you use decent crumbs [say, of homemade bread or of an honourable pumpernickel] the eggs have a very good flavour indeed, and a nice texture. Or in a soufflé, add one cup of puffed cereal to the three separated eggs, and you will have food for four people [… at least three of whom, I feel impelled to add, you dislike intensely and hope never to see again].

         Another trick is to cut the consumption of sugar in half when you are making jams and preserves by mixing one cup of sugar with every two cups of fruit and the correct amount of water, and then adding one-half a teaspoonful of bicarbonate of soda. I have never done this, but ardent housewives who lived through the last war in both England and America swear that it works, and of course the wear and tear on sugar cards is cut down considerably. [Another way, of course, is by now almost universal: pectin. I hate it. I swear I can always detect it, by the ugly solid dull grainy look of anything that contains it. I would rather eat one spoonful of jelly made with fruit and sugar than a dozen jars of the other stuff. Or perhaps vice versa.]

         As for butter and other shortenings, I have always felt that I should prefer too little of the best to plenty of an inferior kind. However, there are many families who are used to a great deal of pastries and fried foods, and who find it difficult to forgo them. There are several reputable substitutes, not only for butter, but for butter substitutes! [It is said that 20scientists are evolving a new and excellent salad- and cooking-oil made from grapefruit skins.]

         If you use oil or lard for deep frying, never let it smoke much, but use when it is bluish and not moving on the surface. If you eat much bacon, save the fat, and pour it always into a metal container and then pour water over it. The burned food particles will sink into the water, and the fat will rise as it cools and be clean and easy to lift into another cup or bowl. Such fat should be kept in a cool and dark place, as should olive oil if you are lucky enough to own any, but never in an icebox.

         As for your icebox. (It is easiest to take it for granted that you still have one, and that it works, and that it is not an annex for the local Red Cross and filled to bulging with blood plasma.) [This is one of the doggedly cold reminders that this current war is, or so everyone tells me, cold …] As for your icebox, then, there are several ways to use it with the most intelligence.

         Of course, keeping it clean eliminates waste from spoilt food, and defrosting it regularly makes it use surprisingly less fuel, if it is an automatic one. Never put meat or other foods in it in their store-wrappings; they use extra cold and are less good. Almost the same is true of butter, which should be taken from its box but left in its thin paper protection or else put into a covered dish. Vegetables should always be washed if they are to be stored in the box, and lettuce and other salads should have the white cores cut out. Little green onions and such sturdy herbs as parsley can be kept fresh and pungent for a long time if they are washed 21and drained and put into tightly covered jars, and it is a nice feeling to know that they are there, ready for use, whenever you want them (which will be oftener than you realise, once you have caught the habit).

         If you cook rice or such pastes as spaghetti and macaroni very often, you can keep them from boiling over and at the same time lay the foundation for a decent soup by putting in about a teaspoonful of butter or suet or oil. [Quote now that the war is over hah hah unquote, I would add about three times that much fat to the pot.] After you have drained what you are cooking, save the water and cook it again with a little onion, some meat stock if you have it, or a couple of bouillon cubes, and you have a nutritious broth that would shame nobody.

         When you cook such things as rice, or potatoes or spaghetti or any of the starches, cook enough for two meals instead of one. It costs about the same, in heat consumption, and you have the food ready to heat in various ways and serve again, a few days later. [Ah, rice pudding, rich with raisins! Ah, spaghetti baked with honey and shaved almonds in a buttery dish! Ah, potatoes any way at all but perhaps especially mixed with egg and cheese and fried! Ah.] (The same is true of almost everything; most vegetables, for instance, are delicious chilled in salads, especially if you have put them aside without buttering them.)

         More or less, this simple but surprisingly little-practised rule is true in using an oven: try to fill every inch of space in it. Even if you do not want baked apples for supper, put a pan of them with whatever is baking at from 250 to 400 22degrees. They will be all the better for going slowly, but as long as their skins do not scorch they can cook fast. They make a good meal in themselves, with cream if you have any, or milk heated with some cinnamon and nutmeg in it, and buttered toast and tea.

         Another thing to do while the oven is going is to put in a pan of thinly sliced bread which is too stale to use any more. It makes good Melba toast, if you watch it so that it does not get too brown. If you want to you can soak it first in water or watery milk with a little sugar in it, or even a little salt and pepper, to make zwieback that is very good indeed with soup or tea. [These petty tricks seem somewhat more so when gas flows through the pipes and firewood is available and electricity actually turns on with a button. But in each one of them there is a basic thoughtfulness, a searching for the kernel in the nut, the bite in honest bread, the slow savour in a baked wished-for apple. It is this thoughtfulness that we must hold to, in peace or war, if we may continue to eat to live.]

         Or you can roast some walnuts in their shells, and eat them while they are still pretty hot, with fresh cold apples and a glass of port if possible, for one of the desserts most conducive in this world to good conversation.

         While these various shortcuts to economy are simmering and fuming in their borrowed heat, you can be roasting a large joint of beef, which will seem expensive beyond reason when you pay for it but which will last a long time if your family is of normal size and appetite. Potatoes can be baked around its pan, about an hour before it is done, and 23if their skins are oiled and they are pricked when they are taken from the oven they will not grow soggy and may even be used after they are cold, if they are good potatoes, for a casserole or a salad.

         Or you can cook what the home economists love to call a ‘one-dish meal’, a ‘co-ordinated dinner’ or, less genteelly, a casserole. This, if it is intelligently planned and seasoned, can be delicious (and will leave fine fundaments for another meal tomorrow, unless it is already at work using up yesterday’s).

         For instance, make a Baked Ham Slice. [This, I notice eight years later, is clearly documented. My main comment on it is monotonous: I like it. My main change would be to use cider or white wine for the cup of water. And any kitchen-idiot would know enough to core the apples.] Get a little more meat than you plan to use at dinner, because it is fine the next day diced in a macaroni-and-cheese casserole, or in an omelette or any way you want it.

         A green salad is good with this, and either a light beer or a rather sharp white wine. And for dessert, if you want one, nothing can be a better complement to the tang of ham and apples than hot gingerbread, the dark kind that springs practically full-born from a paper carton and the gracious shadow of Mary Ball Washington [it says on the advertisement], or can be made a little better and a little less expensively from a trusted recipe of my mother’s, called Edith’s Gingerbread. The recipe is given. [A quick but thoughtful look forward confirms my belief that this is the best recipe for ginger-bread ever devised. Farewell, gracious packaged shadow of Mary Ball Washington!]24

         A little sherry poured over the bread while it is hot makes it even better, if you plan to eat it all at once, with sweet butter too if possible. If not, a simple wine sauce or a hard sauce is good.

         If there is any gingerbread left, it is almost better cold than hot. When it gets stale (although I have never known any to last that long), it is delicious split open and toasted, for tea. [Tea? Who drinks tea any more? It used to be something ‘people’ did: the gentle ritual, the delicate ceremony. For me it meant a discreet adolescent gobbling of cakes and cookies, nigh unto my thirtieth year, while older wiser creatures sipped alongside. Now? Now I could not face a saffron-bun or a plum-heavy … and tea makes me drunk.] And what ham is left, if you don’t like macaroni and cheese, you can dice and put in a buttered casserole the next day with cooked noodles, and a small can of mushrooms, browned in shortening. Season it with salt and fresh-ground pepper, and heat thoroughly (small ramekins take less heat than a big casserole). This makes another ‘one-dish meal’, with a salad, cheese and coffee.

         While the oven is cooking the ham, you can be baking some clean sweet potatoes or yams in their skins, and either a pan of apples or another cake, or anything else that takes a moderately slow oven. Then, in a couple of days, you can make some such hearty dessert as Sweet Potato Pudding.

         Or mash and season the peeled yams, put in a buttered shallow pan, and cover with little sausages which have been brought to the boil in plain water. Put in a hot oven until the 25sausages are thoroughly cooked and brown, at least twenty minutes.

         A surprisingly good cake, which I loved so much in the last war that I dreamt about it at night, and which I have tried on this war’s children with practically the same results, can be whipped together and put in the oven with the ham and whatever else you are storing up for the week ahead. It is called War Cake, for want of a pleasanter name, and is a rather crude moist dark loaf which keeps well and costs little. [I seem to have said at least twice in this book that I dreamt about War Cake at night. On rereading the recipe I am inclined to suggest a touch of indigestion and change ‘dream’ to ‘nightmare’. The trouble is that I know the recipe to be excellent.]

         Sliced thin with a glass of milk, it is a pleasant lunch. Or it can be sliced and toasted, basted with sherry, and served hot with wine sauce for a good dessert, once it seems somewhat past its prime. [Wonderful example of understatement! I really mean: ‘When the cake is curled, stiff, and apparently unusable.’]

         The absorbing and profitable pastime of seeing how many things you can cook at once in an oven is almost as good applied to the top of the stove, especially if you have a steam-cooker or even a roomy Dutch oven. Then you can cook several vegetables at once, or less economically but still with a certain amount of good sense cook each one separately, one after another, using the same pot and the same steam, so that at the end you have several things ready for reheating through the week, and a fine heady broth that 26will do wonders with any dish that calls for stock or even plain water.

         It is best to keep it in an old gin bottle in the icebox, alongside the other old gin bottle filled with juices left from canned fruit. You can add what’s left of the morning tomato juice. You can squeeze in the last few drops of the lemon you drink in hot water before breakfast, if you still do that. You can put canned vegetable juices in. You can steep parsley stems in hot water and pour their juice into the bottle. In other words, never throw away any vegetable or its leaves or its juices unless they are bad; else count yourself a fool. [That’s right!]

         If you keep your old gin bottle cold and reasonably on the move it need never spoil nor be anything but a present help in time of trouble, and a veritable treasure jug for vitamins and minerals that otherwise would have gone down the drain. [That’s so right!]

         Sometimes try a glassful, no matter from what vegetables, fresh-cooked or canned, you may have salvaged it, diluted if you wish with tomato juice or a little lemon and seasoning. It will make you feel astonishingly energetic – almost human, really [… a condition devoutly to be aimed for, given our basic state].

         All vegetables, whether they are steam-cooked or not, should be done as quickly as possible, and in as little water. In this way at least fifty per cent of the minerals are collected in the water. They should be drained at once, and either prepared for serving or allowed to cool for the icebox and another day. If they are to be used later, they should be 27underdone rather than tender, since the reheating will cook them again; and of course they should not be seasoned and buttered until they are ready to be used, except for the herbs you may have cooked with them. [I know a little more now and would seldom cook herbs with vegetables I planned to use another day. I would add them that day.]

         Vegetables cooked for salads should always be on the crisp side, like those trays of zucchini and slender green beans and cauliflowerlets in every trattoria in Venice, in the days when the Italians could eat correctly. You used to choose the things you wanted: there were tiny potatoes in their skins, remember, and artichokes boiled in olive oil, as big as your thumb, and much tenderer … and then the waiter would throw them all into an ugly white bowl and splash a little oil and vinegar over them, and you would have a salad as fresh and tonic to your several senses as La Primavera. It can still be done, although never in the same typhoidic and enraptured air. You can still find little fresh vegetables, and still know how to cook them until they are not quite done, and chill them, and eat them in a bowl. [Why do we not do this oftener, much time as it will take? I am tired of ‘tossed green salads’, no matter what their subtleties of flavour. I want a salad of a dozen tiny vegetables: rosy potatoes in their tender skins, asparagus tips, pod-peas, beans two inches long and slender as thick hairs … I want them cooked, each alone, to fresh perfection. I want them dressed, all together, in a discreet veil of oil and condiments. Why not? What, in peacetime, is to prevent it? Are we too busy being peaceful for such play?]28

         You can still live with grace and wisdom, thanks partly to the many people who write about how to do it and perhaps talk overmuch about riboflavin and economy, and partly to your own innate sense of what you must do with the resources you have, to keep the wolf from snuffing too hungrily through the keyhole.
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