


[image: Homemaking and Housekeeping by Vivienne Bolton. The cover shows a illustrated dark blue house and red door framed by folk-art flowers, hearts, teapots, cups, whisks, and spoons on a cream background]









[image: Homemaking & Housekeeping Forgotten Wisdom for Modern Times. By Vivienne Bolton. Published by Kyle Books.]









INTRODUCTION


I was born in January, the eldest of six, the first of a new generation. My father was English, my mother a South African, descended from French Huguenots, women with black eyes, and thick dark hair, once farmers, who made their homes in the fertile river valleys of the Cape of Good Hope.


We enjoyed an Enid Blyton-style childhood in the sub-tropical paradise of South Africa, spending many hot afternoons with our Xhosa nannies, walking along disappearing paths through the bush, searching to find and appease a local tokoloshe (mischievous spirit), now and then reaching down to pick ‘vinegar’ leaves to chew, much as my children would snack on sweet cicely seeds in our English garden.


In Africa it is traditional for the first grandchild to spend a lot of time with her grandmother. Mine lived old-style, a careful housekeeper, wasting nothing. To earn a living she was a dressmaker, working from home with time to spare, she nurtured a sub-tropical vegetable garden and orchard. In the lushness I recall patches of pineapples, mango and lemon trees, beds of fat, oddly-shaped red and orange tomatoes and trailing pumpkin and sweet potato plants. Through the seasons my grandmother taught me: we baked bread and made jams and jellies and preserves. She showed me how to magic up hand cream from melted beeswax and scented almond oil, and to mash yellow soap and sugar into a poultice to draw a splinter. She grew mint outside the kitchen window to discourage flies and was known to sprinkle lavender water on a fresh white hanky and hold it close to ease an occasional throbbing head.


The years rolled by and in 1979 I travelled from the tip of Southern Africa to the county town of Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk. I arrived with three little children and a sewing machine. I rented a tumbledown gardener’s cottage and invested in half a dozen chickens and some tomato plants. It was spring and the lanes were lined with golden daffodils. In no particular order I settled the older children in the village school, bought copies of Richard Mabey’s Food for Free, Wild Food by Roger Phillips, Lark Rise to Candleford and John Seymour’s Complete Book of Self-Sufficiency and dug the vegetable garden. I have long since grown from that young South African girl and taken on English country ways. In that time I’ve nurtured gardens, cooked up wonderful jams and jellies, made delicious soft cheeses and one year grew enough carrots to feed a community. I’ve done much since the children grew up. I’ve cooked professionally, driven from Canada to Mexico, spent a summer in New York and another in France, made many pots of beeswax and cooked in lots of kitchens. Like my mother and grandmother I am fortunate in having been born with a natural curiosity and a love of knowledge. Nowadays I read and write and paint and cook, and when in the autumn I hear the geese flying over my house calling their return I know I have achieved a certain contentment. This spring I will plant a new garden.


What follows is a journal packed with recipes, home economies, fact and fancies; my book of good housekeeping.
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My childhood, spent on a sub-tropical beach, meant a steady stream of warm, sunny days: spring, summer, autumn and winter pretty much rolled into one. Only high tides and seahorses kept us off the beaches, where acres of golden sand and rock pools full of anemones were the norm. I spent my first spring in Suffolk, a spring full of golden daffodils, leverets, freshly laid eggs and thick Jersey cream – the stuff of storybooks.
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A PROMISE OF SPRING


Transplant clumps of early-flowering miniature narcissi or bright blue grape hyacinths into pretty china cups and bowls, place in bedrooms and in little groups on the mantelpiece or windowsill. In the warmth of your home, blossoms will quickly open to fill the air with a subtle fragrance and the promise of spring. For a more heady perfume, pots or bunches of hyacinths will fit the bill. Bulbs need to be set in autumn for spring flowering but cut flowers or near-flowering potted plants can be purchased in spring and carefully transplanted into pretty flowerpots, and you will have a beautiful and economical natural room freshener which will fill your home with heady floral scents.
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PRETTY POSIES





Bunches of primroses, auriculas, violets, spring leaves and herbs placed in little vases or fish paste jars make pretty bedroom posies.


Informal floral arrangements, freshly picked from the garden and simply placed in jugs or even pretty jam jars will bring a naturalness to your home. If your flowers come from a florist or a market stall, follow life’s rhythm and keep them seasonal. Great big bunches of pussy willow or winter jasmine are simple and easily harvested or found for sale at markets. They bring a little spring drama to a room, and branches of willow placed in deep water will quickly sprout green leaves and provide a perfect backdrop to a display of the painted eggs or cotton chicks children love crafting at Easter time.


RANUNCULUS


Once you have your ranunculus blossom home, strip the leaves and trim a centimetre (½ inch) from the base of the stems before placing in water. The stems of ranunculus are particularly delicate so place in a tall narrow vase to keep upright. Change the water daily and set the vase away from fruit and excess heat. Much romantic mythology surrounds these sumptuously delicate blossoms – wonderous stories of Eastern princes and frogs and songs of undeclared love. This is one of my favourite flowers.


LILY OF THE VALLEY


My grandmother’s favourite flowers, these bridal blossoms, sweetly perfumed and delicate in appearance, are said to bring happiness to your home. Easy to grow and a joy to find flowering in the garden, plant in a shady spot, harvest flowers and place immediately in water for best effect. Place in a small vase out of sunlight and away from the heat for a long-lasting blossom.


TULIPS


A bunch of jolly red tulips will brighten up a grey spring day. Pick or buy flowers in bud with a little colour showing. If vase water is changed daily, tulips should have a vase life of a week. Once indoors, cut a centimetre (½ inch) from the base of the stems and set in cold water. My daughter Sophie drops pennies into the tulip water to keep the blossoms proud. When arranging tulips bear in mind that these flowers will continue to grow, moving their head to face the light.
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CRYSTALLIZING FLOWERS







	Crystallized violets, rose petals, primroses or sweet pea flowers, to name but a few, and some leaves (I like to crystallize mint and lemon balm leaves) can be used to decorate iced cupcakes and other fancies or to pretty-up desserts.


	Flower heads or petals should be dipped or painted in either a mixture of gum arabic and rose water or dipped in frothy egg white and sprinkled with caster sugar.


	For very crisp crystallized flowers, you should repeat the dipping and sprinkling process a couple of times.


	When crystallizing whole flower heads it is advisable to use them immediately as the dip and sugar might not have entered every crevice and therefore the preserving qualities of the sugar might not be sufficient to keep the crystallized flower head for too long.





DAFFODILS & NARCISSI


Pick or buy daffodils when their heads are at right angles to the stems, not before. This will ensure that the blossoms open. Once indoors, cut a centimetre (½ inch) from the base of the stems before setting in cool water. If you wish to place these flowers in mixed arrangements with other flowers, trim to length then set alone in water for 24 hours, then transfer to your chosen arrangement. You should not re-cut the stems. Daffodils and narcissi exude a sap that is toxic to other flowers.


EGG WHITE DIP


Place an egg white in a bowl, add a pinch of salt and whisk to a soft froth. Dip flower heads or petals into the froth, then sprinkle with caster sugar and place on a clean surface to set.


VIOLETS





The intense fragrance of sweet violets conjures up the magic of a bygone age. Wear a posy of sweet violets on your collar to mark the arrival of spring.


CHOCOLATE & VIOLET FONDANT CREAMS


MAKES 450 G (14½ OZ) FONDANT CREAMS




	1 egg white


	¼ teaspoon lemon juice or cream of tartar


	400g (14 oz) icing sugar


	essence of violets


	violet food colouring


	400 g (13 oz) good dark chocolate


	sugared violets, to decorate the finished creams








Whisk the egg white lightly with the tiniest pinch of salt and the teaspoon cream of tartar or lemon juice. Sift in half the icing sugar and mix well.


Add a few drops of essence of violets and colour to a pale violet shade.


Knead into a firm paste, and roll out onto a clean work surface dusted with the remaining sifted icing sugar. Roll out to a suitable thickness and use a small round cutter to shape discs. Set aside to dry a little.


In the meantime, melt the chocolate in a bowl set over boiling water. Dip each violet-flavoured fondant cream halfway into the chocolate, set down on a non-stick surface, drop a sugared violet onto the chocolate and leave to set. When set, place on a doily-covered plate and serve.


GUM ARABIC DIP


Measure 50 g (2 oz) edible gum arabic into a small bowl, add 4 tablespoons rose water and leave to stand overnight. The following day the gum arabic will have melted into the rose water. Dip the flower heads or petals into the solution then sprinkle with caster sugar. Place on a clean surface to set.


RASPBERRY & VIOLET JAM


The violet fragrance intensifies the flavour of raspberry jam, creating an utterly delicious taste. Enjoy with yogurt or on freshly baked scones served with cream.


MAKES 1 JAR




	250 g (8 oz) caster sugar


	250 g (8 oz) raspberries


	juice of half a lemon


	1 drop essence of violets








Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4.


Measure the sugar into an ovenproof bowl and place in the oven for 15 minutes.


Place the raspberries and lemon juice in a saucepan and add the warmed sugar.


Heat gently, stirring constantly, and bring to a rapid boil. Allow to boil for 3 or 4 minutes then check for set.


Remove from the heat and add the essence of violets. Pour into prepared jars (see here), seal, label and set aside to cool.




I have been known to gently heat a little raspberry jam in a small saucepan and stir in a drop or two of essence of violets before transferring it to a pretty bowl to cool and serve with tea and scones.







TO TEST FOR SET


You will need a chilled saucer. Take a clean spoon and place a blob of jam on the saucer, wait a few moments then press with a fingertip to see if a skin is forming across the surface of the blob. If so, set has been reached and the jam is ready to pot; if not, continue boiling for 4 or 5 minutes then try again.
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SPRING FEASTING


The end of winter and the arrival of spring are celebrated with dancing, spring flowers, rich food and often religious services around the world. Long before the Christian churches celebrated Easter, people danced and decorated themselves and their surrounds with spring flowers and blossoming boughs. Young men and women danced around maypoles and ‘queens for a day’ were chosen. Lamb is the traditional spring roast and the first leafy vegetables were harvested to enjoy along with all else the spring bounty provided.


In Western Europe, lamb is traditionally flavoured with rosemary and garlic; in Eastern Europe fragrant rose petals and exotic spices or pomegranate syrup are used.


ROAST LAMB WITH ROSEMARY & GARLIC




	2 tablespoons olive oil


	1 onion, sliced into thick rings


	leg of lamb


	1 head of garlic, sliced


	stalk of rosemary sprigs








Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.


Measure the oil into a roasting tin. Create a bed of onion rings for the lamb to roast on. Use the point of your knife to make little slits in the lamb and push a slice of garlic clove into some of them and a little sprig of rosemary into the others. Place the remaining garlic cloves on the onion rings. Season the lamb with salt and pepper and set in the oven.




A little lemon juice squeezed over lamb during cooking gives a beautifully, delicate flavour.





SPRING GREENS


Spring greens: sprouting broccoli, nettle tops, young spinach, dandelion leaves, spring cabbage leaves.





Chop the leaves roughly and add to a saucepan containing a few centimetres (1 inch) of water and a lump of butter. When the butter has melted, toss in the leaves and put on the lid. Shake and cook for a couple of minutes until the leaves turn a lovely fresh green colour. Serve immediately, seasoned with salt and pepper and a little nutmeg.


MINT SAUCE


The balance of flavours in a good mint sauce is very much up to an individual’s personal taste! I chop up about half a cup (loosely packed) of mint leaves and put them in a saucepan along with half a cup of malt vinegar, a splash of water, a teaspoon of sugar and a good pinch of salt. Then bring it to the boil and serve. However, some prefer a little more sugar others prefer the vinegar more diluted. Experiment!


GRAVY


Save vegetable water to use in the gravy, or use 300 ml (½ pint) stock.


Remove the onions from the roasting pan and set aside. Place the roasting pan on a hot stove. If there appear to be a few tablespoons of hot fat in the roasting pan well and good, if not, add a little olive oil. Sprinkle with a couple of tablespoons of flour and begin to stir with a wooden spoon, scraping away at the cooked-on bits, adding their flavour to the mix. When the flour appears to be bubbling, slowly pour in some of the vegetable water or stock, allowing it to thicken. Continue to add liquid, mixing constantly to prevent lumps, until you are happy with the thickness of the gravy. Season and then strain the gravy into a hot gravy boat or jug. Alternatively, transfer the gravy to a small saucepan, add the onion rings and bring to the boil. Taste for seasoning.




COOKING TIMES FOR A LEG OF LAMB


Preheat oven to 200°C/400°F/ gas mark 6:


WELL-DONE: 20 minutes per 500 g (1 lb) plus 20 minutes


PINK: 15 minutes per 500 g (1 lb) plus 15 minutes







TO SEASON A NEW FRYING PAN OR WOK


This method should be used on pans that do not have a non-stick coating. First, wash and dry the pan. Place on a hot stove and add 2 tablespoons sunflower oil (olive oil is also good) and 2 tablespoons salt. Heat until the oil is smoking then remove from the heat. When the pan is sufficiently cooled use kitchen paper or a pad of crumpled newspaper to wipe the pan clean. If possible it is a good idea to have four frying pans: one for frying fish, a second for omelettes, a third for pancakes and a general pan.





MY PERFECT PANCAKES


Shrove Tuesday is pancake day. In the Christian faith this is the day before the start of Lent. Christians would eat up the last of the eggs and sugar, generally emptying the store cupboards of treats in preparation for 40 days of penance, the time of self-denial. While some still follow the faith, others enjoy the coming of spring, celebrating with pancake-tossing competitions and tasty treats.


SERVES 2




	125 ml (4 fl oz) milk


	100 g (3½ oz) plain flour


	1 egg


	125 ml (4 fl oz) water


	2 tablespoons butter








Measure the milk into a bowl, add the flour and mix with a whisk until smooth. Add the egg, whisk further, add the water, mix. If at all possible, set aside for 1 hour.


Put the butter in a frying pan, place over the heat, then as soon as the butter is frothing and just about melted, pour it into the batter and mix well with a whisk.


Replace the pan over the heat. Heat till good and hot, then add just sufficient batter to cover the pan thinly, leave until cooked through, flip with the help of a spatula (or up in the air if you’re feeling a little reckless!), cook on the second side, then serve with a sprinkling of cinnamon, a shake of sugar and a squeeze of lemon juice.


MY SIMNEL CAKE


Traditionally, a simnel cake was made by young people in service to take home to their mothers on Mothering Sunday. Nowadays it has become tradition to bake a simnel cake to celebrate Easter Sunday. I like to ice over the marzipan with white royal icing and decorate with a posy of crystallized spring flowers. My grandmother used to make up this recipe into little fruit cakes, baking the mix in recycled tins, and icing with marzipan and royal icing. They made lovely Easter gifts at a time when good chocolate was difficult to find.




	200 g (7 oz) plain flour


	1½ teaspoons baking powder


	1½ teaspoons ground mixed spice


	½ teaspoons ground cinnamon


	300 g (10 oz) raisins


	100 g (3½ oz) currants


	100 g (3½ oz) sultanas


	100 g (3½ oz) mixed peel


	juice and grated rind of 1 orange


	150 g (5 oz) softened butter


	150 g (5 oz) soft brown sugar


	50 g (2 oz) ground almonds


	3 eggs


	2-3 tablespoons apricot jam


	500 g (1 lb) marzipan








Preheat the oven to 160°C/325°F/gas mark 3. Sift the flour, baking powder and spices into a bowl. Place the dried fruit in a second bowl and add the orange juice. Mix the butter and sugar in a large mixing bowl with a wooden spoon or an electric whisk until light and fluffy. Add the orange rind, ground almonds and the eggs, one at a time, beating well after each addition.


Fold in the flour a few spoonfuls at a time. Fold in the orange juice-soaked fruit – the mix should have a dropping consistency. Butter a 20 cm (8 inches) baking tin and line with buttered greaseproof paper. Spoon the mixture into the baking tin. Bake for 2 hours, then reduce the oven to 150°C/300°F/gas mark 2 for 30 minutes.


Remove from the oven and leave in the baking tin to cool. When cool, turn out of the tin and onto a plate, then paint the top with warm jam and cover with marzipan. It is traditional to roll 12 small marzipan balls for the 12 apostles and place around the edge of the marzipan layer.
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