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FOREWORD


In an age where we rely more on frequent supermarket trips than a well-stocked cupboard, Isabella Beeton’s recipes serve to remind us how a few basic ingredients – say flour, eggs, sugar, butter, jam – can be simply transformed into utterly comforting puddings. A rich custard thickened with soft white breadcrumbs and topped with the best raspberry preserve and meringue is an easy dessert, made without a complex hunt through the shops for rare ingredients. Whole apples baked to tenderness under a heavily sugar-crusted suet crust, so the juices concentrate during baking to flavour the pastry, becomes a pudding that impresses instantly yet demands little skill or effort to make. 


The original recipes that Mrs Beeton collected were little more than sketches, rather than the detailed methods we’re used to today. When I started baking, this sparseness would puzzle me, and only now with experience can I fill in the gaps. In this volume, Gerard Baker’s recipes remove the doubt from her writing while still inspiring with her flavours and approach. Where her recipe for pastry expects you to mix your flour and other ingredients bravely and directly on your worktop, using your skill to avoid the water and eggs running onto the floor in a mess, Gerard simply suggests you use a mixing bowl or a food processor. In other recipes his adaptations work more deeply, reflecting a modern diet where we’re more comfortable avoiding heavier textures in puddings and where we prefer recipes without too much lard and suet. There are many new ideas in the book as well, taking historic recipes and transforming them into dishes that fit with the more relaxed way we eat today. 


Most of all, Mrs Beeton’s recipes remind us just how adaptable the most simply equipped modern kitchen is. Though devices like hand mixers and microwaves can dramatically cut the time needed, her recipes also prompt us to remember that just using our hands and simple methods are enough to make a pudding to feel utterly proud of. That’s really what good cooking is about, and from these recipes first published over 150 years ago you’ll get that extra help you want to make your baking even better.


                                                                                   Dan Lepard
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The Inimitable Mrs Beeton


When Isabella Beeton first published Beeton’s Book of Household Management in 1861, Britain was changing from a rural society, in which large numbers of people were involved in farming and many grew their own fruit and vegetables at home, to an industrialised one, where the development of modern transport networks, refrigeration and kitchen appliances brought a world of food to our fingertips.


Today, most of us have an image of Mrs Beeton as a matronly figure – brisk, efficient and experi-enced in the kitchen. In fact, Isabella Beeton was young and recently married, juggling working outside the home with running her household and coping with the demands of a husband and young family. Having worked on it throughout her early twenties, she saw her book published at the age of 25 and died just three years later.


Although she wrote of housekeepers, butlers and valets, her semi-detached in Hatch End was a world away from the big country houses of the preceding century, and although it is likely that she had some help in the kitchen, she almost certainly managed her home and most of the cooking herself. Her book was inspired by an awareness of the challenges faced by women like herself – and with that in mind, she used her position as editor of The Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine to pull together the best recipes and advice from a wide range of sources.


She was among the first revolutionary food writers to style recipes in the format that we are famil-iar with today, setting out clear lists of ingredients and details of time taken, average cost and portions produced (this last being entirely her invention). She also offered notes on how to source the best food for her recipes – placing particular emphasis on such old-fashioned (or, in our eyes, surprisingly modern) ideas as the use of seasonal, local produce and the importance of animal welfare.


It is easy to see why Mrs Beeton’s core themes – buy well, cook well and eat well – are as relevant today as they were 150 years ago. Her original book was written with an awareness of household economy that we can take lessons from too. Because we have access to so much so easily, we often forget to consider how to get the most out of each ingredient – yet maximising flavour and nutrient value and minimising waste is as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was in 1861.


The right ingredients 


Mrs Beeton’s original recipes have needed careful adaptation. In some cases, the modern recipes are amalgamations of more than one Beeton recipe or suggestion, which I hope give a more coherent whole. Many of the ingredients that may seem at first glance universal are so different today from those varieties Isabella would have been familiar with that using them in the original way can give 
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quite different results to those intended. And all those cases where Mrs Beeton advised adding salt or sugar or honey or spices ‘to taste’ have been pinned down in real quantities, always keeping in mind both flavour and authenticity. 


Cooking methods, too, were in some cases not replicable and in others simply no longer the best way of achieving the desired results. A significant factor in this is that the domestic oven was in its infancy in 1861, and Mrs Beeton was not able to make full use of it in her book. Most kitchens would instead have been equipped with old-fashioned ranges, and there is much mention of setting things before the fire, turning and basting. Baking or roasting, which we now consider simple processes, required constant attention 150 years ago. Oven temperatures, therefore, have all had to be deduced from a mixture of reading between the lines, comparing modern recipes, and testing, testing, testing.


The end result, however, has been to produce dishes that Mrs Beeton would, hopefully, have been happy to call her own. 


The legacy


After Isabella Beeton died early in 1865, her book took on a life of its own. It was endlessly enlarged, modern recipes were added and eventually, in the many, many editions of the book that have been published in the past 150 years, the spirit of the original was lost. 


The picture of British food that Isabella painted in the first edition was about to change wholesale, and her book was destined to change with it. The aim of this collection is to reverse those changes: to return to real, wholesome, traditional British food, which Mrs Beeton might be proud to recognise as her own – and to put to rest the matronly image. 
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Introduction 


From the lightest lemon posset to a luscious trifle with its complex layering, puddings are the most delicious ways to end a meal. They should strike a balance between sheer decadence and perfect good taste, and each should fit its occasion. Choose a pudding well, and make it expertly, and your meals will be legendary among your friends and family. 


A chilled dessert is lovely at the end of a summer lunch or dinner, and because the British summer provides us with such great berries, one need look no further than a posset or cremet, or perhaps a custard to accompany macerated strawberries or raspberries. Fruit jellies offer an excellent, light-handed way of making vibrantly fresh desserts to round off a rich meal. The two given here (see pages 14 and 16) will be a revelation to anyone who makes them.


Of course cold puddings are not limited only to the months of summer. Poached autumn fruits such as pears, or winter fruit, such as rhubarb, make delicious accompaniments to a serving of homemade cream cheese (see page 82). Seville oranges are a truly seasonal fruit, and only available in the depths of winter. But don’t just save them for marmalade. The zest is delicious and can be used to scent custards wonderfully (see page 72).


On a cold day, the rich, seductive aroma of a chocolate soufflÉ (see page 56) or the nutmeg-scented fragrance of a rice pudding (see page 48) heralds the arrival of perfect comfort food. Many of the traditional hot puddings in this book are mixtures of flour, suet and fruit that have been bound together in a cloth and then boiled or steamed. Serve these in warmed bowls, preferably with Jersey cream or custard (see pages 73 and 74).


Fruit is an incredibly versatile choice, and Mrs Beeton used it widely in puddings, desserts and heavenly homemade drinks. In addition, many of the simple creams and custards in this book are delicious served with fresh or poached fruit alongside. Choose whatever is in season (see opposite) and cook it lightly with a little sugar and lemon or orange juice.


Isabella Beeton was not an expressive or indulgent cook, whatever her reputation might suggest. Her cakes contained rather more flour and less sugar and butter than ours today, but it isn’t difficult to work out why. Isabella was a young woman running a household on limited resources. Clearly, money was not in plentiful supply. Nonetheless, she was keen to name butter as her fat of choice for baking – expensive as it was – and this sets a good example for us today.
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