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How to use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Foreword


I suspect that, in common with most food lovers who did not have the good fortune to be reared in Ireland, the first Irish food name I ever heard was Allen. That was Myrtle Allen, of course, the legendary culinary pioneer of Ballymaloe House in Shanagarry, Co. Cork. She was a pioneer by simple virtue of the fact that, in 1964, she had the then absolutely revolutionary notion of presenting honest Irish raw materials and good homestyle cooking in a restaurant environment. Like Alice Waters in Berkeley about half a dozen years later, she also had the equally radical inspiration of actually basing her menu on ingredients that were in season and at their prime – in effect letting the menu be dictated by the products.


The second Irish food name I ever heard was Allen, too – this time Darina Allen. Née Darina O’Connell, in the ancient village of Cullohill in Co. Laois, Darina had, as she writes, “a magical Irish country childhood”. Helping milk cows and harvest fruits and vegetables, she grew up taking the idea of “farm to table” – a recently discovered (or at least rediscovered) concept these days – as a given. The fact that her mother was a wonderful cook added to her appreciation of good food, and she became adept in the kitchen herself.


As a young woman looking for employment, she happened to hear about a farm wife named Myrtle Allen down in County Cork who had recently opened a restaurant serving the kind of food she had grown up with. “You could just about count the good restaurants in Ireland on one hand in those days”, Darina once told me, “and even the good ones tended to write the menu the day they opened and it would be exactly the same ten years later. Myrtle wrote her menu every day, which was seen as an amateurish thing to do. It sounded right to me, though.”


A letter to Myrtle got Darina a job in the Ballymaloe kitchen. It was the perfect place for her, a serious restaurant expressing and elaborating on the culinary values she had grown up with. She not only thrived as a part of the Ballymaloe team but soon became part of the family too, literally, marrying Myrtle’s son Tim. In 1983, as the restaurant became increasingly successful and well-furnished guestrooms were added, turning Ballymaloe House into a gastronome’s dream destination, Darina and Tim branched off and established a cooking school at nearby Kinoith farm – today officially known as the Ballymaloe Cookery School and Gardens.


The school is hardly exclusively Irish. Students come from all over the world to study everything from beekeeping and pig butchery to vegetable (and rose) gardening, foraging, and food writing, and to learn the various arts of making tapas, pizza, and sushi, among many other foods. But Darina’s passion – her life’s work, one could say – remains the cooking of her native country: the great, rich Irish traditions of artisanal food production (revived with great enthusiasm in recent years) and honest, skillful preparation.


As a popular television personality and a leading light in Ireland’s fast-growing Slow Food movement, as the founder of the first modern day Irish farmers’ market (at Midleton, not far from Shanagarry), and above all – for those of us who know Darina mostly from afar – as a prolific, ardently affectionate author of terrific cookbooks celebrating the best the Irish table has to offer (which is very good indeed), Darina is the most eloquent and credible champion of Irish cooking I can imagine. Writing with the kind of authority that comes from having lived her subject matter, Darina evokes the landscapes, personalities, and above all flavours of the Irish food world, and backs them up with the kind of clearly written, sensible recipes that only the experienced proprietor of a first rate international cooking school could manage.


If you have fond memories of good meals in Ireland, whether at home or out and about, this new edition of Darina’s classic Irish Traditional Cooking will make your mouth water and your heart ache. If you are new to real Irish food, or are one of those benighted souls who doesn’t believe that Ireland offers anything worth eating, I predict that this handsome volume will be a revelation to you, opening your mind and palate to a new world of culinary pleasure.


Colman Andrews, author of The Country Cooking of Ireland and editorial director of TheDailyMeal.com





Introduction


I had a magical Irish country childhood. I grew up in a tiny village called Cullohill, in Co. Laois, where all the neighbours helped each other during the busiest times of the farming year. Even as children we lent a hand with the haymaking and then took turns to ride home behind the hay cock on the horse-drawn cart. Threshing was still done with a steam machine, and I have many happy memories of helping to cook the enormous threshing dinner and bringing hot sweet tea and ‘spotted dog’ to the men in the fields.


At home, almost everything we and our neighbours ate was fresh, wholesome food, homegrown or produced in the locality. We even had a house cow and our own hens. Every day, my mother cooked three wonderful meals on the range, which we all tucked into with great relish around the big kitchen table – it needed to be big because there were nine of us. A packet of fig rolls or coconut creams from the shop were a rare treat.


Our summer holidays were spent, not in France or the Caribbean, but on an uncle’s farm in Co. Tipperary. For us, as children, it was an absolutely enchanting place – a big working farm on the edge of the bog, where my great-aunt churned butter virtually everyday, they killed their own pigs, cured bacon and made black and white pudding, and my great-aunt did all the cooking over a huge open turf fire. The O’Connell family of Noard was virtually self-sufficient up to the early 1960s.


Here I also learned the art of cooking in a bastible and how to make a tender ‘railway cake’ speckled with plump sultanas. Here I learned how to hand-milk a cow, sitting on a three-legged stool with my forehead leaning against the cow’s warm stomach. As I write this I remember the sound of the milk squirting into the pail and the cows contentedly eating their ration of sweet hay. When the milking was finished, the milk destined for the creamery was put into tall churns and a few buckets were taken to the dairy to be run through the separator. The ripened cream of several days was then churned into rich golden butter, washed and salted. Great-aunt Lil painstakingly showed me how to use the timber ‘butter-hands’ to shape the butter into little blocks and tiny pats for the house.


It never occurred to any of us that this way of life, which we took so much for granted, was about to come to an abrupt end. I can remember distinctly the day the first packets of instant whip and blancmange came to our village and we couldn’t wait to try them. These foods had a glamour and a novelty value which made home cooking seem dull by comparison. All over Ireland, within just a few years, people began to prize fancy shop-bought goods. When the priest came to visit, for instance, he would always be offered white ‘shop bread’ in preference to homemade soda bread. With the rush to embrace a new consumer culture of packet and tinned foods in the name of progress, a whole food tradition was jeopardised in an alarmingly short space of time. Through the 1950s and 1960s, rural electrification brought the added temptation of frozen foods to more remote areas. Official agricultural policy encouraged farmers to intensify to produce maximum yields at minimum cost – to the detriment of flavour, texture and nutritional content.
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Nancy Ellis shows Darina how to cook griddle bread, Glin Castle, Co. Limerick.





It was just as the novelty of new synthetic flavours was wearing off, and I was beginning to question the wisdom of this food revolution, that I first arrived at Ballymaloe House, near Shanagarry in Co. Cork. Fresh from hotel school in Dublin, I had heard about a farmer’s wife who had recently opened a restaurant in her rambling country house, and was cooking with local produce from her garden and from the sea close by.


It was to be a turning point in my life. In Myrtle Allen I found a cook who believed in following the seasons, growing her own herbs – at a time when this was far from fashionable – and using the bounty of her farm and the Cork countryside to the full. She wrote her menus every day, incorporating fresh produce from the farm and the kitchen garden, and the fresh catch from the fishing boats at Ballycotton. Far from being seduced by convenience foods, she had no time for them at all. I quickly realised she was someone whose philosophy I could identify with. Myrtle was serving parsnips, swede turnips, carrageen moss and tender spears of rhubarb at a time when they would have been considered far too humble for most restaurant menus. The confidence she had in her own local produce, used in season at its best, was an inspiration.


Almost 40 years later, I am still at Ballymaloe, in the lush East Cork countryside. I became a member of the Allen family by the simple expedient of marrying the boss’s eldest son. Since then, Ballymaloe House – the first country-house hotel in Ireland – has developed in various directions with the interest and involvement of different family members.


I started Ballymaloe Cookery School in 1983 in a small way, in converted farm buildings behind our house. Now it has more than doubled in size, and students from all over the world are attracted to a cookery school set amidst an organic farm, fruit, vegetable and herb gardens with free-range hens, pigs and even our own Kerry cow and Jersey in the orchard to remind me of my childhood. Other members of the family run the large farm which still provides Ballymaloe with much of its produce; manage a shop selling the best of Irish craft work; or are involved in other enterprises under the Ballymaloe umbrella.


During this time, we have built up a network of dedicated food producers who supply the restaurant and the cookery school with naturally reared meat and poultry, home-smoked fish and stoneground oatmeal. Our cheeses come from the new generation of Irish farmhouse cheesemakers. I have always felt that these wonderful ingredients are best cooked simply, to preserve their true natural flavours. Both Myrtle Allen and I have always been interested in traditional Irish recipes and we have often found at Ballymaloe that recipes handed down from generation to generation produce the most delicious results. Over the years we gradually built up a small collection. About 15 years ago, however, I saw that there was an urgent need to research more vigorously. With the passing of one more generation, I realised, a whole culinary tradition, with all its fascinating regional variations, was in imminent danger of being lost.


That was the starting point for this book. Writing it has been a labour of salvage, as well as one of love. Early on in my research I wrote to regional newspapers inviting readers to send me old family recipes, and the response was overwhelming. I received wonderful replies which encouraged me to contact people all over the country and set off on a journey of discovery. In Ballyheigue in Co. Kerry I spent a fascinating day with John Guerin and his mother Bridget, learning how to collect bairneachs (limpets) off the rocks for a traditional Good Friday soup. In Co. Monaghan, Granny Toye, well into her eighties, described in vivid detail how to make the boxty pancakes of her youth. Everywhere I met people who were delighted to pass on recipes for dishes that had been an essential part of their lives, along with their recollections.


While traditional Irish cooking stems, in the main, from simple farmers, it also embraces the more sophisticated food served in the grand houses of the Anglo-Irish gentry. The cooks in these households would have been expected to know the rudiments of classic French cooking. They would also have been encouraged to adapt recipes brought back from the Grand Tour, or from India, where the younger sons of many Anglo-Irish families made their career in the army. From the dining rooms of the great houses to the kitchens of the poorest cabins, and from pagan times right up to the present day, Ireland has had a strong tradition of generous hospitality. The best food was generally for guests, and the warmest hospitality was often to be found in the most humble homes.


In recent years there has been a renaissance on the Irish food scene. Irish chefs have become more adventurous and many have a greater appreciation of quality Irish produce, giving them the confidence to serve Irish food proudly. The most encouraging development has been the emergence of an artisanal food culture – most based in the Cork area, but gradually spreading through other counties. The farmhouse cheesemakers have led the way, but there is also a whole generation of fish smokers, artisan bakers, jam, pickle and preserve makers, artisan brewers and exciting cured-meat producers.


The Slow Food movement has found an enthusiastic following in Ireland; the Euro-toque Association of chefs, which aims to foster the best traditional products of an area, has led the way in supporting and encouraging the artisan food producers and has highlighted the source of the food on menus; Euro-toques and Good Food Ireland have encouraged restaurant and catering businesses to incorporate local food into their menus, so at last there appears to be a growing appreciation of the value of fresh, naturally produced food in season – the wheel is coming full circle. Even as half the country is living on pre-cooked foods from garage forecourts, there is a deep craving among growing numbers of people for forgotten flavours and fresh local food. This grass roots movement is particularly evident in the crowds that flock to the farmers’ markets which are springing up all over the country.


I am delighted at this revival of interest in Irish traditional food – the sort of wholesome, comforting dishes that nourished our ancestors for generations and are just as delicious today. I hope my own enthusiasm will encourage more young Irish chefs to include such things as Champ, Colcannon, Irish Stew and Bacon and Cabbage in their menus, and to cook them with pride – for simple dishes like these have already begun to appear in fashionable restaurants in London and New York. I believe we can learn a great deal from a tradition based around fresh local ingredients, simply and succulently cooked. That is what this book is all about.


Darina Allen
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Lana Pringle shows Darina how to make Barm Brack.








The Story of Food in Ireland


For some time now, Ireland has suffered under the assumption that our traditional foods are few, fading and limited to dishes such as Irish Stew, Coddle and Bacon and Cabbage. Wholesome and tasty as these are, nonetheless they are just one aspect of a far more complex and interesting tradition – a tradition that has been shaped by climate and terrain, colonisation and economics, fashion and commercial developments and, of course, the Great Famine. Darina’s revised Irish Traditional Cooking is a wonderful companion to the story of Irish food and may encourage us to rethink our ideas of tradition.


The story of food in Ireland begins some 9,000 years ago when Ireland’s earliest inhabitants found an island of dense woodland covered with pine, birch and hazel woods broken only by meandering rivers and streams. As hunters, gatherers and fishers, they relied on wild mammals, birds, fishes and vegetation for subsistence. From a number of the excavations we see that the early Stone Age diet was one of wild pig, fish (including salmon, eels and trout) wild birds and probably eggs, wild vegetables and fruits like apples and hazelnuts. There is also evidence that fish were preserved by smoking over smudge fires on the riverbank, which could then be stored for winter and spring use. Fish were of great importance at this time, especially for communities living around the coast. Shellfish, in particular young limpets, were much sought after. The remains of fish species such as mullet, wrasse, bass, sole and tope reflect the common practice of inshore fishing, and sea mammals, in particular seal, and various seabirds, such as guillemots, were also eaten by people at this time.


Some time between 4,000 and 3,000BC the hunter-gatherer way of life was superseded by a lifestyle and economy based predominantly on agriculture. This was a major milestone in the evolution of Irish food. Domestic cattle were introduced into the country, as well as cereal crops such as wheat and barley. Woodland was cleared and houses, enclosures and field-systems built. This revolutionised the nature of Irish society, establishing a farming economy that has characterised Irish food until the present day. The cereals introduced at this time consisted of primitive varieties that were used to prepare porridge and bread. Cattle were important because of their milk, meat, hide and, of course, for ploughing. Sheep and goats were reared for wool and milk. Given the value of their secondary products, they would have been eaten less than pig.


The still heavily-wooded landscape was admirably suited to pig rearing. In fact, pigs greatly assisted Ireland’s Neolithic farmers because their nosing and rooting helped to prepare the ground for tillage and pasture. Pigs and indeed meat in general may have become increasingly important in the diet and during the Bronze Age (c.1800BC) and the Iron Age (c.800BC). These times are characterized by clear evidence of different social ranks, all of which have implications for the diet. Fulachta fiadh (cooking-pits), an outdoor system for boiling meat by means of using heated stones placed in a large water trough, become prevalent at this time. Impressive metal cauldrons for cooking appeared for the first time and given that these, when providenced, are associated with the wealthiest sites suggest that boiled flesh, as opposed to spit-roasted meat, may have been considered superior. Indeed, in the saga literature of early medieval Ireland, roast and particularly boiled flesh is the stuff of elaborate aristocratic feasting. The types of cereals available may have been influenced by contact with Roman Britain in the pre-Christian period. It is believed that oats came to the island while there was also a greater emphasis on bread wheat. Domesticated fowl were probably also introduced from the Roman world.
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Unknown artist, Interior of a Kerry Cottage (probably) from The Pictoral Times, 1846.





The early 5th century AD saw the introduction of Christianity to Ireland. Literacy developed from this period onwards and many writings of the time provide an invaluable insight into the range and diversity of early medieval Irish food. Dairy produce and cereals were the everyday staples. The former was consumed in the form of fresh milk, sour milk, thickened milk, colostrum, curds, flavoured curd mixtures, butter and soft and hard cheeses. The existence of several varieties of named soft and hard cheeses in this period is of particular note. Cereals, most commonly oats and barley, a little rye together with more prestigious and high-ranking wheat, were used in the production of flat breads and it is likely that leavened wheat loaves were also prepared. The palatable quality of wheaten bread, compared to that of barley and oats, rendered it the luxury food of Sundays and the first choice of kings and nobles. Porridge, gruel, meal pastes and pottages and cereal with milk, fruit, and nuts were also consumed. Additional condiments included hen and goose eggs, honey, fish, butter, curds, seaweeds, apples together with different types of onion, garlic and kale. A wide range of wild foods, notably watercress and wild garlic, brought additional relish.
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Unknown artist, A Potato Dinner at Cahirciveen, Co. Kerry, from The Pictoral Times, 1846.





Meat and butter were important features of the diet, particularly for the affluent and aristocratic classes. The meats most commonly eaten were fresh and salted pork and, to a lesser extent, beef, mutton, venison and salted venison. However, the vast majority of the populace made do with pieces of salted bacon and enjoyed fresh meat only on holy days or at times of great festivals. The establishment of Norse towns like Dublin, Wexford, Waterford, Cork and Limerick from the 10th century onwards not only developed the idea of a market economy and its effect upon food production, but these towns may also have looked more closely at the sea as a food resource.


The 12th century Anglo-Norman invasion and the subsequent Norman settlements brought additional dietary changes and developments in certain social quarters, most particularly in the eastern regions of Norman influence. In addition, the new monastic orders coming to Ireland from the 12th century onwards were most active in diversifying the ingredient base and broadening the range and variety of kitchen garden vegetables, herbs and orchard fruits. The Anglo Normans also brought innovations to arable agriculture. On the table, these advances were seen in the increased use of wheaten loaves which varied in quality, from heavy wholemeal types to finer loaves of white bolted flour, and the production of these loaves in quantity was made possible by the introduction of the built-up oven.


Changes in cooking styles, types of dishes and an alignment of the palate to the medieval European norm became prevalent in areas of direct Norman influence. Anglo-Norman cookery was characterised by an emphasis on spices and the tendency to mix sweet and acid ingredients in one dish. The Norman concern with the aesthetic presentation of food saw an emphasis on the use of colourants like saffron, parsley and sandalwood. Meat and fish pies and pasties were consumed, while both meat and fowl were distinctively flavoured with garlic and spices. To facilitate these tastes imported items were important and church, manorial and trade records testify to the importation and use of luxury goods like almonds, spices, honey and sugar, pepper, figs, verjuice and rice. This tradition was in marked contrast to the milky, salty and coarse diet of the Gaelic Irish.


Innovation and change also followed in the wake of the Tudor and Stuart conquests of the 16th and 17th centuries. It is clear that by the 17th century, Ireland was home to a diversity of culinary traditions; with the Gaelic diet of oats and dairy produce co-existing with the acquired Anglo-Norman and English traditions.


On a domestic level, the 17th century English settlers, most especially at the upper levels of society, brought with them to Ireland new cooking styles and taste preferences and in turn introduced an array of new ingredients. As promoters of gardening and horticulture, landlords and their agents undertook the importation of seed and fruit trees to stock their gardens, especially in the period of relative peace and stability after 1660. Most famously, the new settlers introduce the potato to Ireland as a new world exotic that was gown initially in the gardens of the wealthy for its novelty value. The treatment of these new ingredients, imported or homegrown, is dealt with in detail in the manuscript receipt books of the late 17th and 18th centuries. Collections of recipes routinely call for exotic imported ingredients like rosewater, sugar, almonds and spices. It is clear that these recipes fit into the mainstream of English cookery of the 17th century. Indeed recipes emanating from the Irish country house, which come on line in a steady stream throughout the 18th century in the form of family manuscript receipt books, reveal a food culture that closely follows English styles and fashions with a substantial body of recipes bearing a close resemblance with those in contemporary English published cookery books. Underpinning the rich and diverse tastes of the Anglo-Irish elite was the emergence and solidification of the estate system from the late 1720s onwards. The demesne lands were not only landscaped for their aesthetic appeal but they were also designed with the concerns of the table in mind.


For those living near the developing and thriving urban centres, what could not be produced domestically was available from the growing number of grocers’ shops. By the mid 18th century Dublin, for example, offered a vast variety of everyday and exotic foods and household accounts of the economically secure reveal the healthy business relationship between the customer and the growing number of confectioners, grocers, poulterers and bakers. In addition, the creation of a canal system and road network allowed for the inland transportation of not only fresh fish but it also brought luxury imported goods like tea, sugar, sweetmeats, pepper, ginger, oranges and lemons to the homes of those who could afford them in the countryside.


The 18th century was a period of sustained economic growth and the demand for Irish cured beef and butter was maintained. Butter, while still an important part of diet, now lost is former dominance. In addition, the process of butter-making left behind buttermilk and skimmed milk, both low fat products that were not only less nutritious than whole milk but which were also less functional and versatile in the production of curds and cheeses. Furthermore, as dairy herds became larger, cattle were drawn out of the households of poorer families in the 18th century thus closing off an important food resource. In addition, the port cities associated with the slaughtering of cattle to furnish export trade made a variety of cheap perishable offal foods readily available to the urban poor giving regional specialties like tripe and drisheen in Cork City. The drawing of foods to the market and their withdrawal from the diet of the poorer sectors of Irish society left room for a substitute non-commercial crop to fill the gap. In the 17th century, oats in the form of bread and porridge replaced butter in the diet but as the 18th century progressed the potato was increasingly adopted to fulfil that role.
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Francis W. Topham (1808–77), Irish Peasants in a Cottage, 1844.





Ireland’s heavy acidic soils and mild, wet, relatively frost-free conditions proved ideal for the potato. From the 1760s onwards, cereal cultivation expanded in response to growing British markets and the potato, as an excellent cleansing crop in rotation, assumed a high profile not only in facilitating the growth of arable agriculture but also in its increased presence at local markets where prices were competitive.


The potato also supported and encouraged the population boom of the late 18th century (from c.2 million in 1750 to c.4.4 million in 1790). A swelling rural population saw widespread subdivision of holdings together with a settlement spread into previously unsettled areas of poor and marginal lands. The potato responded well to both movements. If well manured, the potato gave excellent returns. Its merits as a reclamation crop brought settlement to hill and mountain and once established, the potato flourished in these seemingly unfavourable conditions. A mushrooming of small farm holdings was especially associated with the west and southwest coast of Ireland where a particular regional dietary pattern developed amongst the small poorer farmers based on potatoes supplemented with shore foods.


The second half of the 18th century was the high point for the potato in Ireland with several varieties under cultivation. On the eve of the Great Famine, however, one variety, the Lumper, a prolific cropper, was almost the universal food of the poor whose numbers stood at c.3 million. Their dangerous reliance not simply on one food, but on one variety of potato which was susceptible to potato blight, made inevitable the dire consequences of the arrival of this fungal disease (Phytophthora infestans) in 1845.


The impoverished diet of the poor in the years immediately preceding the Great Famine is exemplified by the simple manner of potato cookery. Lumpers, a thick, waxy, creamy potato variety, were simply boiled, drained and eaten communally from a basket, sack or cloth placed centrally and convenient to family members. Depending on the time of the year two or three potato meals were eaten each day with a limited variety of foods such as herrings, seaweeds, shellfish, buttermilk or simply salted water. Salted pig meat was an occasional indulgence. The potato continued to play an important part of the post-Famine diet although it would not resume its former dominance, except in the most impoverish areas of the west. And while the status of the potato had changed, it still remained an indispensable item in the make-up of meals of all classes, thereby giving a distinctive character to Irish foodways.


The second half of the 19th century was a period of rapid commercialisation. Increased number of grocers’ outlets offered an alternative to the familiar litany of foods produced at home. Factory bread, or ‘baker’s bread’, soon became a constant. The importation of cheap American wheat together with the ready availability of buttermilk and the growing popularity of bicarbonate of soda as a leaven meant that bread could be made easily and quickly at home on a daily basis. By the end of the 19th century, the food economy of the rural Ireland was a system which saw a percentage of home-produced goods hived-off to supply the market with the sales subsidizing further food purchases, rent, household necessities stock and seed. The sale of a pig or two, butter, potatoes, eggs and fowl allowed for the purchase of wheat flour, white ‘shop’ bread, maize/yellow meal, tea, sugar, salt fish and fatty American bacon.


Throughout the first half of the 20th century the rural diet, although increasingly susceptible to the influence of commercial forces, was one that depended largely on home-produced goods and local produce. Potatoes, oatmeal, imported Indian meal, buttermilk, sour milk and butter were staples along with home cured meats, and, in particular, pig meat, remained standard. The diet followed seasonal changes with wild foods when accessible – berries, mushrooms, watercress and rabbits making an occasional presence – while the coastal diet was differentiated by its leanings towards fish and shellfish and, at times, seabirds and their eggs. Festive occasions were upheld with the desire to bring fresh meat or fresh fowl, most especially a goose and shop-bought luxuries, into the pattern, while fast days were strictly adhered to with a concentration on salted fish eaten with potatoes and a simple white sauce.


In urban areas increased commercialisation and industrialization of food production brought easier access to a wider variety of goods. In line with rural patterns, the urban poor became increasingly reliant on refined white bread, spread or fried with lard or eaten with cheap factory-made jams. The establishment and growth of a substantial factory-based bacon curing industry throughout the 19th century saw an increase in the availability of pig offal and inferior meat cuts in the cities strongly engaged in the trade. Even for those of better means in urban settings, cooking styles and taste preferences remained largely conservative and repetitive. However, the second half of the 20th century was a period of sustained dietary change in Ireland, with a slow erosion to a long-lived conservative approach to food and cookery. Increased economic prosperity during the 1960s fuelled consumer demand for a greater variety of foodstuffs and for cooking and kitchen equipment. In addition, increased foreign travel during the 1950s and 60s together with the liberating effects of television from the 1960s onwards encouraged dietary experimentation. Central to making these developments and aspirations a reality was the emergence and rise of the supermarket. Indian and Chinese restaurants became increasingly prevalent. French cuisine was taken to be the epitome of fine dining due, in part, to the high reputation of French food culture and also due to the influence of French-trained Irish chefs returning home.


The mid 1970s saw the beginnings of a movement that would redirect critical and popular attention back to home-produced quality foods. In 1976, on a smallholding in west Cork, Veronica Steele began producing cheese with her surplus milk stocks, thus heralding the emergence of the hugely successful farmhouse cheese industry. Myrtle Allen, proprietor and chef at Ballymaloe House, began promoting the merits of quality Irish foods. In time, carefully handcrafted foods found a following especially amongst those who found the production of cheap industrial-style foods objectionable.


Today, in the face of global agri-food systems, many people feel increasingly distanced from understanding how we farm and how we produce food. In a world of food sameness, we strive to regain something of who we are through an understanding of our traditional foods. As a result, local food production and authentic ways of using ingredients are all the more pertinent. An understanding of our past ways with food is enriching; it encourages us to value what is particular to Ireland and in turn we can feel confident and proud of the island’s long and continued association with food production. Here Darina gives colour and substance to the story of Irish food, presenting us with a richness of dishes – some simple, some sophisticated, some well known, some forgotten, but all good.


There are many voices in this book. We hear of people’s personal and family memories of food, we discover local favourites, we see the hand-written recipes of the country houses and we are armoured with the nostalgia of hearing again from food writers of the past. With this book to hand, we may come to a new understanding of the nature of Irish traditional food.


Regina Sexton, food historian





Ireland’s Culinary Manuscripts


Cultural policy in the early years of the foundation of the state was directed almost entirely to the rescue, maintenance and documentation of early Christian and Celtic cultural remains. In those early years there was uneasiness surrounding the legacy of the great Irish houses and landed estates, viewed as they were as reminders of what was seen as an alien and oppressive heritage. This attitude has now shifted to the position where these houses and estates are viewed as an intrinsic part of the heritage of Ireland. How this appreciation has developed owes much to the work of culinary, archeological, economic and cultural historians and bodies such as the Georgian Society and the Centre for the Study of Historic Irish Houses and Estates at Maynooth University under Terence Dooley.


Public interest in culinary heritage is intense and there is an increasing demand to see not only life in the public spaces of these great houses but also in the hidden private spaces of servants and master alike. Nowhere is the complex hierarchy of the house more exposed then in the domestic arrangements centering on the kitchen.


Conservation architects and historians can piece together the physical structure of the kitchen but the documents supporting cultural and culinary historians are altogether more ephemeral and dispersed. One of the most valuable resources that the culinary historian and interested practitioners have are the manuscript cookbooks that have survived through the years and remain important resources for research both in the public domain and in private hands. These manuscripts are particularly important in piecing together the history of the smaller estates where public and private dining went largely unrecorded.


On May 1st 1807 Maria Edgworth wrote to her mother: “there is no flour, but Hetty thinks you would rather buy bread till this cook goes because she is so wasteful, I don’t understand the rationale – but in short say if we are to send to Slane….” Mary Ponsenby tells us how “to make turnip soup by Mr Rigby’s famous cook…” using 12 large turnips and two heads of cabbage. They are tantalizing glimpses of the forms of relationship that existed between employer and employee in the Georgian era. It also demonstrates why detailed information about who exactly the cooks and chefs were and who realized the recipes in the manuscript cookbooks of the 17th and 18th centuries is so difficult to piece together. It is only through sideways references that the personalities of the people who toiled in the kitchens of the smaller landed estates of the moderately wealthy emerges.


The manuscript cookbooks are also a window into the level of exchange of ideas that the writers engaged in. In Mary Ponsenby’s manuscript we find recipes attributed to numerous people, including Mrs Southwell, Mrs Staples, Mrs Tells, Mrs Mason and, in an example of cross–gender knowledge sharing, we find “Mr Loyds receipt for preventing in wheat which he got from Mrs Newman”. Provenance is important in establishing reliability and is also often indicative of status. Mary Ponsenby is equally comfortable acknowledging Lady Charleville in her recipe for apple pudding, or Lord Craven for his recipe for raspberry vinegar, as she is in referencing Mr Cummings for his recipe “to dress calves head like turtle”. One has to question whether Lord Craven engaged in the practical aspects of his vinegar making, so again the reader is drawn into the reciprocal nature of the exchange of information between the cook and the employer. Undoubtedly literacy levels and access to writing materials played a role in the employer being the conduit of information. The historian Carol Gold has studied Danish cookbooks and established a close connection between literacy levels and the Protestant tradition of bible study. Literacy and numeracy are features of Danish recipes from as early as 1616. Mary Ponsenby, writing in the mid 1850s, is comfortable using precise measurements like pounds and quarts and in the much earlier Smythe of Barbavilla manuscript (c.1690) the author negotiates ounces, pounds and pecks with ease. The Smyth family (the ‘e’ was added in 1810) settled in Ireland c.1630 in Co. Down and Antrim. The founder was the Rt. Rev. William Smyth (1638-1699), successively Dean of Dromore, Bishop of Killala, Bishop of Raphoe and Bishop of Kilmore. In 1670, two years before his marriage to Mary Povey, he purchased what became the Barbavilla estate in Collinstown Co. Westmeath. The historian Toby Barnard also mentions the Povey family, in the context of the gradual decline of fortune and status that the Irish ascendancy class often embodied. The Smythe of Barbavilla collection allows the reader several glimpses into the day-to-day life as experienced by the writer with all its social obligations and interruptions. A charming example of this being the reference in a letter with a recipe for quince marmalade, which the writer failed to send it earlier as they were “called to a labour”.


A fundamental difference exists between printed and manuscript cookbooks in their relationship to the public and private domain. Printed cookbooks draw oxygen from the very fact of being public. Manuscript cookbooks are of their very essence intimate, relatively unedited, and written with an eye to private circulation. Printed books were still a relatively expensive commodity and not a medium that people felt comfortable editing in their own hand. This was not the case with the manuscript cookbooks. Here the ability of the writers to engage in an open-ended conversation with the reader is part of the inherent charm of the text. Culinary manuscripts closely follow the diurnal and annual tasks of the household. In them one finds recipes for cures and restoratives, recipes for cleansing, products for the house and the body, as well as the expected recipes for preserving and cooking all manners of food. The reader is struck when reading these manuscripts by the sheer physical work and planning that the business of food entailed in the pre-industrialised age. The manuscripts also allow the reader to observe how recipes evolve and become personalised through addendums and commentary. Indeed at times one can almost hear the spoken voice as spelling was largely phonetic and accents and rhythms come through in the text: “To Ruff beef yr best way….. take a rib of good beef, let not yr chyne nor sholder or bones be taken out nor yr beef in ye least broak or choped, take an ounce of salt peeter and half a pound of glister sugar, mix it with as much bay salt, or rock and white as will save it, rub it on yr beef very well and let it ly so for 12 days turning and rubbing it every day, yn hang it up where it may dry or be smoaked without much heat when it is dry enough yu may keep it in (possibly malt) if yr kitching be too hott, when yu think fit to boyle it water it first at least 24 hours and when it is almost boyled take it up and put it in yr dripin pan before yr fire then froth it and beast it after flower it and beat it before yu take it up this makes it eat tenderer”.


At the upper end of the scale the role of the vice-regal court at Dublin Castle during the reign of the Hanoverian kings in England from 1715 to 1830 was to replicate the standards of St. James’ Palace in London, and as such it sat at the centre of aristocratic culinary influence. Generous hospitality was the order of the day among the Anglo-Irish gentry class. It has been estimated that a workforce of 168,000 brewers, butchers, bakers, millers, cooks and dealers were necessary to service the feeding of the upper classes in 1770. One of these cooks was Robert Smith and in his career one can get some idea of the transfer of knowledge that took place at these upper echelons of society. Remembered chiefly for his book titled Court Cookery, or the Compleat English Cook published in 1725, Smith had worked for the dukes of Buckinghamshire and Ormonde, King William the third, and the French ambassador, the duc d’Aumont. He had trained under Patrick Lambe (1650-1708) who had served as Master Cook to five reigning monarchs from the time of Charles the second to that of Queen Anne. Lamb’s cookery book Royal Cookery: or the Compleat Royal Cook was published posthumously in 1710.


It was after independence that Irish food writers found their way into the printed medium and Ireland is now ably represented on the international food scene through the publication of cookery books. But for that earlier unheard articulation of what was eaten and feasted on at the higher end of the social scale, it is to the manuscripts that we can reliably turn. The historian Barbara Ketchum Wheaten has likened recipes to a ‘magicians hat’ in their ability to reveal much more then they seem to contain. These manuscripts allow access to the intimacies of private life, the networks of shared experience and knowledge. They are one strand in the story of Ireland’s culinary heritage.


Dorothy Cashman, food historian
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Broths and Soups
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Brotchán or broth was an integral part of the diet in early Ireland. The earliest broths were little more than oatmeal boiled with water, milk and herbs. Meat was seldom added as it rarely entered the diet of the poor, but in coastal areas seaweeds such as carrageen, laver, dulse and sloke would have been included. Apart from simple broths, soup did not feature largely in the diet of the ordinary folk, but it was certainly a much more important item on the menu of the country houses.


When researching this book I sourced many of the soup recipes from country house manuscripts. Sometimes these manuscripts can be clearly ascribed to the lady of the house, other times it is less clear who has compiled them. Country house cookery books were continuously adapted as new recipes became available. The mistress would exchange recipes with her friends; new wives brought recipes from their family home and new cooks from their previous positions.


The earliest references to making soup I came across were in the 1810 manuscript of Mary Lee Heathfield and the 1823 manuscript of Mary Franks. The soups had an unusually long cooking time and would have been very filling but not very appetising in many cases, and the long cooking time would certainly have diminished the nutrients.






Brotchán Roy


One of the most famous of these broths was made with leeks and was called Brotchán Roy, meaning ‘A broth fit for a king’ (Roy derives from Rí, the Irish word for king). Popular vegtables in the early medieval period were a vareity of onion, leeks, chives and possibly a type of celery .


Serves 2


225g (8oz) leeks, washed


25g (1oz) butter


600ml (1 pint) stock or milk or water


25g (1oz) oatmeal


salt and freshly ground pepper


pinch of powdered mace


1 tablespoon chopped parsley


Slice the white and pale green part of the leeks finely. Melt the butter in a saucepan, toss in the leeks, cook for a minute or two, add the liquid, bring to the boil then sprinkle in the oatmeal. Bring back to the boil, stirring all the time, season with salt, freshly ground pepper and a pinch of mace. Cover and simmer for about 45 minutes or until both vegetables and oatmeal are cooked. Add the parsley, boil for a minute or two, then serve.






Mutton Broth


This would have been cooked in a big black pot over the open fire, with bits of scrawny mutton to give it flavour, and a few fistfuls of pearl barley for extra nourishment. It doesn’t sound very promising, but this very traditional soup tastes delicious.


Serves 6


450g (1lb) lean neck mutton


275g (10oz) carrot, diced


175g (6oz) onion, diced


2 leeks, chopped


1 white turnip, diced


1 tablespoon pearl barley


1.8–2 litres (3–3½ pints) water


salt and freshly ground pepper


3 tablespoons chopped parsley


Cut up the meat into small cubes. Put all the ingredients except the parsley into a saucepan, season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Add the water, cover and bring to the boil, simmer for 1½ to 2 hours.


Taste and correct the seasoning. Stir in lots of freshly chopped parsley and serve hot.






Chicken Stock or Broth


Chicken broth was the cure-all in many Irish homes – warm, nourishing and soothing when one was cold or under the weather. It was a particularly valuable remedy for those who were endeavouring to recover from self-inflicted suffering!


I still find a bowl of broth, with saturated soggy white bread and butter one of the most comforting things in the whole world.


Serves 8 (approximately)


2–3 raw or cooked chicken carcases or a mixture of both, or 1 × 1.8kg (4lb) boiling fowl, jointed giblets from the chicken, i.e. neck, heart, gizzard and scalded feet (if available)


3.4 litres (6 pints) approx. cold water


1 or 2 onions, sliced


1 or 2 carrots, sliced


few parsley stalks


sprig of thyme


6 black peppercorns


salt


Chop up the carcases as much as possible. Put all the ingredients except the salt into a saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to the boil and skim the fat off the top with a tablespoon. Simmer for 3–4 hours. Strain and remove any remaining fat. If you need a stronger flavour, boil down the liquid in an open pan to reduce by one-third or one-half the volume. Add a little salt towards the end of the cooking.


Broth will keep for several days in the fridge. If you want to keep it for longer, boil it up again for 5–6 minutes every couple of days; allow it to get cold and refrigerate again. Broth also freezes perfectly.






Beef Consommé


The country house cook was always immensely proud of a well-flavoured consommé. Clear, sparkling consommé needed to be made with care and attention. Well-hung shin of beef would have been used: the bones to make a rich beef stock, and the meat to flavour the broth. Consommé was also made using the same method when game, poultry or wild mushrooms were in season and plentiful.


Serves 4


350g (12oz) boneless shin of beef, meticulously trimmed finely of any fat and finely chopped


1 medium carrot, very finely chopped


green tops of 2 leeks, finely chopped


2 stalks of celery, very finely chopped


2 ripe tomatoes, quartered and seeded and then diced


3 egg whites


1.8 litres (3 pints) well-flavoured beef stock


salt and freshly ground pepper


1–2 tablespoons medium or dry sherry (optional)


Mix the chopped beef, carrots, leeks, celery, tomatoes and egg whites in a bowl. Pour on the cold stock, whisk well and season with salt and pepper. Pour into a stainless steel saucepan. Bring slowly to the boil on a low heat, whisking constantly. This should take about 10 minutes.


As soon as the mixture looks cloudy and slightly milky, stop whisking. Allow the filter of egg whites to rise slowly to the top of the saucepan. Do not stir the consommé, but allow to simmer gently for 45 minutes to 1 hour to extract all flavour from the beef and vegetables. Add the sherry, if desired.


Put a filter paper or a jelly bag into a strainer and gently ladle the consommé into it, being careful not to disturb the filter. Do not press the sediment in the filter or the consommé will not be sparkling clear. Strain it through the cloth or filter a second time if necessary. If serving the consommé hot, bring it almost to a boil and add any flavourings and garnish just before serving. Do not cook the garnish in the consommé as it will become cloudy. Do not allow it to boil.






Irish Nettle Soup


Nettles made their appearance in Ireland almost 6,000 years ago as the first farmers started to cut down forest trees to clear the ground for their crop cultivation. In the Saints Lives from the Book of Lismore there is a story of how St Colum Cille came upon a woman cutting nettles to make herself a pottage. She explained that this was her diet until her cow calved, when of course she would have milk, cream, butter and perhaps some cheese.


Stinging nettles still grow in great profusion throughout the Irish countryside. Use gloves when you are gathering them so as not to roast yourself! Maura Laverty in Kind Cooking describes how people would draw ‘old footless black woollen stockings’ over their hands for protection. With their high iron content nettles were prominent in Irish folk medicine, and helped in some small measure to alleviate hunger during the Famine.


Serves 6 (approximately)


45g (1½oz) butter


275g (10oz) potatoes, chopped


110g (4oz) onion, chopped


100g (3½oz) leeks, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 litre (1¾ pints) homemade chicken stock


150g (5oz) young nettles, washed and chopped


150ml (¼ pint) cream or creamy milk


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes, onions and leeks and toss them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover with a paper lid (to keep in the steam) and the lid of the saucepan, then sweat on a gentle heat for approximately 10 minutes, or until the vegetables are soft but not coloured. Discard the paper lid. Add the stock and boil until the vegetables are just cooked. Add the chopped nettle leaves. Simmer uncovered for just a few minutes. Be careful not to overcook or the vegetables will discolour and also lose their flavour. Add the cream or milk and liquidize. Taste and correct seasoning if necessary. Serve hot.






Watercress Soup


Watercress is frequently mentioned as a foodstuff in the 12th-century manuscript Agallamh na Seanórach (The Colloquy of the Old Men). Legend has it that it was watercress that enabled St Brendan to live to the ripe old age of 180! In Birr Castle in Co. Offaly, Lord and Lady Rosse still serve a soup of watercress gathered from around St Brendan’s Well, just below the castle walls.


Serves 6–8


45g (1½oz) butter


150g (5oz) potatoes, chopped


150g (5oz) onion, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


600ml (1 pint) water or homemade chicken stock


600ml (1 pint) creamy milk


225g (8oz) chopped watercress (remove the coarse stalks)


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes and onions and toss until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Heat the water or stock and add to the pan. Bring to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are soft. Add the watercress and boil with the lid off for approximately 4 to 5 minutes until the watercress is cooked. It will taste soft and tender. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour. Purée the soup in a liquidizer or food processor. Taste and add a little more salt and pepper if necessary.
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Vegetable Soup


Most farming households grew a few vegetables in the ‘garden’, which was a functional rather than decorative area close to the dwelling and near the haggard where the hay and straw ricks were stored. Nothing fancy was grown – usually just essential basics such as cabbage, turnips, carrots and onions, and a few drills of floury potatoes on the corner of a field near the house. Parsley, some thyme, and perhaps a bay were the only herbs. Country houses, on the other hand, grew a wide variety of vegetables, herbs and fruit in walled gardens and greenhouses, so the soups would have been more varied, reflecting the wider range of ingredients in season and the availability of labour in the kitchen.


Serves 6


50g (2oz) butter


150g (5oz) potatoes, chopped


110g (4oz) onions, diced


350g (12oz) vegetables of your choice, e.g. carrot, parsnip and celery, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 litre (1¾ pints) homemade chicken stock


150ml (¼ pint) creamy milk (optional)


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes, onions and vegetables and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the stock. Boil until soft, about 15 minutes. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Nowadays one can always liquidize the soup and add creamy milk. Taste and correct seasoning.






Field Mushroom Soup


Despite the fact that Ireland has a rich variety of fungi, the common field mushroom (Agaricus campestris) is virtually the only variety that most people will risk eating. Agaricus campestris are most likely to appear in unfertilized grassland grazed by sheep or horses; sand dunes are also worth a search if the weather turns warm and humid between July and the end of September.


This recipe is wonderfully quick and easy to prepare, with a marvellously intense mushroom flavour. Large flat cultivated mushrooms may be used as an alternative and the result is almost as delicious.


Serves 8–9


45–50g (1½–2oz) butter


110g (4oz) onion, very finely chopped


450g (1lb) field mushrooms


25g (1oz) flour


salt and freshly ground pepper


600ml (1 pint) homemade chicken stock


600ml (1 pint) milk


a dash of cream (optional)


Melt the butter in a saucepan on a gentle heat. Toss the onions in it, cover and sweat until soft and completely cooked. Meanwhile check over the mushrooms carefully, discard any that are infested by worms, wash both caps and stalks quickly and chop very finely. Add to the saucepan and cook for 5 or 6 minutes. Now stir in the flour, cook on a low heat for 2 to 3 minutes, season with salt and freshly ground pepper, then add the stock and milk gradually, stirring all the time. Increase the heat and bring to the boil. Taste and add a dash of cream if necessary.







Green Pea Soup


The first reference to soup I came across during my research was Green Pea Soup in an 1810 manuscript of Mary Lee Heathfield. It is interesting that in this soup and the following one, bread was used as a thickening agent.


Take a quart of old peas shell them and set them on in 2 quarts of water, the crumb of a penny loaf a little white pepper mace and ginger, let them boil till quite tender then pulp them through a colander. Cut in thick slices a lettuce and 2 cucumbers with a pint of young peas, put all these in a stew pan with a ¼lb of fresh butter shaken and stewed till quite tender, add the old peas boil it up toast the crumb of a penny roll and put in the soup.


Turnip Soup


This is also from the 1810 Mary Lee Heathfield manuscript, accredited to a Mrs T Vigne. History doesn’t relate who Mrs Vigne was, she may have been a cook in another country house or a friend of the family.


Two heads of celery, 2 or 3 carrots, 2 or 3 turnips an onion, some white pepper and a leek. Stew all these in 2 quarts of water when nearly done enough put into the saucepan a large slice of crumb of bread then put altogether through a sieve to the water they were boiled, put some turnip in, cut round as for a harrico, ½ pint of cream to be added at last.


Vegetable Soup


This comes from the 1871 Mary Franks manuscript.


Peel and slice 6 large onions, 6 potatoes, 6 carrots and 4 turnips; fry them in ½lb butter till tender, pour 4 quarts of boiling water, toast a crust, and make it as hard and dry as possible, without burning – put to the above some celery, sweet herbs, salt and pepper. Stew it all gently for 4 hours, then strain it through a common cloth. Have ready, shaved celery and a little turnip to your liking; and stew them tender in the soup, to which some anchovy and a little catsup may be added.


Carrot Soup


This is also from the 1810 Mary Lee Heathfield manuscript, accredited to Mrs T Vigne.


Make 3 quarts of plain gravy, not over strong put into a saucepan 4 or 5 large onions with a piece of butter and let fry a light brown shaking them about add the liquor with 4 or 5 carrots and turnips cut in pieces let the whole stew gently for near 2 hours till the roots are quite tender strain off the liquor and rub the roots through a sieve with a wooden spoon then add the liquor and make the soup quite hot.


Lady Piggot’s Carrot Soup


This is from the 1871 Mary Franks manuscript.


Cut the carrots in slices, 2 heads of celery cut small, 2 or 3 large onions well washed and dried through a colander, put into a stew-pan 1lb butter and when it has done hissing throw in the vegetables, add 1 large spoonful of pepper and salt, stew them till tender, then put them into a soup pot with 5 quarts of boiling water, let it boil till all will wet through a sieve, send it to table about the thickneys of peas soup.


Turnip Soup


This recipe comes from the 1865 Lough Rynn manuscript. Lord Leitrim owned this estate in Co. Leitrim and others in Co. Donegal.


Take 12 large turnips and 2 heads of cabbage. Cut the cabbage and slice the turnips small with 4 onions. Fry the turnips and onions in butter and put them down with the cabbage, some more pepper and allspice. A large handful of rice, a bunch of sweet herbs, parsley to stew in 8 quarts of water close covered over a slow fire ‘til it comes down to 3 quarts. Add a little vermicelli stewed in other water, the water being poured from them and strain your soup over it. Give it a boil. Season it with a little salt.









Potato, Onion and Lovage Soup


Lucy Madden from Hilton Park in Co. Monaghan, one of Ireland’s most charming country house hotels, made this delicious soup for me from the organically grown vegetables in her garden.


Serves 6


10–25g (½–1oz) butter


225g (8oz) onions, very thinly sliced


350g (12oz) potatoes, thinly sliced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) good homemade chicken or vegetable stock


a large handful of lovage leaves


GARNISH


lovage and parsley


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan on a low heat, add the onions and potatoes, season with salt and freshly ground pepper and sweat until soft but not coloured. Add the stock and boil for 5 minutes. Snip the lovage leaves into thin strips with scissors. Put 3 tablespoons into the soup and cook for a further 10 minutes. Serve with a sprinkling of snipped lovage and a little chopped fresh parsley.
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Potato and Fresh Herb Soup


This is one of the most delicious of all soups when made with good Irish potatoes and the bonus of fresh herbs which would have been found in a monastery garden years ago. According to Dr Synott of the National Botanic Gardens in Dublin, culinary and medicinal herbs are likely to have been brought from the continent by returning Irish monks during the early Christian period.


Serves 6


50g (2oz) butter


150g (5oz) onions, diced


500g (18oz) potatoes, peeled and diced


1 teaspoon salt


freshly ground pepper


1 tablespoon fresh chopped herbs


to include parsley, thyme, lemon balm, chives and marjoram


850ml (1½ pints) homemade chicken stock


125ml (4fl oz) creamy milk


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the onions and potatoes and toss them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the fresh herbs (reserving a little for garnish) and the stock, and cook until the vegetables are soft. Purée the soup in a blender or food processor. Taste and adjust seasoning. Thin with creamy milk to the required consistency. Serve sprinkled with the remaining chopped herbs.


Note: If you don’t have any fresh herbs just leave them out; the soup will still be very good. Fresh parsley is always widely available and would be delicious chopped and sprinkled over the top.





Pea Soup


This soup can be made in winter quite successfully with frozen peas, or with dried split green peas which have been soaked. In the latter case, the cooking time will have to be prolonged to an hour.


Serves 6–8


225g (8oz) dried or frozen peas


1 onion, diced


1 carrot, diced


1 turnip, diced


1 parsnip, diced


25g (1oz) butter


1.1 litres (2 pints) water or stock


ham bone or bacon rind


300ml (½ pint) milk


25g (1oz) flour


salt and freshly ground black pepper


If using dried peas, wash them first before steeping (soaking overnight). Next day, prepare and chop the rest of the vegetables and fry in butter for 5 minutes. Add the water (or stock), the soaked or frozen peas and the ham bone or bacon rind. Simmer until all are soft and remove the bone. Rub the soup through a wire sieve and return to the pan. In a separate bowl, blend the flour with the milk and add to the pan. Bring to the boil, stirring for 5 minutes, stirring throughout. Season and serve.




Green Pea Pod Soup


This recipe came from the Kitchen Book of Clonbrock.


Boil the pods in water till quite tender with a small handful of green onions and a sprig of mint – pound in the mortar and add the remains of any thick soup, or some good white sauce. Put back into the stewpan to heat, then pass through a tammy or fine sieve – if the purée is too thick add some stock. When wanted for table to be made hot, but not boiling a pinch of sugar and a pat of fresh butter stirred in just before serving – a few peas added look well.









Jerusalem Artichoke Soup with Crispy Croûtons


Pheasants have a particular weakness for Jerusalem artichokes, so most country houses with a big shooting estate cultivate a patch, and often treat their shooters to Jerusalem artichoke soup after a morning’s sport. Jerusalem artichokes are a sadly neglected winter vegetable. They look like knobbly potatoes and are a nuisance to peel, but if they are very fresh you can sometimes get away with just giving them a good scrub. Not only are they a smashing vegetable but they are also delicious in soups and gratins. They are a real gem from the gardener’s point of view because the foliage grows into a hedge and provides shelter and cover for both compost heaps and pheasants! They are also a very important source of inulin which enhances the growth of beneficial bacteria in our systems. Particularly essential after a course of antibiotics.


Serves 8–10


50g (2oz) butter


600g (1¼ lb) onions, chopped


1.1kg (2½ lbs) Jerusalem artichokes, scrubbed, peeled and chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) light chicken stock


about 600ml (1 pint) creamy milk


GARNISH


freshly chopped parsley


crisp, golden croûtons


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan, add the onions and artichokes. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper, cover and sweat gently for about 10 minutes. Add the stock and cook until the vegetables are soft. Liquidize and return to the heat. Thin to the required flavour and consistency with creamy milk, and adjust the seasoning.


Serve in soup bowls or in a soup tureen. Garnish with chopped parsley and crisp, golden croûtons.


Note: This soup may need more stock depending on thickness required.


Variations


Crispy Bacon Croûtons


Cut 50g (2oz) streaky bacon into lardons, fry in a little oil until crisp and golden. Drain on kitchen paper, mix with the croûtons and add to the soup just before serving.


Jerusalem Artichoke Soup with Mussels


Mussels have a wonderful affinity with artichoke soup. Add 32–40 cooked mussels to the soup and garnish with snipped flat leaf parsley.




Lobster Soup


I have transcribed this recipe from a receipt book found among the Pakenham Mahon papers at Strokestown Park in Co. Roscommon. It illustrates the sophisticated food that was eaten in the homes of the gentry in the late 18th century. The lobster would have been brought specially from the coast by pony and trap over 60 miles on bumpy roads.


Make a good stock of variety of fresh meats a bit of lean bacon and vegetables particularly celery. Have ready the shells of 3 good lobsters their coral and the red part that sticks to the shells pounded together as fine as you can, strain and skim the stock, then put in the lobster, boil it very well for a quart of an hour, strain it through a thick sieve or towel add the crust of a French roll cut in small pieces and let it simmer ‘till the bread is soft. You may thicken it with a quart of a pound of fresh butter and a spoonful of flour browned if you chose and some put in the fish of the lobster cut in pieces.


This receit was got from a gentleman who brought it from Germany as the method of making cray fish soop there. We substituted lobster and I think it was the best soop I ever saw.








Bairneachs (limpets)


On Cape Clear bairneachs were regarded as ‘poor people’s food’ and there was a sean fhocal (old saying) ‘Avoid the public house or you will end up eating bairneachs’. There was a special device for getting the bairneachs off the rocks and it was called an eisitean. It was a bit like a chisel and was made by the blacksmith.


If there was a weed growing on the bairneach, that was prized. It might be a type of trapain or dulamain or green shiny stuff, but it was nevertheless left on the shell and it added to the flavour of the soup after boiling. They didn’t call it Bairneach Soup on Cape Clear, but Saile Bairneach – the word saile comes from the Irish word for seawater. Enda Conneely from Inisheer, the most southerly of the Aran Islands off Ireland’s west coast, told me that April was considered the time to start eating limpets generally after the harvesting of Feamainn dhubh (Fucus serratus) for use as fertiliser on potatoes. When the seaweed was cut it exposed the best limpets and the easiest to prise off the rock.








Bairneach Soup


Bairneach is the Gaelic name for limpet. I had never picked bairneachs so I was intrigued to discover how to prize them off the rocks. John Guerin, from Ballyheigue in Co. Kerry, remembered the best spot to find the choicest bairneachs; it was down a long boreen and in July the hedges were full of wild flowers. Suddenly there below us was the mouth of the Shannon harbour. The water sparkled in the morning sun and the flat, sloping rocks were speckled with limpets and seed mussels. Like lightning, John was down on his hands and knees, slicing the bairneachs off the rock with a quick flick of the chisel. I got the hang of it after a few attempts. I soon realized the truth of the expression ‘sticks like a limpet’. If you hesitate, the limpet, forewarned, tightens its grip and is simply unmovable, so speed in your attack is of the essence!


Serves 6 (approximately)


2kg (4½lb) bairneachs (limpets)


850ml (1½ pints) cold water (Bridget says you should put in a sup of salt water)


4 dessertspoons plain white flour


a large knob of butter


Don’t wash the bairneachs first. Put them into a saucepan, add the water, bring to the boil and simmer for about 10 minutes. Pour off the liquid and save.


Put the bairneachs out onto a dish. Pick off the shells and discard. Then de-horn the bairneachs. To do this, catch the 2 small protruding tentacles and draw out the trail – it looks like a long thin string.


Strain the liquid gently back in to the saucepan, keeping back any sand. Add the bairneachs, bring to the boil and simmer for 30 to 45 minutes. Whisk the flour into 150ml (¼ pint) water; pour into the boiling soup, whisking all the time. Allow to thicken and stir in a big lump of butter.






Cocklety Soup


Cockles have formed part of the Irish diet since earliest times. Archaeological remains have been found at early historic sites such as Oughtymore, Co. Derry, Park Cave, Co. Antrim and Potters’ Cave, Co. Antrim. Cockles formed the mainstay of the diet along the coastal regions during the great potato Famine of 1845. The Congested District Board Records also tell of how cockle gathering was widespread around Donegal on the eve of the Great Famine.


Serves 6


4 dozen cockles


1–2 tablespoons water


25g (1oz) butter


1 small onion, finely chopped


25g (1oz) celery, chopped


25g (1oz) flour


600ml (1 pint) creamy milk


125ml (4fl oz) double cream


1–2 tablespoons chopped parsley


salt and freshly ground pepper


Wash and scrub the cockles well in several changes of water, to get rid of the sand and grit. Then put them in a large saucepan with a tablespoon or two of water, cover and steam for 4 to 5 minutes until the cockles are open. Discard any that do not open. Strain the cooking liquid and set aside. As soon as they are cool enough to handle, remove the cockles from their shells.


Melt the butter in a saucepan. Add the onion and celery and sweat over a gentle heat until soft but not coloured. Stir in the flour, then add the strained cockle juice and milk. Cook for a minute or two, stirring all the time, until the soup is smooth and silky. Add the cream and chopped parsley and season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Simmer gently for 10 minutes. Finally add the cockles.
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Ballymaloe Mussel Soup


The mussels I use for this soup come from the clean waters of Kilmackillogue harbour on the Beara Peninsula. Clare Connery, in her excellent book In an Irish Country Kitchen, maintains that saffron was widely used throughout the 18th century to add colour to mussel soup. Mussel are available all year round, but are best and plumpest when there is an ‘r’ in the month.


Serves 8


450ml (¾ pint) light dry white wine


8 tablespoons chopped shallot or spring onion or very finely chopped onion


1 garlic clove, mashed


8 parsley sprigs, ½ bay leaf, ¼ teaspoon fresh thyme leaves, a sprig of fresh fennel


good pinch of saffron or ¼ teaspoon curry powder (optional)


¼ teaspoon ground pepper


3.5–4.5kg (8–10lb mussels, scrubbed


600ml–1.2 litres (1–2 pints) boiling milk


a dash of double cream


ROUX


60g (2½oz) butter


60g (2½oz) flour


GARNISH


chopped parsley or chervil and croûtons


Put the wine, shallots, garlic, herbs, saffron or curry powder and pepper into a large saucepan, add the mussels, cover and steam open in the wine and flavourings. Shell the mussels (remove the beards, if necessary) and place them in a bowl. Discard the shells. Strain the mussel cooking liquor into an enamelled or stainless steel saucepan and rapidly boil it down over a high heat to concentrate its flavour. Taste it frequently as it boils. You may find that if you reduce it too much, the salt content will be overpowering. Meanwhile, make a roux by beating together the butter and flour in a littl bowl.


Thicken the mussel liquor with the roux to attain a thickish liquid. Add the boiling milk to thin out the soup to a light consistency. Just before serving, add mussels and a little cream. Decorate with chopped parsley or chervil.


Serve croûtons separately.





Oyster Soup


Oysters are one of the oldest foodstuffs in Ireland: there is archaeological evidence of their use from the Later Mesolithic period (Middle Stone Age from c.5,500BC onwards). Exploration and excavation around Cork harbour has uncovered at least 20 major shell middens which include substantial quantities of oyster shells.


According to Edward MacLysaght, who edited The Kenmare Manuscripts, in Dublin in the years 1753–4 it was possible to purchase as many as one hundred oysters for two shillings.


This old recipe, which came from Ballymoney in Co. Antrim, was obviously made when oysters were cheaper and more plentiful than they are nowadays.


Serves 6–8


2 large potatoes (about 450g/1lb)


36 fresh oysters


50g (2oz) butter


110g (4oz) belly of pork, diced


850ml (1½ pints) milk


1 bouquet garni


salt and freshly ground pepper


2 tablespoons chopped parsley


Cook the potatoes in boiling salted water until just tender. Open the oysters into a sieve set over a bowl to catch the juice. Melt a small knob of the butter and fry the diced belly of pork over a gentle heat until just tender. Bring the milk to the boil with a bouquet garni, turn off the heat and infuse for a few minutes. Peel the cooked potatoes and mash in a saucepan with the milk. Add the pork as soon as it is tender, and season to taste. Bring to the boil, stirring all the time. Add the oysters and their liquid and simmer for a few minutes. Adjust seasoning and stir in the remaining butter. Serve at once sprinkled with chopped parsley.






Giblet Soup with Dumplings


This recipe would have been used for the giblets of all sorts of fowl in earlier times, when not a scrap of food was ever wasted. This particular recipe came from near Two Mile Borris in Co. Tipperary. The dumplings, simmered in the tasty broth, made a soup substantial enough to sustain a ploughman or a reaper.


Serves 4 (approximately)


SOUP


giblets from 1 goose or several chickens


1 large onion, chopped


1 carrot, chopped


sprig of parsley


sprig of thyme


cold water


POTATO DUMPLINGS


450g (1lb) cooked mashed potatoes


225g (8oz) plain flour


½ teaspoon baking powder


½ teaspoon mixed herbs (optional)


1 small onion, finely minced


salt and freshly ground pepper


a little milk


GARNISH


chopped parsley


Put the giblets (neck, head, flying wings, feet, gizzard, heart) into a pot with the chopped onion, carrot, parsley and thyme. Cover with cold water, bring to the boil and simmer for about 2 hours.


While the broth is cooking make the dumplings. Mix all the ingredients together and make into a pliable dough, adding a little milk if the mixture is too dry. Form into a roll and cut into 8 pieces.


Add the dumplings to the broth. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper and simmer for 30 minutes or until the dumplings are tender!


Sprinkle with chopped parsley and serve in old-fashioned soup bowls.


Note: Nowadays it might be advisable to remove the head and feet before serving, unless you want to risk a mutiny!





Mulligatawny Soup


During my research I came across many and varied recipes for Mulligatawny Soup, a legacy introduced into Ireland through the close connection to India. Many Irish soldiers who served in the British Army introduced their families to the spicy dishes they had grown to love. I have tried many, and this amalgam has become my favourite.


Serves 6


50g (2oz) butter


1 medium onion, finely chopped into 5mm (¼in) dice


3 celery stalks, finely chopped


1 medium leek, halved and finely sliced


2 garlic cloves, crushed


2 teaspoons mild curry powder


2 teaspoons tomato purée


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


175g (6oz) red lentils


1.5 litres (2½ pints) chicken stock


4 tablespoons sultanas, soaked in boiling water for 10 minutes to plump them up


1 eating apple, peeled and cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


1–2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice


75g (3oz) cooked basmati rice


Heat the butter in a saucepan. Add the chopped onion, celery, leek and crushed garlic. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat, until soft but not coloured. Add the curry powder, stir, and cook for 1 minute. Add the tomato purée, salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar, and stir well. Next, add the lentils and stock. Bring to the boil, cover and simmer for 25–30 minutes, until the lentils are tender. Stir in the drained sultanas and diced apple, and 1 tablespoon of freshly squeezed lemon juice. Cook for a further 2 minutes. Taste and correct the seasoning; it may need more salt or pepper or lemon juice. Divide the cooked rice between the soup bowls and ladle over the hot soup.
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Eggs
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There is a popular legend in Irish folklore that hens were introduced into Ireland by the Danes, but it is impossible to ascertain whether this is really so. However, we know from the 8th-century Brehon Laws that hens and geese were a regular sight around most farmsteads. The 9th-century Monastery of Tallaght indicates that in the rigidly sparse diet of the extreme penitent monks, the Célé Dé, ‘dry eggs’ are permitted.


Eggs continued to be a staple food into more recent times. In John Dunton’s Letters from Ireland in 1698, he recounts a dinner he enjoyed in Dublin of ‘salt fish and eggs, hen and bacon and rabbits’. Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, the poultry trade reached its peak in Ireland. In rural areas, poultry rearing was considered exclusively women’s work. Thrifty country women bartered the eggs with the village or town grocers in return for luxuries such as tea, sugar and tobacco. This domestic industry, dominated by women, was of immense economic importance in contributing to paying the rent and running the household. The egg money was known as ‘Pin Money’, and it saw children through school and college, bought them new shoes and the occasional fancy hat pin. It was the only money a woman could call her own, along with anything she earned from rearing turkeys for Christmas.






Egg in a Cup


Eggs have always been popular in the Irish diet; hens’ and geese eggs are the main types mentioned in early Irish sources. The 9th-century poem Marbán Gúaire celebrates them in glowing terms:


… delightful feasts come …


… A clutch of eggs, honey, mast


… sweet apples …


My mother used to make this tasty egg snack for us when we were little, particularly if we were feeling fragile. As far as I can gather it was very common throughout Ireland. Eamonn Mac Thomáis, Dublin’s popular social historian, remembers it as ‘Gug-gug’.


Serves 1


1 fresh free-range egg


1 tablespoon white breadcrumbs


a knob of butter salt and freshly ground pepper


Bring a small saucepan of water to the boil and slip the egg in gently. Bring the water back to the boil and cook for approximately 4 minutes. Meanwhile warm a teacup. (My mother usually did this with hot water from the kettle kept ever boiling on the side of the Aga.)


Pop the egg into an egg cup as soon as it is cooked. Remove the top and spoon out all the inside into the warm dry cup. Chop with a spoon and immediately add about 1 tablespoon of soft white breadcrumbs, a lump of butter and pepper and salt to taste. Eat immediately with a teaspoon.





Mary Harlow’s Egg in a Cup


I came across similar egg recipes in my research. Mary Harlow, who has lived in Roscommon for 40 years, but was originally from the Burren in Co. Clare, recalled how her mother-in-law (also Mary Harlow), showed her how to cook an egg like this. She also heard of it being popular in Roscommon.


She would melt a little butter in a kitchen cup, crack a fresh egg into it (or two sometimes for a man). You would leave it to cook slowly on the side of the range until it was set to your taste, add a little pepper and salt and eat with bread.





Oven Toasted Cheese


When my children were small this superior toasted cheese often saved the day if they were ravenously hungry. Quite similar to Welsh Rarebit, it is made from ingredients that are nearly always to hand. When Lenten fasting was much more rigid and very strictly observed in Ireland in the 1950s and 1960s, people were restricted to eating ‘one full meal and two collations; this was the sort of dish you could have for tea.


Serves 2


2 slices of white bread, buttered


1 egg, preferably free-range


110g (4oz) grated Irish cheddar cheese


½ –1 teaspoon English mustard


salt and freshly ground pepper


Preheat the oven to 230ºC/450ºF/gas mark 8. Place the buttered side of the slices of bread down on a baking sheet. Whisk the egg in a bowl with a fork, add the grated cheese and the mustard and season well with salt and freshly ground pepper. Spread this mixture evenly on to both the slices of bread and bake in the hot oven for about 15 minutes, or until puffy and golden on the top.








Buttered Eggs


One of the most exciting things I have discovered while working on this book is Buttered Eggs. This traditional way of preserving eggs for the short term is likely to have originated in the 19th century. At this time, Ireland was exporting an astonishing number of eggs to Britain, where there was a great demand for eggs. For example, in 1850 Ireland exported eleven million eggs per annum and this figure rose to forty million by 1900.


This practice deserves to be more widely known for the wonderful flavour and texture it produces. Anyone who has their own hens can try it. The crucial thing is that the eggs must be collected from the nest as soon as they are laid, and their shells rubbed with a thin layer of butter while they are still warm. This seals in the freshness, so the albumen stays soft and curdy when boiled or poached. They will keep for at least six months, but it is mainly to enjoy their unique flavour that they are buttered rather than to extend their keeping time. Buttered eggs are a great speciality in Cork and are still sold in the Old English Market in Cork city.
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Easter Eggs


Even though Easter is the most important Christian festival, the word Easter is linked to the pagan cult of the Saxon goddess of spring, Eostre. The eggs universally associated with Easter are ancient symbols of spring, rebirth and resurrection. It seems to me likely that the Easter egg tradition is also rooted in the ancient custom of Lenten fasting, which was common to both Eastern and Western Christendom. The last eggs were eaten up in the form of pancakes on Shrove Tuesday, but as the hens didn’t know it was Lent, they went on laying! The surplus of eggs which accumulated was enjoyed at Easter in all sorts of different ways. In Ireland, traditionally, some were hard-boiled with natural dyes, such as herbs, flowers, lichen or onion skins, to colour their shells. Eggs laid on Good Friday were considered blessed and these, marked with a cross, were cooked for breakfast on Easter Sunday. Everyone was expected to eat their share of eggs in one form or another, and anyone who couldn’t manage at least two or three was considered to be very feeble.







Fried Eggs


In 1732, Mrs Mary Delaney, who was the wife of Patrick Delaney, the Dean of Down, wrote of her husband ‘the greatest feast to him is fried egg and bacon’.


Crispy at the edges and soft in the centre, fried eggs are probably the most common way of cooking eggs in Ireland – and they can be utterly delicious if one starts with a perfectly fresh free-range egg. Cook it in sizzling bacon fat, olive oil or even pure beef dripping, and serve immediately. The same thing is a travesty when a stale battery-produced egg is cooked in cheap oil. Sadly superlative fried eggs, simple as they sound, are ‘as rare as hen’s teeth’ nowadays.


Heat a little pure bacon fat, butter or olive oil in a frying pan. When it is just about sizzling, break in the eggs, one at a time, but don’t overcrowd the pan. Cook over a low heat if you like the eggs soft underneath, or on a higher heat if you like them crispy. Cook until the white is just set but the yolk soft. Baste with hot fat if you like the top filmed over, or cover the pan with a lid. Flip them over gently with a fish slice if that’s your preference. Serve immediately on warm but not hot plates.


Egg in Mashed Potato


Áine de Blacam from Inis Meáin, one of the Aran Islands off the coast of Galway, remembers her mother serving this dish. People had their own hens and eggs, so the eggs were always very fresh. This was a dish often served to children who weren’t too keen on eating eggs any other way. It was very nutritious.


Take some freshly made hot mashed potato, add a really fresh raw egg and mix really well through the potato – it will be almost cooked with the heat of the potato.


Mousse au Parmesan (Parmesan Mousse)


I found smarter versions of oven toasted cheese in some old manuscripts and cookbooks. This one comes from the the Clonbrock manuscript cookery book, used by successive cooks to the Dillon family of Clonbrock in Co. Galway. It contains the recipes (or receipts) used in the house, both for family meals and for entertaining. The first recipes date from the 1730s.


Whip ½ pint of cream stiff enough to stand. Add ¼lb of Parmesan cheese, a teaspoonful of mixed Mustard, Cayenne and Salt. Mix lightly together, and pile up on toast, sprinkling a little Parmesan over.


Stuffed or French Eggs


This also comes from the Clonbrock manuscript.


Boil the eggs hard – break the shells – clean them off and halve the eggs evenly. Take out the yolks with care and pound them to a smooth paste in a mortar with a little butter, salt, pepper, mustard, anchovy, parsley, grated onion and bread crumbs, mix all together, fill the whites with it, put them in the oven for a few minutes, dish them on fried toast – three eggs make a nice dish.









Irishman’s Omelette


This recipe comes from Nina Farren from Co. Tyrone, who was taught how to make it by her grandmother. There is an extraordinary similarity between this recipe and dishes from other countries, such as frittata in Italy, tortilla in Spain, kuku in the Middle East, and flat omelettes of many different origins. People used whatever seasonal ingredients they had to hand to add to the eggs. There were references to something similar in other parts of Ireland, with the addition of breadcrumbs, fresh herbs and cream. Colman Andrews, in his book The Country Cooking of Ireland, gives a similar recipe for Wicklow Omelette.


Serves 1 hungry man or 2 less ravenous diners


110g (4oz) streaky bacon rashers


25g (1oz) lard or butter


110g (4oz) onion, chopped


225g (8oz) boiled potatoes, peeled and diced


1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley


1 dessertspoon chopped fresh chives


salt and freshly ground pepper


2 eggs, preferably free-range, beaten


Trim the rind from the rashers and cut into tiny pieces. Fry the bacon in the lard or butter until crisp and remove to a plate. Sweat the onion for a few minutes in the bacon fat, add the diced potato, reserved bacon, freshly chopped herbs and seasoning to the pan. Stir in the well beaten eggs and cook over a gentle heat until the eggs are set.


Flip over on to a hot plate and serve immediately.
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Kidney Omelette


A trip to Dublin with my father was a stupendous treat when I was a child; the occasion was sometimes a rugby match or a visit to see my mother in the Baggot Street Nursing Home and inspect the latest addition to the family. Absolutely everything was exciting but what I looked forward to more than anything else was a meal ‘in a hotel’ before our long journey home. Often it was The Clarence on Wellington Quay where the distinguished looking silver-haired maître d’hôtel, Willie James, led us to our table in his tail coat and starched shirt with butterfly collar. Affable Paddy Gannon invariably served our table with that wonderful old-fashioned courteous service that is almost impossible to find nowadays. I ordered the same menu almost every time, kidney omelette followed by crispy fried plaice. I don’t remember what I ate for dessert – I expect it must have been ice cream – but it is the flavour of the tender kidney omelette that remains with me.


Serves 1


1 lamb’s kidney


a little butter


1 teaspoon freshly chopped parsley


2 eggs, preferably free-range


1 dessertspoon water or milk


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 dessertspoon clarified butter or olive oil


freshly chopped parsley, to garnish


Clean and dice the kidney, cook gently in a little butter, add most of the chopped parsley and keep warm.


Warm a plate in the oven. Whisk the eggs with the water or milk in a bowl with a fork or whisk, until thoroughly mixed but not too fluffy. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Put the plate beside the cooker.


Heat a 23cm (9in) non-stick omelette pan over a high heat and add the clarified butter or olive oil. As soon as it sizzles, pour in the egg mixture. It will start to cook immediately, so quickly pull the edges of the omelette towards the centre with a metal spoon or spatula, tilting the pan so that the uncooked egg runs to the sides. Continue until most of the egg is set and will not run any more, then leave the omelette to cook for a further 10 seconds to brown the bottom. Spoon the cooked kidney in a line along the centre.


To fold the omelette: Flip the edge just below the handle of the pan into the centre, then hold the pan almost perpendicular over the plate so that the omelette will flip over again, then half roll half slide the omelette on to the plate so that it lands with the folds underneath. (It should not take more than 45 seconds in all to make the omelette.)


Serve immediately on the warm plate, garnished with a little parsley.





Sweet Light Omelette


I came across this recipe in the scrapbook lent to me by Valerie Kingston from Glenilen Farm in West Cork. The scrapbook had been compiled by her grandmother and great grandmother between 1900 and 1940. A similar style of omelette is served at Ballymaloe House.


Serves 1


2 eggs


1 tablespoon sugar


10g (½oz) butter


tablespoons jam or caster sugar, to serve


Separate the egg yolks from the whites. Beat together the yolks and the sugar for 10–15 minutes then beat the whites until very stiff. Carefully fold the beaten egg yolk mixture into the whites and mix lightly together. Melt the butter in a frying pan, pour in the omelette mixture and hold over gentle heat for 2–3 minutes while it rises, then turn over quickly. Turn out onto a hot plate, put jam or sugar in centre and serve immediately.






Winnie Cowhig’s Duck Egg Sponge


Women quickly observed that duck eggs made a lighter and more yellow sponge and therefore they were very sought after by home bakers. You could also use duck eggs in the traditional sponge recipe, with their weight in caster sugar and flour, whisking the whole eggs with the sugar.


Serves 8


a little melted butter, for greasing


75g (3oz) plain flour, sieved, plus 2 teaspoons for dusting


3 organic duck eggs


75g (3oz) caster sugar, plus extra for sprinkling


homemade jam or fresh berries and whipped cream, to serve


Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/ gas mark 4. Brush the base and sides of 2 x 18cm (7in) round cake tins with melted butter and dust with the 2 teaspoons white flour. Separate the egg whites from the yolks. Put the whites and sugar into a bowl and whisk until stiff peaks form, preferably with an electric mixer. Whisk in the yolks one by one and then fold in the sieved flour, making sure not to deflate the mixture. Divide the mixture between the prepared tins. Bake for 20–25 minutes. Turn out carefully and leave to cool on a wire rack. Sandwich together with cream and homemade jam or fresh berries. Sprinkle a little caster sugar or icing sugar over the top and enjoy with a cup of tea.





Sea Birds’ Eggs


In his writings on the Blasket Islands, Co. Kerry, Malachy McKenna says that sea birds’ eggs were an integral part of the Islanders’ diet. He refers to Máire Ní Ghuithín, who in her book Bean an Oileáin (Women of the Island), mentions that the eggs of guillemots, razorbills and gulls were all eaten, and adds that those of the oyster-catcher ‘are very good to eat.’ When fishing for lobster the islanders would sometimes camp on another island, Inis na Bró, and to supplement the food they brought with them (usually bread and pork meat or mutton) they would eat fish and gulls’ eggs, which were abundant in May. The eggs, which were either fried in a pan or boiled in a can of water, were popular with the fishermen, but Muiris Ó’Catháin in Ar muir is ar tír (On Sea and Land), 1991, said that eating them for a week caused bad breath. Finding eggs was no problem, but finding ones that were fresh was: a basketful of gulls’ eggs might not contain a single one that was edible.


An egg could be tested for freshness by placing it in water: if the egg floated, it was not fit to be eaten, since enough air had already got through the shell to make the egg go bad; if the egg was freshly laid, it would sink to the bottom because there would be very little air in it.


Collecting eggs on the cliffs was highly dangerous, yet the instinct to gather food at every possible opportunity was so strong in the Islanders that even young boys would risk clambering up and down cliffs if they had a chance to collect eggs. Tomás Ó Criomhthain in Dinnsheanchas na mBlascaodaí (The Topography of the Blasket Islands), 1935, relates that falcons and eagles were caught by the Blasket Islanders and sold for cash. These birds nested in extremely inaccessible places and one needed to be a good climber to get to them.


In spite of the difficulties and dangers of getting an egg or a fledgling from such places, each of which could be sold for one pound, some people succeeded in doing so. Malachy McKenna, in an article sent to Myrtle Allen, says that ‘in these times, when self-sufficiency in food supply and organic life-style are ideals that are strived after, we have much to learn from these island people who had to be perfectly in tune with their Atlantic environment if they were to put food on the table.’


George Gossip, a keen shot and an accomplished cook who specialises in game recipes at his guest house, Ballinderry Park in Co. Galway, also mentions that when he and his friends went mayfly fishing around Lough Derg they would bring back lots of gulls’ eggs, which would be plentiful in April. They would enjoy them hard boiled with celery salt. Eating gulls’ eggs in this way would have been much more traditional than quails’ eggs. Pheasant eggs would not have been disturbed in the nest.
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Fish
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I now live within sight of the sea, but when I was a child our family used to live in Co. Laois in the midlands, just about as far from the sea as it is possible to be in Ireland. Fish, when we could get it, was eaten on Friday – a fast day. Whatever was available that day was dropped off in our village by the bus travelling from Dublin to Cork. Plaice, our favourite, was not always there. Smoked haddock, or red fish as it was called, was a certainty; we could always see the luminous orange fillets packed in a timber box. Whiting arrived almost every week in season, and although we found it less interesting than plaice, it could be tender and melting, when fried in a coating of flour, egg and breadcrumbs or steamed in the old-fashioned way between two plates. This was a common way of dealing with whiting before ovens were widespread.


Eileen Ryan (O’Riordan) recalled growing up in Ballycotton, our nearby fishing village, in the 1930s when her father was a full-time fisherman. In the early days the fish would be brought by pony and trap to Midleton, the nearest town, and sold there. In later times it was sent by lorry and train to the market in Cork. At the weekend when there was no market and no way of keeping the fish fresh, her mother would dry the cod or ling on the roof of the galvanised shed.






Baked Cod with Cream and Bay Leaves


In the olden days milk was put into skimming bowls in the cold dairy to set so there was always some rich thick cream that could be spooned off the top to add a little extra savour to a dish. This lovely old recipe will transform even the dullest white fish into a feast (don’t live on it!). Be generous with the bay leaves, their perfume should distinctly permeate the sauce.


Serves 4–6 as a starter or main course


30g (1oz) butter


1 tablespoon finely chopped onion


6 thick pieces of cod (allow approx. 110–175g/4–6oz filleted fish per person)


salt and freshly ground pepper


4–5 fresh or dried bay leaves


light cream (enough to cover the fish)


300ml (½ pint) roux


Melt the butter in a sauté pan just wide enough to take the fish. Fry the onion gently for a few minutes until soft but not coloured. Put the cod in the pan and cook on both sides for 1 minute. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Add bay leaves. Cover with light cream and simmer with the lid on for 5–6 minutes, until the fish is cooked. Remove the fish to a serving dish. Bring the cooking liquid to the boil and lightly thicken with roux. Taste and correct the seasoning. Coat the fish with sauce and serve immediately. For a whole meal in one dish, pipe a ruff of fluffy mashed potato around the edge. Pollock is a good alternative fish.


Note: This dish can be prepared ahead and reheated, and it also freezes well. Reheat in a moderate oven, 180ºC/350ºF/gas mark 4, for anything from 10–30 minutes, depending on the size of the container.






Mashed Potato


This is a posher, richer version of mashed potato, and it browns better around the edge of the dish. If the potatoes are not peeled and mashed while hot and if the boiling milk is not added immediately, the mashed potato will be lumpy and gluey.


Serves 4


900g (2lb) unpeeled potatoes, preferably Golden Wonders or Kerr’s Pinks


salt and freshly ground pepper


300ml (½ pint) creamy milk


1–2 egg yolks, or 1 whole egg and 1 egg yolk


30–55g (1–2oz) butter


Scrub the potatoes well. Put them into a saucepan of cold water, add a good pinch of salt and bring to the boil. When the potatoes are about half cooked (about 15 minutes for ‘old potatoes’), strain off two-thirds of the water, replace the lid on the saucepan, put onto a gentle heat and allow the potatoes to steam until they are fully cooked.


Peel immediately by just pulling off the skins, so you waste as little as possible. Mash while hot. (If you have a large quantity, put the potatoes into the bowl of a food mixer and beat with the spade.)
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Potato, Onion and Lovage Soup
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Cocklety Soup
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Watercress Soup
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