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Introduction
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‘They decided to ask their aunt the next day if they might go and spend the weekend at the castle. The weather was gloriously fine, and it would be great fun. They could take plenty of food with them.’


(FIVE ON A TREASURE ISLAND)


WITH THEIR APPETITE FOR adventure, matched equally by an appetite for a jolly good feast, the tales of the Famous Five continue to delight both children and parents, generation after generation. The Five first came together in 1942 when Julian, Dick and Anne went to stay with their cousin George and Timmy the dog at Kirrin Cottage. In telling the tale of a group of new friends setting off for Kirrin Island, laden with two kit-bags of camping equipment and enough food to feed a small army, author Enid Blyton managed to capture an essence of childhood that has stood the test of time. Five on a Treasure Island was the first in a series of twenty-one ripping adventures, which were published annually between 1942 and 1963, in which Julian, Dick, Anne, George and Timmy saw off smugglers, kidnappers, spies, thieves and a whole host of other rogues, villains and ne’er-do-wells.


Enid Blyton’s capacity for enthralling her readers emerged from her clear understanding of the inquisitive nature of children, their sense of adventure and in-built yearning for excitement. But part of the success of the Famous Five series is also due to the author’s understanding of the importance of food in recounting a good yarn. Her capacity for describing farmhouse breakfasts and delicious picnics has meant that, over the years, the Famous Five gained notoriety not just for their sense of derring-do, but as true gourmands also. Throughout nearly all of the adventures, food plays a central role in marking the day, particularly interesting and revealing as the first twelve books were written when food was rationed in Britain during and after the Second World War. In each story, careful thought is always given to what food is available and where the children might pick up supplies. And while it’s the sensible and polite Julian who nearly always pays for any food bought from farmhouses and village shopkeepers, and Timmy the dog often gets to lick the plates clean, it is not just the foodstuff itself that is particularly redolent of the period in which the books were written. Tellingly, it is always poor Anne who takes up the role of keeping house and doing the washing-up.
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‘“George and I will get you a meal,” said Anne. “We called at the farm on our way up and got a lovely lot of food. Come on, George.” George got up unwillingly.’


(FIVE GO OFF IN A CARAVAN)
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The food that the children eat is typical of the era in which the books were written: hams, pies, eggs, salad, home-grown fruit and ginger beer, of course. At that time, many of these foods would have been readily available, but, thanks to rationing, certainly not in the quantities that the children devour them. Interestingly, Enid Blyton doesn’t write of exotic herbs, spices and foodstuffs, which were beginning to make their way into recipe books by the 1950s; she describes ingredients wholly familiar to those reading the stories at that time. Accounts of crisp lettuces, dewy and cool with golden hearts, and lashings of hard-boiled eggs, leave readers both young and old hungry for more.


Food rationing in Britain finally ended in 1954 but it was a time when food was scarce, and this made the feasts described all the more appealing. Tinned tuna and pineapple rings were perhaps the most exotic things the children came across. There were certainly no bananas. Yet the fact that so many of the meals that the Five eat, with the possible exception of tongue, are as popular today as when Blyton was writing is one of the reasons the stories continue to be read and enjoyed.
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‘“The thing is – can we possibly find food enough for so long? Even if we entirely empty the larder I doubt if that would be enough for a week or so. We all seem such hungry people, somehow.”’


(FIVE RUN AWAY TOGETHER)
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Food was so important to the Famous Five that in the third book of the series, Five Run Away Together, it’s the poor performance of the temporary kitchen staff that sends them off on their adventure. The ‘sour-faced’ Mrs Stick, who temporarily replaces Joanna as the cook at Kirrin Cottage, takes an instant dislike to the children and especially Timmy, their dog. In other adventures it’s Joanna, the regular cook, who looks after the majority of the children’s dietary needs, constantly supplying them with hamper after hamper of delicious goodies. At Dick’s behest, Joanna is awarded the OBCBE – ‘order of the best cook of the British Empire’ – following yet another escapade in Five on Kirrin Island Again. As well as an abundance of sweet treats, cakes and gallons of lemonade and ginger beer, the children also consume huge amounts of fresh fruit, salad and vegetables. The pies that they eat are all homemade and additive-free. This was an age before processed food really took off, well before today’s factory-farming methods and the might of the supermarkets. All in all, the Famous Five enjoyed a healthy diet, one that was fitting for the sheer amount of exercise and energy expended in living their childhood outside in the open countryside.


Joanna’s kitchen bookshelves would have been brimming with contemporary cookbook authors: Mrs Beeton surely taking pride of place next to Mary Ronald, Elizabeth Craig, Nancy Lake and Marguerite Patten. Later, as rationing ended, new cookery writers, possibly Ambrose Heath or Philip Harben, may have found their way onto the shelves as this next generation of writers helped teach Britain to cook. Elizabeth David’s championing of European cuisine may have been a little too exotic for Joanna, though.


The food environment in post-war Britain, when the majority of the series was written, was witness to immeasurable change. Farms grew in size, partly because the demand for crops during the war years had dictated it, but also because new technology made harvesting much easier and more efficient. New innovations in food preservation and storage meant that increasingly exotic ingredients were finding their way onto grocery shelves. The re-established transport networks after the war would have brought bananas and other tropical fruits back to our shores, but Enid Blyton sticks happily with the familiar.
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‘How lovely to wake in a strange place at the beginning of a holiday, to think of bathing and biking and picnicking and eating and drinking, forgetting all about exams and rules and punishments!’


(FIVE GO DOWN TO THE SEA)
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Five Go Feasting will help you capture the magic of the Famous Five books, possibly revisiting your own childhood through these eighty recipes, all inspired by the meals that Julian, Dick, George and Anne enjoyed throughout their adventures. Where possible, the recipes adhere faithfully to the food environment of the time, without the use of complex exotic ingredients. So, in some ways, this menu is like a journey back in time, back to a world where an appreciation of simple, basic ingredients far outweighed the desire for mass-produced processed food.


Nowadays, when children are spending more time indoors staring at screens than playing outdoors, it seems all the more important to celebrate and remember this group of five fictional friends, whose love of adventure and the English countryside has brought joy to generations of would-be sleuths and adventurers. We might just learn a thing or two, and with any luck may even be tempted to slip on our galoshes, grab a knapsack full of scrummy sandwiches and disappear out into the big wide open. We will, of course, be back in time for a huge slap-up tea of cream cakes and ginger beer.
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‘They had breakfast and ate just as much as ever’
(FIVE ON A TREASURE ISLAND)






Chapter One
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Porridge & Cream


SERVES 4
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‘“Porridge and cream,’ said the woman. “And our own cured bacon and our own eggs. Our own honey and the bread I baked myself. Will that do? And coffee with cream?” “I could hug you,” said Julian, beaming at her.’


(FIVE ON A HIKE TOGETHER)


It was either Napoleon or Frederick the Great who remarked that an army marches on its stomach, and clearly it was a phrase taken to heart by Julian, Dick, Anne and George. As they set off in Five on a Hike Together, it was a hearty helping of porridge and cream that set them on their way.


160g rolled porridge oats


700ml semi-skimmed or skimmed milk


200ml double cream


4 tsp golden syrup (optional – but not if you’re Julian!)


Place the oats and milk in a saucepan and bring to a simmer for 5–6 minutes, stirring with a wooden spoon. As the porridge thickens, pour out into bowls and serve with a little cream and a spoonful of golden syrup, if you like.


Eggy Bread


SERVES 2
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With so many eggs eaten by the Famous Five, we can only guess at how all of them were cooked. Here’s a great breakfast recipe that will get you up and out into the countryside in no time. While our heroes might not have had the luxury of maple syrup, there’s no reason you shouldn’t.


4 free-range eggs


flaky sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


a little milk


4 slices bread


vegetable oil, for frying


maple syrup, to serve


Crack the eggs into a jug and add a splash of milk, a pinch of sea salt and a little black pepper. Whisk well with a fork and pour into a shallow bowl. Coat both sides of the bread in the egg mixture. Warm a glug of oil in a non-stick frying pan and fry the eggy bread for 2–3 minutes on each side.


Serve hot with a dribble of maple syrup.
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‘They sat down in the heather and began their breakfast. Anne fried big rounds of bread in the fat, and the boys told her she was the best cook in the world.’
(FIVE GO OFF TO CAMP)


Bacon & Eggs with
tomato & fried bread


SERVES 2
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The Five always manage to start the day on a fine breakfast, and this feast of bacon and eggs would set them up for many adventures.


knob of lard or splash of vegetable oil


4 rashers dry-cured smoky bacon


2 tomatoes, halved


2 free-range eggs


2 slices white bread


Preheat the oven to its lowest temperature and warm three plates inside.


Melt the lard, or heat the oil, in a large frying pan over a moderate heat. Add the bacon and, once it begins to curl, turn it over and move to one side of the pan. Next add the tomatoes to the pan, cut side down. Keep turning the bacon as it begins to brown and the tomatoes cook.


Make space in the pan and crack in the eggs and fry them gently until cooked. Remove the bacon, eggs and tomatoes and transfer to a warmed plate.


Turn up the heat and fry the slices of bread quickly in the fat in the pan, turning once after a minute or two, as they soak up all the flavour. Once the bread crisps up, serve on the remaining warmed plates, topped with the other ingredients.
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Warm Toasted Crumpets


MAKES 8
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It’s all too easy to tear a couple of crumpets from a packet and sling them in the toaster, but they’re far nicer when made fresh – just as the Famous Five would have had then.


250ml water


250ml milk


1 tsp sugar


1 tbsp vegetable oil, plus extra for greasing
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