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            INTRODUCTION
            

         
 
         I’ve always had a bit of a thing about tea time so I have really enjoyed myself writing this book.
         
 
         The overwhelming majority of recipes are brand new of course, but there are also a few familiar  favourites from Cooking with Mrs Simkins. This is because you can’t have a proper book about teas  without recipes for scones and teacakes, sponges and fairy cakes and so on.
         
 
         There are, however, several new variations of these recipes. Plus rather than relying totally on self-raising  flour being completely fresh in order for sponge cakes to rise, there are also instructions for  using plain flour, bicarbonate of soda and cream of tartar instead. You’ll find it works a treat!
         
 
         And in case you are thinking that this book is entirely about cakes and sweet things, don’t worry:  there are plenty of delicious and interesting savoury recipes too.
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         Please be aware that individual oven performance varies tremendously.
 
         Measurements
 
         Both metric and imperial measurements are given for the recipes. Follow one set of measurements,  not a mixture of both, as they are not interchangeable. 
         
 
         Helpful Equipment
 
         Here are the most useful sizes of baking tins, most of which are used in this book. Heavier, better quality baking tins conduct heat more efficiently than anything thin and flimsy. They also have a longer life.
 
         Large baking tray
 
         A baking tray that just fits comfortably inside your oven can be used for all kinds of bread and biscuits and scones.
 
         Standard 20cm (8in) square brownie tin
 
         This is a really useful size and shape for brownies and small tray bakes.
 
         12-cup muffin tin
 
         As well as muffins this is perfect for buns, rolls, fairy cakes and deep filled tarts.
 
         12-cup mini-muffin tin
 
         A couple of these are useful for tiny cakes and tarts.
 
         12-cup tart tins
 
         It’s useful to have a couple of these for tarts, mince pies, small quiches and for steadying crispy cakes.
 
         Loose-bottomed cake, sandwich and flan tins
 
         It’s handy to have the following sizes: 
 18cm (7in) cake tin; pair of 18cm (7in) sandwich tins; 20cm (8in) cake tin; 20cm (8in) flan tin; 23cm (9in) cake tin – particularly if you make your own Christmas cake.
         
 
         Loose-bottomed 10cm (4in) tartlet tins
 
         Often sold in packs of six, these are perfect for elegant individual fruit tarts and also for individual quiches and savoury flans.
 
         Mini loaf tins
 
         Often sold in packs of four, these are brilliant for sweet, dinky, little loaves of bread and bar cakes. It’s useful to have 12, but they’re not cheap so it’s worth knowing they hold the same amount of mix as the cup of a 12-cup muffin tin – enabling you to make a mixed batch.
 
         Look after them carefully to keep them in good condition: instead of scrubbing them in hot soapy water or throwing them in the dishwasher, it’s usually possible to clean them perfectly well by wiping with kitchen paper.
 
         Ceramic baking beans
 
         Treat yourself to some proper ceramic baking beans: two tubs would be ideal. Ceramic baking beans conduct the heat more efficiently than dried peas or beans when baking pastry flan cases blind. They help to conduct heat to the inside of the pastry case as well as weighing it down and supporting the sides.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            ALL KINDS OF TEA TIME
 OCCASIONS
            

         
 
         Afternoon Tea and High Tea are both such British institutions but they reflect two completely different ways of life. There is often confusion between the terms ‘Afternoon Tea’ and ‘High Tea’. High Tea sounds very grand with connotations of ‘high society’, but nothing could be further from the truth.
         
 
         Afternoon Tea had very aristocratic beginnings. Although tea drinking started in Britain in the 17th century, sitting around, drinking tea with cakes and delicate little savouries came later.
 
         By the 19th century, among the upper classes, lunch was served at midday and, for various reasons, dinner had become a very late meal: 8 o’clock at the earliest, with nothing in between. Ladies were obliged to order a pot of tea during the afternoon along with a little something to keep them going. Eventually, friends and family were invited and the concept of Afternoon Tea began. And so it became a convivial opportunity for the ladies of the house and their friends to relax together and chat as well as to stop their blood sugar levels from plummeting!
 
         A kettle would be boiled on a small spirit stove near the tea table and the lady of the house would make the tea in a silver or bone china teapot. The food would be very delicate and refined: thinly cut bread and butter, cucumber sandwiches made with the slenderest slivers of peeled cucumber, dainty cakes on a pretty cake stand and possibly something toasted in a covered silver dish during the cold days of winter.
 
         High Tea, on the other hand, came about out of necessity, once the Industrial Revolution had turned the majority of working people away from their home-based jobs and into the factories and mills. It was a substantial meal for the whole family at the end of a hard working day, as hearty as funds would permit, and brought to the table with the minimum of effort and accompanied by cups of strong tea.
 
         Most of the family members would very likely have been working all day and would arrive home tired and hungry with little energy or inclination, or even a hot stove or fire, to cook.
 
         During the 19th century tea had come down in price and was first drunk by the working classes as a precious treat, but as prices fell even more it turned into a household staple and was drunk at every mealtime, and often in between as well.
 
         Afternoon Tea is so called because it is based around cups of tea taken in the afternoon, but why is High Tea called High Tea? It may very well be because whereas Afternoon Tea was taken whilst sitting in low easy chairs and sofas, with everything set out on small tables, High Tea was eaten whilst sitting ‘up’ at a full size table on a hard chair or bench. Maybe, it was because the plates were piled high as working people tucked into their main meal of the day!
         
 
         Afternoon Tea is usually served earlier in the afternoon, towards 4 o’clock. It is based around ‘finger food’ although special little cake forks can be used for creamier cakes and pastries. You may also have small ‘tea knives’ if toast and the spreading of sweet or savoury toppings is involved.
 
         High Tea is served much later, from 5 o’clock, but usually around 6 o’clock. It is partly based around food eaten with a knife and fork: in fact High Tea is sometimes referred to as a ‘Knife and Fork Tea’ or a ‘Meat Tea’. Typical dishes served for High Tea, depending upon the household budget, could be: cold meats, particularly ham, and meat pies such as pork pie or pasties, often served with pickles or relishes, or fish, maybe fried fish or kippers, or dishes with cheese or eggs, and plenty of bread in the form of thickly sliced bread and butter, rolls or toast or toasted crumpets, muffins and fruit breads. There might be a cake component to round off the meal. Later, tinned fruit and tinned fish became popular as well.
 
         For some of us, the last meal of the day is still thought of as ‘tea’. Others may call it dinner, supper or the evening meal.
 
         MIL or MIF? Milk in First? Milk in Last?
 
         This is a complete minefield. Many people feel that the tea should be poured first with milk added afterwards, and this is the only civilised way to serve tea. Some of us feel that the milk should be poured into the cup first and the tea poured on top, as this way the milk and the tea ‘blend’ better and you can tell instantly ‘if the colour is right’. There is also talk of the hot tea slightly ‘scalding’ the milk when you do it this way; some people say this improves the taste, others say it doesn’t.
         
 
         There is also the possibility of the hot tea cracking the (usually surprisingly robust) bone china cups, which could become very cold in the unheated houses of the 19th century and therefore vulnerable to the action of the hot tea upon them. In some cases this view could lead to milk in first to prevent the cup from cracking. In others, possibly, it could be milk in last, to show that a few cracked cups here and there were of little consequence as you could buy new ones whenever you felt like it!
 
         Which Milk?
 
         If you are taking milk in your tea, now that we have so many types to choose from, which milk should you choose? Many of us feel that full cream or whole milk is too creamy, skimmed milk is too watery and semi-skimmed milk is just right.
         
 
         Who’s Mother?
 
         Generally, the woman of the house is in charge of the teapot and pours everyone’s tea for them. If there is no woman of the house or tea is taken out, in a tea shop or hotel perhaps, somebody will be chosen to pour the tea and be ‘Mother’. That person will then be in sole charge of the teapot throughout the meal and nobody else should try to pour from it. ‘Mother’ should be on the alert to the possibility of the others in the party wanting their cups refilled and should be the one to add more hot water to the teapot as necessary. 
         
 
         PICNIC TEA
         
 
         A picnic is really any kind of combination of food and drink enjoyed outside. It can be a grand affair with enormous wicker hampers and proper china and glassware, but it is more usually fairly informal and simple. It’s more likely to be sandwiches and cake with flasks of tea and bottles of soft drinks eaten on a rug spread on the ground.
 
         The great British picnic conjures up childhood memories of sandy sandwiches on the beach sheltered by a stripy windbreak – not so much to protect you and your food from the wind but from all the beach balls whizzing about.
 
         People tend not to be quite so determined to picnic at the seaside, whatever the weather, these days. When I was a child, once you had packed the picnic, got in the car and started on the journey if it rained you just carried on, parked the car ‘on the front’ and ate your picnic in the car whilst peering out of the steamy windows through the lashing rain at the sea. Some mums even took their knitting – my mum never actually embraced knitting herself, although incidentally, I have: once we had to stop en route to the beach and find a wool shop (never easy) as I’d left one of my needles at home.
 
         And then there were the childhood country picnics seated on scratchy woolly rugs with wasps in the jam. There would be Thermos flasks of distinctive tasting ‘picnic tea’ and pork pies with tubes of mustard, little cakes and apples, which for some reason your mum would always have polished to a high gloss. There are also impromptu picnics where you might sit on someone’s coat with a package of hurriedly put together sandwiches or even something just bought from the nearest shop.
 
         These days, you can arm yourself for a picnic with every type of equipment you could possibly want: cool boxes and freezer blocks, a staggering array of bright and cheerful unbreakable cups and plates, wide-necked flasks, folding chairs that aren’t too heavy and are actually comfy, little pop-up tents and sun shades, waterproof rugs and, instead of the old soapy flannel in a plastic bag, you can take wet wipes and hand gels.
 
         Unsurprisingly, on seaside outings, it is usually Mum who is in charge of carting all this paraphernalia to the beach. You often see mums, bent double under the weight of it all, slipping and sliding down the path whilst everyone else runs happily ahead each carrying just a single bucket or a spade.
 
         TV TEA
         
 
         Although slobbing out in front of the TV for every meal is definitely not to be encouraged, there is something very cosy and relaxing about a companionable family tea in front of the TV. The key is that you watch a programme or film that you all enjoy, the tea things spread out on the coffee table within easy reach.
 
         If it’s winter, you might have a fire to sit round as well. When it’s chilly and dark outside and you are all tucked up inside with the curtains drawn, toast and toasted crumpets are a particularly welcome treat. There is nothing to stop you bringing the toaster in on a tray rather then dashing backwards and forwards to the kitchen.
 
         You might like to try some savoury spreads and potted meats: the Amazing Cheese Spread is fabulous on crumpets, the Potted Meats and Fish Pastes, great on hot buttered toast.
         
 
         If you had a casserole the night before or a roast for lunch, you might like to make some of the Little Pies in the Savouries section.
         
 
         CRICKET TEA
         
 
         The gentle thwack of leather on willow, perfect blue summer skies, stripy deck chairs, players in cricket whites alternately standing around expectantly or breaking into a sudden run, the pavilion in the distance with the promise of tea…
 
         Unfortunately, the beautifully laid out tea in the pavilion is mainly for the benefit of the players. If you are spending the afternoon watching cricket you will probably have to take along your own picnic tea. Alternatively, you can always put on your own cricket tea in the garden. Set up a game of cricket (or rounders) and lay out a spread you can all enjoy. Unless you have a massive garden just don’t use one of those insanely hard balls!
 
         A typical cricket tea is intended to be eaten milling around with a plate in one hand and might consist of: plates of sandwiches cut into triangles and resting on their backs – maybe garnished with tomatoes cut into quarters, possibly some miniature Melton Mowbray pork pies or some really good sausage rolls, scones split in half with jam and a dollop of cream already on them, chocolate cake, lemon cake and fruit cake – all cut into slices, and some mixed pastries such as jam and lemon curd tarts.
 
         If you are providing ham sandwiches and pork pies don’t forget to put some mustard on the table.
 
         CREAM TEA
         
 
         The cream tea is such an English tradition: lovely light scones, thick cream (preferably clotted) and strawberry jam, all served with a generous pot of tea.
 
         The way a cream tea is served is practically as important as the food itself. It should be very traditional, either at a refined tea table with a silver or bone china tea pot and delicate cups and saucers, or cottagey and countrified with pretty, mismatched china and a jug of garden flowers on the table, all jostling for space with the little glass dishes of cream and jam. And if the weather is nice, what could be more perfect on a summer’s day than a cream tea served outside in a (wasp-free) country garden?
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            A Note on Jam  
            
 
            The quality of the jam is just as important as the scones and cream. Many a cream tea has been a bit of a let down when a jellified blob of something, corresponding to no known fruit, lurks in the jam dish.
 
            Strawberry jam, preferably homemade, is the most traditional choice. A few sliced strawberries on the side, freshly picked and still warm from the sun, are always appreciated.
 
             

         
 
 
         Splits
 
         Sometimes, instead of scones, you might be offered a couple of very fresh, soft, round, flour-dusted bread rolls called ‘splits’ instead. These are mainly found in Devon (Devonshire Splits) and Cornwall (Cornish Splits) and are lovely: see Milk Splits.  
         
 
         STRAWBERRY TEA
         
 
         There’s nothing like a strawberry tea in the garden on a balmy day in early summer. It’s like a kind of super cream tea with added strawberries. You can serve plenty of Scones, or Milk Splits, with Strawberry Jam and cream with bowls of strawberries as well.
         
 
         BLACKBERRY TEA
         
 
         Sometimes, you don’t quite want to let go of the summer: even though the school holidays are just about over and the strawberries are long gone, you might fancy a bit of a tea party in the garden before autumn sets in. What you can do is have a blackberry tea.
 
         If you are near a blackberry patch you can start off the proceedings by going blackberrying and then come back to a tea with a bit of a blackberry and early autumn theme.
 
         Instead of strawberry jam with your scones, you could have blackberry jelly or crab apple jelly and make a sponge cake filled with blackberry jelly and lemon buttercream. An apple cake would also go down well. With any luck you’ll catch some late summer sunshine!
 
         RELAXED CHATTY TEA
         
 
         This is mainly a fantasy as, in the real world, all the people you would like to get together for tea and cakes and plenty of undisturbed talking one afternoon are all far too busy. You are probably far too busy yourself.
 
         Anyway, in this fantasy, all your favourite friends are gathered together, without a care in the world, all chatting away and eating delicious cakes and drinking tea. You’ll have all your best crockery out and there’ll be flowers on the table. No one will be on a diet or have a food allergy and no one will have to rush off. If there are any children in the party, they will be sweet and funny and behave beautifully and any babies will sleep peacefully, waking up occasionally to gurgle adorably for a few moments before snoozing off again.
 
         Here are some suggestions as to what to serve in case you ever do manage to pull off such an event. You never know, it could happen – on a special birthday or anniversary perhaps!
 
         You may just want to have tea and cakes or you may want some delicate little savouries as well. Make sure you provide your friends’ favourite things but you may like to include some of the following:
 
              
            	Delicate, crustless sandwiches cut into triangles – possibly Egg and Cress, Smoked Salmon, Cucumber or Cream Cheese and Cucumber
            
     
            	Something chocolatey – a large Chocolate Cake to cut at, Little Chocolate Cakes or Chocolate Butterflies, Brownie Buns or Simple and Sneaky Millionaire’s Shortbread
            
     
            	 Something lemony – a large Lemon Cake to cut at, Lemon Drizzle Cake or Lemon Curd Tarts
            
     
            	Strawberries during the summer – either in little bowls with a jug of cream to pass round, or simply arranged on a plate with any larger ones cut in half, or Strawberry Tarts
            
     
            	You may also like to include some Scones, already split and spread with jam and a dollop of cream, or possibly a few Pastries or some Homemade Meringues  
            
     
            	You can have a large pot of tea on the go: Earl Grey, perhaps, and put out an array of fruit or herb teas in the kitchen and let people make their own if they prefer something else.
 
         
 
         TEA IN THE GARDEN
         
 
         If you have a fairly secluded plot there is nothing nicer than tea in the garden on a summer’s day: lazing around, with tea and cakes and cooling drinks, chatting to family and friends, the birds singing away in the background. Sometimes, during the darkest days of winter, you might imagine yourself having tea in the garden practically every day when summer finally comes. In reality, the weather can prevent you doing this very often at all, so at the very first sign of any sunshine in late spring get out there with your teapot and make the most of it!
 
         NURSERY TEA
         
 
         The late Victorian and Edwardian eras were the golden age of Nursery Tea with Nanny. It conjures up a cosy picture of clean, happy children tucking into wholesome boiled eggs with soldiers and mugs of milk, a dappled grey rocking horse and a row of dolls and teddies not far away.
 
         Before Queen Victoria came to the throne, childhood could be very short and after babyhood children were often treated as young adults. Working class children would work to help the family as best they could and children from more privileged backgrounds would be expected to adopt the manners of their elders. Whatever you feel about nursery life possibly being segregated from the rest of the household, at least it meant children were more able to be children: to have their own space to play and learn in and interesting toys and more light-hearted books. Not all parents left their children with nannies all the time and Nursery Tea was often an opportunity for parents and children to be together.
 
         Although Nursery Tea is an upper and middle class institution, the food has more in common with the working class High Tea. It is the last meal of the day. This is a ‘tea’ where no actual tea is served: although Nanny and visiting parents would no doubt have taken the opportunity to have a cup of tea, the children would have drunk milk or water.
 
         The children would have eaten a more substantial lunch and tea would be a lighter but still sustaining meal of something like boiled eggs and soldiers or bread and butter, little sandwiches (with the crusts left on, to make your hair curl), bread and butter and jam, buttered toast, currant buns and maybe a little cake or biscuit.
 
         Today, if we use the term at all, we just mean a meal at the end of the day for small children whose bedtime is still relatively early. Mum and Dad will probably eat their meal together later.
 
         CHILDREN’S BIRTHDAY TEA PARTY
         
 
         Quite often a birthday party at home is for a fairly large group of very young children or a smaller group of older ones. Sometimes, for a few birthdays in between, children may go through a stage of preferring to be taken out for a ‘treat’ instead. 
         
 
         Younger children
 
         Parties at home are great fun and always appreciated, but they can be hard work. Young children probably won’t actually eat a great deal. They will be too excited to concentrate on very much food and can be heart-breakingly fussy, so don’t knock yourself out by going overboard. Try to aim for a ratio of three quarters savoury to a quarter sweet and keep it fairly simple. Remember, homemade food is far better for young digestions than mass produced stuff full of additives. Also you definitely don’t want a houseful of toddlers high on junk food to contend with! If you are aiming to eat half way through the party, have some drinks on hand from early on as children can get very thirsty if there is a lot of activity going on.
 
         Don’t forget the hungry mums and dads!
 
         Parents often stay at parties for younger children and since parties are normally held over the lunch or tea-time period, parents will be feeling a bit peckish themselves, so make sure you have made enough to feed them as well.
 
         
             

         
 
         Suggestions include:
 
              
            	
 Little Sausages on Sticks (avoid sticks for very young children)
            
     
            	 Easy Sausage Rolls
            
     
            	 Little Cheese Tarts
            
     
            	 Sandwiches: cut the crusts off and cut into four. Thinly sliced cheese, wafer thin ham, egg mayonnaise, Marmite, and jam, honey or marmalade all go down well for younger children
            
     
            	 Cheesy Biscuits
            
     
            	 Light Cheesy Buns
            
     
            	 Mini-Loaves and Duck Rolls
            
     
            	 Salady bits, grapes, strawberries
     
            	 Bread sticks are popular and not as salty and fatty as crisps. Lightly salted taco chips are also appreciated
 
         
 
         As well as the birthday cake you can also have a selection of biscuits and small iced cakes and buns available. Most mums and dads agree: it is usually better to bring out the cakes after most of the savouries have been eaten!
 
         Older children
 
         Older children, on the other hand, can get very hungry indeed and eat an enormous amount. Popular choices might be a big pot of chilli or curry with plenty of rice, lasagne, shepherd’s pie, spaghetti bolognese, homemade pizza, homemade hamburgers with plenty of salad and relishes, toasted sandwiches or piles of sausages and mash. Crusty bread or garlic bread on the side is usually a good idea as are bowls of salad, grapes and taco chips.
 
         Ice cream is usually a good choice for afterwards and it’s nice to have the traditional birthday cake with candles. Alternatively, you might have a chocolate cake or a pyramid of fairy cakes or even brownies (try the Chocolate Brownie Buns) with candles stuck in them.
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            A Note on Plates  
            
 
            Paper plates can be a bit flimsy and food can slide off too easily, especially in the hand of an excited toddler. It’s better if you can to lay in a stock of cheerful coloured plastic plates that you can wash and use again and again for parties, picnics and in the garden.
 
            If you are having a themed party and are hankering after novelty paper plates, what you can do instead is have plain plastic re-usable plates, as above, but buy coloured and patterned paper napkins.
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            A Note on Allergies and Health Issues
            
 
            This may sound obvious, but do make sure you know all about any allergies that some of your small guests may have, particularly if parents aren’t staying. Also, if someone suffers from asthma, for example, be sure his or her inhaler is available and that they are able to use it. Plus, of course, with very young children whose parents aren’t staying, be sure to have a contact phone number. Young children can get very excited at parties and conditions normally well under control can be exacerbated by all the fun.

         
 
         CHRISTMAS TEA AND CHRISTMAS HOLIDAY TEAS
         
 
         On Christmas day itself, all you may want to do at tea time is collapse into a chair with a cup of tea and a modest slice of Christmas cake, possibly followed a little later by a satsuma.
 
         Since the Christmas holiday, strictly speaking, lasts for 12 days, only beginning on Christmas day, there will be plenty of other opportunities for festive teas. Here are a few suggestions to bear in mind over the holiday period:
         
 
              
            	 Christmas Cake
            
     
            	 Mince Pies
            
     
            	 Christmas-spiced Apple Pies
            
     
            	 Plum Loaf
            
     
            	 Gingerbread People
            
     
            	 Little Sausages on Sticks
            
     
            	 Little Sausage Rolls
            
     
            	 Cold Cuts – served with plenty of fresh salad or in sandwiches
     
            	 Orange Jelly, served with Greek yoghurt, possibly sweetened and flavoured with a little sugar and vanilla
            
     
            	 Satsumas and walnuts – more fruit, in the form of grapes and highly polished fragrant Cox’s Orange Pippins would also be welcome.
 
         
 
         EASTER TEA
         
 
         Easter is such a lovely time of year: the weather is starting to look a bit hopeful, the flowers are putting on a good show, birds are tweeting and lambs are gambolling in the fields. Easter Sunday is a good time to have family and friends round for tea in the afternoon and with none of the pressures of Christmas entertaining!
 
         After all the Easter eggs and Easter egg hunts it is possibly wise not to go overboard with chocolate for tea as well, although the odd mini-egg is almost bound to make an appearance.
         
 
         Eggs and fresh greenery are topical so dainty egg or egg and cress sandwiches would work well, and possibly some baby quiches served with some spring salad leaves on the side. Hot Cross Buns, although strictly speaking meant for Good Friday, make a welcome bridge from the savoury part of the tea to the sweet.
         
 
         You could make some iced Fairy Cakes and decorate them with sugar-coated mini-eggs or with some spring flowers from the garden: arrange them on the cakes just before serving. Stick with something you know is harmless such as primroses, pansies or violas. Sit them on kitchen paper first for a while if they are a bit damp and inspect closely for insect life. Be sure not to use anything that has been sprayed or is close to an exhaust-fume laden road.
         
 
         You may like to have some Easter Biscuits as well, either cut in the traditional fluted round shape or into Easter chicks, eggs and bunnies.
         
 
         A Simnel Cake could be your main cake. Even though originally it used to be eaten on Mothering Sunday, it seems to have become more of an Easter tradition. You could decorate it with the traditional 11 balls of marzipan or with some fresh flowers, as above – or you could do both!
         
 
         Children, and the young at heart, may appreciate an Easter Bunny Custard Blancmange and a jelly.
         
 
         You could set the table with pretty pastel colours, spring flowers and fluffy chicks. You might even want to get a bit arty with twigs, either just as they are, or sprayed white and hung with little eggs and Eastery bits and pieces.
 
         CHRISTENING PARTY 
         
 
         Christenings are usually held in the morning, so you are probably more likely to have a lunch rather than a tea-time meal, but if you are having an informal buffet style gathering and a christening cake at home, it can seem a bit more like a tea.
 
         In any event, christenings are happy joyful occasions, with the emphasis on new life, children and families. There is likely to be a complete mix of age ranges, from the youngest baby to the most senior grandparent and all ages in between. Consequently, there needs to be a mix of food to appeal right across the age range whilst still keeping everything fairly simple (to keep preparation and clearing up to manageable levels).
 
         If the party is held during the summer, the weather is fine and you have enough space, it’s nice to be able to go into the garden. It’s quite a good idea to set the food and drink up inside the house so that people can come in and choose what they want and take it outside. This way the food is protected from extremes of weather and it’s easier to clear up afterwards. This also hopefully leaves the house itself fairly free for any older relatives to have a quiet sit down and for any very young children and babies to be settled down for a nap.
 
         Drinks
 
         You will probably want to serve Champagne or something similar plus tea and coffee, juices and soft drinks, with possibly sherry for older guests. One bottle of Champagne for every four or five guests should be ample for a christening tea, unless you a going for a full blown ‘wetting the baby’s head’ version, in which case, you’ll need to allow a bit more. Unless you have a huge amount of people at the party, one bottle of sherry, with a second tucked away in reserve, should be plenty.
         
 
         The Christening Cake
 
         A fruit cake, covered with marzipan and icing, like a Christmas or wedding cake is the most traditional. Some people may have followed the old tradition of keeping the top tier of their wedding cake for the christening of their first child. Usually, the icing will have yellowed slightly; if this is the case, a professional cake decorator should be able to take off the old icing and replace it with sparkling fresh white icing.
 
         If no-one is very keen to have a fruit cake, you could have a chocolate one but it can get very messy if there are lots of children. One good idea is to have a pile or tower of Fairy Cakes. This looks really lovely, is usually very popular with children and adults, and there is no nerve wracking and time consuming slicing involved. If you want to go mad you could always put a few (not too many) celebratory candles on the top few cakes.
         
 
         Food
 
         Lots of little sandwiches usually appeal to all ages and other savouries that can mainly be eaten with one hand are welcome. Little quiches, sausage rolls and individual pork pies are usually good. Salady bits such as cut up sticks of celery, red and yellow pepper, cucumber, carrot and cherry tomatoes (cut in half, otherwise they can be a bit squirty) are all welcome. It’s nice to have little cubes of cheese and so on, on sticks, but if there are a lot of mobile toddlers in the party, it’s best to do without the actual sticks to avoid accidents. Bread sticks and crispy things are usually popular, also olives and cocktail onions. Have some mayonnaise and mustard on the table.
 
         Cakes and sweet things
 
         Iced fairy cakes and butterfly cakes are always popular and look pretty. If it is summer you could set out little individual bowls of strawberries with spoons and provide sugar and cream. Fruity ice lollies are good for children – you could hand them out in plastic drinking cups (with the wrappers already removed if they are bought ones). A few little pastries as well are nice, and are popular with older guests.
 
         Balloons, banners, bunting and flowers
 
         This is an occasion where you can really go to town with balloons and maybe a banner or some bunting and flowers in the house. If you have been sent masses of cards they look great hung on lengths of narrow pastel ribbon hung along a wall or across the ceiling.
 
         FAREWELL TEAS 
         
 
         At some time, or several times, in our lives we may need to arrange a funeral tea for a dear friend or relation. This is never easy: if the person who has died has lived a long and happy life, it is just about bearable and can even turn into a joyful celebration of a life well-lived, but if it is for a younger person it is hard to find any kind of consolation anywhere.
         
 
         As with arranging the funeral service itself, planning the refreshments that follow can give a focus to the first stunned days of grief and be a specific task to be done for the deceased. The lunch or tea is an important continuation of the funeral as it creates an opportunity for everyone to be together to talk about the person who has died and to comfort each other.
 
         There are several points to bear in mind when arranging such an occasion.
 
         Some people may be so distraught or in such a state of shock that they may be unable to eat anything much at all. They may also feel very parched or faint. Have plenty of cool water and glasses available.
 
         Other people may have travelled long distances, may have missed meals and may actually be ravenously hungry and in need of nourishment. It is particularly important for people who have travelled long distances and are driving to have something inside them, to revive them and keep them going on the journey back. Older relatives, who perhaps wouldn’t normally travel very far, may have made a special effort and need particular consideration. Equally, there may be children in the party who will need to be catered for.
 
         Usually, at a funeral tea, people won’t be sitting down at a table but taking a plate of food and sitting somewhere else or just standing. Therefore, the food must be easy to pick up and to eat with one hand. It also needs to be fairly compact and neat (no oozing cream cakes or overfilled egg sandwiches) as people will most likely be wearing their best clothes and trying to talk to other guests: they need food they can pick up and eat neatly.
 
         Another practical point to consider concerns where the tea is to be held. If it is in your home or a fully equipped hall with access to a fridge the choice of food will be wider. If the tea is going to be laid out sometime beforehand, particularly if the weather or indoor temperature is warm, you must avoid anything that is likely to spoil and become a breeding ground for bacteria. In this latter case, cold meats, smoked salmon and so on are completely out of the question.
 
         The food needs to be nourishing but easy to digest and there should be plenty of reviving hot tea and coffee, jugs of water and juice.
 
         It’s good to have sherry or something similar for a toast but, as this is a tea rather than a wake, alcohol probably won’t figure much more largely than that: people may be driving or just not feel like drinking much. Older guests in particular, however, might appreciate a little tot of whiskey or brandy or something similar in their tea. If you feel that might be the case, have a bottle standing by.
 
         Sandwiches, savouries and cakes
 
         It can be a nice idea to include, if it’s practical, some of the deceased’s favourite foods. Alternatively, this may be unbearably poignant and, if so, it’s best not to. Traditionally, you might provide something like ham sandwiches, cheese sandwiches made with thinly sliced cheese, smoked salmon sandwiches and lightly filled egg mayonnaise sandwiches.
 
         This may be sufficient with some cake or you may like to add some more savouries such as baby quiches, little sausage rolls, or miniature Melton Mowbray pork pies, cut in half. You might like to add a small amount of salad already prepared in bite-sized pieces such as small leaves of lettuce, slices of cucumber cut in half, halved cherry tomatoes or quartered larger ones and so on. You could also provide some mustard and possibly some mayonnaise.
         
 
         Buttered buns or buttered slices of fruit loaf, fruit cake, sponge cake, little iced cakes and jam or lemon tarts are all good choices.
 
         If the funeral is just before lunch and more seats are available, something more substantial may be called for. A ploughman’s-style lunch can work well, provided keeping the food fresh and cool is no problem. The sight of some attractively laid out cold meats and cheeses, fresh bread and butter, salads and relishes can sometimes lift everyone’s spirits a little. As well as the traditional crusty baguette-type bread, provide some softer rolls as well, particularly if older people and young children are present. Also, for those who have no appetite for anything hearty, include tea and coffee and biscuits.
 
         Simple tea and cakes
 
         If all the guests are very local, and the funeral is in the afternoon, you may prefer to have just tea and cakes. If there are any bakers among the proposed guests, they will in all likelihood be only too pleased to make a cake to contribute, so don’t be afraid to ask beforehand. It’s nice to involve other people as they are often desperate to help but don’t quite know what to do, and it also spreads the load a bit.
 
         Tea and biscuits
 
         Sometimes, the immediate family will want to be alone after the service but there may be a wider group of guests not included in this, who may be longing for a restorative cup of tea and a chance to talk. What you can do in this situation is to arrange for tea and biscuits to be served after the service whilst the immediate family slip away. This can be arranged in a local community hall, church or village hall, or some churches have a specific refreshments area within the church building. Nobody will mind if there is no family representative present. Ask a friend or neighbour to take care of this or someone from the church may be able to help. The family can then have something at home in private.
 
         Buying the funeral tea
 
         It may be that nobody can actually face preparing sandwiches and cakes, which is completely understandable. What you can do is buy just a few nice things ready-made to keep everyone’s strength up.
 
         Choose some sandwiches from a reputable store, or ask someone to go in and do it for you. Try to do this or phone a few days before: you may be able to order in advance or at least give them some warning, as they may need to order extra.
 
         Get someone to collect them on the day, in good time for the tea. Take them all out of the wrappers, cut each one in half to make two dainty triangles and arrange them on large plates or trays. They look nice if you arrange them in lines, resting on their backs. If you are up to it, arrange some halved cherry tomatoes around the plate (halved, because they can be too ‘squirty’ whole, with seeds shooting out as you bite into them) or buy a punnet of cress and snip some over the top.
 
         Buy a decent fruit cake or two, cut into slices so that people can help themselves more easily, and anything else along those lines that you think people might enjoy and will be easy to serve and eat. Don’t  get too much, just a couple of cakes altogether should be enough unless it’s a very large party.
         
 
         Grapes are easily digestible and refreshing, so buy some and have a couple of dishes of them on the  table. Provide some plain biscuits as well, particularly if there are older people in the party: Digestives  and Rich Tea are popular choices. Again, you won’t need many, unless there are a large number of guests.
 
         
Flowers on the table
         
 
         If you can, and it’s practical, try to have a few flowers on the table. A funeral without flowers can make  people feel even bleaker than they do already. As well as a tribute to the person who has died, the flowers  are there to lift the spirits of the people who are left and to offer a symbol of hope. In the same way, it  can be helpful to have flowers at the funeral tea.
 
         Don’t forget to provide paper napkins. A box or two of tissues is helpful.
 
         FARMHOUSE TEA
         
 
         A farmhouse tea immediately conjures up pictures of good wholesome simple food: lovely crusty  bread – very possibly a cottage loaf, freshly churned golden butter, brown, boiled, new laid eggs, a big  ham, rich fruit cake, a pot of homemade strawberry jam and so on. All served with plenty of freshly  brewed tea in an enormous brown teapot with jugs of creamy milk for the children.
 
         It’s the kind of spread that is so well described in children’s storybooks, and as a consequence is  the type of tea that many of us aspire to and feel nostalgic about. Happily, it’s fairly easy to put  together and if everyone can manage a bracing walk in the fresh air beforehand, to work up a hearty  appetite, so much the better.
 
         TYPES OF TEA
         
 
         Never underestimate the restorative power of a nice hot cup of tea. Much like having a hot bath, most  things seem at least a little bit better after a cup of tea. Usually, you might not really think about it, but  next time you are feeling a bit ropey and having a cup of tea take the time to notice how you feel – you  are almost certain to experience a slight lifting of mood or easing of symptoms afterwards!

         
             

         
 
         Tea itself is a fascinating and complex subject. Here is an initial overview of just some  of the main tea types written by Daniel Parr, Technical Manager of Clipper Teas.
 All tea, whether it’s Green, Black, White or Oolong comes from the same plant, the Camellia Sinensis  in which caffeine naturally occurs. Good quality tea – Green, Black or Oolong – starts out with two  leaves and a bud.
         
 
         
Black Tea
         
 
         For the production of Black Tea the leaves are deliberately put through a fermentation process otherwise  known as oxidisation, which causes the green tea leaves to turn dark brown. This helps develop the  tannins, flavours and characteristics of Black Tea.  
         
 
         The broad stages of Black Tea manufacture are as follows:
 
         
            1. Plucking

            2. Withering

            3. Rolling/Cutting

            4. Fermenting (oxidising)

            5. Drying

            6. Sorting and Grading

            7. Packing into bulk containers and packaging

         
 
         Green Tea
 
         The main difference between the production of Green Tea and Black Tea is that Green Tea does not undergo the deliberate fermentation process. Like an apple, when tea leaves are bruised or cut this damages the cells and exposes them to the air and enzyme activity will naturally turn them brown. Therefore, as opposed to Black Tea, with Green Tea the target is to stop as much fermentation from naturally occurring as possible, so that leaves remain as green and fresh as the process allows.
         
 
         To support this, Green Tea manufacture includes a specific process step that can be referred to as ‘fixation’. This effectively involves a short and sudden heat treatment in order to kill or halt enzyme activity.
 
         Depending on the origin and the factory, fixation is generally done by either pan frying i.e. ‘dry heat’ or by steaming i.e. ‘wet heat’. The leaves then undergo a further drying stage as do all other teas, to reduce moisture and to act as the final fixation stage prior to grading and sorting.
 
         Like Black Teas, it is a combination of bush varietals, origin, climate, and processing methods and skills that provides such a wide range of styles, flavour profiles and different qualities.
 
         The broad stages of Green Tea manufacture are as follows:
 
         
            1. Plucking

            2. *Withering

            3. Steaming/**Pan frying

            4. **Rolling/Cutting

            5. Drying

            6. Sorting and Grading

            7. Packing into bulk containers and packaging

         
 
         *Not all producers will choose to wither green tea
 
         **Steps 3 and 4 are interchangeable in sequence depending on the producer
 
         Green Tea should always be served without milk.
         
 
         White Tea
 
         White Tea is produced in a very similar manner to Green Tea in that the leaves are not fermented and are intended to stay green. White Tea is said to be one of the least processed teas, which is true when taking into account the number of process steps. 
         
 
         Two important factors that set White Tea apart from Green Tea are the bush varietals used for plucking, and the processing. Bush varietals selected to produce White Tea have a higher level of the small white hairs on the back of the tea leaf, known as ‘white hairy down’ and this helps to give White Tea its unique character.
 
         White Tea is also always withered and has a much longer, or more severe, wither than Green Tea, which also contributes to its unique character and smooth mellow and rounded flavour.
         
 
         White Tea is traditionally from high grown areas in the Fujian province in South East China, and although other provinces also now commonly produce this tea on a commercial level, Fujian is still one of the main producers.
 
         The broad stages of White Tea manufacture are as follows:
 
         
            1. Plucking

            2. Withering

            3. Sorting and Grading

            4. Drying

            5. Breaking/Cutting*

            6. Packing into bulk containers and packaging

         
 
         *Only if producing tea bag grades
 
         Like Green Tea, White Tea should always be served without milk.
         
 
         Redbush
 
         Redbush, also known as Rooibos, isn’t strictly speaking a tea at all as it is produced from the plant Aspalathus linearis, a broom-like member of the legume family of plants that only grows in the Western Cape of South Africa. Unlike normal tea, Redbush is not plucked; instead it is harvested by being cut at approximately half a metre from the ground and the entire cutting is processed, including the leaves, bark and stem.
         
 
         Like Black Tea, Redbush is deliberately fermented, although by a different method, which helps to develop its reddish-orange colour. Redbush is an excellent substitute for Black Tea, as it’s the non-camellia sinensis product that is closest in character to normal Black Tea: both in terms of how the brewed tea is in appearance and colour, as well as how it tastes, although clearly it has its own unique flavour and characteristics.
         
 
         Redbush has a fresh, clean woody taste and, if it is of a good quality, will have a distinctive caramel-like character.
         
 
         Like Black Tea, Redbush can be enjoyed equally well with or without milk, yet it has the benefit of being naturally caffeine free.
         
 
         Darjeeling
 
         An exceptional, light, golden tea with a delicate taste from one of the world’s finest growing regions, Darjeeling is regarded as the Champagne of teas. 
         
 
         Darjeeling Black Tea is typically light and delicate, with a fresh, vibrant and distinctive muscatel character that is unique to Darjeeling. For the connoisseur, Darjeeling is best enjoyed black due to its light and delicate nature.
 
         Darjeeling is situated in North West India in the foothills of the Himalayan Mountains. On a clear day Mount Everest can be seen in the distance. Darjeeling is a recognised origin by geographical position, and controls are in place to avoid teas from other nearby areas falsely claiming to be Darjeeling’s. Darjeeling is set at 6,000 feet above sea level and enjoys a cool climate as a result, which enables the tea to grow slowly, which in turn means the leaves have longer to develop the natural chemical make-up that helps contribute to its distinctive flavour.
 
         Most of the tea bushes in Darjeeling are grown from the China-type bush: Camellia sinensis var. sinensis. These China-type bushes have smaller leaves and are better suited to colder climates than the Camellia sinensis var. assamica-type bushes that are commonly found in other areas such as Assam or Africa. They tend to be used more for CTC production (cut, tear and curl), as they tend to produce teas with a fuller, richer and heavier taste and liquor whereas the China-type bushes tend to deliver lighter, more fragrant and delicate teas.
         
 
         Darjeeling Black Teas undergo a much lighter and more delicate fermentation process compared with other Black Teas: the leaves are almost semi-oxidised which can often be seen by the mixture of black, golden and light brown leaves with hints of green noticeable in a fine quality Darjeeling.
 
         The growing of Darjeeling is seasonal and the quality and price of the tea produced depends greatly on the time of year. Typically, the season runs between April and October.
 
         Assam
 
         Assam is the world’s largest tea-growing region in North East India, lying on either side of the Brahmaputra River. The Brahmaputra valley lies approximately 120 miles east of Darjeeling, and also borders with Bangladesh, Burma and China.
 
         This part of India experiences high precipitation (or rainfall) during the monsoon period: as much as 10 to 12 inches of rain per day. The daytime temperature rises to about 102°F, creating greenhouse-like conditions of extreme humidity and heat. This tropical climate contributes to
         
 
         Assam’s unique malty taste, a feature for which this tea is well known. Owing to the climate and geographical location, like Darjeeling, Assam tea production is very seasonal. Assam produces many varieties and qualities of both orthodox, and CTC (cut, tear and curl) Black Teas, with the finer quality orthodox teas being produced at the beginning of the season from the first and second flush (or first and second tea crops). The largest part of the season’s production takes place between July and September.
 
         CTC (cut, tear and curl) production, mainly for the tea bag market, can be produced all season with the better quality teas coming from July production. However, for those tea factories that produce both orthodox and CTC, the focus of production at the quality time at the start of the season will be leafy orthodox teas as these will command the highest value.
 
         A typical good quality Assam will be bright, rich, full-bodied and have a distinctive malty character. 
         
 
         Ceylon
 
         Ceylon teas are basically Sri Lankan teas. The teas are still described in the tea industry as ‘Ceylon’, as this is how they were traditionally termed when the country was known by its former name of Ceylon. Ceylon produces mainly orthodox teas. Some Estates attempted to convert to CTC (cut, tear and curl) teas in the past, however stiff opposition from India and East Africa, particularly Kenya, meant that many of them switched back to orthodox.
 
         Ceylon produces mostly Black Tea and is traditionally considered a Black Tea producing country. Black Tea is what is talked about mostly when the quality of Ceylon tea is described. However, Ceylon is also capable of producing very high quality Green Teas and as Green Tea’s popularity grows in different markets, more producers are starting to diversify into Green Tea as well as Black Tea.
 
         Most of Ceylon’s tea production takes part in two areas in the South West of the country at between 3,000 and 8,000 feet above sea-level or elevation. Tea production does occur all year, and is less seasonal than, say, Assam. However, the time of year does impact on the quality being produced. Generally, the best quality teas are produced in the periods from the end of February to the middle of March in the western parts, and from the end of June to the end of August in the eastern parts.
 
         Ceylon produces a vast array of different qualities and styles and these are linked to the different tea-growing regions and elevation. There are six main regions in Sri Lanka: Galle, Dimbula, Uva, Nuwara Eliya, Ratnapura and Kandy. Generally the finer, better teas are high-grown and the lesser quality teas are low-grown.
         
 
              
            	
Low-grown: 1,500–1,800 ft above sea level – these are of general good quality, colour and strength but lacking in distinctive and vibrant flavour and character.
            
     
            	
Mid-grown: 1,800–3,500 ft above sea level – these are of general better quality than the low-grown, with good colour and rich flavour.
            
     
            	
High-grown: 3,500–7,500 ft above sea level – these are the best quality teas with a golden colour and highly refined, intense and distinguished flavour.
            
 
         
 
         In general terms, a good quality black Ceylon tea will deliver a bright golden colour and a brisk, crisp taste with a reminiscence of citrus. Ceylon tea is excellent as a single origin tea or for use in a blend. However, due to the more recent higher cost of production and therefore purchase price, in Sri Lanka versus other big Black Tea producers such as Kenya and Assam less and less Ceylon tea is being used in blends being offered by UK tea brands.
 
         China
 
         Tea was discovered in China, and is believed to have been cultivated since before the birth of Christ. Owing to the long history of tea production in China and the sheer size of the country and distribution of tea production, throughout so many different areas with different cultural backgrounds, China has developed the widest range of teas in the world. They can also be considered some of the finest teas and the most expensive. In fact, there are several thousand different varieties of tea in China so it is impossible to go into any real detail here.
 
         The best tea is grown in the mountains at higher elevations; however, tea is also grown at lower elevations on flatter land as well. Tea is grown in many different provinces, mainly in the South East part of the country: some of which include Fujian, Zhejiang, Hubei, Yunnan and Hunan.
         
 
         The type of production in China is orthodox although techniques vary dramatically between different producers, depending on the area and on the teas being produced. In fact, many speciality teas are still made by hand, as the delicate nature of the teas can be difficult to replicate using machinery.
 
         In general, China produces the following main tea types: Green, White, Yellow, Oolong, Black, Pu-erh and Lapsang Souchong. Traditionally, and generally, Chinese people do not drink their tea with milk, and therefore have developed the teas in this way. Even the Black Tea China produces was not developed to be drunk with milk, although it may be drunk this way on occasion: if used in Europe to produce an Earl Grey product, for example. However, Chinese Black Tea would not be suited to an English breakfast-style product, based on its characteristics.
         
 
         China is one of the only tea-producing countries in the world where the most expensive teas are generally sold into the domestic market and the less expensive teas are exported. This is a direct reflection of how important Chinese people regard tea to be.
 
         Earl Grey
 
         ‘Earl Grey’ is a fancy name or descriptive term for a certain type of tea blend, whereby Black Tea is blended with Bergamot oil or flavouring. Depending on the brand, the quality and taste profile of Bergamot will differ.
 
         However, in general terms, Bergamot provides a deeply refreshing citrus flavour that can also carry some slight floral notes. The tea used in Earl Grey, whether loose leaf or tea bags, is generally always selected to give a light and delicate liquor and colour, so as to compliment the Bergamot, rather than compete against it.
 
         For this reason, orthodox teas are almost always used rather than CTCs (cut, tear and curl) with origins such as China, South India and sometimes Sri Lanka being common.
 
         English Breakfast
 
         ‘English Breakfast’ is a fancy name attributed to a certain type of tea blend based on its quality characteristics, rather than any particular requirements over blend make-up or tea origins.
 
         A good English Breakfast tea will generally be a premium quality Black Tea suited to the typical English market: it will be of good strength, have a rich and full flavour and be bright in colour ideal for drinking with milk.
 
         On this basis, many English Breakfast products will be blends of Assam, Kenya (sometimes other East African countries such as Rwanda or Uganda) and sometimes Sri Lanka.
 
         BRING BACK THE TEAPOT! 
         
 
         Although the usual method of making tea these days seems to be to give a tea bag a quick dunk in a mug of hot water, you can’t beat making it in a teapot for flavour. It’s also a small, calming ritual in what may otherwise be quite a frantic day. 
         
 
         If you frequently make tea for one, it’s worth investing in a one-cup teapot. If you try to make a  small amount of tea in a larger pot, by the time the tea has brewed it will have lost too much heat and  won’t be hot enough.
 
         Use a small pot and fill it to the top with water. By the time it has brewed it will be just the right  temperature. Bag-in-a-mug tea tends to be scalding hot with a thin and papery flavour, unless you have  flattened the bag on the side of the mug with a spoon, in which case it can taste a bit ‘stewed’.
 
         Making the perfect cup of tea in a pot takes barely any more time and is less messy, as it doesn’t  involve trailing the dripping bag across the kitchen balanced on a teaspoon!
 
         
             

         
 
         Boil the kettle using freshly drawn water.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Take a little water from the kettle before it boils and warm your teapot, swilling the water round
 and discarding it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Put in your tea bag(s) or loose leaves.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Take the teapot to the kettle, so that when it boils there is no delay and the water doesn’t go off the
 boil.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Fill the teapot with the boiling water and leave to steep or brew for 3–5 minutes before pouring.
         
 
         
            
[image: ]
            
 
             Lie Down and Relax with Two Teabags
            
 
            Squeeze the excess tea from a couple of used teabags and put them in the fridge to chill. Lie  down for ten minutes (longer if possible) with a chilled teabag over each eye. It’s incredibly soothing  and relaxing. 

         
 
         Highly Recommended Tea-Time Treats from the book: Cooking with Mrs Simkins
         
 
         
            Slightly Restrained Elevenses Brownies
 
            Light Apple Cake and Buns
 
            Strawberry Cake and Buns
 
            Apple and Cinnamon Buns
 
            Flapjacks: Plain, Fruit, Apricot
 
            All Kinds of Crispy Cakes
 
            Virtuous Cake
 
            Chocolate Biscuits
 
            Orange Biscuits
 
            Lemon Biscuits 
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