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Introduction


British royal food. For so long, the gilded pinnacle of gastronomy, a heady, regal extravaganza of excess, where course after exquisite course emerged from cavernous kitchens – borne aloft by liveried footmen on plates of pure gold – to sate the whims of the richest, most powerful people on earth. For these banquets were no mere dinner, rather soufflé diplomacy at its most subtle, as kings, queens and emperors, presidents, princes and prime ministers quietly shaped history over Mousses de Merlan à la Dieppoise and Cailles Rôties sur Canapé.


And it was here, at these glittering, candlelit feasts in ancient castles and grand palaces alike, that the great chefs of the age – Carême, Francatelli and the rest – were given the freedom (and budget) to create some of the most ornate, extravagant and complex dishes ever seen. The original haute cuisine, and the standard to which all other chefs aspired, this was cooking as both art and inspiration, an Entente Cordiale of British ingredients and French technique.


These days, though, few of us have the time, skill or inclination to debone a snipe, stuff a boar’s head or roast a whole haunch of ox. Nor spend three days preparing Consommé au Faisan avec Quenelles. Of course, back in the days of Queen Victoria and Edward VII, with a permanent kitchen staff of forty-five, anything was possible and everything expected. But as the years passed, brigades grew smaller, and lunches and dinners less, well, exhausting. Now, the King and Queen are positively abstemious. And although state banquets are still as important as ever, a direct link to the gilded gastronomic heights of the good old days, they never go on for more than three courses, plus coffee, fresh fruit and petits fours.


This book, first and foremost, will be a tome for everyday use. I’ve spent months combing through archives, letters, diaries, cookbooks and biographies to glean recipes that appeal to the modern cook. And don’t require an entire kitchen brigade. Contrary to popular legend, it wasn’t all lark’s tongues and roast cygnet – although the latter was an occasional Christmas dish. No, the royal family, from Victoria onwards, have tastes like everyone else. Victoria was a devotee of cake, fruit and all things sweet. Edward VII loved roast beef and Irish stew, George V liked curry, and mashed potato with everything, while his son, George VI, preferred his omelettes plain and unencumbered.


Of course, there are more recipes from the reigns of Queen Victoria and her son, Edward VII, as both were hearty eaters, and ruled at a time when lavishly rich ten-course lunches and twelve-course dinners were par for the course. George V, in contrast to his father, had relatively simple tastes, although his wife, Queen Mary, was, in the words of royal chef Gabriel Tschumi, one of the ‘last great connoisseurs of food in England’. Their son, George VI, was also a man who liked things straight and unadorned. And Queen Elizabeth II, while deeply knowledgeable about menus, special dishes and state banquets (she never forgot a favourite dish eaten by any guest), had tastes that were many miles removed from extravagant.


As for King Charles III, I could write a whole different book on his knowledge of, and support for, British food and farming. In fact, there is no one better informed on everything from rare breeds and heritage fruit and vegetables to cheesemaking, butchery and brewing. He is a genuine British food hero.


But if food is a prism through which one can see history and economics, then the cooking of the royal family offers a fascinating glimpse into the lives and habits of British society’s upper strata. From the grand, if admittedly dyspeptic, excess of the Victorian and Edwardian ages, when cream, butter, foie gras and truffles were used with giddy abandon, to wartime parsimony (no booze, and a mere two courses at breakfast!) and on into the modern world. Recipes are predominantly British and French (as French cooking was long seen as superior, at least in court circles), with occasional forays into India, Germany and Italy. Not just a snapshot of the cooking of kings and queens, but a peek behind the scenes, an insight into royal kitchens, banquets, picnics and barbeques. A taste of royal life.


Most of all, though, this is a book about pleasure, the joys of cooking and eating, of sitting down together and breaking bread. It’s a celebration of the seasons, of great British ingredients, and a few French ones too. You may be surprised at the simplicity of many of the recipes. That’s the point. Food is the great leveller. I want to strip away the pomp and circumstance, and get right to the meat of the matter – a collection of wonderful recipes that you really want to cook, from over two centuries of regal eating.


Eat, drink and be merry. Oh, and God Save the King and Queen!
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Coat of Arms


This is the Royal Coat of Arms of the United Kingdom, although a different version is used in Scotland. The lion (representing England) and unicorn (representing Scotland) are ‘supporters’. They’re ‘rampant’ (or ‘rearing up’) but the tongues are merely decorative. There are four quarters on the Shield: two are the three lions of England (gold on red), then a red lion for Scotland and a harp for Northern Ireland. The whole arms are surrounded by the Garter, inscribed with the motto of The Order of the Garter, honi soit qui mal y pense. Or ‘Shamed be whoever thinks ill of it’.
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Royal Family Tree


This is a hugely simplified Royal family tree, concentrating, as this book does, on the British sovereigns, along with their husbands or wives. Because it would take page upon page to list the descendants of Victoria and Albert’s nine children. Let alone the rest. Indeed, at one point, it seemed that most of Europe’s royal families were related to Victoria. But as mother-in-law to the German Emperor, and grandmother to Tsar Nicholas II, it’s easy to see how she earned her nickname as ‘The Grandmother of Europe’.
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Breakfast


‘To eat well in England,’ the writer Somerset Maugham once joked, ‘you should have breakfast three times a day.’ He may have had a point. Because the aristocratic breakfasts of Victorian and Edwardian times were not so much dainty repasts as full-on gastronomic assaults, gut-busting epics that set one up for a good old-fashioned day’s hunting, shooting and roistering. Or simply getting on with ruling one’s realm.


Breakfast was served in silver chafing dishes, warmed with flickering spirit lamps. And this was the one meal where guests were expected to serve themselves. Well, with the obvious exception of sovereigns. Harold Nicolson, the upper-class polymath, described a typical upper-class spread of ‘hams, tongues, galantines, cold grouse, ditto partridge, ditto ptarmigan … the porridge would be disposed of negligently … then would come the whiting, and omelette, and devilled kidneys and little fishy messes in shells. And then scones and marmalade. And then a little melon, and a nectarine, and just one or two of those delicious raspberries.’ Breakfasts were, he noted wryly, ‘in no sense a hurried proceeding’. OK, so life back then was rather less sedentary, and a lack of central heating meant extra calories helped keep one warm. Still, it would take a hearty appetite to do such a feast justice. An appetite shared, fortuitously, by Queen Victoria and her son, Edward VII.


‘I remember my surprise on coming down to the kitchens on the first day of my duties,’ writes Gabriel Tschumi in his memoir, Royal Chef, ‘to find that breakfast was as big a meal as the main meal of the day in Switzerland.’ He started as an apprentice in the Buckingham Palace kitchen in April 1898, before going on to cook under Edward VII and George V, eventually ending up as royal chef to Queen Mary. Seeing that lunch and dinner were usually ten courses long, he expected that ‘breakfast would be a very light meal indeed’. How wrong he was. ‘I found, instead, that the coal ranges were red-hot and the spits packed with chops, cutlets, steaks, bloaters [whole smoked herring], sausages, chicken and woodcock. The roast chefs were deftly removing them and piling them onto huge platters. In other parts of the kitchen cooks were trimming rashers of streaky bacon, a quarter of an inch thick for grilling, and preparing egg dishes.’ The royal family would expect at least five dishes, as did the ladies- and gentlemen-in-waiting, who ate separately. ‘Any servant could have the same number of courses for breakfast,’ he noted. ‘Quite a number managed it daily without any trouble.’


Queen Victoria enjoyed eating her breakfast en plein air in a tent on the lawn at Frogmore, in Windsor, and at Balmoral. Usually accompanied by the wheeze of bagpipes played by her personal piper – a tradition that goes onto this day. As was typical of contemporary accounts pertaining to the Queen, she was portrayed as having a suitably dainty appetite. ‘The Queen’s breakfasts are even plainer than her luncheons,’ says the anonymous author, thought to be a high-ranking courtier, of The Private Life of the Queen. ‘Fish is always on the table, but eggs on toast, or merely boiled, with dry toast and a small selection of fancy toast, are the usual articles put before the Queen at her first meal.’ The author also notes that ‘the eggs served at the Queen’s breakfast table are exclusively those of white Dorkings’, from her flock at Windsor.


In Scotland, in autumn of 1842, on her first visit to Scotland, ‘Her Majesty took oatmeal porridge at breakfast, tried the “Finnan haddies,” and pronounced the homely Scottish fare excellent.’ Despite the popular myth, there’s no evidence of breakfast curries, although after she was crowned Empress of India, two Indian retainers were always at her side.


Victoria’s son, Edward VII, was a magnificent eater, one of history’s great trenchermen. As Sidney Lee, one of his many biographers, pointed out, with admirable understatement, the King ‘never toyed with his food.’ Yet at breakfast, he was unusually restrained. ‘The King was no breakfast eater,’ wrote Sir Frederick ‘Fritz’ Ponsonby, his equerry and assistant private secretary, ‘having only a cup of coffee and a bit of toast.’ The exception was made on shooting and racing days. Then, he’d devour small fried soles, bacon, egg (either poached or en cocotte, a great favourite of his wife, Alexandra, who was as slim as her husband was broad), haddock à l’anglaise, devilled roast chicken and a couple of becassines sur canapés, or roast woodcock on toast.


Edward’s son, George V, was a markedly different character from his epicurean father. A staunch naval man, he’d have been content to survive on military rations, and was dependably ‘regular’ in his habits. Five days a week, he ate eggs, crisp streaky bacon and fish, either trout, plaice or sole. On Saturdays, sausages too, ‘basted and well-grilled’. The only time he strayed from this routine was when Yarmouth bloaters were in season. These replaced the bangers. His son, George VI, shared his father’s restraint. And the variety of food was not much helped by Second World War rationing, which only ended in 1954, two years after his death.


Times change, along with appetites, although eggs still starred in the breakfasts of Queen Elizabeth II. Alongside orange juice, cereal and toast. When the royal family gathered at Balmoral or Windsor, there might be kedgeree, oeufs en cocotte, Benedict or Florentine. The King’s breakfast is simply dried fruit and honey. Queen Camilla has yoghurt in summer and porridge in winter. A thoroughly modern, and healthy, start to the day. But I’m not sure Victoria would have approved.









Queen Camilla’s Porridge


In winter, my mother, Queen Camilla, eats porridge every day – plain, aside from a little of her own honey. The hives sit at the back of a field at Raymill, the house in which my sister and I spent the latter part of our youth. During winter, all is quiet. But come the summer, we tend to give those hives a wide berth. My mother gives most of her honey to Fortnum & Mason, where it is sold in special jars, with all proceeds going to one of her charities. It’s delicate and mild, as fine stirred into a good Darjeeling tea as it is mixed with porridge or yoghurt.


— Serves 1 —


50g rolled Scottish porridge oats


350ml full-fat milk


a pinch of salt


1 teaspoon honey


Put the porridge oats in a saucepan, add the milk and salt, and bring to the boil, then turn down the heat and simmer for about 5 minutes until thick and creamy.


Add the honey and serve.
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Baked Eggs


Baked eggs, also known as Oeufs en Cocotte, have long been a staple of the royal table, from Queen Victoria to the present day. The Duke of Windsor was a particular fan. This was also a favourite dish from my childhood, usually devoured when we returned home from our holidays, when the fridge and larder were bare. My mother would use eggs from our chickens. Swap the ham or spinach for steamed asparagus, when in season.


— Serves 2 —


2 tablespoons of chopped ham or cooked spinach


4 eggs


2–3 tablespoons double cream


4 teaspoons butter


salt and freshly ground black pepper


hot toast, to serve


You will need


2 ovenproof ramekins


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


Divide the ham or spinach between the two ramekins. Break the eggs into the ramekins (keep them whole), then add the cream and butter (half in each ramekin), and season with salt and pepper.


Put the ramekins in a small roasting pan and pour some just-boiled water into the base of the pan to come halfway up the sides of the ramekins. Bake for 7–10 minutes until the yolks are wobbling, and the whites are just set.


Serve with toast.






Devilled Kidneys


To our lily-livered modern tastes, kidneys on toast – made fiery (or ‘devilled’) with mustard, Tabasco and Worcestershire sauce – may seem a rather, well, punchy way to start the day. But you won’t be surprised to hear that Edward VII devoured these with relish. And there’s little doubt they provide splendid ballast for a long day’s shooting, racing or reigning. I use lambs’ kidneys, but veal are also divine.


— Serves 2 —


6 lambs’ kidneys, about 350g total weight


3 tablespoons plain flour


1 teaspoon cayenne pepper


1 teaspoon mustard powder


2 teaspoons butter


6 tablespoons chicken stock


a lusty jig of Tabasco sauce


1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce


salt and freshly ground black pepper


2 slices of white toast, to serve


Snip the white cores out of the kidneys using scissors and discard. Rinse the kidneys under cold running water, then drain and pat dry with kitchen paper.


Mix the flour, cayenne, mustard powder and some salt and pepper together on a plate. Dust the kidneys in the seasoned flour and shake to remove any excess.


Heat a frying pan over a medium-high heat, add the butter and fry the kidneys for 2 minutes on each side, or until cooked.


Add the stock, Tabasco and Worcestershire sauce, to taste.


Remove the kidneys from the pan and keep warm. Continue to simmer the sauce for a minute or two until reduced slightly.


Serve the kidneys on toast with the sauce poured over.






Kippers


Although the kipper has long been a regular dish on the royal table, it was fried fish (whiting or sole) that was eaten more frequently. But you can’t beat a good kipper, and the Duke of Windsor was so devoted to these smoked herrings that he ordered Craster kippers every day from Fortnum & Mason – to be delivered by aeroplane to Château de Candé in France, where he lived in exile. There’s nothing quite like the taste of home. Anyway, some are put off by the fiddly bones (properly filleted, there should be none), or the robustly fishy smell, which can be avoided by gently poaching in simmering water for 4 minutes. But I like them grilled, with a blob of butter gently melting on top. Manx kippers are particularly good, especially from L. Robson & Sons. For those who prefer a rather more gentle smoke, try Gloucestershire’s Severn & Wye Smokery.


— Serves 2 —


2 kippers


a dribble of olive oil


2 nuggets of butter


2 sprigs of curly parsley


1 lemon, quartered


Preheat the grill to high. Line the grill pan with foil, place the kippers on top with a dribble of olive oil, and grill for 4–5 minutes.


Anoint the fish with butter and, if you’re feeling particularly baroque, a sprig of curly parsley. Allow to melt, then serve with a quarter of lemon to squeeze on top.
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Rationing


1914. The start of the First World War, and the beginning of the end for Edwardian excess. As rationing began to bite, King George V and Queen Mary were determined to lead from the top. Lunch would be cut to a mere three courses, and meat served no more than three times a week. Breakfast, too, was ravaged. Where once there were silver chafing dishes filled with kippers, kidneys and kedgeree, there were now only two courses, decided by Queen Mary and ordered the night before. ‘If anyone was tempted to help themselves to fish when they also had sausage and bacon,’ remembered Gabriel Tschumi, ‘one look from her was sufficient to make them change their minds.’


Sir Frederick Ponsonby tells the tale of one poor equerry, arriving late to breakfast and finding the table bare. He rang the bell for a boiled egg. ‘If he had ordered a dozen turkeys, he could not have made a bigger stir.’ The King accused him of being ‘a slave to his inside, of unpatriotic behaviour, and even went so far as to hint that we should lose the war on account of his gluttony.’


Chefs in the royal kitchen tried their best to make things interesting. Fish and vegetables provided the backbone, the former fried or, in the case of smoked haddock, puréed and made into Toast Ivanhoe. Endless mutton ‘cutlets’ (made with minced mutton and cheap filling), eggs every way and vegetable pie did not go down well, either upstairs or down. Worse still, the King had decided that ‘the use of alcohol was not consistent with emergency measures for winning a war’, meaning there was to be no wine served at royal meals, or used in the kitchen either. The Queen was asked what people should drink with their food. ‘Serve water boiled with a little sugar in the dining room,’ came the curt reply. And that was that.


The King was not best pleased when his Prime Minister, Lloyd George, persuaded him to go teetotal and set a good example. Despite being a moderate drinker, ‘I hate doing it,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘but hope it will do good.’ No one really seemed to care. Which annoyed the King immensely. ‘Balls to the whole thing,’ was the view of his eldest son, who also told the story of his father retiring alone to his study after dinner every night, ‘to attend to a small matter of business’. The ‘business’ being a small glass of port.


Rationing in the Second World War was taken every bit as seriously, although the meagre coupons were supplemented by game and vegetables (neither of which were rationed) from the royal estates. Fish, too, was off ration, but supply variable. The wedding breakfast, on 26 November 1947, of Princess Elizabeth and Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten was just four courses long, and over, they said, in twenty minutes. The wars may have been won. But the glory days of royal eating were forever lost.





[image: illustration]






Herrings Fried in Oatmeal


A classic breakfast dish and one much enjoyed, like most dishes, by Edward VII. Herrings are cheap, sustainable, filled with lots of lovely omega-3 fatty acids and taste divine. What’s not to love?


— Serves 2 —


4 herrings, cleaned and boned, with head and tail removed


75g butter, melted


250g oatmeal (medium, if possible)


salt and freshly ground black pepper


To cook


100g butter


juice of 1 lemon


a dash of Tabasco sauce


Dip the herrings in the melted butter, season, then roll in the oatmeal to coat.


Heat the butter in a frying pan until it is foaming, then cook the herrings for about 2–3 minutes on each side. Remove the fish from the pan to serving plates.


Add the lemon juice and Tabasco to the butter in the pan, swirl it around a bit, then pour over the herrings to serve.






Haddock à l’Anglaise


Haddock, English-style. Much loved during the ‘Golden Age’ of the English breakfast, this was just one of many fish dishes to grace the royal table. And while à l’anglaise can mean a multitude of different things (battered, baked, poached, grilled, and so on), it usually refers to something simply served, perhaps with a basic butter sauce. I’ve used smoked haddock here, as it seems more suited to breakfast.


— Serves 2 —


300g undyed, smoked haddock, skinned (not that garish, neon-yellow stuff, if possible – go to your local fishmonger)


250ml full-fat milk


2 eggs


50g butter


juice of 1 lemon


a handful of parsley, chopped


salt and freshly ground black pepper


Poach the haddock gently in the milk over a medium heat for about 5 minutes, until the fish is tender and cooked through. Remove the fish from the pan and quickly pat dry on kitchen paper. Remove any bones, cover and keep warm.


Meanwhile, poach the eggs (and with poached eggs, the fresher the better). Bring a pan of heavily salted water to the boil. Break each egg into a ramekin. When the water is gently boiling, create a whirlpool by stirring the water with the handle of a wooden spoon. Slide one egg at a time into the whirlpool, turn down the heat to simmering and cook the eggs for 3–4 minutes, or until the egg whites are firm but the yolks are still runny. Remove the eggs with a slotted spoon and place carefully on a double layer of kitchen paper to drain.


Melt the butter in a small saucepan. When foaming, add the lemon juice and some freshly ground black pepper and stir to combine.


Place the haddock on two plates, top with the poached eggs and pour over the hot butter sauce. Sprinkle with chopped parsley and serve.






Kedgeree


Kedgeree is a breakfast classic, and one of the few Anglo-Indian dishes, along with mulligatawny, that endures. Descended from khichri, an Indian lentil and rice dish, it was made English by the addition of smoked haddock (or Finnan Haddies, which some say originally came from Findon in Aberdeenshire, while others claim Findhorn in Moray). During the Second World War, the Queen Mother substituted the haddock with salmon, which was off-ration, and which she caught herself. The key is a whisper, rather than a shout, of decent curry powder, while the fresh spices and herbs add their own gentle allure.


— Serves 4 —


400g smoked, undyed haddock


a big glug of olive oil


1 onion, finely chopped


2 green cardamom pods


1 teaspoon coriander seeds, dry roasted, then whizzed in a spice grinder or pounded in a pestle and mortar


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


1 bay leaf


1 tablespoon medium curry powder


300g basmati rice


500ml chicken or vegetable stock


5 tablespoons double cream (or crème fraîche, for a lighter taste with more acidic edge)


salt and freshly ground black pepper


To garnish


1 medium onion, sliced


20g butter


4 eggs, cooked for 5 minutes until soft-boiled, cooled, peeled and halved


a handful of coriander leaves, chopped


2 lemons, halved (optional)


Put the smoked haddock into a large pan, cover with water and bring to a simmer, then remove and break into fat chunks, discarding any skin and bones. Set aside.
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