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INTRODUCTION


MENUS ARE MUCH MORE THAN MERE LISTS OF DISHES. FROM THE DAWN OF MANKIND TO THE PRESENT DAY, THESE EVERYDAY AND OFTEN OVERLOOKED ITEMS HAVE EXTRAORDINARY STORIES TO TELL. THEY OPEN DOORS TO SCENES OF EXTRAVAGANCE AND AUSTERITY, MIGRATION AND ASSIMILATION, WAR AND CONQUEST.


The word menu itself comes from a French term indicating something ‘small’ or ‘detailed’, and further back from the Latin minutus, used to describe an item that has been reduced in size. Four thousand years ago, in ancient Mesopotamia, people were putting together divine menus on clay tablets for their gods (who apparently enjoyed roast goat, cakes and plenty of salt, washed down with substantial amounts of alcohol). In China, menus for high days and holidays are found during the Song Dynasty (960–1279), including various impressive selections in one semi-anonymous civil servant’s twelfth-century memoir, Dreams of Splendour of the Eastern Capital. The earliest European menus appeared in France in the eighteenth century: huge broadsheet-sized pieces of paper, crammed with hundreds of dishes in tiny print that made them look like a prototype classified ads section.


Since then, we have seen the arrival of highly decorated menu cards, menus that come in their own leather binding with tassels, handwritten menus, children’s menus, even edible menus. And as with other ephemera such as football cards, postcards or film posters, people are starting to realise that menus offer us the chance to understand the past in ways we’ve never previously considered.
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We eat to survive and we eat to celebrate. But this is not really a book about food – it’s about understanding what these culinary snapshots can tell us about certain times and places in our global history.
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With over 40,000 years to pick from, it’s been tricky weighing up which selections to serve and which to send back, whittling it down to the most fascinating. Yes, there has to be a place for ridiculously over-the-top royal banquets. But we’ve spread the net far wider than that. From Aztec cannibals to Swiss vegetarians, and from the first meal in space to the last one on the Titanic, the following pages even feature menus that were never actually cooked and served – the Cratchits of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol only ever celebrated 25 December on the page.


Before the middle of the nineteenth century, very few of these menus were written down. So while the more modern ones may have been propped up against the salt and pepper pots, others have been pieced together from instructions to kitchens, accounts in diaries and even scientific research into the dental plaque of ancient corpses.


Together, they form an à la carte selection that reveals something unexpected, curious or just plain shocking about the people who prepared them, the people who ate them and the worlds they lived in. After you’ve read this book, you’ll never look at a pineapple in the same way again. [image: illustration]
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CHAPTER ONE


TRAVEL AND ADVENTURE


FROM RECORD-BREAKING CANAPÉS IN THE AIR TO AN IRONIC ICE TWIST ABOARD THE TITANIC, THIS CHAPTER ALSO SHOWS YOU HOW TO COOK A WALRUS, REVEALS THE FATAL RESULTS OF GETTING A MENU VERY WRONG INDEED, AND EXPLAINS WHY CHILLI SAUCE IS SO POPULAR IN SPACE.








DINNER ON THE ORIENT EXPRESS


Paris to Constantinople, 17 April, 1884


IN 1883, ENGINEER AND ENTREPRENEUR GEORGES NAGELMACKERS STARTED running a luxury train service aimed at wealthy travellers looking for considerable comfort as they made their way across Europe. The Orient Express quickly became a byword for lavishness, using the white heat of late nineteenth-century technology to provide passengers with central heating, gas lighting and hot water on board. Essentially, it was a five-star hotel on wheels.


The opulence stretched to the restaurant car, where renowned French glass designer René Lalique was brought in to decorate the walls with glass panels inlaid in Cuban mahogany. The ceiling was covered with embossed leather from Cordoba, the walls with tapestries, and the tables in white damask with intricately folded napkins, crystal goblets and silver cutlery. In a series of first-hand reports from the inaugural journey, the Paris correspondent of The Times, journalist Henri Opper de Blowitz – who compared it to a banqueting hall – noted that the curtains of the restaurant car were deliberately raised before the train’s departure so that onlookers could see what they were missing out on.
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Potage


Perles du Japon


Poissons


Pommes à l’anglaise


Filet de boeuf Jardinière


Roti


Poulet du Mans au cresson


Legumes


Chou-fleur au gratin


Crème chocolat
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Blowitz was also impressed with the menus, prepared en route in the tiny kitchen at the end of the dining car, which he said ‘vie with each other in variety and sophistication’. However, the impressive-sounding French terminology masks what to 21st-century ears sounds a little on the nursery food side – perles du Japon is tapioca, pommes à l’anglais are boiled potatoes and chou-fleur au gratin is cauliflower cheese.


But the menu also featured one of the most popular dinner centrepieces of the age, filet de boeuf jardinière. It was a classic of French haute cuisine and made it onto the menu of the extravagant Bradley-Martin Ball at the Waldorf in New York in 1897. The larded, roasted and glazed filet was presented on a long dish, often raised on a special pastry frame or a bed of rice for added grandeur, then surrounded with vegetables (the ‘jardinière’ element including cauliflower, carrots, and beans) arranged in alternating colours. The whole thing was held together with special ‘hatelet’ or ‘attelet’ skewers which had highly decorative tops. It was served with a béarnaise sauce.


Menus in the 20th century continued to impress. In 1907, passengers would start their meal with scrambled eggs with truffles, moving on to foie gras aspic, and roasted Styrian goose. By 1925, they could also enjoy a classic French dish, glace plombières. This ice cream-based desert was laden with candied fruits (think ‘tutti frutti’ flavour) and built within a huge metal mould. There was also an attempt to reflect the train’s geographic location with the food, so for example local tokay wine was served while crossing Hungary. One story has it that when a chef ran out of a certain ingredient on board, he would write down his request on a slip of paper, stick it in a hollow potato and when they pulled in to a station lob it at a member of the railway staff, who would ensure it would then be on hand at the following stop.


The Orient Express went through various regenerations throughout the years – by the time American travel writer Paul Theroux stepped aboard in 1975 he sadly discovered there was no restaurant car at all – and made its final overnight run in 2009. In its place today is the privately-run Venice Simplon-Orient-Express which includes vintage restored restaurant cars. Its current menu still includes chicken, but without the popular watercress option of 1884. Nowadays it is braised with morel sauce. And if you have a spare �490, you can also enjoy 50g of Petrossian Beluga caviar. [image: illustration]
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Tourist poster for the Orient Express, 1898.
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FILLET OF BEEF WITH BALSAMIC ROASTED POTATOES, SHALLOTS AND GARLIC SAUCE


SERVES 6


For the beef fillet


800g (28oz) middle cut beef fillet


flaked sea salt and pepper


2 tablespoons vegetable oil


2 sprigs rosemary


1½ tablespoons butter


For the potatoes and shallots


800g (28oz) Maris Piper potatoes, skin on, cut into 6–8 wedges


6 banana shallots, peeled and cut in half (or 4 red onions, peeled and cut into wedges)


1 whole garlic bulb, cut across the equator


2 sprigs rosemary, finely chopped


100ml (3½ fl oz) balsamic vinegar


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


40g (1½oz) rocket


For the garlic sauce


150g (5oz) crème fraîche


juice 1 lemon


1 tablespoon Dijon mustard


salt and pepper


Preheat the oven to 190°C/170°C fan/370°F/gas mark 4.


Place the potato wedges onto a non-stick baking sheet along with the halved shallots or quartered red onions. Add the halved garlic bulbs, chopped rosemary and season generously with salt and pepper. Add the balsamic vinegar and dot with butter. Place the tray into the preheated oven and set the timer for 40 minutes.


Prepare the beef by seasoning it well on all sides with flaked sea salt and lots of black pepper.


Place a large skillet or frying pan onto your stove and turn the heat to high. Add the vegetable oil and when hot, lay in the beef fillet and add the rosemary sprigs. Cook for 6–7 minutes per side until it starts to become well browned and caramelised. Do this on all sides including the ends. Add the butter and baste the beef for a further 5 minutes. When well browned, remove the beef from the pan.


Remove the potatoes from the oven after 30–35 minutes. If there are some bits that are burning, move them around and the under-done bits to the side of the tray. Make some space in the centre for the beef fillet. Put the tray back into the oven and cook for a further 15 minutes for medium rare, 20 minutes for medium and 25–30 minutes for well done.


Bring the tray back out of the oven and allow the beef to rest while you make the sauce.


Remove the garlic heads from the tray which should now be soft and caramelised. Squeeze the garlic into a small bowl and mash with the back of a fork. Spoon in the crème frâiche, lemon juice, dijon mustard and the salt and pepper and stir well.


When the beef has had 10–15 minutes resting, arrange the potatoes and shallots onto a large platter and top with the rocket. Slice the beef and serve on warm plates with a spoonful of the garlic sauce.









DINNER TO HONOUR ROBERT PEARY (PROBABLY) REACHING THE NORTH POLE


1909


SIX MONTHS AFTER EXPLORER ROBERT EDWIN PEARY CLAIMED TO HAVE become the first person to reach the North Pole, The New York Times organised an Arctic-themed dinner to celebrate the achievement. While some courses were quite conventional – local oysters, petit fours and roast partridge – diners were treated to main courses well outside their comfort zone.


The standard daily ration on the final push for the Pole was 2lb 4½oz (just over 1kg) of solids per man, per day. Pemmican was the main food source, followed in order of importance by tea, condensed milk, biscuit and compressed pea soup. So pemmican was an obvious inclusion for the congratulatory dinner, though in a more palatable mousse form and served in Hungarian ‘Kossuth’ style with spinach and paprika.


On his expedition, Peary had taken two types of pemmican, a fruit-cake version and the traditional beef-fat mixture. He loved it: ‘Of all the foods that I am acquainted with,’ he wrote, ‘pemmican is the only one that, under appropriate conditions, a man can eat twice a day for three hundred and sixty-five days in a year and have the last mouthful taste as good as the first.’ However, when he appeared before the Naval Affairs Subcommittee of the US House of Representatives two years later to gain official accreditation for the expedition, Representative Henry T. Helgesen of North Dakota wondered why his diary lacked the greasy hand marks pemmican left behind. Helgesen’s pemmican-related doubts, which went so far as to backing an alternative candidate as the ‘first to the pole’, counted for nothing and Peary’s claim was eventually approved.


Also a bit greasy is walrus, even when enjoyed, as it was at the dinner, in thin slices. A traditional Alaskan subsistence food, it must be cooked thoroughly, otherwise you risk becoming infected with a worm called trichinella which can leave you very ill indeed (although igunaq – raw, fermented walrus meat stored underground for months – is an Inuit delicacy, it was not served). Similarly slippery is narwhal, served with the blubber or mattak attached.


Some diners may have preferred the little less challenging Inuit favourite of musk-ox fillets (looks like beef, tastes like horse), prepared Victoria-style with a sauce of black truffles, perhaps some lobster, and potato balls in clarified butter.


Peary’s African-American right-hand man, Matthew Henson, was also arguably the first person to reach the North Pole, but his contribution was largely ignored and there was certainly no New York Times dinner to celebrate his efforts. [image: illustration]
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Blue Point oysters


Petite bouchée walrus


Velouté ptarmigan aux croutons


Suprême de narwhal Véronique


Mignon de musk ox Victoria


Pommes parisiennes


Mousse de pemmican Kossuth


Epinards aux fleurons


Sorbet ‘North Pole’


Perdreau roti, bardé aux feuilles de vigne


Coeur de romaine en salade


Biscuit glacé Knickerbocker


Corbeille de mignardises
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Arctic-themed dinner to celebrate Robert Peary.









CAPTAIN SCOTT’S CHRISTMAS DINNER


1911


CELEBRATING MIDWINTER IN THEIR WOODEN HUT AT CAPE EVANS IN JUNE 1911, Captain Robert Falcon Scott and his fellow explorers enjoyed a Christmas meal in the depths of the Antarctic cold. Starting with seal soup, they moved on to roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with fried potatoes and brussels sprouts, followed by flaming plum pudding, mince pies, anchovies, burnt almonds, crystallised fruits and chocolates, all washed down with champagne. Henry ‘Birdie’ Bowers even made a Christmas tree out of twigs and decorated it with candles and coloured paper. There were ‘a few bad heads in the morning’, Scott wrote in his diary.


Six months later, on 25 December, the celebrations were not so extravagant. At this point in their bid to reach the South Pole, the team’s dogs had been sent back and the last ponies had been shot. It was now just the men on foot. Despite high winds and snowfall, they managed to walk 25km on Christmas Day before stopping for dinner in their tents. Earlier they had each enjoyed an extra piece of chocolate and two raisins in their tea as a special Yuletide treat. Outside it was around –25°C.


The main dish was pemmican, a concentrate of fat and ground, dried horsemeat which was invented by Native Americans and later adopted by fur traders and polar explorers as a high-energy food. Taste depends on the ingredients, but it has been compared to biting into a candle. This was supplemented by the ‘hoosh’, essentially a thick stew, and the psychologically rewarding dessert (several years earlier in his bid for the South Pole, Ernest Shackleton had hidden a Christmas pudding and a piece of holly in his socks). This amounted to about 16sq cm of plum pudding, according to the diary of one of the men, William Lashly, who had very nearly fallen into a crevasse earlier in the day. And finally four small pieces of caramel and four squares of ginger. ‘I positively could not eat all mine,’ wrote Lashly, ‘and turned in feeling as if I had made a beast of myself.’ Scott felt the same. ‘After the feast it was difficult to move,’ he wrote. ‘We have all slept splendidly and feel thoroughly warm – such is the effect of full feeding.’


Scott’s team got their menus seriously wrong, however. While there were three-course meals of turtle soup and penguin breast back at Cape Evans, the organisers had significantly underestimated what was needed for the final push. Their deliberately high-protein diet should have been high-fat for added energy, and they were taking in only about half the calories they needed to maintain their weight. Their vitamin B levels were also insufficient. Rations ran out quicker than expected and their dreams were filled with the promise of delicious titbits. They were literally starving. Meanwhile, while Scott’s men ate white bread and pemmican, on the rival Amundsen expedition there was special brown bread, seal and berry preserves. No festive treats were included in Amundsen’s rations.


As Christmas Day came to an end, Scott and his men were still nearly 500km from the pole. Amundsen had already reached it and was on his way back. [image: illustration]
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Pemmican, with slices of horse meat flavoured with onion and curry powder and thickened with biscuit


Arrowroot, cocoa and biscuit hoosh, sweetened


Plum pudding


Cocoa with raisins


Caramels and crystallised ginger







[image: illustration]


Robert Forde, Frank Debenham, Tryggve Gran and Griffith Taylor of The Second Western Party
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RMS TITANIC’S LAST MENUS


14 April 1912


ON 10 APRIL 1912, RMS TITANIC LEFT SOUTHAMPTON, BOUND FOR BELFAST and New York. Four days into her voyage, on the eve of disaster, she was serving up the kind of opulence for which the Edwardians are renowned. At least, she was serving it up in first class.


The distinction between the three classes of passenger is evident not only in the content of the menus – gruel in third, foie gras in first – but in the design too. First and second-class menus were printed in colour, with a different menu for each meal. Third-class had one, printed in black and white, for the whole day.


The social distinctions can also be seen in the words used to describe the different meals of the day. In third-class, ‘dinner’ was served in the middle of the day when other passengers were enjoying ‘luncheon’. And while third-class passengers were having their ‘tea’, first class were sitting down to an 11-course ‘dinner’. These words still define class distinctions and stir up social prejudices today. For some, ‘supper’ is a bit of a cheese and a cracker, or maybe a Weetabix. For others, it’s an informal social event that often takes place close to an Aga.


Third-class is also the only menu that gives instructions on how to complain about the food, the service or ‘incivility’. Why White Star felt these instructions necessary isn’t clear. Perhaps they assumed first- and second-class passengers would be familiar with dining out and what to do if they were unhappy. Maybe they thought the level of service provided in third class was more likely to cause complaints. Or perhaps they were concerned that dissatisfied diners on the lower decks might resort to a more physical method of expressing themselves than others.


The food served on board a ship has always depended hugely on the technology available for preservation and storage. Even in 1912, the Titanic’s menu for the lower decks included ‘cabin biscuits’ – a euphemism for hard tack. This almost indestructible mixture of flour, water, salt and a little fat, which can be stored for months, even years, had been a seafarer’s staple since the Crusades. Meanwhile, in the first-class dining room, oysters were available. To offer diners these dangerously perishable bivalves four days into a voyage was possible only because of the ship’s massive built-in refrigeration and ice-making units. These machines cooled separate storage rooms for mutton, beef, cheese, fish, game, mineral water, champagne and even flowers, with each room chilled to the perfect temperature for its contents. Ironically, the Titanic also boasted a high-capacity cooling unit, specifically for the production of ice.


Today, restaurants and dining clubs around the world, even several ocean liners, offer Titanic-obsessed diners the chance to taste reproductions of the first-class dining experience (no one seems to be reproducing the third-class menu). But if you really want an original menu all to yourself, you might have to spend more than you would on a first-class round-the-world cruise. In November 2015, a menu from the first-class salon sold in Dallas, Texas, for $118,750. [image: illustration]
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Second and third class menus
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THE HINDENBURG’S ‘MILLIONAIRE’S FLIGHT’


9 October 1936


IN OCTOBER 1936, THE GERMAN AIRSHIP HINDENBURG COMPLETED ITS FIRST season of transatlantic flights. To celebrate, its owners, the Zeppelin Airline Company, flew 72 wealthy and influential passengers on a ten-and-a-half-hour pleasure cruise over the autumn splendour of New England. The most powerful figures in American industry and commerce were on board, including Winthrop W. Aldrich and Nelson Rockefeller. Their combined wealth was estimated at over a billion dollars.


The menu was prepared by chef Xavier Maier, who had cooked on the smaller Graf Zepplins and had previously been head chef at the Ritz in Paris. It presents Germany’s cold Rhine salmon, its Piesporter and Stein Brut wines alongside Indian swallow nest soup, California melon and Turkish coffee. It’s not unusual for a menu to include dishes from around the world, but it is unusual to name each country like this. The menu, like the Hindenburg itself, is gently slipping re-energised Germany back onto the world map.


The dishes were relatively simple and demanded only a limited amount of cooking time. This was helpful in a galley that had to be powered entirely by electricity. Naked flames of any sort were banned because of the huge volume of highly flammable hydrogen that sat just above them. The only room on board in which naked flames were allowed was the smoking room, made safe by the use of a double-door airlock.


For the transatlantic journeys, the ship had to carry extra supplies, just in case storms caused delays. This was irksome in a craft where every extra ounce made it harder to get the ship aloft. Weight was such an issue that an aluminium piano was built for the bar, just to shave a few pounds off the payload.


The entire Hindenburg project was about re-establishing Germany’s place in the world and demonstrating its newfound confidence and ambition. Which is why the company received considerable financial support from Germany’s Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels. He realised that the Hindenburg’s real value wasn’t in delivering passengers, but in delivering a message. It was a flying advertisement for the Third Reich.


Thousands of people swarmed out of factories and schools to see the Hindenburg take its celebratory tour. And on the tail fin of this 240m-long advertising hoarding were two swastikas, so onlookers were left in no doubt where it came from. For those who couldn’t get to see it, the menu tells us that the NBC network made live radio broadcasts from on board during the flight.


By 1936, many people in the United States were becoming uncomfortable with political developments in Germany. But the Hindenburg was working hard to counter these misgivings. The New York Times wrote, ‘All may not be morally well with the world, but it is not a world utterly lost when a Hindenburg can be built and navigated with such dramatic success.’ Goebbels’ blimp was working.


The day after the New England pleasure cruise, the Hindenburg returned to Germany, in what would be its last successful crossing. When the transatlantic service resumed the following year, as the first flight arrived in Lakehurst, New Jersey, on 7 May 1937, it burst into flames, killing 36 people and bringing lighter-than-air travel to an abrupt end. [image: illustration]
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Indian swallow nest soup


Cold Rhine salmon, spice sauce


Potato salad


1934 er Piesporter Goldtröpfchen
(Growth G. Kirch, Cellars Poranigra
Trier-on-Moselle)


Tenderloin Steak, Goose Liver Sauce


Chateau Potatoes


Beans à la Princesse


In Butter


1928 Feist Brut


Carmen Salad


Iced California Melon


Turkish Coffee Cakes


Liköre
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Hindenburg, 1936








HILL ARY AND TENZING’S EVEREST MENU


29 May 1953


FOOD’S A BIT OF A PROBLEM ON EVEREST. THE FREEZING TEMPERATURES AND dry air make it difficult to taste anything. The lack of oxygen forces your body to concentrate on running the essentials – your brain, heart and lungs – rather than your stomach and intestines. As a result, nearly everything tastes terrible and gives you indigestion.


In 1996, Sir Edmund Hillary was asked by students what he’d eaten on his Everest-conquering expedition. He replied, ‘High on the mountain, food is repugnant and you have to make yourself eat. Most of our energy came from very sweet drinks – mostly hot weak tea with lots of sugar.’


Unlike Captain Scott, who probably chose the wrong provisions for crossing the Antarctic (see here), Colonel John Hunt, who was in charge of the Everest expedition, seems to have got it right. It’s all about easily digestible foods – sugars and carbohydrates that are quickly converted into energy. And it’s about strong tastes that are likely to appeal to climbers when freezing temperatures have dulled their senses. So sardines and mint cake may be just the ticket. Even people who find the intense sweetness of mint cake disgusting when it’s 12°C and they’re standing at sea level may find it delicious at 8,800m when it’s –26°C.


When Romney’s, the manufacturers of mint cake, were asked to provide the 1953 Everest expedition with 36lb (over 16kg) of the stuff – the weight one Sherpa can carry – they faced a problem. As sugar was still rationed in Britain, they had to get permission from the Ministry of Food before they could supply Hunt’s men with such a large amount. Some sources suggest that workers at the Romney’s factory donated their own food coupons to help make up the order.


While most of us know to drink lots when it’s hot, dehydration is also a real problem for climbers in extreme cold. So they need to consume vast quantities of tea, brewed from melting snow. However, the reduced atmospheric pressure at the summit of Everest means water boils at about 71°C, so the quality of the tea may be questionable even after spoonfuls of sugar have been added.


As well as consuming food on Everest, Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, who accompanied Hillary to the summit, also left some behind, digging a small hole and burying sweets and chocolate as a Buddhist offering. Although this did little to mar the unspoilt beauty of the world’s highest peak, the thousands of climbers who have come after him have turned Everest into Earth’s highest rubbish dump. Food containers, camping equipment, oxygen cylinders and human faeces all contribute to what some environmentalists estimate to be more than 100 tonnes of waste. To help deal with the problem, since 2014, Sherpas have been paid two dollars for each kilo of rubbish they bring down the mountain. [image: illustration]
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