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INTRODUCTION
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ENGLISH cooking is old-fashioned, because we like it that way. We do enjoy foreign dishes and admire Continental cooks, but when we cook the foreign dishes, the dishes, like the foreigners, become “naturalised English”.

So this book is for English cooks, and belongs to English kitchens.

The kitchens are more modern than the cooking, because we are a race of mechanics and often amenable to reason, but even our kitchens are modernised in rather an old-fashioned way—not streamlined in the transatlantic manner; and some of our best English cooking is still done in kitchens that have neither electricity nor gas, and are only just considering enclosed combustion stoves. Chaucer’s alchemist used a pressure cooker, and we always used to put a flat-iron on the saucepan when we wanted anything to cook quicker; but these excellent inventions are less appreciated in old kitchens where the fire burns gently day and night—and “Something’s ready for them when they come in—and dear knows when that will be!” for in the country household you cannot regulate the consumer—only the dinner. So please consider this book as an old-fashioned kitchen, not impressive, but a warm friendly place, where one can come in any time and have a chat with the cook. And here, at the very beginning, I want to thank all the kind cooks who have talked to me, and taught me, and helped me to make this book. For them I wish it was a better book; but they will know that the faults are all mine and the kindness all theirs. So I hope they will take the book as their own with all my gratitude. May I also thank the officials of the British Museum, where the history was studied and from where most of the original plates were obtained.

Now a word about the “history bits”. I have already done six volumes of history, so will historians please forgive me that these bits are for cooks—not historians. Historians will see that the quotations are not those most urgent to history, and the generalities in the short condensed notes omit much of importance. Professional historians will sympathise, for they will understand the difficulty, but the general reader deserves a word of explanation.

So many well-worn quotations have been used so often, for so long, that they have become accepted as fixed facts upon their subject. But the more you study, the fewer facts become fixtures; and for every quotation giving one aspect, there are usually a dozen modifying it and capable of giving quite a different impression. Realise that for centuries the swiftest transport was by horse (or water), and the only instantaneous communication was by beacon! (and that would not convey much culinary information beyond “Victorious soldiers celebrating”, so you kill the worst cow before they eat the best one; or “Not victorious—fleeing”, so you take the ham out of the smoke hole and leave home).

People travelled about, but districts remained distinctive, so that there was far more regional variety, and it was harder to generalise.

Another wrong impression is that food was sharply divided for two classes: the poor, who starved on beans and black bread, and the rich, who surfeited on peacocks and cockatrice. These were two extremes. For every professional cook whose fine recipes reached the crackling parchment and fame, there were masses of working households who lived on the land and off the land, and cooked for their families because they had to and because they loved them. These poor people cooked as well as they could—probably very well indeed. The paintings of the Early Masters show that rickets and deficiency diseases were rife, but much of this work was done in cities, and our undoubtedly improved health and larger growth today is more likely to be from our knowledge of what we ought to eat than any change in the basic materials available. That these materials made a dull diet, lacking our variety of imports, can be modified by the many pungent and powerful native spices and herbs and various plants which they used and which we have now forgotten.

Another impression is of monotony—but it is we who level out the year into monotony by demanding the same food all the year round!

Mediaeval people pickled and potted and dried food to preserve it, but they did enjoy the enforced variety of the seasons! Also, the cook was only part of the communal household. It was the gardener who said in spring, “Now you eat Rounceval peas”; or, glumly, in autumn, “There’s no cabbage nor ’neps.” It was the shepherd who decreed when there was to be mutton; and as he ate with the other workers, it behoved him to fatten up his old crones, or his mates would find fault. In winter it was the swineherd, at last convinced that all his sows were safely in the family way, who announced, “Now you may eat the boar’s head!” and the dairywoman, all flooded out from dairy to hafod, who ordered junkets, curds and whey, milk cheeses and, maybe, veal. Even the woodboy shared the general responsibility, for though all “servants at night bring in wood or a log”, cooking fuel required selection, and many a joint that “would have roast” had to be boiled because the wood was damp, or the wrong sort. (Then the mediaeval cook would have a word to say to the woodboy, exactly as the cook today speaks to the coal merchant about the boiler fuel!)

So let any cook who enjoys our ancestral heritage begin at the material end and study the fuel and methods first, and remember that some cooks were old-fashioned and some used “the most modern appliances”. Because they put down some unexpected result to a miracle, and you give it a scientific explanation, does not change your attitudes—you are both believing what you were taught—or trying to do so. The fact remains they were people like ourselves, doing their jobs as well as ever they could—for we English cooks (including pleasurable importations now completely naturalised) have always been our excellent selves, under all conditions in all centuries. So come now into our own English kitchen and meet friends! Here is Tusser, just back from market, at Ipswich; here a twelfth-century butler, who will mix you hyprocras; or a Yorkshire farmer, who will brew you a drink to take to bed. Captain Perry, of the North-West Passage, is poking round the stove to see how the boiler works; a couple of Elizabethan sailors are wolfing clouted cream. Haclutt is talking to the gardener; and Gervaise Markham, after a prowl round the stables, is joining Fitzherbert in the orchard. A Scottish agricultural expert brings in a sack of oatmeal; a Lancashire weaver cracks potatoes for a hot pot; a woman author brings piety and pot pie from her New England kitchen; even the mediaeval hound comes to the door for his bone. All are friendly together and make you very welcome in the kitchen they have all loved so long—the English kitchen. It is not a very tidy kitchen, because, like this book, it has been in use so long; and so many different people have worked therein, putting things into different places, so that the author does apologise to cooks—past and present—if anyone has slipped out during the blitz or turned up in the wrong recipe, for—



“So will I not be sayd

But that to my sawe, blame may be layd,

For foule English and feble rhyme,

Seyd oute of resun many a tyme.

Now God yield them at their ending,

That will amende mine uncunning,

But whoso blameth and will not amend—

He doeth not as the curteys kinde.”
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SOME ENGLISH KITCHENS
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MY first kitchen was a stone-floored cottage in the Yorkshire dales. It had a thick rag rug on the hearth and a ceiling rack that held thin brown oatcake. When soft and newly made, the oatcake hung in loops, which later dried out stiff and brittle. The stone slab where it was baked made a little separate hearth at one side of the fireplace. The high mantelpiece had a polished gun over it, and on it two china dogs and brass ornaments. The window, almost blocked by red geraniums in flower-pots, was set deep in the thick stone wall; and most of the light came through an open door that gave onto the moor. Fresh mountain air and the smell of cooking always filled this brightly polished kitchen. I can remember a basin of mutton broth with a long-boned chop in it. A man reached up to lift down a flap of oatcake to crumble into the broth, and I remember the warm, safe feel of the big sheepdog I leant against. I remember, too, being carried high on the farmhand’s shoulder, and feeling him drop down and rise up as he picked white mushrooms out of the wet grass.1 Once a week a wagonette ran to Skipton to take people to market.

My next kitchen was in a convent of French nuns at Skipton. It had a high ceiling and a sense of space and peace. The wooden tables were scoured white as bone, scrubbed along the grain with sharp river sand and whitening. The wide range shone like satin; the steel fender and stands were rubbed bright with emery cloth. In the wintry sunshine brass pans and silver dishcovers glittered on the cream plaster walls. To prevent clogs slipping the flags were lightly sanded, and the hearthstone was white as drifted snow. At one side of the fireplace stood an iron coffee-grinder; at the other sat a black-gowned little Sister, with white coif and blue apron, slicing vegetables, her clogs laid beside her and her white-stockinged feet on the rolled-back hearthrug.
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Memory of a kitchen window. The cat watches the ceaseless activity of the gingerbeer “bee” going up and down, buzzing faintly “like a bee in a bottle”.

All morning the kitchen was alive with stir and bustle, the clatter of clogs and pails, and the aroma of breakfast coffee. The range fire roared away like an imprisoned dragon behind his long bars, and the meat jack clicked and clicked as steadily as the rosary of the old Reverend Mother who slept away her last days in the warm armchair by the window. From ten o’clock to twelve the jack clicked before the fire, while on top sizzled and bubbled the pans and the big pot. Interesting noises came from scullery and pantry: the clank of the soft-water pump by the sink, the gurgle of the new boiler, the whirr of beating eggs, the clonking thump of the heavy bread pancheons, and the scurried prayers and ejaculated responses with which the kitchen Sisters timed their cooking.
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The toast held upright between two flannel-wrapped bricks

The long afternoon was still. The sunlight shone through the window, the opened range smoked gently, the clock ticked loudly, a cricket chirped. The woollen rug was spread out before the hearth and a yellow cat was asleep in the middle of it with the little “vegetable Sister” asleep at the side. At five o’clock a bell rang, and the kitchen woke up. The big kettle began to sing, the rhythmical tump-tump of the bread slicer sounded, and a yellow bowl of butter was put to warm on the fender. Sometimes the big fire front was dropped right down, and around it sat the four or five lucky girls who had drawn lottery numbers for that honour. (Other’s numbers allocated prayers for the Holy Souls, weeding the grotto, or cleaning the altar candlesticks.) The toasters, armed with long wire forks, handed the brown slices back to the kitchen Sister, who at once ran them through the mangle: it was more economical to crush the crusts than to cut them off, and it allowed the butter to soak in more easily. Then the slices were arranged in a line along the hotplate, held upright between two flannel-covered bricks that looked like book-ends. Afterwards they were buttered and piled on plates on the refectory table. In each urn the tea hung in bags, with an attendant basin behind, into which the bag could be lifted after “three Hail Marys and grace” had been said, as it was bad to drink tea that “had stood”. When the first missionaries brought back tea from China they reported it should stand as long as it took to say the Pater Noster slowly. [The jugs of milk were rich with cream and crystallised sugar stood in stemmed glass bowls.] When tea was over the “charge girls” carried round a bowl of soapy water and a clean tea towel. We turned round to wash our knives and spoons, dried them and replaced them in our silver goblets rolled up in our napkins. In true mediaeval exclusiveness we each kept our own table-ware as the mediaeval people kept their “Neps”.
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Lumps of “crystallised” sugar in a moulded glass bowl

Nightfall in the convent kitchen was redolent of broth. The big iron pot with the screwed-on lid (called a digester) which had chuckled unmoved at the back of the stove since dinnertime, was now laid, washed and empty, on a newspaper by the hearth. “Piggy’s dinner” was steaming in a bucket on the dying fire. The little “vegetable Sister” had gone to chapel. The voice of Thomas the gardener called through the backdoor, “Will you be wanting anything more tonight, Mother?” before he clumped off home leaving the watchdog under the table for the night…. The yellow cat and a long-legged child are drinking milk together on the hearthrug.

My largest kitchen, masculine and enterprising, was at a boys’ school. Being “northern” the bread was homemade, rising each week in a huge tub set before the fire. Piles of Yorkshire teacakes came daily from the baker, and a new gas-stove supplemented the oven range. It was here I first realised the specialities of England, for my enterprising mother sent away to her Welsh home for small Welsh mutton, as she thought the large Yorkshire sheep very coarse. We had bilberries from the mountains in leaking purple crates. From the east coast came barrels of herrings and boxes of bloaters, and cream cakes in wooden shelved hampers from “Buzzards of London”. Apples came from Gloucestershire, and cream, in hygienic containers that weighed a ton, from Devon. From the north came sacks of oatmeal. Oxfordshire sent crates of wonderful fruit, Moorpark apricots, and apricot hams. The beef was local: all the pressed beef and brawn moulds were learned in that kitchen and are genuine Yorkshire recipes from the dale farms. At sheep shearings huge flat baskets of beef sandwiches were carried round, each with a mustard pot tied to the handle. No one eats mutton at a sheep shearing. At cattle fairs there were rounds of beef, snowy under tufts of shaved horseradish, and big tins of Yorkshire pudding, golden crisp, with tortoiseshell markings where dripping had splashed onto them. The Craven Heifer Inn served a massive Yorkshire tea with ham, game pies, apple pies, parkin and cheese, hot teacakes, jam and honey and black treacle, and tea.

But the most wonderful memories of Yorkshire are the old-fashioned Victorian dinner parties. I remember best the desserts, the really beautiful sweet dishes of those parties. Avalanches of snowy cream deluging a sherried mixture of macaroons and candied fruits. Hedgehogs of spongecake, spiked with almonds, and swimming in custard yellow with egg yolks. There were junkets, looking virginal in silver; apricot creams moulded like Milan Cathedral; and damson cheese, crimson in a pool of port wine on a gold-washed dish, and apple cheese. There were jellies, trembling in glass, with maidenhair fern; white blancmanges garnished with scarlet geranium; apple pastry, a pleasant mixture of apples, candied peel, raisins, spice and wine, baked in a square crust, iced smooth as marble, and decorated with geometrical designs of red cherries, green angelica, and black Carlsbad plums. There was gingerbread, heraldic with gilding and cloves, and Dublin rock that always vaguely reminded me of John the Baptist. In spring, blue-veined Wensleydale cheese; in winter, Stilton, sedate in a white napkin. There were piled dishes of dessert fruit: plums, grapes, peaches and small oranges set around a spiky pineapple. And once, real strawberries growing in boxes on the table! These sweets and creams have spilled over into this book.

My next kitchen was in a country rectory in the shires between Nottingham and Leicestershire. A rambling Elizabethan house with a garden and orchard, pigsties and barns; more like a small farm than a rectory. It had an apple loft with slatted shelves, and a meat larder with a pulley to lift a carcase of mutton to the ventilated roof. Strange bleached frogs swam in the underground soft-water tanks; and all the water, which was as hard as iron and corroded the kettles, had to be pumped up. The kitchen, over thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, contained a Queen Anne dresser that had twenty-four brass handles and twelve knobs to polish. There were six steps down to the larder and five up to the scullery; three steps down to the dining-room and two up from the entrance hall. Counting coal-houses and outside pumps and passages you walked about a mile per meal. We had neither gas nor electricity, and during the dark winter months there were seventeen lamps a day to be lit and trimmed, and each night a dozen flat brass candlesticks were cleaned and ranged on the oak chest at the foot of the stairs. A lovely old house with every mediaeval inconvenience. The nearest shop was five miles away, and we had no car. A butcher called once a week, a grocer once a fortnight; and the wine, coal and brewery every six months. With one maid and a weekly washerwoman it was not an easy house to run.
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Victorian fruit stand

It was here we “did” our first pig. After the bleak north everything in the Midlands seemed warm and rich and ripe. The mutton was fat, the cakes full of eggs, and in September we made wonderful wines and jams and rich preserves. Most of the fruit and vegetable sections were learnt in this district.

Another kitchen was in a row of semi-detached houses in a small mining town near Wigan. It was barely twelve feet square, and its one window looked on a yard and directly faced an identical window opposite. In one corner a huge built-in cupboard made almost another room: the top part held stores and grocery, the middle part china, and the lower cooking pots and pans. A shallow brown earthenware sink, with a hen-bucket beneath, was fitted in the opposite corner. Over it hung the tin milk can—the milk was delivered from a churn with a brass tap—and a spring balance to weigh the meat and fish, which came to the back door in carts. Between the big cupboard and the sink was a smaller built-in cupboard. Its top served as a general work table; beneath were the shoe and blacklead boxes, the gas meter, the knife board and bath brick, and the cat’s kitten basket. The treadle sewing machine was set against the far wall, and overhead was a rack for airing clothes. Being a collier’s home, the wash-house was extra large and led directly into the kitchen. The miner used to leave his clogs outside and come in through the wash-house where he would swill down in the tub. His clean shirt was handed out hot from the kitchen rack; then he would come for tea at the table by the fire. Only the women and children used the upstairs bath; though one miner did run a slatted board from his hencoop to the bathroom window, and persuaded his favourite drake to use the bath for mating purposes. (A Wigan man can do anything with poultry.)

The cooking in this mining community was good, especially the “snapins” and the food that will keep hot without spoiling. The Wakes were always celebrated with traditional dishes, and many trotter and shellfish recipes, as well as Lancashire Hotpot and Hindle Wakes, came from this kitchen.

Today I live on the Welsh border where the mutton is good, the beef bad, and the best fruits are the wild ones. Here there are a profusion of small fine damsons, and the blackberries hang like bunches of grapes over the Dee. Welsh cookery is based on the mountain grazing farm, the Hafod; only in the valleys do you get rich food. But now a noisy chemical works has invaded our peaceful valley. Our old big house has been divided and let, and I have lived for twenty years in a workman’s cottage, with a gas-stove in one room and a log fire and pot crane in the other, and cooked—as convenient—on each. It’s been a happy time, for—

“Better is the life of a poor man in a cottage … than delicate fare in another man’s house; and better a dry morsel and quietness therewith, than a house full of sacrifices with strife” (Ecclesiasticus).
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BASIC ENGLISH
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The Romans first with Julius Caesar came

Including all the Nations of that name

Gauls, Greeks and Lowlands—and by computation

Auxiliaries or Slaves of every Nation—

With Hengist—Saxons, Danes with Sueno came

In search of Plunder, not in search of Fame

Scot, Pict and Irish from the Hibernian Shore

And conquering William brought the Normans o’er

… From this Amphibious ill-born mob began

That vain ill-natured thing—an English man—

The Customs, Surnames, Languages and Manners

Of all the Nations are their own Explainers

Whose relicks are so lasting and so strong

They have left a Shibboleth upon our tongue

By which, with easy search you may distinguish

Your Roman-Saxon-Danish-Norman English.

Fate jumbled them together—God knows how!

What’er they were—they’re true born English now.

DEFOE.



ENVIRONMENT AND TRADITION

WE BELIEVE the first homes in England were caves such as Kent’s Cavern in Devon, and Pinhole in Derbyshire. We know that England was joined to the land mass we call Europe, and the North Sea was a swamp. Uncounted aeons of ice block this time from the Neolithic Age, of which we find stone knives, pestles, and pots.

The Bronze Age made better implements, herded beasts, and grew corn; they made the long trackways, such as the Icknield Way, hogbacked paths between settlements (with stones set in line to show directions). In the Bronze Age came the Celts, from the swamp land of the south and west, and it is thought they built the marsh villages of Glastonbury. So that, as far back as we can trace, we find people of the mountain, marsh, riverside, sea coast, and forest—families whose idea of good food was ingrained by their environment. The river man trapped fish, and his wife baked it in the ash of her reed fire. The coastman collected shell fish and laid them on the hot stones of his driftwood fire to open. The mountain man ate up every inch of his hunted deer, and learnt to love the smell of bog myrtle and the peat tang of his cooking. On the saltings, where land and water meet, the small sheep ate the seaweed and took its iodine flavour (and down West today, they serve laver with mutton). On the thymey hillside the wild game were cooked with the scented herbs on which they fed; and where the early English cow herded along the waterways, beef and corn came together (and Yorkshire pudding does not seem so far off).

Mankind always liked the food he was accustomed to, and his women cooked best the food that grew around their homes; their babies were reared on it, their stomachs learnt to cope with it, and anyone who has watched primitive peoples starve rather than eat the strange famine-relief grain, understands how each type of country comes to depend upon its accustomed food. Mankind enjoys a foray, and the young try out foreign fare, but the stubborn conviction that “home-made is best” is a natural instinct. Environment diet is so marked\that where a countryman is forced to move he usually takes his taste with him; so a cook can trace the invasions of foreigners by changes in the preparation of food. The basic materials cannot change, but the different recipes, the different herbs, the like or mistrust of certain local fungi or shell fish, these things are the cook’s own “history book”.

SAXON

The Jutes landed in Kent; and the ox plough has written Saxon history in Sussex, and still, below the south downs, they lead horses across the furrows with an ox pole.

The Saxons were wise in worts, herbs, and star lore, and studied the seasons by these. Collectors of herbs must go by the seasons, for during the winter plant-juices are stored in the roots, and later in the terminal buds, flowers or bark. They were good herbalists and used many plants we now neglect.

The Saxon law base was the Firthborth—small groups of men responsible to each other—and the Folk Moot (a village council), where vote was by clash of shield and spear. Over these collective moots was the Witan (the Wise Men’s council), with the king as chairman, not a strictly hereditary king, but a man like themselves.

As the dark-haired Britons were gradually pushed into the hills of Wales and far Cornwall, the Saxons settled down over corn lands. Saxon women were fair-haired, slow and stubborn. The Saxon households gathered together under their chiefs around strong wooden-built halls, half castle, half fortified farm, and many of our basic laws, our root crops, our cornlands, and the oxen and the moonshine in our dairies, are Saxon in tradition.

The family lived in the main hall, and there was a good meal there once a day and a feast upon occasion.

The arrangement of this Saxon main hall was curiously caricatured during the blitz by the sleepers in the Underground stations, where a rug curtained a sleeping bunk and made a separate aloof alcove, while life went on, unheeding, down the centre passageway. The units of the Saxon household also located themselves in positions between the side pillars, and went on with their working or sleeping while others were cooking or cleaning armour by the long trough fire down in the middle of the hall. There were trestle tables either side, put up for dinnertime, or laid flat on the floor as sleeping boards by night. One fixed table stood at the top end and behind this were doors leading to the private rooms of the chief (the whole shape is reproduced in the small Saxon churches—a main hall or aisle with rounded east end).

Food was of good quality: bread, stone-ground in small querns or at some mill, baked in earth ovens or under an iron pot on the hearth; mutton, roast or boiled, with the herbs on which the sheep fed; green salading; milk puddings made of barley or oats or wheat and sweetened with honey; cheese and oatcake; mead and ale. Agricultural appetites are hearty and Saxon England provided an abundance of good, varied food. They could lunch in summer on crawfish deliciously fresh from the brook, watercress, oatcake and butter, wild strawberries, and cream. In winter, a grilled pork chop with apple sauce and ale. The baby had porridge and bones to cut his teeth upon, in the most modern manner. The food was there, in England, at the hall door.

Wassail bowls and honied mead are sung by the Saxon poets, and a great many of our festal dishes are Saxon in origin.

DANES

The Danes sailed over from what we now call Denmark, Norway, Sweden and north-east Germany. They had swept around the British Isles and probably as far north as Labrador. Their towered strongholds blend with the rocks on the wild Northumberland coast, and our east-coast sailors inherit their tradition. They came in open boats, and their wool seat pads are the pegged rugs made by Northumberland wives; on their wool-padded jerkins the patterns of the quilting now done around Durham.

Danish women knew a great deal about stored butter and cheese, herb and honey drinks, and whey ferments to counteract the effects of long sea voyages. Down from the north the Danes swept like an east wind! Lindisfarne and Wearmouth were sacked, then settled; Rochester, Canterbury, East Anglia … further south and west they fought. One of their camps was in the stiff clay we now call Essex. They came into Wiltshire. King Alfred fought them. Some historians think wise King Alfred saw the kinship between the steady ox-strength of the Saxon and the courage of the sea-lion Dane, for, when the yellow-haired Dane settled, he was as good a farmer as the Saxon.

Land and sea hold deep peace when storms are over; men who have fought gods of earth and sea have small need to fight each other; the new god St. Dunstan had brought to England was gradually adopted and though the ground-swell of unrest rolled high, yet, after many years of bribery and bloodshed, ultimately England was at peace under the Danish King Canute.
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The Dane Tower

The defence tower of the raiding Dane was less a residence than a stronghold fortress where treasure, or prisoners, could be kept safely. Many of these towers at the head of river estuaries seem to have fortified landing quays, where the returned raiders could refuge till their spoils were got away by boat. Grim and bare, and almost uniform in their simplicity, these towers stand today like sentinels on the coasts.

Some Dane towers may have been a central “keep” set in a small community of dwelling huts, but in many places the tower, thrust out upon rocks, leaves no space for the huts or even a small settlement.

The domestic arrangements within are incidental. There is a spring, or well, against siege; shelves that indicate the storage of emergency diet, and a fire in the guard-room, where men could cook themselves a hot meal. There would be “hung beef” (stuff like biltong, made of pieces of buck, pulled along the fibres, and pressed and smoke-dried), and sometimes a stone quern to grind corn for bread. A foray inland would provide stolen cattle, or a wild pig, which, sliced into thick rashers, would splutter over the firebrands. There would also be casks for drinks brewed in the tower—which argues a knowledge of dried herbs and yeasts. Men left those towers strong and well fed, to the labour of a sea-crossing in open boats; so there was knowledge of shipping stores, and food-preservation of great skill, within those stone fortresses.
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The Dane Tower

ROMAN BRITAIN

Roman Britain is an example of how a large civilised “top layer” of people can invade and rule a native population and yet leave the native fundamentally unchanged.1 The Romans were here about three hundred years and the last generation of Romans born in England felt themselves English. Native “Roman-English” supplied the Roman markets.

The Romans worked our mines, improved our corn, our pottery and cloth; yet in a way that only a Colonial can understand, the “native” population went on living its own life separately. They met, mingled, and overlapped (and at Caerlon on Usk a Roman festival became entangled in Welsh witchcraft with curious repercussions in the twelfth century), but Rome remained aloof.

Cirencester, St. Albans, Colchester, Lincoln, Chester and York are all full of “Roman remains”. Bath, the Roman spa, had a renaissance in the seventeenth century, and the “Border” believes that it was the Roman soldiers marching up Watling Street munching cherries who planted the wild cherries all along the marches!

Many foods, from cherries to snails, are reputed to have been brought by the Romans.

The influence of the Romans remained in weights and measures and figures on the kitchen clock, but there is little that the average cook can pin down to them.

TALLY

When a housekeeper today says, “Keep tally of what you spend for me”, she uses something very old. Before people could read and write, tallies took many forms. The simplest was when an employer arranged with one workman to do, say, five days’ work, they would split a stick and laying the halves together would cut a notch across both sticks, for each day’s work. If the workman did not bring his tally to be notched, he had nothing to show he’d done that day’s work. When five notches lay side by side on both sticks the tally was complete—the man was paid off. A collective tally covered sets of workers. Suppose you have ten men who must all work together for seven days clearing a field. The owner takes a strip of wood, and splits it into ten strips and gives one to each man. At sundown they come and lay the sticks together, and the owner scores a cut across the lot—each man has done a day’s work.

If a man is away a day, and not there to lay his tally in line with the other nine, then his tally shows a blank for that day; it would be almost impossible to fake the score, because he would have to get both the men whose tallies lay either side of his to measure his position; and they need not be the same two people any two days. Also the “score” across was rough (notice the word); it would be almost impossible to fake that “scoring”. At the end of the seven days, the tallies are checked and the score counted for each man. Tallies were strung together in bundles, like filed accounts. The labourers who could only count on their fingers used “five sets of four fingers to make a score”, and there were many different “counts” for different things—eni, deni, diny, dass, catla, wena, wyna, wass was perhaps the shepherd’s numbering of his sheep, while eggs or apples were counted quite differently.

NORMAN INVASION



                “So loved he the high deer,

                As he their father were,

                Eke he set by the hares

                That they might freely fare.

                His rich men mourned it

                The poor man wailed it,

                But he was so firmly wrought

                That he recked it all nought.”

WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR—1066





At the time of the conquest, food was very localised; people ate the wild birds and fish in the fens, and the deer on the mountains, and the Saxons, who had become farmers, used cheese and dairy produce and such sheep and cattle as needed killing off, for winter. Because they depended on animals, they were not killed wastefully; they were hunted for the pot rather than for “sport”, and because the Saxons’ wealth depended upon their herds they seldom sacrificed veal or lamb. (Till as late as 1500 Tusser, an Essex farmer, warns against the use of this extravagant “froth” meat, and today the Saxon English, as a whole, dislike veal; it is the foreigners who demand it.)

William the Conqueror’s strict preserving of the New Forest on the south coast may have been political. (“Who slou hert or hind he solde putte out both his eye and makyne him blind”.) But it was the “hunting over farm lands”, the hunting of the wild beasts that belonged to the land, and the Norman cooks’ demand for the best farm animals (the ones the farmer wanted for breeding)—these clashes made more hatred than the war between soldiers.

As the Norman nobles brought new ideas about meat and wine, so their monks began to cultivate our mead and cider. For both Saxon and Norman, the rule was one good meal a day, served in the open hall. The same meal which we continue in “dinner” (when we bath and change and relax to music and friends). The owner and his guests sat at the end table, raised up in full view. The rest sat at long tables set either side, the “hall fire” being between these tables. The high table at the end was the first table to grow fixed legs, the others used trestles, from which the boards were lifted and laid down against the side wall, after dinner, for beds for the guards, who slept in the hall overnight.

As the Saxon churches, with their main hall, and rounded extension behind the table at the east end, reproduced the hall and its private room behind the high table, so the laying of the table cloths for dinner is reproduced in the altar cloths. To understand the laying of these cloths, you must understand “single-width” and “double-width” weaving. Holding your arms out before you, as wide apart as possible, imagine you must throw a heavy shuttle from one hand to the other—a yard is all you can manage; but if two people work, or there is a throwing arrangement of strings, you can “do” twice as wide, i.e., double-width. Linen was single width, and could not cover a table top and sides, and because the owner and household sat facing the hall, with their backs to the end wall, their legs would be visible under the table (and it was draughty), therefore the first cloth was hung down from the front of the table—down to the ground—the next cloth, laid at the other side, did not overhang so deeply—only to the level of the diners’ knees. Another cloth was then laid along the top and down to the end at the right, and another along the top and down over the left end. The table sides being now draped, the top had a cover that came just over the edges all round—and, finally, a single “draw cloth”, was laid along the “sitting-down” edge, where the eating was to be done. The narrow-width linens were always white, but soon after the Normans came we see the frontal cloth become coloured and made all of one piece, because the Normans could “do” double width.

The diners each brought their own “nef” (see p. 222), or set of spoons and knife and spike. These “nefs” were elaborate cases, often of great value. As soon as you were old enough to dine in hall, you were given your own nef and special drinking goblet. (Just such a “set of silver mug and spoon” as we give children today when they are christened; a symbol that they come to the Lord’s Table for the first time.) There were other drinking cups, some magic ones inset with unicorn’s horn, as that was considered a test for poison.

On the sideboard were kept the great flagon of washing water and a bowl, the salt cellars, and other oddments. The salt was crushed very fine and filled a handsome silver-gilt salt cellar set on the table. Smaller salt cellars graced the side tables, and as the overflow of less important people from the high table sat at the top of these side tables, the position of the salt cellars marked a social line still retained when we speak of “below the salt”. The salt was crushed and served with an ivory plane rather like a modern paper knife (housekeepers will realise how very sensible this was).

The groom laying the bread takes a napkin and puts it over his shoulder and under his arm (the present-day waiter has the same gesture), fills the loose bag so formed with the bread, and goes around the board laying two flat bread “plates” to each cover, on either side of the main platter that lies before each two guests. Sometimes he will take extra napkins and “wrap up his Lord’s bread in a stately way”. The bishop gets a “mitre”, the traveller a “shoe”, the ladies a “lily tall”, or the queer pulled-up shape that was so like a jousting token.

The elaborate napkin patterns old-fashioned waiters fold are still the shoe, the water lily from the ford, and the fleur-de-lis of the mediaeval dinner table!

A trumpet sounds (where we would hear the gong) and the “house party” comes in and takes its place. The lower tables draw-to on their simpler fare, and the pages bring in the food smoking hot from the kitchen, serving “roasts” on spits, straight from the fire, but boiled or stewed dishes on platters. Sauces were poured out into “saucers”, conveniently placed for dipping into, and the company had napkins to wipe fingers and mouth, and might call for the page with the water and basin and towel if they got messy. The flat bread “plates” were removed between courses and the “music” echoed among the clatter of wooden bowls and talk of the side tables. A “new” dish is tried out—“My own cooks came with me from Normandy”, or “Something these Saxons make rather well.” All the interesting chatter of a dining-table goes on merrily—and in the kitchen. The hot cooks are peeping through the doors, asking the returned pages “how it ate”.

Thus after the death of King Harold at Hastings a dark-headed, enterprising people of strong, warlike stock were gradually planted on to a white-haired, stubborn people, at least half of whom were only one generation settled from sea raiding, and whose flanks were constantly beset by the resentful aboriginals that they had penned up in Wales.

There was also a lively warlike mixture of peoples in the north, so that for years after the conquest the fire that burned most fiercely in England was the savage waste fire of war from the Trent to the Tweed. So fiercely did it burn, so grim was the destruction, that the “Chronicles” pass wearily across desolate tracts, despoiled manors, broken keeps, and write “Waste”.

In the south the Saxon peace was shattered, and but few of the fiercest Danes and Jutes survived in the North Pennines. Today, deep loyalty and hard sense, but little southern softness, survives north of the Five Towns.

There were large communal camp fires where William’s workmen squared the beams for his great stone castles. The last fierce fire in the Fens, where Hereward, last of the English, fired the reeds around his fallen stronghold. Throughout the land war and famine, fire and ash, came and went. Yet still in some unstirred corner of England some imperturbable Saxon, in his solid wooden hall, placidly ate the meat of his own herds and the bread from his corn and drank the mead brewed by his own women, and kept the Saxon tradition in England. And elsewhere in some newly acquired manor some new Norman lord held his feast cooked by his own Norman French cooks and drank his imported wine and flavoured his Saxon mutton with new and wonderful spices, and out in the Norman kitchen the Saxon slave, resentfully lugging in the firewood, learnt the new name “mutton” for his slaughtered sheep, and the yellow-haired Saxon girl, heavy with a Norman baby, smelt the new smells, and licked the gravy.
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FUELS AND FIREPLACES
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Observe that the chimneys do smoake all about!

The cooks are providing for dinner no doubt,

O then if one calls, and no vituals appear,

O may they keep Lent all the rest of the year!

Poor Robin’s Almabic.



GENERAL NOTES ON THE FOUR TYPES OF FUEL COMMON IN ENGLAND



“So they tarried and couvered them, and their horses, under the trees till the day began to appear, and such as were wet and cold, made fires to warm them, but before they made any fire, they endured much pain, for the wood was green and the ground wet …”

FROISSART.





FIRE IS elemental and primitive; the most miserable situation clears up when somebody gets the fire going.

We are not sensible to want an open fire, we should be hotter and cleaner with central heating, so let us face the honesty of a primitive desire.

Let hearths be of plain warm material, easy to clean, and giving the sense of being “the fire’s place”.

There are well-designed fireplaces that do not look too primitive for the most modern room, and will burn coal or logs; they rely on good proportion and pleasant material, and there is nothing to get out of order. A plain poker and shovel—perhaps a rough glove for shifting a log—are all you need to keep a good fire going all day. Within the regions of gas, a gas poker arranged by the fireside makes fire-lighting easy. In country places where there is no gas, keep a chest with dry sticks, and an old-fashioned pair of large bellows, as your fire equipment. In the country, too, you need a good-sized log and stick basket, and some shed outside, where large pieces of wood can be thrown to dry. An ordinary open fire should be lit, burn up, and boil a kettle within twenty minutes. Fire “night caps” can be used to keep the fire in overnight. Fire is something you must cope with daily—so treat the problem with intelligence. One should make a fire swiftly, with the happiness of one who creates a pleasant thing.

Electric fires are from tradition still built into walls, but this seems foolish, as the electric fire can stand where wood fires began, in the middle of the room. Some of the best electric fires work in connection with a fan that flutters out a live warmth most pleasantly, and though there is no need for light and heat to combine, the small reddish glow that makes the heat visible is as pleasant as it is sensible.

Either gas or electricity have advantages over the coal range, though the advantage is more in the extra intelligence usually shown in the management of the gas and electricity than the coal. A good coal range, used with sense, is thoroughly competent. Where there is “trouble with the range” it is usually the wrong type of range, or badly fitted.
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Side Heat
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Base Heat
Showing the different construction needed for side heat from an open fire and base only heat from gas, oil, electricity, etc.
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Side Heat
A wine mill and skillet

The new storage-heat ranges are excellent if their fuel is perfectly correct and they are treated like well-made “heat machines”, but they still lack the adaptability that circumstances enforce upon farms and smaller houses. They provide perfect heat by perfect arrangement—but if the stored heat is used up and the fire has gone cold, there is no way of making a small amount of heat swiftly. In an hour’s time you may have gallons of boiling water but you cannot have half a pint in ten minutes; and in a remote country house, where it is not possible to “pop on the gas or electricity”, a sudden illness in the middle of the night may find the stove (correctly) closed down and cold. So the experienced country mother usually keeps the most primitive handful of dry sticks in an open grate, or an oil stove for emergency.

The worst fault of oil cookers and heaters is that they are not foolproof. An oil cooker, kept spotlessly clean, cooks excellently, but the least carelessness makes a mess that is very hard to clean. If one person only uses the cooker, and knows it thoroughly and is entirely responsible for it, it will be all right, but a casual visitor passing through the kitchen and lighting his pipe from the flame may drop a scrap of dust on to the burner—a moth intent on suicide may get into the flame—and the “smokeless flame” has poured smuts and smoke all over the kitchen by the time the cook returns from fetching the mint from the garden patch! In old-fashioned times, when lamps and candles were used to light inns and houses, there were more people about to attend to, several people sat around one lamp, and a well-trained maid cleaned it daily. The modern oil lamp is excellently designed and will cook well, but it does need care.
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A raised hearth oven from Warwickshire

Peat fires are more general than one would suppose, and could be used with far greater advantage. Many districts import coal at great expense, when they could quite well burn peat from their own lands. Cooking by peat is a craft of its own, but peat fires give out excellent heat, smell delicious, and will stay in overnight. A peat-cutter and bellows or a wheel are needed, but in country places where peat abounds, it should be more used.

WOOD



“Let workman at night bring in wood, or a log,

Let none come home empty, but slut and thy dog.”

TUSSER, 1580.





When wood was general fuel it seemed impossible to use coal. Not until the Sussex Weald was bare came the crisis which led to coal for smelting. It takes twenty-five years to produce a thicket (that is, faggot wood), fifty to produce building timber (that is, trees), and anything from a hundred to a hundred and fifty years to produce the mixed timber for a forest.

The amount of woodland needed to keep one man warm and fed is about an acre, but increases disproportionately with increase in the community. Building of the early wooden strongholds cleared enough space for the community of that stronghold, and a continual penetration of the surrounding woods for timber and fuel pushed the virgin forest back, in proportion with the growth of the community. But with the building of stone castles the situation became acute, because they took longer to build, and required as much timber, and rather more fire wood. Few people realise the depth and weight of the timber beams required in the old stone buildings. Next time you stand within one of these ruined stone shells, count the square joist holes that mark the lines of floor and ceiling. Compute from the cellar upwards, allowing one good-sized tree to each main beam, and ten to fourteen smaller ones for the side joists. Multiply by the number of floors and then compute for the split-board flooring, seating, shutters, doors and panelling. Then add the battlement. In use, these battlements, now like squared pie-crusts to the open sky, were boarded, with an overhung gallery of timber, a top-heavy contraption probably using as much timber as two complete floors. Multiply the sum by the number of towers, then add the screen walls, and the gatehouse, and the drawbridge, and the stabling, etc. The estimate in sheer acreage of woodland is staggering! Added to this were the lodges for the masons and workmen, the lintels for huts, and all the small timber, for the wattle township which settled down around the “work”.

Between these castle clearings were older townships, built almost entirely of timber. The mediaeval annual markets, which were huge temporary townships of wooden stalls, having their own special courts and laws, with regular streets and stores, covering acres, used an enormous amount of timber most wastefully. Now realise the circulatory system of domestic timber from its first usage in building to its consumption as fuel. The built-in beams lasted for centuries, but fifty years is a charitable estimate for outer buildings exposed to wind, rain, snow, bursting frost and summer suns. So, besides the dead wood and tree branches which crackle in the hall, the cook takes the rotted timber from the battlements for the kitchen; so by automatic assimilation, the clearing of wood around the castle continues all through its existence. With the later ship-building developments of Elizabethan England came another crisis in timber; and another circulatory system sets in: new timber from the forest goes down to the coast, old timber from the shipyards up from the coast. It is surprising how far inland old ships’ timber will be found, shaping the twisted passages of ancient houses.

Farms used wood for their tools, so the farmer—



“In December, he shall cut down his wood, as well to build withall as to make his fire … he shall also occupy himself … in making a thousand pretie things of wood—such as are platters, Trenchers, Spindles, Bathing tubs, Dishes, and other things requisite for household store … as Harrowes, Rakes, and handles for tools, he shall repair his teames, Yokes Ploughs, and all other Instruments necessarie for Cattle going to Cart or Plough, to the end that all may be in good order when they goe to labour.”

MARKHAM, 1500.





The country workman has always had certain rights to certain woods. He might not cut, but he might “take out”, all the dead wood that he could get, “by hook or by crook”, that is, the shepherd’s crook or the agricultural labourer’s weeding hook. This was a rough insurance that only official workers (not vagrants) had access to the woods. This clearing of dead and fallen wood, that could be dragged out, was good for the timber; and where Rights of Mesyryd and Pannage (firewood and swine-feeding on the oak or beech mast, etc.) dovetailed, one imagines that the herdsman countenanced a considerable amount of oak bark-biting by his charges that he might be sure of a reasonable amount of dead and breakable small wood for next season. (As every countryman knows, there is more to wood-getting than the picking up of sticks!)
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By hook or crook

One should mention, too, that much bark (oak and willow bark in particular) was used for curing meat and tanning leather, and the waste strips of the willow, after the tan was extracted, were used for thatch and binding, and in plaster. We believe the fibres of this willow waste formed a basis for the curiously strong brown cloth specially woven for windmill sails and a few other strenuous purposes, and could be so used again today.

Outside the towns and cities, the common man’s hut used little solid wood. It was built of wattle and daub, or, in some districts, chinked stone. Only the doorposts and joists were of trees and upon these, as a tally, he notched the number and heights of his family. The value of this record was recognised by laws, which permitted the preservation of the family tree, even when, as in plague, the whole hut must be destroyed.

Dressed timber was laboriously hand-sawn in pits. Rough timber was cloven—i.e., split with the grain—and this practice, which conforms to the texture of the natural material, is the chief reason for the enduring quality of some old furniture. This cleavage should be understood, for today we buy sawn wood, sliced regardless of grain and turned regardless of warp, and are surprised when it splits and breaks. Much planing by natural shape was done, especially for barns, roofs and shipbuilding, and one of the old wooden ships used as much timber as a small castle.

Any farmer’s wife who enters a barn can count the number of whole trees used (root upwards) as pillars, and assess the clearance of woodland into ploughland commensurate to fill that barn with corn.

Timber fuel, owing to its grain, which makes thousands of little air channels up through it, burns fast upright with a flame, and more slowly with a hot red glow when laid flat. This is why fire-dogs in halls are high, for cheerful firelight and smokeless flame, and the roasting spits in kitchens horizontal.

When the wood fire was in the centre of the room, any baking was done under a pot (or outside the house). It was with the moving of the fire from the middle of the room to the side wall that the “oven” came to be built in.

Quite often in old cottages a hole was punched between the timbers that framed the wattle and daub, and the chimney built on outside. That is why you get stone and brick chimneys plastered against the outside walls of timber houses.

From this movement of the fireplace from middle to side developed the gorgeous open fireplaces, and all the paraphernalia of the great wood fire. The bake oven develops separately, and so does the boiler for brewing.


The Spit

The spit rested on an iron dog at either side of the hearth and was turned from the end by a cook-boy. The earliest manuscripts show that these cook-boys, to prevent themselves being roasted, usually rigged up a fire screen (which looks suspiciously like one of the old straw archery targets—and probably was, as the target, soft and wet, would make an excellent screen), from this fire-screen (to which we are quite sure he frequently attached a small roast of his own) developed the upright toaster which stayed with us till Victorian days. The long pan set to catch the drips below the spit would be the first “dripping-pan”. This drip pan is where “fried things” came from. Spits were of wrought iron, with a claw-shaped prong shrunk on to them (otherwise the spit would turn around inside the meat, instead of turning the meat). Another type of spit had holes for tying on meat. A very thin, fine spit, called a “bird spit”, was small enough to string little birds. Fish or soft meat had to be tied to the spit with splints to prevent their breaking. At a banquet it was customary to carry the meat round and carve “from the spit”. One mediaeval recipe threads dates and figs and apples to the spit, and then, as they roasted, they were basted with batter, till all was embedded in a thick, crisp crust. When the batter was all used up, spice or sugar was strewn over and the turning continued until the whole was firm and brown. The result was slid from the spit and sliced across and across. There is still a German cake called “Bough” cake that has a hole in the middle and is made like this.
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Cookery on the spit before an open fire. Note the old wet straw archery target used as fire screen.
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We have mentioned the circular fire-screen that served in early days to shield the blaze, and suggested (from study of many manuscript illustrations) that its common origin was an old archery target soaked in water. The straw was supported on a ring of spikes, and though we have no castiron evidence we think it very likely that the small roasting gadget on this page is the lineal descendant. (The design of the knotched stem is particularly clever.) It replaced the roasting jack for small flat joints. Steaks sizzled thereon to a nicety. Eight angels-on-horseback rode on it to a crisp conclusion, and rashers of bacon, herrings, and many good things, toasted on a hanging grid-iron before the cheerful red coals of the ordinary kitchen range fire.

The Cauldron

Contemporary with the spit is the iron cauldron. The man who owned an iron cauldron had a definite standing above those who cooked only in small pots or pans, for a cauldron was a “complete cooker” and hot-water system combined. The popular idea that the huge cauldron cooked nothing but large joints of meat in a swim of broth is quite wrong. Deep, strong earthenware jars were filled and sunk into the boiling water, puddings were wrapped in linen and suspended in it. An entire dinner could be cooked in one iron pot, which would simultaneously supply the bath before dinner and the washing-up water after it (see illustration and diagram).
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Compare with illustration below

A wooden board, pierced with holes, is placed at the bottom of the cauldron (as is done today when wool is dyed). Below this board is a piece of bacon, covered with flour-and-water paste and wrapped round with a linen cloth to hold in the fat and juice. It will come slowly to the boil, and stay boiling throughout the dinner, and grow cold, as correct, in the water. On the board stands one jar, packed with fowls resting upon a lubricating piece of suckling pig and held down under their juice by heavy stones, or hard-boiled eggs. To the right we have sectioned a mediaeval recipe for beef tea. The earthenware pot has some birch twigs banked across the bottom to prevent the well-scarified beef from sticking to the pan. The lid is put on, the crack sealed with paste, and the whole top tied down, air-tight, with plastered linen. It forms a perfect mediaeval pressure cooker and it presupposes the modern pressure cooker, including the possibility of going wrong and bursting; we trace several “demoniac onslaughts” in mediaeval kitchens to the mediaeval cook’s desire to conserve the flavour by making everything air-tight.
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Compare with illustration above

Hanging loose from a string tied to the handle, are an oatmeal pudding and a bag of beans. A “great store of worts” which probably cooked conservatively, in butter, in another jar, and there is still room for the cook to put in an odd bag for his own dinner.

Now this was one mediaeval cauldron, and I hope you now understand that because there was only one cauldron on the fire there was not only one thing for dinner!


CHAUCER’S PRESSURE COOKER




The pot to breketh! farewell al is go!

… In helle, where that the feend is Lord and sire,

Nis there more woe, no more rancour ne ire

Tan when our pot is broke….

Every man chit … and halts him evil afraid—

Some sayne, “It was too long on the fire making,”

Some seyde, “Nay! it was on the blowing!”

“Straw!” quoth the thridde, “Ye been lewed and nyce!

It was not tempred as it oughte be.”

“Nay,” quoth the forth, “Stent, and harken me,

Because the fire ne was nat made of beech,

That is the cause …”

CHAUCER.





This mediaeval “combined operations” in cooking is still used by the unchanging workman—the open fire in the street or the bargee’s dinner-pail continue a centuries-old tradition.

The “pail dinner” was drawn from life—on the Bingly Shipley cut. The jar was an old 7-lb. jam-jar, the bottle once held spirits. First the owner cup up some turnip for sweetening and laid it as a bed, then some nice pieces of pork, then a parsnip sliced into straws, then carrots, then he filled up with water and brought to the boil gently while—using some of the pork fat and flour—he made a “huff” (crust), half of which he laid lovingly on the simmering meat and vegetables—by the time this had “risen nicely”, the peeled potatoes were ready to go on top—and then another layer of pastry—so the potatoes steamed between blankets of pastry. On the top, lastly, he sliced his “apple sass”. (The whole pailful had been cooking all the time.) He now tied a cloth over firmly, wet the tea—“set the bucket to simmer”—and went off. The subsequent dinner, two hours later, was good. He served me some skilfully, peppering carefully, and paying due attention to the broth, which was excellent.

A.D. 1950.

THE OVEN FOR WOOD

Separate beehive-shaped ovens built alongside the kitchen range, or apart in a back-kitchen or bakehouse, formed part of the economy of the household. They were heated once a week or fortnight, and all baking, and much stewing and drying, etc., was gathered together for the “baking day”. It is wrong to think of it as a great deal of trouble “just to bake bread”. The brick oven did more than that; it was part of the whole arrangement of the housework. Just as washing-day—to which was apportioned all manner of cleaning as well as the laundering of clothes—meant a period of unlimited hot water, so baking-day meant a full forty-eight hours of heat that covered much more than plain bread-cooking. Starting early with pastries and pies, bread and cakes, the lowering oven heat was utilised for such divers things as feather-drying, bottling fruit, preserving meats, and potting birds and fish for winter store, drying herbs and grain, and making charcoal, and, finally, drying its own firewood for the following week.
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From an old MS. about 1100—A wood-heated oven with dust slot and ash hole. Probably stone built and plastered.

Here is an excellent contemporary description:



“I have known a very large brick oven, heated in the middle of the day with one good-sized faggot and a log or two of cord wood, still warm enough at eight or nine o’clock at night to make delicate small cakes and macaroons and custards, and dry apples, etc.

It is a great convenience and economy in many families to have a means of preparing food for several days’ consumption, and heating the brick oven weekly renders them entirely independent of bakers and confectioners.”





To Heat a Brick Oven (with wood)



“Lay a quantity of shavings or light dry fuel in the centre of the oven and some small branches of faggot wood upon them; over these place as many of the larger branches as will make a tolerably large fire, and set light to it. As the wood consumes, keep adding to it, throwing in stout pieces of faggot and, lastly, two or three moderately sized logs. From one to two hours will be required to heat the brick oven thoroughly. Towards the end of the time the fire (which has been in the centre) should be spread all over the floor of the oven so that the whole floor may be heated evenly.

When the fire is burnt out and the red pulsing ceases, scrape out the charcoal, letting it drop down through the slot at the oven door, and brush out the small ash with a broom of twigs. Then take a large clean mop, dip it in hot water, and mop over every part of the inside of the oven, clearing out the last of the dust, and leaving a little steam within the oven. Leave the oven closed for some little time, to even the heat, before you open it and fill it.

If the oven seems too hot, it is better to close the door, and leave the bread to cook evenly, than to try to hurry the cooling by leaving the door open, as that cools unevenly. Once the bread is packed in, do not open the oven door till two hours have elapsed, and after drawing out the bread, have the rest of your baking ready to put in, and shut the oven again instantly. And so you may go on, till your oven is quite cold. Last of all put in the kindling you will want to make the fire the following week, so that you can be sure it is ready and dry.” (1800)
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Stone and Brick foundation

To Restore a Brick Oven

In case any of you have an old brick oven in your household which you would like to restore to use, first examine the casing to see that no recent new building has run timber across it or lead piping within. See that the slot in front of the oven door is clear, and drops direct to the stone or brick floor, and that the door itself fits closely. If iron, rub off the rust, and oil the hinges and clasp; if wood, put it to soak in cold water and, in any case, keep a scrap of your dough to seal up any heat-losing cracks. Sweep inside the oven wall with a small stiff brush, and if any portion of the arched roof seems loose have it repointed with fireclay. Finally scrub it out with hot water and sand, and let it dry for a day or so. Light the first fire slowly, and keep it burning for a day to dry out the surrounding masonry, rather than heat the oven. It will probably need a couple of days before the old brickwork is bone-dry. For districts where there is a plentiful supply of firewood, and a reasonably large household to cater for, a bread oven has its advantages.

In regular usage it will heat up more quickly and evenly than one long out of use.

Note: Some farmhouses have used the old oven for storing the sheep tackle or jars of harness grease, etc. This may be very difficult to burn off. Scrub the floor well with boiling water, spread with caustic soda, and leave awhile, then scrub again, and do not try lighting the first fire till you have got off as much grease as possible. The fire will soon burn out the remainder, but not until a smear of whitewash on the hot bricks stays white (and shows the grease has gone) should you attempt to cook in it.


BRUSHWOOD FUEL




“Whynnes. Indeed it is a strong weed called in the North Country Whynnes. It seldom gives place where it once footeth…. there is a kind of Furze … they grow very high and the stalks great, whereof the people make faggots and vent them in neighbour Townes, especially in Exeter … and this kinde of Furse groweth also upon the Sea Coast of Suffolke but the people make not that use of them … they suffer their sheep and cattell to crop them when they be young. Yet in that part of Suffolke they make another use … they plant them in hedges and the quickest of them make a strong Fence in drie and hot groundes … the Furse hedges which I have seen in that part of Suffolke, no cattle can peirce them.

Bayly: ‘Are these [small] furze good for nothing?’

Sur: ‘To brew with all and to bake and to stoppe a little gap in a hedge’.”

NORDEN.
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A faggot of brushwood in the woodman’s knot

Where peat is used for the main cooking fire, bundles of the swift-burning heather furze, or faggots, may be used to heat a separate oven.

Bundles of reeds are an extreme example of fuel burning swiftly upright and slowly horizontally. It was impossible to roast in a reed district—one could heat an enclosed oven, or boil, and it is noticeable that Norfolk biffins (dried), bloaters (dried), and Norfolk dumplings (boiled) are characteristic of this fuel.

On the same principle it is possible to bake the Cornish pasty by furze, and raise the Cornish cream over the slow peat, but you can’t roast by furze.

In every case, in this book, please note the origin of recipes, in relation to wood, peat or furze fires. Then you will realise how we have adapted our most modern smokeless fire-box, or electric cooker, to copy the old stewing, toasting, roasting and simmering of the wood and peat fuel. Our most elaborate modern stove is but a comprehensive ghost-house of accumulated experience.

PEAT



“The only fewel of the Islands is peat. Their wood is all consumed, and coal they have not yet found. Peat is dug out of the marshes, from the depth of one foot to that of six. That is accounted the best which is nearest the surface. It appears to be a mass of black earth held together by vegetable fibres. I know not whether the earth be bituminous, or whether the fibres be not the only combustible part; which, by heating the interposed earth red hot, make a burning mass. The heat is not very strong nor lasting. The ashes are yellowish, and in a large quantity. When they dig peat, they cut it into square pieces, and pile it up to dry beside the house…. The common method of making peat fires is by heaping it on the Hearth; but it burns well in grates, and in the best houses is so used.”

DR. SAMUEL JOHNSON, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland.





Peat is still in staple use over large tracts of Britain. It varies from light-brown surface fibres (almost dried moss), to a thick dark substance (almost coal). The light, loose peat burns bright and fast. The dense smoulders and lasts longer. Peat is a gentle heat, and the clotted cream of Devon and Cornwall is a very good example of peat cooking.

Peat permeates a district. The water runs peaty, the air is acrid with the peat reek. Peat means bedding for the cattle, curing for the fish, smoking for the bacon; it is surgical dressing, it dyes wool, stains skins, flavours the tea and the whisky. It is also strongly preservative.

In some bog-lands the buried never decay. The lustrous black “bog oak” is from old trees, dug from the peat bogs. Peat is formed on waterlogged land. It accumulates in the hollows of mountains, where it makes a slow-moving morass. One such mass, the Solway Moss, burst in 1771. The rain-swollen mass “boiled over” and covered five hundred acres to a depth of thirty-five feet. The heavy rainfall of the mountainous west, and the cold of the north, are conditions for forming peat, as the cold destroys the bacteria which otherwise would help in the formation of humus. In eastern England, where the rainfall is low, the peat of the Fen-lands can be drained and, after scientific treatment, brought into cultivation. The absorbent quality of peat is well shown by its shrinkage under drainage, as the drains of the Fens now stand high above the sunk lands.
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“Cornwall is a pore and very barren country, of all manner things except tin and fish. Furzes and turfs is the chief fwel.”—LELAND.
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A convenient primitive fireplace of clay or earth, built to shelter the fire.
The author found this example in a hut on the west coast, and the collection of holed stones from the beach suggested their use.
Kelpie oven from the west coast of Ireland. This is given as a good example of a drying fire.
Section through an earth oven lined with stone. When built on a slope (see above) a flue can be arranged with advantage, to create a draught. Otherwise, the fire is simply built on the stones till they are red-hot. The fire is then swept out, the food put in (well wrapped), a stone placed over the opening, and the whole well covered in with earth and turf to conserve the heat. Note the small dust-hole below the stone on which the dish is placed. Damp leaves are often wrapped round meat to keep it moist while baking. A camp fire. The sloping stone takes the weight of the fish, which may become brittle when cooking. A piece of fat is hung above as automatic baster. If the fish should stick lay a few leaves or grass between it and the stone. A small spit arrangement in front utilises a green stick, and a shell from the beach catches the drips.
Section through a camp fireplace for stoking with wood or peat. Note the variety in heat, from the boiling pot and baking potatoes, past the hot water, to the simmering milk pudding and warm plates at the end. Crevices should be packed with damp turf.

Peat develops its own industries. For example, in Yorkshire the light, loose peat is teased out into peat moss litter. The finer parts and the dust are saturated with molasses to form the basis of cow cake. Probably some particles are not peat but the residuum of sphagnum moss, which, in its fresh state, is used for surgical dressings. Sphagnum moss is capable of soaking up an enormous quantity of water, and its iodine content makes it a natural deodorant, so it is good for children’s bedding.
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Sphagnum Moss. For the modern hospital

Usually peat is burnt on a flat hearth, though sometimes a “basket” is used.

In some places, a draught is obtained by shadrack, an underground arrangement like a small blast furnace through which the blast of a rotary fan is carried under the fire. Sometimes the ash is collected in a well below the fire, where it forms a good slow-cooking space. (Potatoes embedded in this cook perfectly.) The utensils for cooking over peat are very individual. On account of the gentle heat earthenware was used considerably; the “pot-oven” of Cornwall and the west is typical of peat cooking. The hearth-stone is made hot, swept clear, and the bread or pasty set down upon it. The iron pot covers it, and the whole is covered with the burning peat. The cool smoke from the peat had a very permeating quality, and fish and meat of all kinds were dried in the smoke fumes, acquiring the characteristic odour appreciated, and today reproduced synthetically by the chemist (see curing). It is the reek of the peat in whisky distilling which gives the characteristic aroma to whisky and poteen.
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The wheel or shadrack. A rotary fan at the side of the hearth takes the draught to an opening in the centre of the fire. The action of the blast keeps the passage clear of dust. In front of the fire is shown a peat breaker: an upright post with two shingles nailed on top form a sharp ridge across which the peat is broken into convenient sizes.

Peat cooking fires are seldom allowed to go out. They can be battened down and last for a very long time.
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An iron bake pan shown under peats. Also used under wood fires.

One can judge when the owner will return by the disposal of his peat fire. If it is a big fire, battened down under a few wet peats (and with other dry peats laid close) you may judge he will not be gone long, as he wants the fire to go on burning strongly and have some nice dry peats ready to put on the moment he returns. But if there is very little fire, smouldering low down under a lot of damp (not wet) peat, and the ring of waiting peats set some distance away (to dry slowly), you may know the owner will not be back for two or three days.

It is on the mountains that peat is chiefly used, and in peat districts “the right to cut peat goes with the land”. In Norden’s Survey (1620) we read: “The Commons … both yield turfe, furse, heath, and fearns (bracken) w’ch the tennaunts and inhabitauntes … doe take and use for fuel as they neede.”
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Diagram of a flat stone hearth and sloping stone fire-back. The cavity behind the fire-back was a good smuggler’s hiding place, conveniently accessible from both sides of the wall. Section of the iron pot oven is shown. The spider, or three-legged pot for standing on the flat hearth. The pointed copper thrust pot for pushing down into the soft peat fuel (sometimes called a wine heater, as if it could be held over the coals).

In the Welsh marches (“mearc”, means land boundary) the “Right of Turbary” means the right to cut peat.

Peat cuttings are marked in Ordnance Survey maps, and so are “peat roads”—that is, the “right of way from the cuttings to the cabins”. Many of these tracks and cuttings are old, past the memory of man, and the depths of some of them may be twenty or forty feet. The belief that peat “grows again” is due to the water-logged formation of most peat lands, where the high peat, slowly sliding down, causes the holes to fill up and the land apparently to rise.
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“Peats” and “turfs” are not exactly the same thing, as they vary in texture and therefore in shape

COAL



“The housemaid should follow the sweep downstairs, taking care that he wipes his feet previously upon the mat and also that he does not allow the bag of soot to touch the walls as he carries it down.”

The Lady, 1850.





Contrary to usual belief, coal was used from very early times in England. There were no very deep mines, but from places where the seams surfaced it was dug, very much as it is today. In other places, where the seams broke on the coastline, sea coal was gathered.

Why coal was not used on the old open hearths is understandable. The slow kindle on the draughtless hearth designed for wood filled the rooms with smoke, and coal smoke is heavy dirt, that clings and smears, whereas wood smoke dust lies lightly, and blows off at a breath. Peat is nearer akin to coal than wood, and where peat fires are fitted with blast pipes it can usually be traced to a local tradition of smelting. Coal fires in houses were considered evil, and bad health came from sitting over “the stinking fumes”.
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The first “ground level” ash pans. These “ash pits” saved the trouble of clearing out the ash dust daily—the ash accumulated for a week or more and was then collected and used for the privy. This “dry dust” was the baked earth used in the early earth closets which released a flow of dry dust on pulling the chain. Newham College used these “earth” shoots up till the 1900’s.

By the time coal cooking came into fairly general usage the fireplace had moved from the middle of the room to the side wall. Chimneys had been built, climbing up the older houses like hollow caterpillars clinging to a leaf.
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Brick (or stone) chimney built on outside to an existing wattle and timber cottage. The position of the window, half blocked by the newer chimney, shows this was not part of the original cottage. A small door in the lower part of the chimney is for clearing out the soot.

With the accepted usage of coal, hearths altered. Coal will not burn as wood does. There must be an up-draught, and space for the ashes to fall through and be cleared away, so the first basket fires stood over the old flat hearth. But though coal could be used for boiling and roasting it was impossible to use it to heat the bread oven, so the old wood bread oven stayed at the side of the hearth, and the small coal fire in the middle. The old iron cauldrons, that had lasted for centuries over wood, burned through with the new coal; also their legs were too short to stand, and they were too ponderous to balance, over the higher, raised coal. So the “built-in boiler” appears, arranged over an adjoining fireplace on the other side. Then you have (1) the bread oven, (2) the cooking fire, and (3) the boiler. And it was after this pattern of separate fireplaces that the whole “range of three fireplaces”, became merged into the present “kitchen range”.

With coal comes the change in roasting, from the horizontal to the perpendicular. With the narrowed coal firebox the long spits are useless, so now roasting is done upwards, with the spit swinging and turning by a dozen contraptions. By 1800 cooks wondered why they had “put up with the long horizontal spit for so long!” The simplest hanging spit was a length of cord, well twisted, that would untwist, slowly turning the meat. The difficulty was that you wanted to be able to hook and unhook the meat easily, and this is where Silas’s door-key was useful.
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Silas Marner’s “bit of roast pork on his door key”



“Silas was thinking of his supper. Supper was his favourite meal … whenever he had roast meat, he always chose to have it for supper. This evening, he had ingeniously knotted his string fast round his bit of pork, twisted the string according to rule over his door-key, passed it through the handle, and made it fast on the hanger….”

Silas Marner.





A swift development was the roasting jack and screen. This is still in use in some country houses. Meat cooks well in this radiant heat and, contrary to general belief, there is far less waste by shrinkage, and the fat is much better preserved. Dripping, in any sort of oven, must continue to “boil” the length of time the meat takes to bake; whereas with the spit the dripping falls into a well, out of reach of the heat, and is of a clear, white quality (which makes it very understandable why the dripping of old was so valued a kitchen perquisite). The “screens” were of polished tin, and there was sometimes a little door at the back through which you could reach a ladle to scoop up the dripping and baste the meat. This dipping well had a raised-up wall, pierced with little holes that drained the dripping as it ran in, and strained out any fallen particles of meat. The jack was of polished brass, wound up with a simple key, turning clockwork that lasted about an hour. It didn’t go round and round, but, like a circular pendulum, turned four times to the left, turn-turn-turn-click; then slowly back the other way, turn-turn-turn-click to the right, and so the pleasant fireside rhythm synchronised with the ticking of the grandfather clock at the far side of the kitchen, and the sizzling of the meat, the bubbling and boiling orchestration of the pots, and the purring obligato of the kitchen cat. A warm, happy prelude to dinner.

Undeniably, much good English cooking, perhaps the best of English cooking, was lost when the oven door shut on the English roast and turned it into a funereal feast of baked meats.

The Boiler Fire

In 1823 Capt. Parry’s ship, engaged in Arctic winter search for the North-West Passage, is fitted with a prototype of the modern saddle boiler, to melt snow over the galley stove. The captain praises this “Simple ingenuous and effectual contrivance … the smoke … and heat issuing [up the chimney] does little or no service … but Messrs. Lamb and Nicholdson arrange a tank of considerable capacity: in the top a hole for inserting snow, in the lower part, a cock, for drawing off the water…. This apparatus was so little in the way that it could not even be seen … with the external atmosphere nearly at zero, it produced 65 gallons of pure water in the day—with no extra use of fuel….” The good captain gives unstinted praise to its inventors, but this built-in type of boiler was not fitted to the kitchen range much before 1880.
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How the “built-in” kitchen range was designed to fit the already existing space of the old “open fire”. In many old houses the “hollow” sound either side the fireplace (or small cupboards either side) show the ancient space is still behind there.
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The front view of the range shown on page 52. Note the tiled “false back” and brick plinth to make the new range fit the old open space.


OTHER FIRES


Beltane Fires

These do not belong to cooking: they are the cleansing fires of pagan origin still used in many districts to clear household rubbish after sickness and death, as well as to inaugurate the new spring cleaning and fresh rekindling of the hearth fire from some central source.


Bonfires


Bonfires are now festival, though for centuries used as signals to blaze news from hilltop to hilltop along the length of our island.

Hell-fires

The hell-fires of religious persecution are reflected in the country catch-word for scorched milk, which is said to have “the Bishop’s foot in it”.

Kilns, Furnaces, etc.

Brick kilns, smelting furnaces, clay works and all trade fires, have their own “cooking specialities” that mark the trade usage and many are mentioned in the recipes.

Moor Fires

An agricultural fire for improvement of hill pasture.



“Whereas many inconveniences are observed to happen … by Moore burnings and by raising of fires in moorish grounds and mountainous countries for burning of ling heath heather furses gorse turffe fern whinnes broome and the like in the Spring time and Summer time … let be it therefore enacted … that from the last day of July next ensuing … it shall not be lawful for any person or persons whatsoever in the months of April May June July August September in any of them to raise kindle or begin or cause to be raised kindled or begun any fires or moor burnings in the counties of York Durham Northumberland Cumberland Westmoreland Lancaster Darby Nottingham and Liecestershire … Anno VII Jacobi Regis.”





Charcoal



“He was a poor charcoal-burner, and lived in the forest.”

FAIRY TALE.





Charcoal-burners lived in the forests, made charcoal in “hearths” built in the clearings, and packed the black charcoal into bags when cool. The small wraiths of mist that rise so unaccountably from the woods in Hampshire and elsewhere are still called “colliers”.

The chafing-dish, side heater, bain marie, and “small work” fire was for centuries more commonly a panful of hot coals raked from the main fire than the elaborate charcoal “cookers” in use across the Channel. If, with an open fireplace, you have a roasting fire, searing hot, cooking a joint, and you want to scramble a quiet egg, it is much easier to rake a few ashes aside to set your saucepan over than to try and cook on the main fire.
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Early iron “nightcap” for keeping a fire in overnight
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Another form of the fire cover. This was sometimes used inverted to hold a few embers for a small side fire or to heat a bedroom.

Old manuscripts show these small ash or charcoal fires (on flat stones) being used in bedrooms to heat invalids’ food, and to warm wine, but charcoal was never a characteristic English fuel.
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The “modern invention” of an iron cover placed over the fire to keep it in overnight was used in 1500 or earlier

The Last Fire

The place where the fire burns is the glowing red heart of the household. Our fire leaps high with our happiness, crackles and flames to our laughter, and is stirred and coaxed to burn brightly and share special rejoicings. Fire warms us in sorrow, sleeps every night when we sleep, and rouses when we wake. Fire gives us warmth, and strength, as long as we live.

The little bright fire and singing kettle greet us when we are born; the firelight on the ceiling flickers through our childish dreams to the fire of love; and fire dies with us when we die. When the last fire dies out, there is only death and the empty room. The clink of cold cinders on the grey morning, when, on the bed, That lies, that will never be warm again, the realising that “there will be no need to make a fire” … That is death.

NOTES ON HEARTHSTONE, SANDING, RUSHMATTING, POLISHING FLOORS AND CHIMNEY SWEEPING

HEARTHSTONE



“Hearthstone!”

“Hearthstone! Hearthstone and Flanders brick!”





This was a street cry throughout the eighteenth century. A very “period” tract of the Industrial Revolution times gives a sad picture of the little street boy lugging heavy sacks of stones from back-door to back-door; they were pitifully cheap. Thirty years ago “hearthstones” were regular stock-in-trade of “rag-and-bone men”, who came round the northern industrial towns with barrows bedecked with coloured paper “spinners”, and exchanged jam-pots and bottles and rags and rabbit skins, etc., for hearthstones; the stones ranged in value from a farthing or halfpenny up to fourpence for a large one.

The regular stones were white, roughly squared to hand size (the chips and broken ones were the farthing pieces). There was a yellow stone, much liked in some districts (Glossop went all yellow for a year or so, but fashions changed), and sometimes the “stoning” would be all white, but the artist would run a yellow line round the edges. There were also composition stones, called “blue stones”, but these, though softer to use, rubbed off too easily, filling the room with dust.

The stone is still mined in Surrey. It is a single six-foot seam continuous with that under Calais; the mine is believed to have been started about 1714 and has been in the same family (with interludes of French mushroom-growing and blitz sheltering) ever since. Transport was, of course, by pack pony, later by rail.

Hearthstoning obviously follows geological and cultural traits through a community. The north, with its large stone-slab building, offers fair scope, and in northern towns the stoning spreads from the hearth to window-sills and doorsteps; brick and timber building offer less stone, though I have often tracked a northern-born housewife in a southern community by her small scrap of hearthstone, being whitened with nostalgic care! Black slate is impossible to whiten, it is wax-polished or black-leaded.

Do not think of these miles of stoning as altogether useless drudgery. In kitchens and bakehouses they served a definite purpose in “taking up” the grease that would otherwise spread over the surface of the floor. In places where hot fat was spilt on the hearth, one “laid on the stone pretty thick with a little soda” and “in a few times if you put it on while the stone is hot, it will take the grease right out of the grain” (the action is like fuller’s earth, used to take grease from woollen goods). Where passages and pantries had to be washed over once a week, stoning was very little extra trouble, and “showed clean finish”. Wash-houses only used weekly were “set in order” after use, and when the floor was given its scrub, the gay little patterns stoned around dolly-tub and mangle were pure, spontaneous ornament, the finishing touch of the happy artist, and said in language any woman could read: “There now, that’s DONE, and those tubs won’t have to be moved out for another week.”1

SANDING



“White sand and grey sand,

Who’ll buy my white sand?

Who’ll buy my grey sand?”

OLD ROUND.





Whereas in the south they put sawdust in public houses and butchers’ shops, in the north these are sanded. This sanding was as common as rush strewing on wooden floors, but was used chiefly on stone floors. It prevented clogs slipping on the flagstones. In bar parlours sanding looked clean and fresh, and proved by its smooth surface that the floors had been properly swept.

Along passages, or over doorsteps, the sanding was sometimes done in very interesting patterns, using alternate hands and two coloured sands. Like the holystoning—and many a swain could see the white hand of his lady-love behind the pattern of her strewing, as easily as she could read his footprints in the sand!


RUSH MATS


Rush and grass strewing are now obsolete (except where certain herbs are strewn against fleas, etc.). Soft succulent leafage used to be scrubbed into floors to stain the wood before polishing; and clean grass clippings are still used to sweep over carpets. Do not think of rush strewing as being haphazard, the rushes were chosen with care. Some of the delicious scented rushes growing along the Thames once strewed the floors of Hampton Court, and many types of rush were used for different types of “wear” (just as we select carpets for their positions and usage). The low-set stretchers on the heavy oak furniture helped to hold down the rushes upon which they moved. (Single-pointed “legs” stir the rushes up into rampant tufts. Quite soon rushes were plaited into mats, very like those we use today.

These thick woven rush mats formed the truckle beds upon which women bore their babies, before being lifted up to sleep and rest upon the fine high bed. Therefore these rush mats were often reproduced under the effigies on tombs. A gentle thought, carved in stone, of another birth and longer sleep.

SWEEPING CHIMNEYS



“The chimney all sooty, would now be made clean,

For fear of mischances, too oftentimes seen;

Old chimney and sooty, if fier once take,

By burning and breaking, some mischief may make.”

TUSSER, 1580.





The large open chimneys of early centuries were so wide that a man went up, using one of the old scaling ladders with hooked ends designed for defence of castle walls. Later, when the elaborate tall chimneys and crooked flues of mediaeval-cum-Elizabethan homes had to be swept, boys clambered up. This continued right up till the 1900s, and an old chimney sweep in London described many houses that he had scrambled through, in his boyhood days. Some could never be swept properly now, for the manholes, where the sweepers used to stand up and use the brushes, could not be reached by any straight rod. For old chimneys sweeps can use iron balls attached to brushes and pulled down from the roof top; these balls, swinging from side to side in the flue, can be made to enter the cavities at the sides.1

Certain types of pine wood make a deposit of black pitch material that is inflammable, and scraping should be combined with the sweeping.

Colliers in Lancashire always “fired their chimneys”, usually on a Sunday morning when the policeman was at “parade service” (for it was illegal, but nobody minded). Quarrymen also did this, using the “shot” which they brought back from the blasting shed to make the explosion.

In some rural districts a rope was dropped down the chimney, and a holly-bush tied on to the end. It was then pulled down from below, and the soot collected and taken out.

On mountain farms, where the stone chimney-stacks were strongly built, a cow was fastened to the dangling rope, and then walked away up-hill, pulling the holly-bush up the chimney and out at the top. This was thought to make less mess.

But the general usage in the small one-storey chimneys was to “drop a hen down”. These suggestions may help town people when entering old houses and cottages, as chimney-sweeping in the country is always a very “local” industry.

Note: The black stains down Malham Cove were made by little Tom, the chimney sweep, clambering down to reach the beck below, where he became a Water Baby.

CHIMNEYS, IMPROPER USE OF



“Beware of pyssunge in draughts and permyt no common pyssyng place be about the howse and let the common house of easement be ower some water or else elongated from the howse, and beware of emptynge of pyssepottes and pyssing in chymnes so that all euvle and contagyous ayres may be expelled and clere ayre kept unputyfyed.”

BOORDE.
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Reflector baker, which stands on the hearth and predates the roasting jack screen
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MEAT

[image: image]


“We will cease to regard beef and mutton and pork as lifeless articles of food—but will remember that they have a close connection with the living oxen and sheep and swine…. If the system of flesh eating is defensible, why must the method of supply be concealed from all thought and reference? … Why is the slaughter-house unmentionable?”

Food Reform, 1882.



GENERAL NOTES ON SELECTION AND VARIETY

MEAT HAS ceased to have any connection with animals. Just as “wood”—so intimately known for centuries as oak, beech, ash, or apple wood, with individual qualities of their own—is now “planks”, or “three-ply”, etc., so meat has ceased to be anything but the “cut” or “joint”. I have even heard it spoken of as a “piece” of meat—and the order for cooking it given without any reference to what sort of animal it was. But when you ignore selective differences you waste individual excellence; just as young, softly grown timber will serve for some purposes, and old seasoned timber be reserved for other uses, so the qualities of meat vary. In Smithfield the science of meat is taught with meticulous care, but unless the ordinary person can appreciate the result the knowledge is wasted. The cook should know the type of meat; she should know the lean mountain of mutton from the fat Southdown lamb, and treat each according to its individual excellence. The cook should understand the difference between prime beef for roasting and beef suitable only for stewing. There would be few complaints about the quality of the meat if the quality of the animal was better understood. And with the small amounts and lack of choice under present conditions this is more important than ever before. Therefore please study the matter, for if you eat meat you should face honestly the fact that it is animal, and should know the basic facts of its preparation before letting it be used for human food.

Any experienced hunter will tell you that buck killed instantaneously is best; fear and pain cause definite reactions that can be seen (and smelt) when the animal is opened. Quite definitely, trapped, hurt, or slowly killed animals are bad food. One example will serve: if you see a rabbit for sale with bloody, crushed legs, your own intelligence will tell you that it has been trapped and held in agony for hours, and should never be eaten.

Intelligent women will refuse to buy rabbit, hare, or any game that has been cut up so that the method of killing is disguised. For in meat killed in high fever, the blood stream is charged with glandular secretions and unfit for human consumption. If meat is cooked directly it is killed, and before it is allowed to become cold, it will be good (in the tropics this knowledge is indispensable). Once it has become cold, rigor mortis must be allowed to pass off completely, otherwise the meat will be unusably tough, and no amount of cooking will soften it. This fact accounts for a rather interesting mediaeval miracle.



“It happened … as Robert Fitz-Stephen … was passing through that Country an archer shot one of these birds with an arrow. Carrying it with him to his quarters, he put it in a pot to be cooked with his meat, but after thrice supplying the fire with wood and waiting till midnight … he found it as raw as when he first placed it in the pot…. His host observing … exclaimed with tears ‘alas that ever such a misfortune would have befallen … for this is one of St. Colman’s birds.’ The Archer soon afterwards miserably expired.”

GIRALDUS CAMBRENSIS.





[image: image]

For use in camp and by caravan travellers

In cold weather some meats—e.g., mutton and venison—much improve with hanging, and may with advantage be kept a week or so before use. In this case be sure to change the position of the meat, turning it end for end at intervals to distribute the juices (unless hard frozen, when keeping, or turning, could have no effect).

Tinned and glassed meat is best chilled before turning out; then if a cloth wrung out in boiling water is wrapped around the tin for a moment, the meat will slide out with a good bright glaze. Round tins of meat should be cut open at both ends and the lower end pressed up, so as to push the round of meat out slowly. It can then be cut into thin slices very neatly.

FATS FOR BASTING, DREDGING AND FLAVOURING

MEAT FAT

That we speak of “beef dripping” and “mutton fat” is interesting, and dates from the days of the old spit roast, when the fat “dripped” off the beef; in those days mutton was less fat and more often boiled. Also, fat mutton was of more value than lean when the demand for candle-grease was great. Mutton fat was also used to grease church-bells, cart-axles, mill gear and mill wheels, and had many other uses. Dripping from beef has always been approved for cooking, and until the arrival of margarine (coinciding with the banishment of the cottager’s pig), most children ate bread and dripping instead of bread and butter. Even in the opulent houses of late Victorian days, dripping cakes and dripping toast were considered excellent, whereas the mutton fat was the cook’s perquisite. This is again a question of cooking, for with a roasting joint the “dripping” is there and usable at once, but with a boiled joint, the “fat” does not rise and set upon the broth till the next day. Also, the fat that dripped from a joint before the fire fell into a trough or basin below and remained clear. When oven baking came in, fat that had sizzled and baked in a closed oven (especially the rather uncertain early types of oven that were red-hot one side and cold the other) was unlike the clear dripping from an open roast. Note also that the big demand for fat to make candles, dips, and soap, went out about the same time as oven baking came in.

An interesting point in English medicine was the insistence on the “nature” of the animal getting in the fat (e.g., the fat from a limber hare, or active buck, was the best basis for rheumatic ointments).

We should pay more attention to this fundamentally correct idea, to the extent of cooking any meat joint with its own particular fat. This applies not only to the obvious basting fat, but throughout the recipe. The crust for mutton pies should be made with mutton dripping; for the beefsteak-and-kidney pie, with beef dripping; the pork-pie crust is always made with lard—and this use of the appropriate fat should be carried out through all forms of meat cooking.

The exception may be made for very large boiled puddings, when hard kidney suet should be used as it stands. But for a reasonable-sized mutton-and-onion pudding, the finest mutton suet is far better, and for poultry dishes the bird’s own soft white poultry fat should be used whenever possible. After a boiling fowl has been left to grow cold in its broth, the sauce coating put over the bird should be made next day from the fat skimmed off this broth. The fat will have absorbed the exact flavourings of the herbs, vegetables, or spices with which the meat is now permeated, so that only by using this fat can you be sure of the sauce having exactly the same blending of flavour as the meat itself.

Exceptions are venison, a very dry game which needs supplementary fat, and the goose, whose grease is sometimes excessive.

Clarifying

Every cook knows how to clarify dripping—melting the fat with hot water and straining off into a clean cold basin. Afterwards, when cold and set, the thick dark gravy and any dark part of the dripping should be scraped off from underneath.

If you are in the country, put a handful of clean grass or hot chaff into the sieve to clear the fat. (Remember to throw it out afterwards into the hens’ feed.)

Suet melts slowly; it should be shredded finely and if quite freed from skin and scraps, may be poured boiling hot direct into cold water, when it will form a dense mass that will keep good for months.

We have mentioned that suet should be used for anything that requires long cooking. Suet also has an affinity with milk foods, both being products of cereals and grass fodder. Suet will survive intense heat, so it was usable in the old bread ovens when sealing down sterilised foods. For this purpose boric acid was sometimes melted into suet, and when so prepared, was used, gently warmed, to fill and heal the painful cracks caused by the east wind chapping the teats of cows, where they grazed belly-deep in rough wet pasture in early spring.

Chopping suet is a tiresome job; it is quicker to grate it, and in very cold weather it will beat to powder under blows from the rolling-pin.

For greasing of iron girdles and bake tins, the simplest way is to tie a lump of suet into muslin; rubbed over the hot tins it will give a smooth, even film, very good against sticking.

Mutton fat should be clarified exceedingly carefully and if some vinegar is added to the clearing water it will take away any muttony taste. When mutton fat is hard, it is a good thing to warm and cream it with lemon juice before using.

If you use mutton fat for cake-making (and it makes farmhouse gingerbread, apple cake and the homelier kinds of cake very well), beat it to a cream with the lemon juice, or a spoonful of cider, till it whips like snow.

To prepare mutton fat for a mutton piecrust, melt it over a bowl of hot water till soft, but still quite opaque; then remove it, add a good squeeze of lemon juice or vinegar (from the mint sauce), and whisk the fat quickly, in a cold place, exactly as you would whip cream, which it will shortly resemble.

Mutton fat was used in the mountain-sheep districts for the same purposes as suet or goose-grease in the valleys; being made into ointments for chapped hands, cracks from cold wind, or chilblains; to avoid chafing in babies; and to waterproof shoes. Sometimes it was melted with a tar dressing, for animals.

Mutton fat was also used as “body” for the red-raddle-earth paint used by shepherds for marking sheep, and since this old mixture was discarded and mineral-oil-bound colour introduced, the leather dressers have found deep markings coming out in the dressed skins of the sheep. Apparently the natural fat was harmless, but the commercial crude oil carried the stain by a system of osmosis up the wool into the skin.

Old mutton fat, melted and poured around boot soles in snowy weather, makes the leather waterproof; and in snow, a pair of old stockings dipped in mutton tallow and drawn on over the shoes has carried many a country child dry-foot to school.

Pork dripping, if carefully rendered down is, for most purposes, lard, but if from the basting of a seasoned and flavoured joint, it can best be used for meat-pie crusts, which it will improve very much more than the unflavoured lard.

The fat from ham can be rendered down and used for savoury dishes. Bacon fat is more definitely flavoured, and should be used as a flavouring, as well as a lubricant. Remember it will always be salt, and so where it is given in any recipe, do not add salt.

Bacon fat is especially suitable with oatmeal, so that brown bread or oatcake are good foundations for bacon sandwiches; if mustard is not liked, put some apple sauce, or sharp pickle, to counteract the richness.


BASTING, DREDGING, AND FROTHING


Basting

Old manuscripts show scullions with long spoons continually dipping up the dripping that fell from the meat into the dripping pan below, and pouring it over the turning joint. This basting is very important, and should always be done thoroughly.1

Dredging

This was done between bastings. Thus you dredge with powders or spices to give flavour, or with acid juices, or chopped herbs, which the pouring fat washes down into the crevices of the roasting meat.

Finally, before you serve, you dredge with flour, or oatmeal, or breadcrumbs; let this dredging roast brown (but on no account burn) and then the final basting will give the joint that crisp brown crust that finishes it so pleasantly.

Frothing

This involved the use of steam or some flavouring liquid. The joint, when just done, is lifted from the fire and thickly dredged with flour, and boiling water trickled over it till “cooked transparent”; or the steam of a kettle is played over the floured joint for a few moments, before it is replaced in front of the fire for a final crisping of the outside.

This “frothing” is a worth-while finish to many joints. For venison, red wine is poured over; for a hare, redcurrant juice; for a rabbit, beer; and for mutton, the water in which fresh mint leaves have been boiled makes a good frothing.

FUNDAMENTAL FLAVOURINGS

It was considered very important to flavour the joint of meat with the flavour of the food the animal ate. Thus, for mutton from sheep bred on the mountains, the flavouring was the wild thyme whose small purple flowers made the mutton itself so spicy.

The marsh mutton (our equivalent of the pres sale of Paris) had a distinct iodine tang, from the seaweed and salt grasses of the estuary.

Therefore the laver weed, that grows there, made the hot laver sauce, a delicacy still sold at Bath spa and in Bideford and other places down west.

Fat Midland mutton from the orchards had fruit sauces, such as redcurrant jelly. This very old sauce is also used for game. Actually the rowan jelly is better for moorland mutton or venison.

Most sheep had their lambs down in the warm valley grazing lands where the streams ran, and mint grew in abundance. Hence mint sauce with lamb. Beef quite naturally has the milk and corn adjuncts from meadow and dairy—Yorkshire puddings, milky horse radish and corn bake.

COMMERCIAL FATS AND GELATINES

The present by-products of a leather factory are pure white fat, extracted after liming in the pits; glue and jellysquares of various kinds made from the leather trimmings; and the hair is either used for upholstery processes or in forms of fibrous plaster. Now when the pelts were dressed at home these by-products went into household use direct, and everybody knew about them. Today we buy in cartons and ignorance.

BEEF

Beef, Fourteenth century



Beef is a good meate for an Englyssheman so be the beest be yonge…. Olde beef and cowe flesshe doth ingender melacolye humoures. (yet)—if it be moderately powdeyd and the grose blode by salte be exhawtyd it doth make an Englyssheman stronge.

Martylmas beef, which is called hanged beef, in the rofe of the smoky howse is not laudable … if a man have a peace hangynge by his side and another in his bely that which doth hange by his syde shall do hym more good!





DAIRY FARMING and stock rearing are quite distinct. The saying, that “the hills do feed and the valleys fill”, refers both to meat and milk—that is, the mountain pastures on the whole produce more casein, making them good cheese districts. The lush valleys produce more milk, but not so much solid content.

Where a district is given over to dairy work, the beef is sometimes of very poor quality, though these districts are almost the only places where you get veal, since veal in England was mainly a by-product of the dairy herds (being the few female calves which, from some defect, were not reared for milking, or males which could not profitably be castrated and reared for beef).

Beef or “beeves” are the castrated males, bred on poor hill pasture, which gives them a strong constitution and firm bone, so that they will be good feeders (good “doers”, they call it) and put on flesh rapidly when brought down to lower, richer pastures. Bringing these young bullocks down and getting them into good condition is a separate department of farming that fits in between the jigsaw of “manure for land”, and “cropping of grass for hay”. Through the winter the “store” cattle may be out in the fields, or in some cases kept in hammels (big open yards) almost knee-deep in straw, which the cattle trample and turn into good manure for the fields in spring.
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Bone diagram from a cow of the Chilworth (English) herd, renowned as one of the oldest types of cattle in the island. Note: That as a “wild” herd they do not carry great weight of meat and the leg bones are proportionately slender.
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Beef carcase
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THE SHORT-HORN

The short-horn is a triumph of selective breeding. This dates from the days when farmers developed their special cattle by selection within the herd.
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HIGHLAND CATTLE

This small mountain breed have long coats suitable to wet grazing on the mountains; they are sturdy and wild (far removed from the docile “milking coo”).
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ABERDEEN ANGUS

These black silk-coated Scotch cattle are the prime beef of the British Isles. They are classified as dual purpose. They have been known on the east coast of Scotland for centuries. Probably they are of Viking stock.
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THE HEREFORD

This is (in appearance) the “Staffordshire pottery cow “which adorns the cottage mantelpiece. She is a cheerful rich red with a white face, neck and belly. The lower legs are also white. One of the oldest English types, it is claimed by some to be the oldest pedigree cow known. A healthy strain, some herds even breed in the open in early spring. This the breeders believe to have a good effect in the high percentage of tubercular-free herds.
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BELTED GALLOWAY

This prime roughland breed has a smaller carcase than the Aberdeen Angus, but its quality is unsurpassed, and for smaller joints is preferred.
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THE OLD GLOUCESTER

A dairy breed, but included among two-purpose cattle, and interesting to the artist as “standard cow”, being reasonably long in the leg, and having a good neck and well-carried head, with forward horns. To the students of tradition, these cows are particularly interesting, as Gloucester was the depot for the great west-country drove routes. Here the mixed herds from beyond Clun, Hereford, and the peak districts converged on the mediaeval markets. The colour, brown with blackish tone, bespeaks influences from the black Welsh cattle.

The notes in connection with the drawings give you some small idea of the variety of English breeds. The Scotch Angus is probably the best large beef, and the Welsh the worst small, but each can be good or bad of its type. So much depends on where they are grazed, and the suitability of the breed for the locality and conditions.

The method of cutting up varies. There is the Scotch cut, and the Welsh method, while the Yorkshire cut is quite different from the South and London-counties cut. Owing to present conditions, boned meat from overseas is producing another type of cutting, and one might say that there was now a “ration slice”. The diagrams are basic “London-county cuts” and most deviations can be traced from them.

It is usually best to cook a joint with the bone in it, as the bone, being full of marrow fat, bastes the interior of the joint. Therefore, when boning and stuffing a joint, a plentiful supply of fat should be included in the stuffing to supply this marrow deficiency. It is better to buy a small joint from a good beast than a larger joint from a poor beast. Also, it is very important to cook the joint according to its qualities; the roast beef of old England is renowned, but only a small part of the beef is fit for roasting—so in cooking beef, be sure to consider your joint and cook it in the way that will bring out its best qualities.

In contrast to mutton, beef is never insipid; it may be strong, or tough, or fine, or coarse, but it is always much more definite in taste and texture than mutton, and should be cooked quite differently. It is completely wrong to use a mutton recipe for beef. On the whole, the more plain and simple the cooking of beef, the better; get the adjuncts exactly right, the cooking perfectly timed, and the basting and seasoning exact, but keep all as simple as possible.

RECIPES FOR BEEF



“On polished charger laid,

The bulky chine, with plenteous fat inlaid

Of golden hue, magnificently shines.”

HOBBINAL.






Baron of Beef

Expert chefs roast this for great banquets. It is too large for any other usage. Beeves are also roasted whole in market squares and castle courtyards to celebrate remarkable events. In several market towns in England can be found the huge iron spits, and the men who have done this job. The legs are cut off at the hock, and the head and tail removed. The rounded carcase is sometimes wrapped in the fleed, or fatty inner membrane, to start the basting, and the spit is turned by one after another of the citizens. A whole beef takes about 12 hours to cook.
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Forms of Beef


Sirloin (Norman-French, sur loin)

This is the best beef joint and should be roasted. Never have the undercut taken out (as sometimes recommended by the too economical in order to make two joints), as this tends to make the joint dry, and loses the value of the bone marrow being cooked between both sides of the meat.

It is always best to roast a sirloin entirely and perfectly, as a well-roasted cold sirloin is almost as good as hot.

Let the sirloin be well hung; dust it lightly with dry mustard, pepper and brown flour to give a crisp crust; bed the fat end well under the lean undercut, and secure in place with string or carefully placed skewer. Roast carefully, basting frequently. If cooking in the oven, it may with advantage start with the fat end uppermost, till enough dripping has come to start the basting. Season, but do not salt the joint till ready to serve. The more simply this joint is roasted and served, the better.

Serve with shredded horse-radish, fresh and white as snow drift, roast potatoes, and clear hot gravy. Mustard, bread, drained green vegetables, and Yorkshire pudding, should really go with ribs, or rounds of beef, but may be served with sirloin also.

Rib of Beef



“A good honest fellow had a spare rib, on which he intended to sup with his family after a long and hard day’s work at coppice cutting. Home he came at dark, with his two little boys, each with a witch of wood that they had carried four miles, cheered with the thought of the repast that awaited them. In he went, and found his wife, the methodist parson and a whole troop of the sisterhood, engaged in prayer, and on the table lay scattered the clean polished bones of the spare rib …”

COBBETT.





It roasts almost as well as a sirloin, but as it has no undercut, it is better to have the long ends of the bones sawn through so that the fat end can be doubled under—where the undercut comes in a sirloin.

Doing this bastes the meat on the inside and helps to make it juicy.

Baste it even more carefully than the sirloin as it dries so easily, being a thinner joint, and serve it with exceptional care with horse-radish, mustard, baked potatoes, clear gravy and fresh cooked greens.
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Surloin showing undercut and fat folded over it

Round of Beef

Boiled beef with carrots and onions is excellent, and should always be cooked with dumplings. Plain boiled potatoes should be served with boiled beef, but on no account boil the potatoes with the beef as they cloud the clear broth.

Root vegetables, which can be cooked in the broth, may be served with this dish, and celery is permissible, but green vegetables are not appetising with boiled meat—keep them for roast meat. A good selection of winter vegetables to serve with boiled beef includes carrots, turnips, swedes, onion, marrow, celery, beans, but not many parsnips, as they sweeten the broth too much. Swedes can be mashed and served separately. Dried peas, previously soaked and then put in a muslin bag and boiled in the beef broth, are good, and so are dried beans.

Boiled Beef with Carrots

Slightly salted beef is good for this, and a round of beef is excellent.

Take carrots, parsnips, a turnip, and a little celery, and onions, and clean and cut up and set to boil in a large pot. Tie the beef securely, and when the vegetables have come to the boil, put it into the broth, and immediately draw it aside from the fire, or lower the heat, so that hereafter the water only simmers. After 20 minutes or so, lift the lid and scum off any “clearing” from the top of the broth, add a little whole pepper, spice, close the lid again, and let it cook till the meat is tender and the vegetables soft. Serve, drained, on a hot dish, with the vegetables separately, and the broth for gravy. Dumplings are always served with boiled beef. Some people also like a white onion sauce.

Oat Pudding, for Boiled Beef

This very old form of “oat pudding” was served with boiled beef. Well grease a pudding-cloth. Take enough of the broth to moisten two cupfuls of coarse oatmeal, add a liberal dash of pepper, a little salt, and stir well. Pack loosely into the pudding-bag and suspend it in the pan to cook alongside the beef. The oatmeal should swell just to fill the cloth, and be served with the beef. It is pulled (not cut) open, and a little broth is poured over it.

(For Norfolk dumplings, see Bread.)

(For peas pudding, see Pork.)

(For other dumplings, see Puddings.)


Neck of Beef (oven braise)

Braising is also best for aitchbone, boned ribs, thick steak, or any thick cut without bone. Well done, a coarse joint braised is superior to roasted.

Take a thick earthenware stew-pot, thickly coat it with dripping, pepper the dripping and shred over the bottom a good bed of all manner of vegetables, carrots, turnips, parsnips, onions, swede, a few spring beans, or elderly peas. They must be shredded as fine as straw, and make a flat bed at least two inches deep. Fry the beef both sides until brown and then onto the vegetable bed lay the beef, season well, scatter with powdered herbs, and bury it two or three inches deep under more shredded vegetables, so that the stew-pot is nicely full. If the vegetables are juicy, no water at all need be added. At the most, put in about a tablespoonful, just to give it a start. Rub the inside of the pot lid with garlic, put it on, and see that it fits tightly.

Run a thin scrap of paste under the join of the pot lid to be sure the lid is close to the pot. Put the braise in the middle of a moderately hot oven for from 2 to 4 hours, according to the size. Don’t open it till ready to serve. Then the oval brown dish should be full of succulent vegetables and meat, swimming in a rich brown gravy.

The important point is never to let it get over-heated past simmering point, and to “let it be. And not to keep worriting about, taking off the lid to poke and see how it’s doing, and letting all the steam out!”

This is my aunt’s recipe, and as she had to cope with tough Welsh beef and Grandad for fifty years, I have no hesitation in recommending it.


Beefsteak (several ways)



“A wife, a steak, and a walnut tree—

The more you beat ’em, better they be.”





Grilled. The best steak should be grilled, first quickly on both sides and then more slowly till done. Sprinkle a little salt over it before serving, and pour over it the drip that has come in while cooking (not made-up gravy). Put nothing on it, but sprigs of watercress round it. Serve with crisp potatoes.
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Steak

Grilled with oysters. Open the oysters on to the top and return to the grill for a moment. In this case, do not sprinkle salt, but lightly dust with white pepper.

Grilled with mushrooms. Choose flat, dark ones, and cook under the steak while it is being turned, and finish off on top. When done, pour the drip from the grill over all, serving so that the mushroom gravy mingles with the steak gravy. Serve mashed potatoes and grilled tomatoes with this dish.

Grilled with onions. A further variation of grilled steak. First cut the onions into rings and fry them in the dripping, as they will take longer and will thus flavour the dripping ready for the steak. When brown, push aside and put the steak on. When it is done, pile the onions on top of the steak, salt lightly, and serve with Worcestershire sauce, Yorkshire relish, and chipped potatoes. Steak that might be tough may be rubbed with oil and soaked twelve hours on a plate of spiced vinegar with raw onion trimmings packed under and over it. Drain the steak, flour it thickly, and fry carefully, or, if well beaten, it may be grilled. Be sure to cook fresh onions with it; mashed potatoes go well with this dish.

Fried Steaks, unlike grilled, may be garnished with finely chopped parsley strewn over them. In all cases, be very careful to see that dripping is used for the frying, and that it is smoking hot before the steak is put into it.

Steak Pot. Fry a few onions in dripping in a shallow steak-pot.1 When brown, put in the steak and brown that. Lift out the steak and put in some ringed carrots and fry them; a small quantity of thinly chopped swedes and fry them. Shake in a little fine oatmeal, and fry that. If winter, and it is available, a very little celery, or if it is summer, a few older peas, but do not fry either of these green vegetables. Now put back the steak, add a cupful of stock (put the peas or chopped celery which have not been fried on top). Rub the inside of the lid with a clove of garlic (optional) and put in a bouquet of herbs tied firmly so that it can be fished out easily. Just cover with stock, fit the lid on tightly, and set in a cool oven for two hours at least. Oatmeal is better than plain flour for this dish. It should be very soft and juicy.
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Slab of timber for plank-steak Section

Plank Steak. I do not know if the Welsh for “plank” suggested this name to some Welsh-Canadian wood-cutter or if it is a relic of the older days when “treen” was in general usage. Nowadays the dish is known to all foresters.

Get a thick oak plank about a foot or eighteen inches square, and hollow the middle out a little. Rub it well with suet or dripping, making it hot before the fire and letting the fat soak in till the middle hole is full of dripping. In this lay a sprig of garlic, a bay leaf, a few rosemary leaves, or any aromatic herb available to give aroma to the cooking. See that this seasoning adjunct is well immersed in the dripping and then lay the steak over it, packing it down into the hot wood. Give any exposed part of the wood a final rub with dripping and put it in an extremely hot oven.

The steak can, with advantage, be turned once rapidly, after the first three minutes, but after that, do not take it out or open the oven door till done. The wood will char and smoke the meat while it cooks, and the hole under the meat will be filled with a delicious, aromatic gravy.

Beef Hare

Tough, or thin and ragged, steak, if too unevenly cut to grill, will make an interesting “hare”. Cut the steak into strips, dust thickly with black pepper, a dash of nutmeg, and flour. Fry the strips lightly, put them into a deep hotpot, and nest on them an onion stuck with cloves, a very little celery seed, some dried mushrooms (or mushroom ketchup), a very little shredded parsnip (or some sweet root), cover the pot closely and either stand in boiling water, or put into a slow oven for about 2 hours. If the onion and shredded roots are sufficiently juicy it will not be necessary to add any liquid, but a spoonful of water may be added if necessary, or 2 spoonfuls of coarse red wine, with advantage.
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Beef Hare

Serve from the pot with redcurrant jelly and crisp potatoes.

Season rather highly.


Shin or Leg of Beef (Potted Hough)

The Scotch dish “potted hough”, is the best use for shin of beef.

“Take a hough and bash it well with an axe. No’ just break it, but have at it, till the pieces are no bigger than a wee hen’s egg. Pack it into an iron pot with the brown papery skins of onions, two or three peppercorns and a blade of mace. Just cover with water, set on the lid tightly, and let it stew four hours at least.

“When the meat is away from the bone, tilt it all into a colander, strain the liquid back into the saucepan, and let it gallop while you are gathering up the meat from the broken bones. Then press the meat into a basin with straight sides, and when the meat is all in, fill up with the liquid and set aside till cold.

“It should set stiff. If it no’ sets stiff, you must reduce again for it should be as stiff as glue.”

Do not add vegetables, or over-season with herbs, when cooking this dish, as it is not a “made” dish, in the usual sense: it is most essentially a plain dish of solid meat. It turns out as brawn, but the texture is much more firm. The Scotch woman who gave me the recipe said, “All o’ mine want no more than twa—three slices o’ potted hough, and a well of baked taties, and a fresh lettuce and mustard—maybe twa-three pickles would go wi’ it well—and a tankard of ale—’twill fill them fine—’tis all guid meat”, and as she was the mother of four champion blacksmiths she knew what was strengthening.

Beef Cooked in Beer



“When an ox is old—with tenpennyworth of grass he shall be fit for the larder.”

Walter of Henly.





I’ve an idea that this recipe came back from the Boer War, and was tried out by some British army cook on Transvaal oxen. If you ever have an excessively tough piece of beef, try it—I believe it would soften a frozen mammoth.

For about 8 lb. of tough beef, take 2 large onions, skin and all, and chop up. Tie the beef into a round with any fat secured underneath, between it and the bottom of the pan, and set it down upon a bunch of herbs and a pinch of pickling spice. Pour over it a large cupful of vinegar, and a small cupful of treacle, and cover with the chopped onions. Let it stand all day and then gently pour in mild beer (or dilute beer and water) till level with the top of the beef. Let it come to the “almost boil”, and scum it, then put on the lid and simmer slowly for 2 or 3 hours, till the meat seems quite tender.

Lift out the beef, and serve with plain boiled potatoes, and red pickled cabbage, or hot boiled beetroot. The broth is unfortunately not much use.

Tenderising meat. Paw-paw leaves and sap, known to African cooks, make the toughest meat dissolve, through the action of the plant juices. This plant extract can now be bought in bottles, and works miracles.

Beef Spiced

The skirt or flap of beef can be used this way.

Lay it flat and cut out the ends of the bones and any gristly skin. Put these straight away to boil down for thick stock for glaze. You now have a piece of beef looking like a thick slashed blanket.

Rub it well with dry salt and leave it under a snow of salt overnight. Next day, drain, wipe and rub with powdered cloves and black pepper. ([image: image] oz. of black pepper and [image: image] oz. of cloves will serve two or three joints, according to the size.) Lay a few cut pickled walnuts in the bone slits, together with some pickled capsicum strips, and roll it up tightly. Tie round and round with string, like packing a parcel for the post, and set it to boil gently for 3–4 hours. Vegetable trimmings, celery-tops, etc., may be added, to flavour the tied-up beef, and for the stock afterwards.

When done, lift the beef out to drain, and set under a good heavy weight till cold. Then cut off the strings, trim and glaze. A fine glowing dish of spiced beef made like this used to deputise for the usual ham as a side dish in the West Riding.
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Roll up very tightly
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Press flat before you undo strings

Tripe

Tripe Normandy seems to have come over with the Conqueror; usually mediaevally made in autumn, we now make it when we can obtain the necessary ham trimmings.

Take honeycomb tripe (dressed) and cut into oblong pieces, chop the ham finely, and work it well into the honeycomb, spicing with black pepper; salt will not be needed. Roll up the strips, securing with a splint, put a single bay leaf at the bottom of a dish and then pack in the pieces of tripe closely, with mushrooms between and small thin strips of onion, and a sprinkle of fine herbs. Fill up the dish with thick, well-flavoured gravy made from the broken hambone and vegetable trimmings, and stew, covered, on the stove or in the oven for several hours. When almost ready, remove the cover, till the gravy has sunk just enough to leave the tops of the pieces sticking out; on these lay a fine dust of green parsley, and serve at once with dry toast and mustard.

It must be kept very closely covered while cooking, and the single bay leaf at the bottom of the dish before packing is important.

Cow-heel Brawn

Cow-heel is more strongly gelatinous than the calves’ feet which are used to make jelly. It is a favourite stand-by in the cattle-market towns of the north, and jellied cow-heel used to be served at the Wakes.

Wash the cow-heel (previously cloven through by the butcher) and stew very slowly overnight, with an onion. Take out any bones and chop the meat finely. Add a large spoonful of chopped cooked bacon and white pepper and salt. Pack it into a pudding-basin, when it should set to a clear brawn. Serve cut in thin slices with mustard mixed to a thin cream with milk, and eat with bread and butter and mixed pickles.

Cow-heel, Stewed

Cow-heel can be done with brown gravy and carrots, turnips, etc., or fried, or made into a rich stew; but in the north cow-heel is considered suitable invalid diet, and so we give this simple recipe. Scald, clean, and split the heel, put it into a deep iron stew-pan with a large, mild onion, a bunch of herbs including a bay leaf, and a small spoonful of vinegar; bring to nearly boiling-point, and then draw back and let it simmer gently for 4 hours. Empty the stew-pan into a basin, wipe it, and set it back with a tablespoonful of butter in it; when melted, add a generous dust of white pepper, salt, and 2 tablespoonfuls of fine flour, cook completely, and then blend in the gravy drained from the cow-heel; leave all to cook thoroughly while you bone the heel (the bones should slide out quite easily), cut the meat up into neat pieces, slice the cooked onion and, if liked, add a little fresh, chopped parsley, put meat, onion and gravy all together inside a wall of hot mashed potatoes, and serve with mustard.
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