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Welcome to the amazing world of butter. Actually, I feel an introduction should be made, because if you’ve only ever bought butter from the shops, then you’ve not really met. Not properly.


It’s a bit like homemade bacon, or homemade ketchup: the first time you come across homemade butter there’s a very definite ‘Wow!’ moment. But let’s be honest, no matter how amazing it is, your next thought is likely to be, ‘It must be incredibly complicated to make. Time consuming. Messy. Fiddly. Totally impractical,’ because the human brain loves a bit of negativity.


Well, what if I told you it was none of those. In fact you can banish those negative thoughts right here, right now. Making your own butter at home is simple, clean and perfectly practical. More than that it’s fun.


Can kids get involved? Yes! Grandkids? Of course. Teenagers? If you can get them out of bed or off the computer. Busy mums, football dads, cruisers, crooners and lounge lizards. Yes, yes, yes, yes. This is something open to anyone and everyone.


So that’s the who covered, now for the why. Why make your own butter at home?


Because of the flavour. Because you are in control. Because you know exactly what’s in it. Because it satisfies that urge to be creative. Because it’s different. Because it’s impressive. Because women and children have been churning butter for thousands of years and it would be heartbreaking if the skill died out. Because it is a skill, and one that once learned will stand you in good stead for the rest of your life. Because your dinner party/restaurant/date -night meal will rise to the next level. Because it’s a conversation grabber. Because it’s bragging rights. Because it’s comforting. But most of all, because what you eat, and what you share with your family and friends is important, and if it’s homemade, with love, then that will come shining through.


Oh, and it’s really easy to do.


Now, if you consider that butter has been around for about 10,000 years, and when you factor in man and woman’s desire for creativity and experiment, it gives us a lot of buttery goodness to talk about. So cramming all that collected knowledge on butter into a single book is going to be tight. In order to have it make any sense, I’ve divided the book into four chapters:




• What you need to know about butter


• Making butter


• Getting creative


• Recipes with butter as the headline act





Each section will introduce you to that aspect of butter and tell you what the aims are, and how we can achieve them with minimal equipment, ingredients, tears and tantrums. We’ll then chat through the how-to guides in such a way that it’s fun and entertaining as well as practical and inspiring. By the time we finish you’ll know everything there is to know about butter, plus we’ll have some laughs along the way.


But all of that counts for nothing if you don’t end up with your own homemade butter. It’s my job to get you so enthralled that you’ll literally stop at nothing to break out the food mixer and start churning – and you will, I promise you, you will.


For years now I have run courses on every aspect of smallholding and self-sufficiency for people across the world, and it’s always the same. My wife Debbie and I fill two days with everything from discussing the sex life of chickens (hilarious, don’t get me started) to curing bacon, and at the end people stand there and confidently state, ‘I’ve loved everything, but the one thing I’ll definitely take away is to make butter!’


Just because this is a book the goal is no different.





CHAPTER 1



What you need to know about butter
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In this section we’ll discuss what you need to know. It’s the background. The origins story. It’s like Batman Begins, but for butter. We’ll find out what butter is, where it comes from, what’s in it, and enough detail to satisfy the biggest butter geeks.


What we’ll discover is that butter is a whole world unto itself. The fact that we take a little and spread it over our toast is the tip of the butter mountain. There’s so much more to it!


This part of the book is about equipping you with information, because the more you understand about what we’re doing and why, the more likely you are to find the butter-making experience enjoyable, and easy.


For instance, butter making is the art of churning double cream (milk with a high percentage of fat). Now, if you happen to have a cow or a goat in your back garden that you can wander out and milk, so much the better. Otherwise, I’m betting you need to pop down to the shops for your ingredients. But with so many varieties of cream available, which one should you choose? Which one will give you the best tasting butter? The best yield? We’ll answer all of these questions and many more.


For this part of the book, you won’t need any equipment or ingredients, other than maybe a cup of tea and a packet of biscuits, which are entirely optional.



A SHORT HISTORY OF BUTTER



Truth is, nobody really knows when and where butter making began, but chances are it’s going to be around the time man first domesticated cattle in about 8500 BC.


Aurochs, or ancient ox, are the predecessors to today’s cattle, although if you saw aurochs and modern cows mixing in a field you’d struggle to believe they were the same family. Aurochs were far bigger, coarser and yet to have manners bred into them. Put it this way, you wouldn’t walk your dog through a field of them.


Around the time Stone Age man began wondering if flint wasn’t a bit overrated, and perhaps there was something to this gardening malarkey after all, the ‘all new’ Neolithic era began to take shape. Down-with-the-kids Neolithic man took a monumental decision. He decided to capture and pen up a small number of aurochs, which in itself was no mean feat. Although common throughout the Near East, the prospect of actually capturing a few of these beasts must have been fraught with terror and danger. But somehow they pulled it off. This small number, we believe to be about 80, are the forefathers of all of today’s cattle. It must have taken several generations to calm the wild beasts, and a few more before they could milk them, but you imagine them getting there at some point. And thus the dairy industry was born.


But if those brave Neoliths were the first to make butter, it was the Greeks that named it. Bouturon, Greek for ‘cow cheese’, became the preferred term, replacing, ‘Oh, you know, that yellow, slippery, shiny stuff.’ However, it wasn’t until 2500 BC that the first written account made mention of it. Carved on a stone tablet, it’s doubtful it was a shopping list, chiselled neatly below ‘bread, peas and something to wipe my bum with’, and history is all the poorer for that.


Around this same time, 2500 BC, some industrious Brits were busy with a little construction we like to call Stonehenge. Of course now we know Stonehenge as an amazing sight that sends shivers down your spine when you look at it, but back then, according to English Heritage, it was a building site with party benefits and, surprisingly, one of the first mentions of butter in the UK. It seems ancient Brits grafted by day and tore it up at night, drinking and partying and eating bread smothered in heaps of butter with meat; and thus, one of the wonders of the world was built – the open sandwich. And Stonehenge.


However, it is fair to say that early man struggled over quite what to do with butter. At one point it was used as a barrier against the cold by smearing it on their naked bodies, with men around the globe proclaiming, ‘Ooh pet, it’s a bit parky out, hand me the butter dish. Are you not feeling a bit chilly yourself?’


Then for a while it was a fuel for early lamps, although that didn’t catch on either, which is no surprise to anyone who has tried lighting a fire in the wilderness by striking a match onto a tub of Utterly Butterly.


Such was the mystique that surrounded butter in these early days, it was decided the gods would be delighted if it was used in religious ceremonies as they were all over anything new. Presumably the gods lapped it up, although not literally, and continue to do so as it’s still used in some religions.


As we dot down through the centuries towards the modern era, it seems people found many different uses for butter. For example, the Egyptians used it as an eye ointment. The Romans favoured it as a skin cream, and the Greeks used it to slick back their hair, though it was probably best to avoid being caught out in the midday sun for fear of melting.


It’s been used in drinks, as medication and for fertility (probably deriving from the times when they were rubbing it over their naked bodies to ‘keep warm’). And in Britain we spread it on toast. Come on Brits, we can be more bonkers with butter than that, can’t we? Oh wait, for a while we did bury it in mud.


Dating back to the first century AD, those canny Brits and Irish would pack wooden barrels full to the brim with butter, and then bury them in peat bogs for years and years and years, so long in fact that they would often forget where they put them in the first place, which is so often the case when you want to put something nice aside for the grandkids. In 2016 Jack Conway shared with the world a 22lb block of butter that he’d unearthed from a bog in County Meath, Ireland, estimated to be more than 2,000 years old. It is uncertain if next to it he found a 2,000-year-old jar of Marmite, but one would like to think so. So why did our forefathers bury butter in bogs? History has forgotten, and we have absolutely no idea.


As BC clicked over into AD in the year 1 – and what a New Year’s Eve party that must have been – history in general, and that of butter in particular, becomes a lot easier to follow on account of the number of people writing things down.


In the year 476 the Roman Empire found itself on the brink of collapse. Until now, Rome’s ruling elite had decided that the purpose of butter was as a skin cream, and the idea of eating it would be like us chowing down on a tube of Germolene. Olive oil was to them the only civilised accompaniment to bread. Yet there were butter eaters out there. The barbarians.


The barbarians were considered uncouth and uncultured and really rather annoying as they were kicking the pants off Rome. With the final battle won, Rome sacked and the barbarians now in control, butter fast replaced olive oil as the go-to. Although this did much to increase the spread of butter, it did taint it as a lower-class food, and that stigma lasted throughout the Middle Ages.


Rome’s demise complete, the butter-eating barbarians put down their weapons and became butter-eating peasants. However, the upper-class toffs of the time couldn’t help themselves looking down on the peasants and their liberal use of butter, and considered them very seriously chavvy. In a bid to rise above the riffraff they limited their own intake of the yellow spread, and during Lent abstained completely. Which, it transpires, was more difficult than they’d given credit. You see butter is really rather scrummy, and Lent can last for forty-six long, long days. In the sixteenth century a petition was made to have butter permitted during Lent, and finally the Roman Catholic Church said, ‘Okay, okay, for goodness sake, you can eat butter during Lent, happy now?’ And the toffs went, ‘Yes, thank you.’


This is an important moment because it meant butter was recognised as a necessary staple of life. You’d think they’d all celebrate this; they’d even devised a better way of making butter that didn’t involve an animal skin filled with cream and hung from a branch and swung for half a day, which until then had been all the rage, and replaced it with a churn. But no, oh no, no, no. That would be far too easy. So to keep things nice and complicated they introduced witches, superstitions, and even Beelzebub himself, because if mankind knows anything he knows how to freak himself out and make life difficult.
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Although churns had been kicking around for several millennia, it wasn’t until the twelfth century that they really came into their own as a common object. Churns were small barrels with a stick, known as a dasher, poked in the top. The idea would be to fill the barrel with cream, and then either twirl the dasher or thump it up and down until butter was made. It was really hard work, and would take hours, so obviously men delegated it as a woman’s job.


However, making butter is not an exact science. One day you might get a really good yield, the next not so good, or on a really bad day you might not get any butter at all. There are lots of reasons for this, such as ambient temperature, the temperature or quality of the cream, humidity, or even the state of the churn itself, the list goes on. But canny butter makers decided to ignore all of that science malarkey and put it down to witchcraft. If you couldn’t make butter, it was because you’d gone and got yourself a butter witch. Pesky things.


But it didn’t stop there. Even before the witch could think of infiltrating the churn, there were fairies out to get your cattle and contaminate the milk so the cream you got from it was doomed, doomed I say, right from the start.


The trick was to sing a few songs while milking and, once done, place a needle in the milk. Or, if things got totally out of hand and you were forced to up the ante, you dropped a red hot horseshoe into the churn. It’s a shame we gave up these charming old traditions. However, I must add a serious caveat that if you do have trouble with your butter making and suspect the foul play of witchcraft, these incantations were practised by highly qualified Wise Women and should not be attempted by the layperson, as goodness only knows what might happen if you’re not totally au fait with banishing spells.


In the 1800s, the industrial revolution, that bit in history known to schoolchildren across the globe as the dullest period in human evolution, engulfed even butter making. Until then just about all butter had been made on farms and sold to the local community. But industrialisation snatched it away and widened it out to the masses. Sure, this would have hit the farmer’s pocket hard, but you imagine the poor farmer’s wife who was spending half her day stooped over the churn working the dasher for all she was worth was secretly rather pleased. Around this time history also reports a sharp decline in the previously lucrative business of butter witch incantations.


With mass-produced butter in its infancy, but certainly taking hold, homemade or farm-made butter made a new status claim by reinventing the churn. You see, farmers were on a back foot. Butter had been a rather nice little earner, and now that income stream was getting squeezed. To thwart this, it was the farmers themselves who turned their attention to the churn. Virtually unchanged for hundreds of years because, well, it’s only the women and children who have been making butter and suffering, and you know what whingers they are. Men suddenly decided there might be an easier way to make butter after all! Who knew? In just a few years, more than 2,500 patents were submitted for faster, easier, more efficient churns by pleased-with-themselves men and their exasperated wives.
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One pleased-with-himself man was Nathan Dazey. In the early 1900s, Dazey, from Fort Worth, Texas, brought out a rather sexy glass churn that turned the heads of many. It was a small gadget that sat on the worktop, looked great and was marketed as ‘The Premier Two-Minute Butter Machine’. For the housewife, it was a godsend. It’s worth making a mental note the next time you’re rummaging around a flea market or bargain-hunting your way through a boot sale, that early Dazey churns now fetch thousands at auction, but if you’re tempted, be sure it’s an original as there are a lot of fakes out there. At its peak, Dazey was turning out hundreds of churns each week, although the Great Depression saw demand slump. But through tenacity and a need for churns that never completely died out, the company kept going, and the Dazey churn is still being made today.
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