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Foreword


O n my shelves, bending under the weight of many cookbooks, is my great grandmother’s copy of Mrs Beeton; a heavy, red-bound edition, the broken spine covered in reams of crispy old Sellotape, testament to the consulting fingertips of three generations of Nangle women. As a child I was fascinated by this book, primarily for its illustrations, as I sat on the stairs flicking through the colour plates, trying to find the calf’s head, brown roasts and cuts of meat, upside down game birds and mad fancy salads. 


Later on it was the bizarre recipe names that caught my interest, such things as curried toast or shrivelled oysters, kidney soup and baked tench. Both in images and text I had never come across these strange things: ‘What did devils have to do with sardines?’ 


So much of my later food education came full circle back to Mrs Beeton. The book was a kind of serendipitous priming for the many things I like to prepare and eat now. It’s a sanctuary for my occasionally cooked-out brain. Still today, when wandering through the pages, old ways are offered up alongside ideas of food for different environments – always something new or unknown. For all its old fashioned-ness the book remains strangely refreshing among modern day offerings that often lack logic or sense. It is a riveting catalogue that, thanks to Gerard Baker’s work in this new edition, stands the test of time with a confidence that requires no simultaneous television series.


Despite a squeamishness that has crept into current British cookery, game sales are steadily rising and Mrs Beeton’s ideas have been sensibly condensed to this collection of delicious and achievable recipes, little prompting needed with the tempting photography inside. Duck, venison, rabbit: these are important dishes, delicious tastes from the wild places – things of our land for the very people that live in it. A polished-off plate of hare, an empty glass, a ruddy cheek, a treat!


I fly the apron high for Mrs Beeton and feel that if she were leafing through this latest publication with a cup of tea and floured hands she would smile reflectively and close the book gently, happy  that her good work had been upheld.


Valentine Warner
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The Inimitable Mrs Beeton


When Isabella Beeton first published Beeton’s Book of Household Management in 1861, Britain was changing from a rural society, in which large numbers of people were involved in farming and many grew their own fruit and vegetables at home, to an industrialised one, where the development of modern transport networks, refrigeration and kitchen appliances brought a world of food to our fingertips.


Today, most of us have an image of Mrs Beeton as a matronly figure – brisk, efficient and experienced in the kitchen. In fact, Isabella Beeton was young and recently married, juggling working outside the home with running her household and coping with the demands of a husband and young family. Having worked on it throughout her early twenties, she saw her book published at the age of 25 and died just three years later.


Although she wrote of housekeepers, butlers and valets, her semi-detached in Hatch End was a world away from the big country houses of the preceding century, and although it is likely that she had some help in the kitchen, she almost certainly managed her home and most of the cooking herself. Her book was inspired by an awareness of the challenges faced by women like herself – and with that in mind, she used her position as editor of The Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine to pull together the best recipes and advice from a wide range of sources.


She was among the first revolutionary food writers to style recipes in the format that we are familiar with today, setting out clear lists of ingredients and details of time taken, average cost and portions produced (this last being entirely her invention). She also offered notes on how to source the best food for her recipes – placing particular emphasis on such old-fashioned (or, in our eyes, surprisingly modern) ideas as the use of seasonal, local produce and the importance of animal welfare.


It is easy to see why Mrs Beeton’s core themes – buy well, cook well and eat well – are as relevant today as they were 150 years ago. Her original book was written with an awareness of household economy that we can take lessons from too. Because we have access to so much so easily, we often forget to consider how to get the most out of each ingredient – yet maximising flavour and nutrient value and minimising waste is as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was in 1861.


The right ingredients 


Mrs Beeton’s original recipes have needed careful adaptation. In some cases, the modern recipes are amalgamations of more than one Beeton recipe or suggestion, which I hope give a more coherent whole. Many of the ingredients that may seem at first glance universal are so different today from those varieties Isabella would have been familiar with that using them in the original way can 
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give quite different results to those intended. For those reasons, quantities needed to be not only converted but checked and altered. And all those cases where Mrs Beeton advised adding salt or sugar or honey or spices ‘to taste’ have been pinned down in real quantities, always keeping in mind both flavour and authenticity. 


Cooking methods, too, were in some cases not replicable and in others simply no longer the best way of achieving the desired results. A significant factor in this is that the domestic oven was in its infancy in 1861, and Mrs Beeton was not able to make full use of it in her book. Most kitchens would instead have been equipped with old-fashioned ranges, and there is much mention of setting things before the fire, turning and basting. Baking or roasting, which we now consider simple processes, required constant attention 150 years ago. Oven temperatures, therefore, have all had to be deduced from a mixture of reading between the lines, comparing modern recipes, and testing, testing, testing.


The end result, however, has been to produce dishes that Mrs Beeton would, hopefully, have been happy to call her own. 


The legacy


After Isabella Beeton died early in 1865, her book took on a life of its own. It was endlessly enlarged, modern recipes were added and eventually, in the many, many editions of the book that have been published in the past 150 years, the spirit of the original was lost. 


The picture of British food that Isabella painted in the first edition was about to change wholesale, and her book was destined to change with it. The aim of this collection is to reverse those changes: to return to real, wholesome, traditional British food, which Mrs Beeton might be proud to recognise as her own – and to put to rest the matronly image. 
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Introduction


From roast haunch of venison (page 27) to a simple and satisfying game terrine (page 57), the variety of dishes in this book is guaranteed to open up your repertoire to a range of rich, flavourful, gamy tastes. Alongside the new, you’ll find Mrs Beeton’s take on old favourites (such as the perfect roast chicken on page 16), and adaptable base recipes for stocks and sauces. Traditional preparation techniques and butchery skills that would have been taken for granted 150 years ago are made practical and achievable. 


The main difference between poultry and game is that poultry is farmed and available all year round. Game can be either reared or wild, and for everything other than farmed venison there are fixed seasons when it may be hunted (see page 88). 


If you have never tried the many game birds and wildfowl (ducks and geese) available in this country, do so as soon as you can. They are truly delicious, a healthy source of protein, and most can be bought easily from butchers or supermarkets during the winter months. 


Game birds divide roughly into those reared for shooting and those that are truly wild. Game birds that are reared – usually the pheasant, French (red-legged) partridge and, occasionally, the mallard – can be shot in a variety of ways. At one end of the scale is the small, country shoot, which usually consists of groups of friends meeting on farmland to shoot birds for their own consumption. Any excess may be sold to game dealers, but generally the numbers shot are in the dozens rather than the hundreds. At the other extreme is the large, formal driven-game shoot. This is where birds, such as pheasant and partridge, are ‘driven’ out of cover by a row of beaters with dogs to a line of standing guns. These shoots take place on farms and country estates and may bring down many thousands of birds during a season. The landowner sometimes sells the birds on to game dealers or directly to the public. However, there is a risk, when hundreds of birds are shot in a single day, that supply will exceed demand and many will go to waste. 


Conservation plays a large part in a shoot. The types of birds targeted are often restricted so that, for example, only male birds may be shot later in the season. Wild birds that are not common, such as the English (grey) partridge, are usually left alone. Very large shoots must be managed carefully to limit their impact on local wildlife, and, sadly, this often does not happen. As an alternative to rearing game for shooting, an increasing number of estates manage habitats to encourage wild game birds to breed on their land. This is usually done with birds that are not reared and is particularly the case with red grouse.
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Cooking Techniques 


It is important that chicken and turkey are cooked through. All game, however, can be eaten rare or medium, which ensures it remains tender. Thoroughly cooked game will be dry unless it is braised for several hours – for example in the venison casserole (see page 36).


Frying 


This method is suitable for the breast of game birds and venison, hare or rabbit loin. Trim the meat of any silver skin, sinew or fat then season with salt and freshly ground black pepper. Brown the pieces on all sides in a roomy frying pan over a medium-high heat, usually in oil or clarified butter. Don’t crowd too much meat into the pan or it will steam and not fry.


Braising 


This moist, slow method suits older game birds, shoulder of venison or hare legs. Brown the meat first then add the vegetables and liquid and cook, covered, over a low heat or in a low oven.


Roasting 


A rapid method of cooking that suits all poultry and game birds, and joints of venison loin and haunch. Small birds roast very quickly, usually in less than 30 minutes, and so need to be browned in oil and butter before they go into the oven to enhance the flavour and add colour.


Pot roasting 


This is a useful way of cooking game, especially with older animals. Joints of venison or whole birds can be browned and then roasted in a covered pot with aromatics, vegetables and a small amount of stock to prevent the meat drying out.


Hanging game


To develop the fullest flavour and improve tenderness, all game can benefit from being hung for a week in a cool and airy place. It must be hung under such conditions as soon as possible after being shot because in damp or warm weather it will deteriorate quickly and may attract flies or pests.
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