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FOREWORD


Although Beeton’s Book of Household Management came out long enough ago for such chapters as ‘Domestic Servants’ to be read as social history, her popularity after all this time stems from her straightforward approach to recipes and her beautifully clear detail. Like our beloved Delia, Isabella built her hugely successful career on writing down recipes that actually worked, and were accessible to her readers, making them easy-to-follow and therefore indispensable.  


This famous book was designed not just to inspire but also to assist women in the art of ‘keeping house’. Whilst such terminology may not curry favour with some brands of feminists today, keeping house is in effect what most women still have to do (as well as juggling everything else), perhaps with far less training than our forebears.  


Having cooked for nearly 30 years, I maintain that being able to whip up endless plates of great-tasting food at home relies just as much on keeping your cupboards and fridge cleverly stocked as having a creative flair for food. Yes, you want to cook food that is fun and delicious but to manage this every day of the week requires considerable organisation. 


So how does one feed one’s family healthily, most nights of the week, under a strict budget whilst still keeping one’s marriage sexy and getting the housework done? Mrs Beeton may not have every answer but she does at least give concise, clear instructions on how to cook simple and delicious food that is in season and mostly affordable.  


From the simple and everyday – braised red cabbage; five ways to cook potatoes from mash to gratin; mushrooms on toast and a pea soup that is actually the colour of peas – to the more technically challenging (how to make a jellied game stock; wild duck and mushroom broth), this collection gives you classic recipes that you can keep turning to as tried-and-tested friends, happy that they will never let you down. Mrs Beeton does it again. 


                                                                                   Thomasina Miers
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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


The market gardens of inner London that Isabella Beeton knew have almost all disappeared. In fact, the move away from local producers was already underway by the time she published her book of household management in 1861. By the middle of the nineteenth century the railway network had already begun transporting garden produce at greater speed and from further away into London markets. While this brought increased choice, it also created more competition, causing the decline of the inner London market garden.


The majority of vegetables produced in Britain are now delivered directly to supermarket depots and into industrial food-processing units. However, many British cities are still ringed with farms that supply local wholesale vegetable markets on a daily basis. This ensures that the fresh produce found at local greengrocers in such cities is much more likely to be grown locally and brought in on a daily basis.


If you are looking for something unusual, small producers at farmers’ markets are often the best source for specialist vegetables and salad crops. There are even some enterprising collectors of wild herbs and leaves, reviving the centuries-old practice of foraging, who will send goods to you by mail order.


Keeping it fresh 


Vegetables are an excellent source of nutrients and dietary fibre, making them an essential component of a healthy diet. Eating a mixture of cooked and raw vegetables will ensure you receive a balanced intake of most vitamins and minerals. Once picked, however, the vitamin content of vegetables drops rapidly so, if possible, it is best only to buy what you will need for one or two days at a time.


Even though the nutritional value of vegetables has been understood for many centuries, vitamins were unheard of until the first half of the twentieth century. Cooking vegetables in order to retain their vitamin content was not a concept known to Mrs Beeton or her contemporaries. We now know that some methods of cooking are better than others for preserving the vitamins in vegetables. For example, green vegetables in particular contain water-soluble vitamins such as B and C, which can easily be lost through lengthy boiling. Therefore, some of the modernisation of the recipes in this book has revolved around preserving goodness that might have been lost using the method in the original recipes. 
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