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  Bello:
hidden talent rediscovered




  Bello is a digital only imprint of Pan Macmillan, established to breathe life into previously published classic books.




  At Bello we believe in the timeless power of the imagination, of good story, narrative and entertainment and we want to use digital technology to ensure that many more readers can enjoy these books into the future.




  We publish in ebook and Print on Demand formats to bring these wonderful books to new audiences.




  About Bello:


  www.panmacmillan.com/bello




  Sign up to our newsletter to hear about new releases events and competitions:


  www.panmacmillan.com/bellonews
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  Lillian Beckwith




  Lillian Comber wrote fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children under the pseudonym Lillian Beckwith. She is best known for her series of comic novels based on her time living on a croft in the Scottish Hebrides.




  Beckwith was born in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire, in 1916, where her father ran a grocery shop. The shop provided the background for her memoir About My Father’s Business, a child’s eye view of a 1920s family. She moved to the Isle of Skye with her husband in 1942, and began writing fiction after moving to the Isle of Man with her family twenty years later. She also completed a cookery book, Secrets from a Crofter’s Kitchen (Arrow, 1976).




  Since her death, Beckwith’s novel A Shine of Rainbows has been made into a film starring Aidan Quinn and Connie Nielsen, which in 2009 won ‘Best Feature’awards at the Heartland and Chicago Children’s Film Festivals.
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  Dedication




  

To ‘Muffet’


  

  	

    In gratitude for her friendship and co-operation throughout the years


  




  Introduction




  In Bruach it was necessary to bake frequently. Bread was available only once a week (weather permitting) and having already endured the land and sea journey from Glasgow invariably, by the time it reached us, it was both stale and damp, with the result that after a day, or at the most two days, it had usually sprouted such an impressive mould growth that it was fit only for feeding to the hens. Cake was unobtainable locally: to buy it one would have had to make the journey to the mainland, and though admittedly we could get biscuits from the weekly grocery van the only variety ever on sale was ‘Abernethy’, which for assuaging one’s sweet tooth were about as effective as dry toast.




  Naturally while I lived in Bruach I learned to bake the traditional Hebridean fare, which, though delicious, is of the simplest kind and limited to girdle-baked scones, bannocks and oatcakes, with perhaps a boiled fruit dumpling whenever the occasion warranted, i.e. New Year, church Communion or the visit of a seldom-seen relative from the city. I found the dumplings easy enough to make, but though it sounds and looks simple when explained or demonstrated the method of making girdle scones seems to depend on an inherited technique which, despite repeated tuition, I was unable to acquire, though my scones do make acceptable substitutes for the real thing. When girdle scones are good they are really good (though-they should be eaten fresh) and I have included several recipes for them in this book, but if you do not possess a heavy girdle (or griddle, as it is called in some parts of the country) then I advise you not to bother with them. The base of a modern frying pan, which is sometimes recommended as a makeshift girdle, is not nearly thick enough to spread the heat satisfactorily and one tends to get a sticky-textured, scorched scone instead of the smooth feather-light, tawny-complexioned scone which comes off a real Hebridean girdle.




  Just as I was interested in Hebridean cookery, so were the Bruachites interested in my efforts. They knew that when storms confined me to the cottage for a good part of the day they could be reasonably sure of finding me at my stove and since no one else wanted to work outside on such days my kitchen was a popular place for the ‘time-passers’, ‘work-dodgers’, or plain ‘droppers-in’ who liked to sit and talk to me and to one another while they watched the unfamiliar (to most of them) sights of butter and sugar being beaten to a cream; of egg whites being whisked to a stiffness that would bear an egg; of icing being piped on to a cake. Even the slicing of potatoes to form a crust for a simple hot-pot guaranteed their full attention. Such preparations sometimes brought interesting comments: ‘My, but you English are the great ones for the frills,’ was one observation as I shredded a cabbage prior to cooking it, and ‘God! What like of beast is that you have?’ was another as I took a stuffed vegetable marrow out of the oven.




  Interested though they might be, however, they rarely accepted my invitations to, in their own idiom, ‘stay and take a plate of dinner’. They were suspicious of what they regarded as my ‘fancy’ food, preferring their mutton or fish or venison or poultry to be plain-boiled in a pan with or without vegetables and with boiled potatoes squeezed straight out of their jackets on to their plates. Perhaps it sounds dull, tasteless fare, but one must remember that their food was the produce of the land and sea around them – Highland fresh and Highland flavoured. Could one ask for more? My own ‘messing about’with food intrigued but did not tempt them.




  It was a completely different matter when I did a batch of baking, for then they liked to sample and comment on the buns and cakes as they came out of the oven and indeed I was glad of their presence, for though croft work and the Hebridean climate had so keened my appetite that I found myself thinking constantly of food and baking had become not just a necessary habit but an enslaving hobby to be indulged in whenever there was an excuse to remain indoors, there were many times when I got so carried away trying out new recipes and adapting old ones that my output far exceeded my possible intake. I was glad too of the children who visited me, perhaps bringing a jug of milk or a pat of homemade butter from their mother, and the compliment to my cooking which I have most cherished over the years came from two lisping little tots who, while they munched chocolate cake in my kitchen, were playing a game of ‘bestest in the world’. The ‘bestest’woman in the world was, of course, their mother; the ‘bestest’man was their father, but when they came to naming the ‘bestest’place in the world they both agreed without hesitation that it was ‘Lillum’s kitchen’.




  It saddens me to know that nowadays many children do not know the joy of returning home to a warm, spicy-smelling kitchen where Mother is perhaps hastily buttering a scone or cutting a slice of home-made cake ‘to see you on until I have your tea ready’; a home where they know that when tea-time comes they will be sitting down at a simply laid table and confronted by a tasty meal that has not come out of a tin or a packet. And husbands, too, I feel sorry for in these days of convenience foods. What man is not happier for coming home to the good smell of his dinner cooking?




  I was in a small grocer’s shop recently when a young woman (who had no other job than looking after her modern house and her one child) rushed in and announced she hadn’t anything for ‘his’dinner. Asking the shopkeeper for suggestions, she leaned over the deep-freeze cabinet with as much familiarity as she might have leaned over her child’s cot.




  ‘Chicken breast?’ offered the shopkeeper.




  ‘No, I gave him that yesterday.’




  ‘Steak-and-kidney pudding?’




  The woman giggled. ‘No, I gave him that the day before.’




  The shopkeeper hazarded further suggestions, but all of them were rejected with a ‘No, he’s had that once this week already. He might complain if I give him the same thing too often.’




  In the time it had taken her to get to the shop and to select from the deep freeze I estimated she could have been well on the way with preparation for giving ‘him’a cheaper and tastier meal, but it seemed the freezer cabinet at the grocer’s had taken the place of her own larder and she had forgotten there was such a thing as fresh food. The woman went away eventually with a packet of frozen hamburgers, a packet of frozen vegetables, a tin of instant potato, a frozen fruit pie, and a tin of ready-made custard. If it is true that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, then nowadays it must be equally true that the only way to a man’s stomach is through an ice-cap. I wondered why a man should bother to come home regularly to such fare as ‘he’apparently did, but perhaps he had an appetite as big as that of the old roadsweeper who once told me if his wife asked him what he fancied for his meal he used to tell her, ‘I don’t care what you give me, woman, but I’m warning you I’m that hungry just be sure when you put my plate in front of me you take your hands away quickly in case I eat them as well.’




  I suppose my being for so long accustomed to the good ‘Highland freshness and flavour’of food accounts for my dislike of convenience foods (though even I am willing to concede their usefulness on occasion) and my dislike has no doubt engendered also an aversion to modern kitchens, for I confess the streamlined kitchens depicted in the glossy magazines have about as much attraction for me as has an operating theatre. I like a kitchen to be functional, of course, with a sink unit and lots of easily accessible cupboards; contemporary lighting and a modern cooker, but having all that I need to compromise. My kitchen has chairs (not backless stools or benches) for the comfort of the cook and for the occasional ‘droppers-in’and it has a sturdy wooden table on whose non-plastic top the privileged young can sit and swing their legs while they sample and pronounce upon the latest batch of baking. It is a place where for much of the year full wine or beer jars froth and bubble near the continuously burning cooker; where the kettle sits on the hob always halfway to being ready to provide a cup of tea or coffee; where my cooking utensils, instead of being shut away in drawers, are on display, helping to give me inspiration. ‘Ah, yes,’ I think, as my eye lights upon the steak hammer, ‘maybe banana steak for supper tonight.’ Or perhaps seeing the parsley cutter I might have a fancy for plain boiled bacon with parsley sauce. There is a folksy touch in the row of willow-patterned meat dishes (bought years ago at a junk shop for half a crown the lot) which are ranged along the highest of the open shelves and since willow pattern possesses the property of looking clean even when it isn’t it is only I who know that the height of the shelf discourages me from taking down the dishes to wash them more than twice a year and that when I do I am ashamed of the subsequent colour of the water. Without a qualm of conscience I swallow the complimentary remarks of visitors about the fresh and decorative look the dishes give to the kitchen.




  However, my kitchen is not so folksy as to have acquired such sought-after antiques as a Victorian oil lamp (though a genuine hurricane lamp does hang discreetly in a corner ready for emergencies), a rocking chair or a peg rug. These days Victorian oil lamps flaunt themselves at front windows, and peg rugs, having been dismissed as unhygienic, are no longer obtainable. Hygiene apart, I have never found a modern rug that is half so cosy and at the same time so hard-wearing as the old peg rugs on which, as a child, I used to sit or lie in front of the open range. And, except for being taken up for their daily shaking, peg rugs have the advantage of staying complacently in position whereas modern rugs are flibbertygibbets in comparison, inclined to roll at the corners and catch an unwary toe or else skid across the floor at the slightest stumble. So my kitchen has no rug at present. Only an uncluttered wipe-clean floor which will do until (and then hygiene be blowed) I can get around to making myself a good old-fashioned peg rug.




  Having now introduced you to my kitchen and inflicted upon you some of my likes and dislikes, let me now confess that I am no ‘cordon bleu’cook, nor have I ever had any aspirations in that direction. But I love cooking and as my young friends say, in the modern idiom, I can produce some ‘gorgeous nosh’. Here then is my collection, a hotch-potch of ‘receipts’handed down from my own and other people’s grandmothers; recipes from old cookery books; improvisations and use-ups and as such I offer them to you. They range from what might be termed ‘survival’recipes through the frankly economical to what these days might be looked upon as extravagant, but they are all tasty and fairly easy to cook. My use of seasoning may not always be to your liking, but seasoning is such a matter of personal taste that I suggest you do the same as I do – sample as you cook.




  There is an old Manx saying which goes: ‘When one poor man sets out to help another poor man God Himself laughs.’ I do not think I could be fairly described as a ‘poor cook’, but all the same I hope God doesn’t have too good a laugh at our expense.




  Oven temperatures




  

    

      

	Slow oven

	275 to 325 degrees F.






	Moderate oven

	325 to 375”






	Moderately hot oven

	375 to 425”






	Hot oven

	425 to 475”






	Very hot oven

	475 to 500”






    

  




  Girdle temperatures




  When I asked my Bruach neighbours how I could tell when the girdle was hot enough for baking the various scones and pancakes they replied that one must learn to know the smell of the heat. The knowledge soon comes, but until you have acquired it here is a rough guide.




  Sprinkle a little flour on the girdle. Leave it for a minute and then stir with a knife blade. If it shows signs of becoming pale brown it is the right heat for pancakes. For oatcakes the flour should take two minutes to become pale brown and for scones nearer three minutes.




  Unless otherwise stated, plain flour is used in all the recipes.




  A 5 ml spoon is the equivalent of 1 teaspoon.


  A 15 ml spoon is the equivalent of 1 tablespoon.




  

    

  




  Soups




  Except for lobster bisque my soups are all ‘gut warmers’, thick, and satisfying. Consommés I regard as invalid fare. Here are all my favourites; I am sorry they do not include Scotch broth.




  Chicken-and-carrot Soup




  

    

    

	Chicken remains (bones, skin, etc.)

	1 tablespn flour






	2 pints (1 1/4 litres) water

	Salt and pepper






	2 med. sized onions

	Bouquet garni






	1 small turnip (about 1/4 lb or 100 gm)

	1 lb (450 gm) carrots






	1 stalk celery

	1 tablespn chopped parsley






	1 02 (25 gm) butter

	






    

  




  Simmer the remains of the chicken in the water for about two hours, then put through a coarse sieve. Peel and chop the onions finely; grate the celery and the turnip. Fry the onions, celery and turnip in the butter until pale brown; stir in the flour, add the chicken stock, seasoning and the bouquet garni. Simmer for ten minutes. Meanwhile grate the carrot and add to the soup. Taste for seasoning and continue to simmer for another ten minutes. Remove the bouquet garni and sprinkle each plate of soup with parsley before serving.




  Country Soup




  

    

      

	2 oz (50 gm) butter or bacon fat

	1 stalk celery






	2 med. sized potatoes

	1 tablespn tomato purée






	2 large onions

	2 pints (1 1/4 litres) stock






	1 small turnip

	1 teaspn cornflour






	3 med. sized carrots

	Bouquet garni






    

  




  Chop the onions and fry in the fat until transparent. Either chop or mince the potatoes, turnip, carrot, and celery. Put into the pan with the onion and fry for one minute. Add the tomato purée, stir in the cornflour and add the stock and bouquet garni. Simmer for thirty minutes with the lid on. Remove bouquet garni. Serve garnished with chopped parsley and fried croutons (I always add any cold left-over vegetables to this soup).




  Curry Soup




  

    

      

	1 large onion

	1 pint (600 ml) stock (made with beef cube if necessary)






	1 oz (25 gm) butter

	Salt and pepper






	1 dessertspn (10 ml) tomato purée

	1 bayleaf






	1 teaspn cornflour

	Squeeze of lemon juice






	1 teaspn curry paste

	






    

  




  Chop the onion and fry gently in the butter until golden brown. Add tomato purée to the pan. Stir in the cornflour, curry paste and then the stock. Bring to the boil, stirring well. Add the salt and pepper, the lemon juice and the bayleaf. Simmer for ten minutes. Remove the bayleaf and serve with croutons.




  A dessertspoonful (25 gm) of long grain rice may be added to the soup after the seasonings have been added. The soup should then be simmered for twenty minutes instead of ten minutes.




  Dulse Soup




  

    

      

        

          	lb (450 gm) fresh dulse (weight when wet)

          

       	3 oz (75 gm) oatmeal

       

          

        


        

        

        	2 pints (1 1/4 litres) water

       	Seasoning

      




    

  




  Rinse the fresh dulse well and put into a pan with the cold water. Bring to the boil and simmer for one hour. Strain and re-boil. Mix the oatmeal with enough cold water to make a thin creamy consistency, stir it carefully into the soup and continue to boil for a further ten minutes. Season to taste.




  Do not throw away the boiled dulse but mix it with raw oatmeal and pepper and salt if needed and use as a vegetable.




  Dulse is one of our commonest seaweeds and grows abundantly on tide-washed rocks around the shore. It is dark red in colour and its leaves (or ‘fronds’as they are more correctly called) fan out from the root and lie flat against the rocks like strips of sodden paper. They are about four inches long and about half an inch wide.
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