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Introduction


ANNIE GRAY



Food is one of the fundamentals of life. At a basic level, we would die without it. Eating is one of the few certainties of human existence, and occasions to eat are threaded into our lives, both on an everyday and a highly ritualized basis. Food is so embedded in our cultures and our psyches that it defines us: how we eat, what we eat, and our beliefs about what and how we eat are among our most talked about, worried over, and deeply held values.


This collection of food writing loosely covers the development of British and British-influenced food from around the discovery of the ingredients of the New World at the end of the Middle Ages to the near-death of British cuisine after fourteen years of rationing during the Second World War. It ranges from the parties of the super-rich to the desperation of the achingly poor, and from the bright lights and easy access to food shops of the city, to the vegetable plots and fields of the remote countryside. Some writers gently muse, others hector from above. There are recipes, both practical and fantastical, and the fruits of long experience of both cooking and dining. There are chefs and cooks, eaters and diners. Fiction jostles with poetry which sits next to angry ranting and opposite a quiet onlooker.


Think of it as a dinner party: some guests you like, some you admire, and some you aren’t sure you want to see again, though it was fun at the time. The food, of course, is fabulous, the manners impeccable (to those who practise them, at least). You’ll dip in and out of the conversation and, when it is all over, some of what you’ve experienced will stay with you. That, surely, is why it’s all food for thought.
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PETRONIUS



27–66 AD



One of the most famous fictional dinner parties, the feast given by Gaius Pompeius Trimalchio, is a satire on excess. Written by Petronius, a Roman writer and nobleman in the time of Nero, only a fragment of The Satyricon survives. It tells the story of Encolpius, his friend and his slave lover, as they ricochet from orgies to fights.


Trimalchio, the dinner’s host, is an ex-slave made good, a dissolute glutton married to an ex-dancer. His guests all talk too much (about sport, their own importance and the terrible decline in social manners), show off, insult their host as soon as his back is turned, and generally behave much like many bad dinner guests have for the last 2,000 years.


The conversation is dull, but the food is otherworldly. Prior to the boar stuffed with live thrushes served here, the diners have eaten honeyed dormice, pastry eggs stuffed with fig-peckers (a tiny warbler), and a zodiac-themed set of dishes including a pig’s womb. Following it are at least another eight courses, ending with Trimalchio’s mock-funeral and our narrator’s rather queasy escape.




‘The Dinner of Trimalchio’,


from The Satyricon





CHAPTER THE THIRTY-NINTH


Trimalchio broke in upon this entertaining gossip, for the course had been removed and the guests, happy with wine, had started a general conversation: lying back upon his couch, “You ought to make this wine go down pleasantly,” he said, “the fish must have something to swim in. But I say, you didn’t think I’d be satisfied with any such dinner as you saw on the top of that tray? ‘Is Ulysses no better known?’ Well, well, we shouldn’t forget our culture, even at dinner. May the bones of my patron rest in peace, he wanted me to become a man among men. No one can show me anything new, and that little tray has proved it. This heaven where the gods live, turns into as many different signs, and sometimes into the Ram: therefore, whoever is born under that sign will own many flocks and much wool, a hard head, a shameless brow, and a sharp horn. A great many school-teachers and rambunctious butters-in are born under that sign.” We applauded the wonderful penetration of our astrologer and he ran on, “Then the whole heaven turns into a bull-calf and the kickers and herdsmen and those who see to it that their own bellies are full, come into the world. Teams of horses and oxen are born under the Twins, and well-hung wenchers and those who bedung both sides of the wall. I was born under the Crab and therefore stand on many legs and own much property on land and sea, for the crab is as much at home on one as he is in the other. For that reason, I put nothing on that sign for fear of weighing down my own destiny. Bulldozers and gluttons are born under the Lion, and women and fugitives and chain-gangs are born under the Virgin. Butchers and perfumers are born under the Balance, and all who think that it is their business to straighten things out. Poisoners and assassins are born under the Scorpion. Cross-eyed people who look at the vegetables and sneak away with the bacon are born under the Archer. Horny-handed sons of toil are born under Capricorn. Bartenders and pumpkin-heads are born under the Water-Carrier. Caterers and rhetoricians are born under the Fishes: and so the world turns round, just like a mill, and something bad always comes to the top, and men are either being born or else they’re dying. As to the sod and the honeycomb in the middle, for I never do anything without a reason, Mother Earth is in the centre, round as an egg, and all that is good is found in her, just like it is in a honeycomb.”


CHAPTER THE FORTIETH


“Bravo!” we yelled, and, with hands uplifted to the ceiling, we swore that such fellows as Hipparchus and Aratus were not to be compared with him. At length some slaves came in who spread upon the couches some coverlets upon which were embroidered nets and hunters stalking their game with boar-spears, and all the paraphernalia of the chase. We knew not what to look for next, until a hideous uproar commenced, just outside the dining-room door, and some Spartan hounds commenced to run around the table all of a sudden. A tray followed them, upon which was served a wild boar of immense size, wearing a liberty cap upon its head, and from its tusks hung two little baskets of woven palm fibre, one of which contained Syrian dates, the other, Theban. Around it hung little suckling pigs made from pastry, signifying that this was a brood-sow with her pigs at suck. It turned out that these were souvenirs intended to be taken home. When it came to carving the boar, our old friend Carver, who had carved the capons, did not appear, but in his place a great bearded giant, with bands around his legs, and wearing a short hunting cape in which a design was woven. Drawing his hunting-knife, he plunged it fiercely into the boar’s side, and some thrushes flew out of the gash, fowlers, ready with their rods, caught them in a moment, as they fluttered around the room and Trimalchio ordered one to each guest, remarking, “Notice what fine acorns this forest-bred boar fed on,” and as he spoke, some slaves removed the little baskets from the tusks and divided the Syrian and Theban dates equally among the diners.


CHAPTER THE FORTY-FIRST


Getting a moment to myself, in the meantime, I began to speculate as to why the boar had come with a liberty cap upon his head. After exhausting my invention with a thousand foolish guesses, I made bold to put the riddle which teased me to my old informant. “Why, sure,” he replied, “even your slave could explain that; there’s no riddle, everything’s as plain as day! This boar made his first bow as the last course of yesterday’s dinner and was dismissed by the guests, so today he comes back as a freedman!” I damned my stupidity and refrained from asking any more question for fear I might leave the impression that I had never dined among decent people before. While we were speaking, a handsome boy, crowned with vine leaves and ivy, passed grapes around, in a little basket, and impersonated Bacchus-happy, Bacchus-drunk, and Bacchus-dreaming, reciting, in the meantime, his master’s verses, in a shrill voice. Trimalchio turned to him and said, “Dionisus, be thou Liber,” whereupon the boy immediately snatched the cap from the boar’s head, and put it upon his own. At that Trimalchio added, “You can’t deny that my father’s middle name was Liber!” We applauded Trimalchio’s conceit heartily, and kissed the boy as he went around. Trimalchio retired to the close-stool, after this course, and we, having freedom of action with the tyrant away, began to draw the other guests out. After calling for a bowl of wine, Dama spoke up, “A day’s nothing at all: it’s night before you can turn around, so you can’t do better than to go right to the dining-room from your bed. It’s been so cold that I can hardly get warm in a bath, but a hot drink’s as good as an overcoat: I’ve had some long pegs, and between you and me, I’m a bit groggy; the booze has gone to my head.”
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ANON.



‘Pancakes in the Manner of Tournai’,
from Le Ménagier de Paris, 1393


With the collapse of the Roman Empire, its ex-colonies lost much of their food knowledge. Over the next few hundred years new trade routes were established and, by the time of the first surviving culinary manuscripts, a new cuisine had developed, which could be just as elaborate as that of the Romans, but with different techniques and flavours. Many of the recipes written down in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries are the antecedents of dishes we still cook today.


Le Ménagier de Paris purports to have been written by a wealthy Parisian for his young bride. It contains advice on a range of topics. The beauty is in the clarity of instruction, for example here, in clarifying the butter. It is rare for the presence of servants to be made obvious, but whoever is continually beating the paste, or should be wearied from mixing the batter, is not the gentle reader.


‘Pancakes in the Manner of Tournai’, from Le Ménagier de Paris



First: you should provide yourself with a copper or brass pan holding a quart, the mouth of which should be no wider than the bottom, or only very little, and the sides of which should be four or three and a half fingers high. Item: put in salted butter, melt it, skim it and clean it and then pour it into another pan, and leave all the salt behind. Add to it fresh fat as clean as can be. Then take eggs and fry them, and take the whites away from half of them and beat the remaining whites and all of the yolks, and then take a third or a quart of lukewarm white wine, and mix all of this together: then take the finest white wheaten flour that you can have, and beat everything together bit by bit, enough to tire out one or two people, and your paste should be neither thin nor thick, but such that it can gently run through a hole as big as a small finger; then put your butter and your fat on the fire together, as much of one as the other, until it boils, then take your paste and fill a bowl or big spoon of pierced wood and pour this into your fat, first in the middle of your pan, then turning it until the sides are filled; and keep beating your paste without ceasing so that you can make more crepes. And for each crepe that is in the pan you should lift it with a stick or skewer and turn it over to cook, then remove it, put it on a plate, and start another; and remember to always be moving and beating the remaining paste without stopping.
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ANON.



The Forme of Cury


One of the earliest collections of recipes written in English, The Forme of Cury is a velum scroll containing recipes assembled by the cooks of Richard II. There are a number of versions, not all the same, and it was not published as a compendium until 1780.


The Forme of Cury roughly translates as ‘method of cooking’. It contains recipes ranging from simple soups to salad dressing, along with courtly subtleties, which were highly complex and often largely ornamental showpieces. Familiar ingredients include olive oil, ginger and mace, along with the less familiar porpoise, hyssop and umbles (deer innards). This recipe, for blancmange, is based on rice pounded with chicken (capons), mixed with almond milk, sugar and spice (blaunche pouder was a prepared mixture of various spices, kept on hand as needed).


from The Forme of Cury


XIV. FOR TO MAKE BLOMANGER.


Nym rys and lefe hem and wafch hem clene and do thereto god almande mylk and feth hem tyl they al to breft and than lat hem kele and nym the lyre of the hennyn or of capon s and grynd hem fmal keft therto wite grefe and boyle it. Nym blanchyd almandys and fafron and fet hem above in the dyfche and ferve yt forthe.


XXV. FOR TO MAKE MYLK ROFT.


Nym fwete mylk and do yt in a panne nym eyryn wyth al the wyte and fwyng hem wel and caft therto and colowre yt wyth fafron and boyl it tyl yt wexe thykke and thanne feth yt thorw a culdore and nym that levyth and preffe yt up on a bord and wan yt ys cold larde it and fcher yt on fchyverys and rofte yt on a grydern and ferve yt forthe.
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BEN JONSON



1572–1637


One of the late Tudor era’s best-known playwrights and poets, Ben Jonson had a colourful career including stints in the army, in prison, and as poet laureate. He wrote several of James I’s court masques, often in collaboration with Inigo Jones (who designed the sets), setting the tone for a new dynasty as the Scottish Stuart monarchs sought to impose their personality on the court after the death of Elizabeth I.


Success at court depended on a strong network. William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, was Jonson’s most stalwart patron, and this collection, and indeed poem, was dedicated to him. The foods proposed are not those of the super-rich. Starting with palate-cleansing olives and continuing with meats with citrussy sauces, roast game, pastries and ending with cheese and fruit, Jonson’s meal is muted. He even promises not to drink too much – possibly as Pooley and Parrot (government informers) have benefitted from his inebriation in the past.


‘Inviting a Friend to Supper’




To Night, grave Sir, both my poor House, and I


Do equally desire your Company:


Not that we think us worthy such a Guest,


But that your worth will dignifie our Feast,


With those that come; whose Grace may make that seem


Something, which, else, could hope for no esteem.


It is the fair Acceptance, Sir, creates


The Entertainment perfect: not the Cates.


Yet shall you have, to rectifie your Palate,


An Olive, Capers, or some better Sallad


Ush’ring the Mutton; with a short-leg’d Hen,


If we can get her, full of Eggs, and then,


Limons, and Wine for Sauce: to these, a Coney


Is not to be despair’d of, for our Money;


And, though Fowl, now, be scarce, yet there are Clarks,


The Sky not falling, think we may have Larks.


I’ll tell you of more, and lye, so you will come:


Of Partridg, Pheasant, Wood-cock, of which some


May yet be there; and Godwit if we can:


Knat, Rail, and Ruff too. How so ere, my Man


Shall read a Piece of Virgil, Tacitus,


Livy, or of some better Book to us,


Of which we’ll speak our Minds, amidst our Meat;


And I’ll profess no Verses to repeat:


To this, if ought appear, which I know not of,


That will the Pastry, not my Paper, show of.


Digestive Cheese, and Fruit there sure will be;


But that, which most doth take my Muse, and me,


Is a pure Cup of rich Canary Wine,


Which is the Mermaids, now, but shall be mine:


Of which had Horace, or Anacreon tasted,


Their Lives, as do their Lines, till now had lasted.


Tabacco, Nectar, or the Thespian Spring,


Are all but Luther’s Beer, to this I sing.


Of this we will sup free, but moderately,


And we will have no Pooly’, or Parrot by;


Nor shall our Cups make any guilty Men:


But, at our parting, we will be, as when


We innocently met. No simple Word,


That shall be utter’d at our mirthful Board,


Shall make us sad next Morning: or affright


The Liberty, that we’ll enjoy to Night.
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SAMUEL PEPYS



1633–1703


The most famous English diarist, Samuel Pepys was a Cambridge-educated government official. He was also a bon viveur, a gourmand and a brutally honest writer. Despite writing for only ten years, his diaries cover some of the most tumultuous events of the seventeenth century, from the restoration of the monarchy to the Great Fire of London. Their joy lies in the juxtaposition of nationally significant events with the minutiae of everyday life, all narrated by a man who took an effervescent delight in living.


These extracts are typical; visitors, visits, business, and checking to see if people are still alive after the plague. Then there is the groping, in which Pepys revelled while also agonizing over (early published versions omitted many references to sex). Food is everywhere, including, here, anchovies, a newish introduction from Spain. The sweet-sour flavours of medieval cookery were starting to yield to more savoury tastes. The neat’s tongue referred to is that of a calf.


from The Diary of Samuel Pepys



1660–61. At the end of the last and the beginning of this year, I do live in one of the houses belonging to the Navy Office, as one of the principal officers, and have done now about half a year. After much trouble with workmen I am now almost settled; my family being, myself, my wife, Jane, Will. Hewer, and Wayneman, my girle’s brother. Myself in constant good health, and in a most handsome and thriving condition. Blessed be Almighty God for it. I am now taking of my sister to come and live with me. As to things of State.—The King settled, and loved of all. The Duke of York matched to my Lord Chancellor’s daughter, which do not please many. The Queen upon her return to France with the Princess Henrietta. The Princess of Orange lately dead, and we into new mourning for her. We have been lately frighted with a great plot, and many taken up on it, and the fright not quite over. The Parliament, which had done all this great good to the King, beginning to grow factious, the King did dissolve it December 29th last, and another likely to be chosen speedily. I take myself now to be worth £300 clear in money, and all my goods and all manner of debts paid, which are none at all.


1660–61. January 1st. Called up this morning by Mr. Moore, who brought me my last things for me to sign for the last month, and to my great comfort tells me that my fees will come to £80 clear to myself, and about £25 for him, which he hath got out of the pardons, though there be no fee due to me at all out of them. Then comes in my brother Thomas, and after him my father, Dr. Thomas Pepys, my uncle Fenner and his two sons (Anthony’s only child dying this morning, yet he was so civil to come, and was pretty merry) to breakfast; and I had for them a barrel of oysters, a dish of neat’s tongues, and a dish of anchovies, wine of all sorts, and Northdown ale. We were very merry till about eleven o’clock, and then they went away. At noon I carried my wife by coach to my cozen, Thomas Pepys, where we, with my father, Dr. Thomas, cozen Stradwick, Scott, and their wives, dined. Here I saw first his second wife, which is a very respectfull woman, but his dinner a sorry, poor dinner for a man of his estate, there being nothing but ordinary meat in it. To-day the King dined at a lord’s, two doors from us. After dinner I took my wife to Whitehall, I sent her to Mrs. Pierce’s (where we should have dined to-day), and I to the Privy Seal, where Mr. Moore took out all his money, and he and I went to Mr. Pierce’s; in our way seeing the Duke of York bring his Lady this day to wait upon the Queen, the first time that ever she did since that great business; and the Queen is said to receive her now with much respect and love; and there he cast up the fees, and I told the money, by the same token one £100 bag, after I had told it, fell all about the room, and I fear I have lost some of it. That done I left my friends and went to my Lord’s, but he being not come in I lodged the money with Mr. Shepley, and bade good night to Mr. Moore, and so returned to Mr. Pierce’s, and there supped with them, and Mr. Pierce, the purser, and his wife and mine, where we had a calf’s head carboned, but it was raw, we could not eat it, and a good hen. But she is such a slut that I do not love her victualls. After supper I sent them home by coach, and I went to my Lord’s and there played till 12 at night at cards at Best with J. Goods and N. Osgood, and then to bed with Mr. Shepley.


June 29th. Up betimes and to my office, and by and by to the Temple, and there appointed to meet in the evening about my business, and thence I walked home, and up and down the streets is cried mightily the great victory got by the Portugalls against the Spaniards, where 10,000 slain, 3 or 4,000 taken prisoners, with all the artillery, baggage, money, &c., and Don John of Austria forced to flee with a man or two with him, which is very great news. Thence home and at my office all the morning, and then by water to St. James’s but no meeting to-day being holy day, but met Mr. Creed in the Park, and after a walk or two, discoursing his business, took leave of him in Westminster Hall, whither we walked, and then came again to the Hall and fell to talk with Mrs. Lane, and after great talk that she never went abroad with any man as she used heretofore to do, I with one word got her to go with me and to meet me at the further Rhenish wine-house, where I did give her a Lobster and do so touse her and feel her all over, making her believe how fair and good a skin she has, and indeed she has a very white thigh and leg, but monstrous fat. When weary I did give over and somebody, having seen some of our dalliance, called aloud in the street, “Sir! why do you kiss the gentlewoman so?” and flung a stone at the window, which vexed me, but I believe they could not see my touzing her, and so we broke up and I went out the back way, without being observed I think, and so she towards the Hall and I to White Hall, where taking water I to the Temple with my cozen Roger and Mr. Goldsborough to Gray’s Inn to his counsel, one Mr. Rawworth, a very fine man, where it being the question whether I as executor should give a warrant to Goldsborough in my reconveying her estate back again, the mortgage being performed against all acts of the testator, but only my own, my cozen said he never heard it asked before; and the other that it was always asked, and he never heard it denied, or scrupled before, so great a distance was there in their opinions, enough to make a man forswear ever having to do with the law; so they agreed to refer it to Serjeant Maynard. So we broke up, and I by water home from the Temple, and there to Sir W. Batten and eat with him, he and his lady and Sir J. Minnes having been below to-day upon the East India men that are come in, but never tell me so, but that they have been at Woolwich and Deptford, and done great deal of business. God help them. So home and up to my lute long, and then, after a little Latin chapter with Will, to bed. But I have used of late, since my wife went, to make a bad use of my fancy with whatever woman I have a mind to, which I am ashamed of, and shall endeavour to do so no more. So to sleep.

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg
FOOD FORTHOUGHT

Selected Writings

Edited and introduced by
ANNIE GRAY

M

MACMILLAN COLLECTOR’S LIBRARY






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/orn.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
Selected writings edited
by Annie Gray






