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For the Mister, my always eager taste tester,

and

for the Little Mister, who was with me every step of the way
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introduction

by Sara Letourneau

Have you ever wondered why food and drink appear so often in great stories? Or why we frequently find characters sharing meals with family, friends, and the occasional stranger? If your first guess is, “Because the author wants to make us readers hungry,” well, no one would fault you (or your taste buds) for thinking that way. But here’s the truth:

If literature is meant to reflect life, then why not use food, a part of our everyday lives, to make that reflection truly believable?

Think about it for a moment. Food can provide insights into our favorite heroes, heroines, and mischief-makers. (Remember when Aunt Polly caught Tom Sawyer sneaking jam from the pantry?) It can evoke smells and flavors that bring a setting to life and stir up emotions that deepen a reader’s connection in the story. Some stories such as Laura Ingalls Wilders’s Little House series and Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women even feature cooks and bakers as characters.

And who can forget when the White Witch offered Edmund hot chocolate and Turkish delight in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe? Or when Harry Potter and his classmates sat down for their first banquet at Hogwarts? Or when Alice stumbles upon the Mad Hatter and the March Hare’s tea party? The sharing of food is a natural opportunity for characters to interact and demonstrate their relationships, from family and friendships to travelers on the same road and villains tempting their prey.

Indeed, food and drink have played a deliciously meaningful role in literature. It’s something I’ve relished as a lifelong lover of reading. Thanks to timeless stories like J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and more recent books like Laura Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate and Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games, I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve smacked my lips over the proffered dishes or marveled over the conversations, arguments, and awkward silences that follow. Even my nighttime reading involves nourishment; I have to have a mug of freshly brewed tea beside me, or else the ritual feels incomplete.

And on top of all this, I’ve wondered now and then how much fun—and how challenging—it might be to recreate some of the foods I’ve read about. It’s not a far-fetched idea, since I also enjoy cooking and baking. But I’ve always felt more comfortable following recipes than inventing my own. My imagination could play forever when it comes to writing stories, poems, and blog articles, but in the kitchen it usually grinds to a halt.

Thankfully, that’s where Alison Walsh comes in. An avid reader herself, Alison has taken her enthusiasm to a whole other level, beginning with her food blog Alison’s Wonderland Recipes. I discovered the site in 2015, and I was immediately drawn in by the charm and excitement she exuded in bringing much-loved dishes from fiction to edible reality. The variety of foods, easy-to-follow instructions, cleanly presented photographs—all of it enticed me to return week after week to try the recipes at home. It also helped that Alison and I shared similar reading tastes and a passion for tea. And now, to say that I’m thrilled about Alison’s latest culinary and literary achievement would be an understatement.

A Literary Tea Party puts a whimsical “stir” on literary cookbooks. It doesn’t just serve recipes inspired by foods from classic literature. It also presents carefully crafted and specifically selected dishes that are ideal for—what else?—teatime. From scones, breads, and finger-food savories to cookies and other bite-size sweets, this is an elegant and heartwarming tribute to the stories and characters that have stayed with us. You’ll also find recipes for unique homemade tea blends that will bring additional warmth, fragrance, and complexity to the meal. And if you’re not a tea lover, then maybe the hot cocoa, punches, and other beverages will tickle your taste buds.

So make yourself a cup of tea and see which recipes catch your eye. Do any come from books you read as a child and still rank among your all-time favorites? Try those foods first to savor the nostalgia and remember why you loved the book in the first place. And who knows? Maybe Alison’s work will inspire you to plan a themed tea party, one with decorations, attire, and, of course, a menu drawing from some of the most memorable stories ever written.



a letter from the author

Dear Reader,

[image: images]

If you told me four years ago that I’d publish a cookbook—any cookbook, ever—I wouldn’t have believed you. At the time, my love of cooking was just beginning to sprout, and my culinary experience was limited to meals for one and the occasional dinner party with friends. When I started my little fledgling food blog, Alison’s Wonderland Recipes, all I knew was that I wanted to combine my new love of food with my lifelong love of reading.

When Skyhorse emailed me about writing a cookbook, I had been blogging for three years. My skill level was much higher than when I started, but I still had a lot to learn. I could concoct a soup and grill a mean steak, but I had no idea how to develop my own bread or cake recipes. Still, I knew one thing: there was no way I was going to say no!

So I went for it. I didn’t know the science behind things like baking and candymaking, but I learned. I compared reliable recipes and noted shared variables. I watched more YouTube videos about making Turkish delight than anyone ever should. I made it my goal to add one completely original recipe to my blog every month to challenge myself to learn new skills.

My point in saying all of this is that I didn’t embark on this project because I felt ready; instead, I became ready by doing it. In the process, not only did I find that I was more capable than I thought, my efforts also jumpstarted my learning like nothing before. I’m a much better chef, blogger, recipe developer, writer, and time manager than I would be now if I’d passed up this amazing opportunity.

If there’s anything you’re afraid you’re not good enough for, don’t let fear make your choices. We all have doubts about ourselves, but life has a way of helping us grow past those doubts, if we only let it.

So if you have a chance to spread your wings, don’t pass it up. You have more to give than you realize, and the lessons you’ll learn will be priceless.

Alison

Creator of Alison’s Wonderland Recipes,
wonderlandrecipes.com
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tips, tricks, and substitutions

Every chef needs a few good shortcuts up their sleeve to save the day when they’re short on time or don’t have a special ingredient. Here are my favorite kitchen tips and tricks:

DIY Double Boiler. If you don’t have a double boiler, just place a regular ceramic bowl over a saucepan of boiling water. Make sure the water level is low enough so that the bottom of the bowl doesn’t touch the top of the water.

Quick Buttermilk Substitute. Mix 1 cup milk with 1 tablespoon lemon juice and allow to sit for 5 minutes.

Room Temperature Eggs. If a recipe calls for room temperature eggs and you forgot to let them sit out, submerge the eggs in very warm water for 10 minutes, then use as per normal.

Instant Softened Butter. Sometimes I don’t have the time to soften butter or my winter kitchen isn’t warm enough for it to soften when left to sit out. To instantly soften butter, place it between two sheets of wax paper and roll it to about ¼-inch thickness with a rolling pin. Quickly peel off the paper and use as per normal.

Liquid vs. Gel Food Coloring. Some of the recipes in this book call for gel food coloring, while some call for standard liquid coloring. Gel is more condensed and therefore introduces less water into the recipe, while achieving more intense color. I’ve specified the use of gel coloring in recipes where it’s recommended, but if it’s an emergency and you need to substitute it, the conversion is easy: use 2–3 drops of liquid for every drop of gel.

Edible Flowers. Some of the recipes in this book call for edible flowers. Pansies are a common choice in edible flower recipes, as are blossoms from strawberry, apple, and citrus plants. The Internet is a great way to find additional safe alternatives. Always use clean blossoms that you know are free of pesticides and chemicals, and be aware that although a plant may have edible blossoms, this does not make all parts of the plant safe to eat.

Quick Dough Cleanup. Many cookie recipes call for flouring a surface (usually a countertop) and rolling out dough. If quick cleanup is a priority, roll out your dough on a large floured cutting board, which can be quickly rinsed off and/or thrown in the dishwasher when finished.

Sticky Measuring Spoons. Accurately measuring sticky liquid ingredients like honey and syrup can be a pain—some of it always manages to stick to the spoon! For some recipes, you can avoid this by coating the spoon in a thin layer of cooking spray before adding in your ingredient, as long as fats such as butter or eggs will be added in the same step or have already been added. For example, if you are making muffins that call for honey, you can spray the spoon if you’re adding your fats in the same step or if they’ve already been mixed in. For recipes that are very finicky about the addition of fats (such as meringues), do not use this trick as it can add too much fat to the recipe.

Swapping Salted and Unsalted Butter. Some recipes call for unsalted butter yet still include salt in the list of ingredients. This is to allow for exact measurements and a more consistent result. However, if you are in a bind and don’t have the right butter, don’t panic. There is approximately ¼ tsp salt in every ½ cup salted butter, so use this ratio to adjust your recipe in an emergency. Although it’s not recommended for regular use, it shouldn’t make a huge difference. This cannot be done for recipes that call for no salt at all, such as some pie crusts.
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“Alison sets the table with comfort and
nostalgia . . . perfect for teatime with friends
or curled up with a good book.”
—Diane Ault, Fiction-Food Café
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