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For the Little Miss, a true hobbit at heart


Foreword

In times of crisis, two things never fail to bring consolation: good books and good food. At the time of this writing, during a global pandemic, this has never been more true. While deprived of “normal” life, people in quarantine are coping by baking and reaching for long-beloved comfort reads. In my home, my husband bakes fresh sourdough bread daily that we eat with jam in the afternoon while I read aloud our favorite books to my four children. This little quotidian tradition is a delicious glimmer of beauty and goodness during a time of suffering.

Wonderful food and good stories comfort us. They remind us to be hopeful when our lives seem dark. And sharing meals and stories around a table reminds us that we are human beings who are made to feast. We are wired for festivity just as we are wired for story. Perhaps this is why stories about feasting are forever imprinted on our hearts.

The classic tales that hold our hearts are stories we inhabit. We see ourselves attending a feast at Redwall Abbey, being offered a taste of Turkish delight by a mysterious queen, or smelling the intoxicating scent of the March family’s Christmas breakfast being carried over snowy lanes to offer to the poor Hummels. Our mouths water each time we reread these familiar passages, but, alas, the feasts are only in our imaginations—until now.

Alison Walsh offers us the opportunity to bring the feasts of literary classics to our own homes! The fantasies of joining the Cratchits at their Christmas table, sampling Ma Ingalls’s maple candy, or sharing Cottleston pie with Winnie-the-Pooh are fantasies no longer. Each of these authentic recipes is meticulously informed by the text inspiring it. Whether you’re ready to put on an apron or brew a cup of tea and cozy up with some literary recipes, you will be delighted.

This lovely book offers you the chance to rediscover classic tales and bring them to life in your kitchen. So join your friends within the pages of beloved books with friends around your table! No matter what storms rage outside, it is always the right time to celebrate the gift of a good book and a tasty meal—let this beautiful cookbook be your guide.

—Haley Stewart, podcaster, speaker, and author of The Grace of Enough and The Literary Medicine Cabinet
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Introduction

Dear Reader,

People are often surprised to hear that I haven’t always loved cooking. In fact, I did my fair share of whining whenever I needed to help make dinner as a kid. It wasn’t until I bought my first cookbook in college that I realized food could be a creative outlet. After that, it didn’t take long for me to fall hopelessly in love.

But I have always loved books.

As a toddler I would pull out the two biggest books we had—the dictionary and the Bible—and patiently scan page after page, not understanding a word yet completely engrossed. When I really learned to read, I devoured books insatiably. Looking back, it seems inevitable that I began to incorporate fiction into my food, first with my literary food blog, Alison’s Wonderland Recipes, then with cookbooks.

When I sat down to write A Literary Holiday Cookbook, I wanted to create a cookbook both food lovers and fiction lovers could enjoy. It was important to me that this book welcome readers of all culinary skill levels. Naturally, I wanted to push the boundaries of my own culinary skills and creativity, but not at the expense of ease of use. I firmly believe you shouldn’t have to know a ball whisk from a fish spatula to enjoy food from your favorite literature.

I feel the same way about holiday food. After all, holidays were created to be celebrations, and that’s how they should feel. You shouldn’t have to be utterly intimidated by roasting a turkey or baking an elegant dessert. It should be fun, and you should be able to look at the recipe and think, I can do this!

That’s why, within these pages, you’ll find recipes written for a variety of skill levels. The Mouse King Cheese Bites from “The Nutcracker” (page 55) are just right for those looking for a fun, festive, ultra-easy dish. The Loamhedge Nutbread from Redwall (page 97) lets you dip your toes into breadmaking, while the Rustic Whole Wheat Bread from Little Women (page 37) lets you dive in deep. For those familiar with cake-making and hungry for a challenge, the Chocolate Strawberry Opera Cake from The Phantom of the Opera (page 203) is four recipes in one—joconde sponge, homemade strawberry syrup, almond buttercream, and ganache.

Yet even the challenging recipes are designed to still feel approachable for anyone looking to learn a new skill. Each recipe is broken down into clear, digestible steps, with techniques and terms clarified for anyone who might be unfamiliar. The whole wheat bread mentioned earlier gives detailed instructions for shaping your loaf, and even the opera cake is broken down into easy steps. The roasted turkey and goose recipes don’t involve brining, trussing, or elaborate stuffing. Instead, I went for glazes, spice rubs, and aromatics—easy ways to elevate such dishes from plain to elegant.

In short, no matter who you are or whether you know how to chiffonade basil, there is a place for you at this holiday table. Take a seat next to Jo March and Aslan, let Gandalf pour you a drink, and join all the beasts of Redwall in a festive song. The holidays are here!

—Alison
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Jo March’s Hot Cocoa Mix, page 223
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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 on hand. 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 filled with boiling water. Make sure the water level is low enough 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 a 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 to 3 drops of liquid for every drop of gel.

• 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 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 with cooking spray 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 but 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 find you don’t have the right butter, don’t panic. There is approximately ¼ teaspoon 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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Some of the core scenes in works of classic literature center on the family Christmas dinner table. Who can forget the humble but generous Christmas dinner of the March family in Little Women or that of the Crachits in A Christmas Carol? There is an intimacy to these scenes, as though the author is welcoming us to be part of the family. However, these moments of plenty also play a deeper role by providing a contrast to poverty. In Little Women, the poverty is material—the Marchs make sacrifices in order to have a celebratory Christmas breakfast, but then choose to give their food away to the Hummels, a family in greater need. In A Christmas Carol, Scrooge stares through the Cratchits’ window and sees the generosity and warmth within, signified by the mutual effort of each family member to create the meal on the table. Meanwhile Scrooge himself is shut out in the cold alone, starving for the love he sees inside.

These classic works remind us that, while Christmas can be a time of material abundance, the true gift of the season is generous love, challenging us to make Scrooge’s pledge our own:


“I will honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future. The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me. I will not shut out the lessons that they teach.”

—Scrooge, A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens
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A Dickensian Christmastide

A Christmas Carol

By Charles Dickens

“God bless us, every one!”

Menu

Applesauce

Onion and Sage Roasted Goose

Chocolate Profiterole Christmas Puddings

Duchess Potatoes
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Applesauce

Makes 6 cups

“Mrs. Cratchit made the gravy (ready beforehand in a little saucepan) hissing hot; Master Peter mashed the potatoes with incredible vigour; Miss Belinda sweetened up the apple-sauce.”

One of the wonderful things about homemade applesauce is that you can customize the texture to your preference—whether you like your sauce satiny-smooth, chunky, or somewhere in between. It’s also fun to play with aromatics. This recipe uses cinnamon, ginger, and lemon, but you can experiment with vanilla bean pods, whole cloves, nutmeg, orange peel, and more!

INGREDIENTS

3 lb. McIntosh apples

3 lb. Fuji apples

½ cup brown sugar, packed

¾ cup apple cider

1½ tablespoons fresh lemon juice

2 (1” × 2”) strips lemon peel

2 cinnamon sticks

1 ounce fresh ginger, peeled and cut into 3 pieces

¼ teaspoon salt

INSTRUCTIONS

1 Peel and core the apples. Cut them into eighths and add to a large pot. Add all remaining ingredients and stir briefly to combine.

2 Place pot over medium heat and cover, cooking for 25 minutes, stirring occasionally. The McIntosh apples will mostly break down, and the Fujis will be mostly whole but very soft. Remove from heat. Remove and discard aromatics (lemon peel, cinnamon sticks, and ginger pieces). For a coarse texture, mash the apples in the pot with a potato masher or using the bottom of a heavy glass cup until desired consistency is reached. For a smooth texture, blend in a blender.

3 Transfer to an airtight container and chill in the refrigerator.

Serve at a Dickensian Christmas party!
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Onion and Sage Roasted Goose

Makes 1 (10-lb.) goose

“And now two smaller Cratchits, boy and girl, came tearing in, screaming that outside the baker’s they had smelt the goose, and known it for their own; and basking in luxurious thoughts of sage and onion, these young Cratchits danced about the table . . .”

Goose was the star of the Cratchit family’s Christmas dinner, and it can be for your family, too! The key to the perfect goose is managing the fat content. You don’t want your goose sitting in inches of fat as it cooks, nor do you want to brine ahead of time, since geese aren’t lean birds. The secret? Place the bird on a wire rack over a large baking sheet (rather than in a roasting pan) and siphon out the fat from the pan with a baster if it gets close to overflowing.

INGREDIENTS

1 (10-lb.) goose, neck and giblets removed

1½ tablespoons kosher salt, divided

½ teaspoon black pepper

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 teaspoon onion powder

2 large sage leaves, minced

1 yellow onion, quartered

2 large sprigs fresh sage

4 cloves garlic, peeled and crushed

1.5 ounces fresh ginger, peeled

Special Tools

13” × 18” baking sheet

INSTRUCTIONS

1 Pat the goose dry with a paper towel and rub the entire exterior with 1 tablespoon salt and the pepper. Line a 13” × 18” baking sheet with aluminum foil and place a wire rack on top. Place the goose on the wire rack and chill uncovered in the refrigerator for 10 hours.

2 Remove goose from refrigerator and allow to rest at room temperature for 30 minutes. Place oven racks in the top and bottom positions in the oven. Preheat oven to 350°F.

3 Rub the entire goose with olive oil, including inside the cavity (you do not need to separate the skin from the breast meat as you would for a turkey or chicken).

4 In a small bowl, stir together the remaining ½ tablespoon salt, onion powder, and minced sage leaves. Rub goose with seasoning mix. Fill the cavity of the bird with the quartered onion, sage sprigs, garlic, and ginger. Do not truss the legs (this will help the goose cook more evenly). Tuck the tips of the wings underneath the goose. Cook for 1 hour and 15 minutes.

5 Increase oven temperature to 450°F and cook for approximately 30 minutes more or until the internal temperature reaches 165°F.

6 Allow to rest for 30 minutes before serving.

Serve at a Victorian Christmas feast!


Note: Goose can be pricey, but if you are willing to splurge, you’ll reap the benefits for many meals to come. Pour the goose fat that collects in the bottom of the baking sheet through a strainer into a sealable jar and keep it in the fridge to use for roasting vegetables. After dinner, reserve the carcass and break it down into 3 to 4 pieces. Place it in a large pot with carrots, onions, garlic, fresh rosemary, and a couple of bay leaves. Fill the pot with cold water until the contents are covered. Heat on high until boiling, then reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer for 45 minutes. Strain the liquid into jars—now you have goose stock for making soup!

Be aware that the breast meat on a goose is smaller and darker than that of a chicken or turkey, so when you are carving the bird and see dark breast meat, don’t worry that it’s overcooked.
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Chocolate Profiterole Christmas Puddings

Makes 26 mini profiteroles

“In half a minute Mrs. Cratchit entered—flushed, but smiling proudly—with the pudding, like a speckled cannon-ball, so hard and firm, blazing in half of half-a-quartern of ignited brandy, and bedight with Christmas holly stuck into the top.”

Christmas puddings are a classic British holiday food, but steamed puddings can be fickle and time consuming. That’s why I took the look and flavors of a traditional pudding and merged it with another dessert: the ever-popular cream puff.

INGREDIENTS

For the Brandy Pastry Cream

1 whole egg, plus 1 egg yolk

¼ cup sugar

1½ tablespoons cornstarch

2 pinches salt

1 cup whole milk

1 tablespoon brandy

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

For the Choux Pastry

½ cup flour

½ cup cocoa powder

¼ cup sugar

½ cup butter, softened

1 cup water

4 eggs, room temperature, thoroughly beaten

For the Icing

½ cup powdered sugar

1 tablespoon milk

For the Garnish
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