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INTRODUCTION
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ENGLISH cooking is old-fashioned, because we like it that way. We do enjoy foreign dishes and admire Continental cooks, but when we cook the foreign dishes, the dishes, like the foreigners, become “naturalised English”.

So this book is for English cooks, and belongs to English kitchens.

The kitchens are more modern than the cooking, because we are a race of mechanics and often amenable to reason, but even our kitchens are modernised in rather an old-fashioned way—not streamlined in the transatlantic manner; and some of our best English cooking is still done in kitchens that have neither electricity nor gas, and are only just considering enclosed combustion stoves. Chaucer’s alchemist used a pressure cooker, and we always used to put a flat-iron on the saucepan when we wanted anything to cook quicker; but these excellent inventions are less appreciated in old kitchens where the fire burns gently day and night—and “Something’s ready for them when they come in—and dear knows when that will be!” for in the country household you cannot regulate the consumer—only the dinner. So please consider this book as an old-fashioned kitchen, not impressive, but a warm friendly place, where one can come in any time and have a chat with the cook. And here, at the very beginning, I want to thank all the kind cooks who have talked to me, and taught me, and helped me to make this book. For them I wish it was a better book; but they will know that the faults are all mine and the kindness all theirs. So I hope they will take the book as their own with all my gratitude. May I also thank the officials of the British Museum, where the history was studied and from where most of the original plates were obtained.

Now a word about the “history bits”. I have already done six volumes of history, so will historians please forgive me that these bits are for cooks—not historians. Historians will see that the quotations are not those most urgent to history, and the generalities in the short condensed notes omit much of importance. Professional historians will sympathise, for they will understand the difficulty, but the general reader deserves a word of explanation.

So many well-worn quotations have been used so often, for so long, that they have become accepted as fixed facts upon their subject. But the more you study, the fewer facts become fixtures; and for every quotation giving one aspect, there are usually a dozen modifying it and capable of giving quite a different impression. Realise that for centuries the swiftest transport was by horse (or water), and the only instantaneous communication was by beacon! (and that would not convey much culinary information beyond “Victorious soldiers celebrating”, so you kill the worst cow before they eat the best one; or “Not victorious—fleeing”, so you take the ham out of the smoke hole and leave home).

People travelled about, but districts remained distinctive, so that there was far more regional variety, and it was harder to generalise.

Another wrong impression is that food was sharply divided for two classes: the poor, who starved on beans and black bread, and the rich, who surfeited on peacocks and cockatrice. These were two extremes. For every professional cook whose fine recipes reached the crackling parchment and fame, there were masses of working households who lived on the land and off the land, and cooked for their families because they had to and because they loved them. These poor people cooked as well as they could—probably very well indeed. The paintings of the Early Masters show that rickets and deficiency diseases were rife, but much of this work was done in cities, and our undoubtedly improved health and larger growth today is more likely to be from our knowledge of what we ought to eat than any change in the basic materials available. That these materials made a dull diet, lacking our variety of imports, can be modified by the many pungent and powerful native spices and herbs and various plants which they used and which we have now forgotten.

Another impression is of monotony—but it is we who level out the year into monotony by demanding the same food all the year round!

Mediaeval people pickled and potted and dried food to preserve it, but they did enjoy the enforced variety of the seasons! Also, the cook was only part of the communal household. It was the gardener who said in spring, “Now you eat Rounceval peas”; or, glumly, in autumn, “There’s no cabbage nor ’neps.” It was the shepherd who decreed when there was to be mutton; and as he ate with the other workers, it behoved him to fatten up his old crones, or his mates would find fault. In winter it was the swineherd, at last convinced that all his sows were safely in the family way, who announced, “Now you may eat the boar’s head!” and the dairywoman, all flooded out from dairy to hafod, who ordered junkets, curds and whey, milk cheeses and, maybe, veal. Even the woodboy shared the general responsibility, for though all “servants at night bring in wood or a log”, cooking fuel required selection, and many a joint that “would have roast” had to be boiled because the wood was damp, or the wrong sort. (Then the mediaeval cook would have a word to say to the woodboy, exactly as the cook today speaks to the coal merchant about the boiler fuel!)

So let any cook who enjoys our ancestral heritage begin at the material end and study the fuel and methods first, and remember that some cooks were old-fashioned and some used “the most modern appliances”. Because they put down some unexpected result to a miracle, and you give it a scientific explanation, does not change your attitudes—you are both believing what you were taught—or trying to do so. The fact remains they were people like ourselves, doing their jobs as well as ever they could—for we English cooks (including pleasurable importations now completely naturalised) have always been our excellent selves, under all conditions in all centuries. So come now into our own English kitchen and meet friends! Here is Tusser, just back from market, at Ipswich; here a twelfth-century butler, who will mix you hyprocras; or a Yorkshire farmer, who will brew you a drink to take to bed. Captain Perry, of the North-West Passage, is poking round the stove to see how the boiler works; a couple of Elizabethan sailors are wolfing clouted cream. Haclutt is talking to the gardener; and Gervaise Markham, after a prowl round the stables, is joining Fitzherbert in the orchard. A Scottish agricultural expert brings in a sack of oatmeal; a Lancashire weaver cracks potatoes for a hot pot; a woman author brings piety and pot pie from her New England kitchen; even the mediaeval hound comes to the door for his bone. All are friendly together and make you very welcome in the kitchen they have all loved so long—the English kitchen. It is not a very tidy kitchen, because, like this book, it has been in use so long; and so many different people have worked therein, putting things into different places, so that the author does apologise to cooks—past and present—if anyone has slipped out during the blitz or turned up in the wrong recipe, for—



“So will I not be sayd

But that to my sawe, blame may be layd,

For foule English and feble rhyme,

Seyd oute of resun many a tyme.

Now God yield them at their ending,

That will amende mine uncunning,

But whoso blameth and will not amend—

He doeth not as the curteys kinde.”
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SOME ENGLISH KITCHENS
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MY first kitchen was a stone-floored cottage in the Yorkshire dales. It had a thick rag rug on the hearth and a ceiling rack that held thin brown oatcake. When soft and newly made, the oatcake hung in loops, which later dried out stiff and brittle. The stone slab where it was baked made a little separate hearth at one side of the fireplace. The high mantelpiece had a polished gun over it, and on it two china dogs and brass ornaments. The window, almost blocked by red geraniums in flower-pots, was set deep in the thick stone wall; and most of the light came through an open door that gave onto the moor. Fresh mountain air and the smell of cooking always filled this brightly polished kitchen. I can remember a basin of mutton broth with a long-boned chop in it. A man reached up to lift down a flap of oatcake to crumble into the broth, and I remember the warm, safe feel of the big sheepdog I leant against. I remember, too, being carried high on the farmhand’s shoulder, and feeling him drop down and rise up as he picked white mushrooms out of the wet grass.1 Once a week a wagonette ran to Skipton to take people to market.

My next kitchen was in a convent of French nuns at Skipton. It had a high ceiling and a sense of space and peace. The wooden tables were scoured white as bone, scrubbed along the grain with sharp river sand and whitening. The wide range shone like satin; the steel fender and stands were rubbed bright with emery cloth. In the wintry sunshine brass pans and silver dishcovers glittered on the cream plaster walls. To prevent clogs slipping the flags were lightly sanded, and the hearthstone was white as drifted snow. At one side of the fireplace stood an iron coffee-grinder; at the other sat a black-gowned little Sister, with white coif and blue apron, slicing vegetables, her clogs laid beside her and her white-stockinged feet on the rolled-back hearthrug.

[image: image]

Memory of a kitchen window. The cat watches the ceaseless activity of the gingerbeer “bee” going up and down, buzzing faintly “like a bee in a bottle”.

All morning the kitchen was alive with stir and bustle, the clatter of clogs and pails, and the aroma of breakfast coffee. The range fire roared away like an imprisoned dragon behind his long bars, and the meat jack clicked and clicked as steadily as the rosary of the old Reverend Mother who slept away her last days in the warm armchair by the window. From ten o’clock to twelve the jack clicked before the fire, while on top sizzled and bubbled the pans and the big pot. Interesting noises came from scullery and pantry: the clank of the soft-water pump by the sink, the gurgle of the new boiler, the whirr of beating eggs, the clonking thump of the heavy bread pancheons, and the scurried prayers and ejaculated responses with which the kitchen Sisters timed their cooking.
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The toast held upright between two flannel-wrapped bricks

The long afternoon was still. The sunlight shone through the window, the opened range smoked gently, the clock ticked loudly, a cricket chirped. The woollen rug was spread out before the hearth and a yellow cat was asleep in the middle of it with the little “vegetable Sister” asleep at the side. At five o’clock a bell rang, and the kitchen woke up. The big kettle began to sing, the rhythmical tump-tump of the bread slicer sounded, and a yellow bowl of butter was put to warm on the fender. Sometimes the big fire front was dropped right down, and around it sat the four or five lucky girls who had drawn lottery numbers for that honour. (Other’s numbers allocated prayers for the Holy Souls, weeding the grotto, or cleaning the altar candlesticks.) The toasters, armed with long wire forks, handed the brown slices back to the kitchen Sister, who at once ran them through the mangle: it was more economical to crush the crusts than to cut them off, and it allowed the butter to soak in more easily. Then the slices were arranged in a line along the hotplate, held upright between two flannel-covered bricks that looked like book-ends. Afterwards they were buttered and piled on plates on the refectory table. In each urn the tea hung in bags, with an attendant basin behind, into which the bag could be lifted after “three Hail Marys and grace” had been said, as it was bad to drink tea that “had stood”. When the first missionaries brought back tea from China they reported it should stand as long as it took to say the Pater Noster slowly. [The jugs of milk were rich with cream and crystallised sugar stood in stemmed glass bowls.] When tea was over the “charge girls” carried round a bowl of soapy water and a clean tea towel. We turned round to wash our knives and spoons, dried them and replaced them in our silver goblets rolled up in our napkins. In true mediaeval exclusiveness we each kept our own table-ware as the mediaeval people kept their “Neps”.
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Lumps of “crystallised” sugar in a moulded glass bowl

Nightfall in the convent kitchen was redolent of broth. The big iron pot with the screwed-on lid (called a digester) which had chuckled unmoved at the back of the stove since dinnertime, was now laid, washed and empty, on a newspaper by the hearth. “Piggy’s dinner” was steaming in a bucket on the dying fire. The little “vegetable Sister” had gone to chapel. The voice of Thomas the gardener called through the backdoor, “Will you be wanting anything more tonight, Mother?” before he clumped off home leaving the watchdog under the table for the night…. The yellow cat and a long-legged child are drinking milk together on the hearthrug.

My largest kitchen, masculine and enterprising, was at a boys’ school. Being “northern” the bread was homemade, rising each week in a huge tub set before the fire. Piles of Yorkshire teacakes came daily from the baker, and a new gas-stove supplemented the oven range. It was here I first realised the specialities of England, for my enterprising mother sent away to her Welsh home for small Welsh mutton, as she thought the large Yorkshire sheep very coarse. We had bilberries from the mountains in leaking purple crates. From the east coast came barrels of herrings and boxes of bloaters, and cream cakes in wooden shelved hampers from “Buzzards of London”. Apples came from Gloucestershire, and cream, in hygienic containers that weighed a ton, from Devon. From the north came sacks of oatmeal. Oxfordshire sent crates of wonderful fruit, Moorpark apricots, and apricot hams. The beef was local: all the pressed beef and brawn moulds were learned in that kitchen and are genuine Yorkshire recipes from the dale farms. At sheep shearings huge flat baskets of beef sandwiches were carried round, each with a mustard pot tied to the handle. No one eats mutton at a sheep shearing. At cattle fairs there were rounds of beef, snowy under tufts of shaved horseradish, and big tins of Yorkshire pudding, golden crisp, with tortoiseshell markings where dripping had splashed onto them. The Craven Heifer Inn served a massive Yorkshire tea with ham, game pies, apple pies, parkin and cheese, hot teacakes, jam and honey and black treacle, and tea.

But the most wonderful memories of Yorkshire are the old-fashioned Victorian dinner parties. I remember best the desserts, the really beautiful sweet dishes of those parties. Avalanches of snowy cream deluging a sherried mixture of macaroons and candied fruits. Hedgehogs of spongecake, spiked with almonds, and swimming in custard yellow with egg yolks. There were junkets, looking virginal in silver; apricot creams moulded like Milan Cathedral; and damson cheese, crimson in a pool of port wine on a gold-washed dish, and apple cheese. There were jellies, trembling in glass, with maidenhair fern; white blancmanges garnished with scarlet geranium; apple pastry, a pleasant mixture of apples, candied peel, raisins, spice and wine, baked in a square crust, iced smooth as marble, and decorated with geometrical designs of red cherries, green angelica, and black Carlsbad plums. There was gingerbread, heraldic with gilding and cloves, and Dublin rock that always vaguely reminded me of John the Baptist. In spring, blue-veined Wensleydale cheese; in winter, Stilton, sedate in a white napkin. There were piled dishes of dessert fruit: plums, grapes, peaches and small oranges set around a spiky pineapple. And once, real strawberries growing in boxes on the table! These sweets and creams have spilled over into this book.

My next kitchen was in a country rectory in the shires between Nottingham and Leicestershire. A rambling Elizabethan house with a garden and orchard, pigsties and barns; more like a small farm than a rectory. It had an apple loft with slatted shelves, and a meat larder with a pulley to lift a carcase of mutton to the ventilated roof. Strange bleached frogs swam in the underground soft-water tanks; and all the water, which was as hard as iron and corroded the kettles, had to be pumped up. The kitchen, over thirty feet long and twenty feet wide, contained a Queen Anne dresser that had twenty-four brass handles and twelve knobs to polish. There were six steps down to the larder and five up to the scullery; three steps down to the dining-room and two up from the entrance hall. Counting coal-houses and outside pumps and passages you walked about a mile per meal. We had neither gas nor electricity, and during the dark winter months there were seventeen lamps a day to be lit and trimmed, and each night a dozen flat brass candlesticks were cleaned and ranged on the oak chest at the foot of the stairs. A lovely old house with every mediaeval inconvenience. The nearest shop was five miles away, and we had no car. A butcher called once a week, a grocer once a fortnight; and the wine, coal and brewery every six months. With one maid and a weekly washerwoman it was not an easy house to run.
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Victorian fruit stand

It was here we “did” our first pig. After the bleak north everything in the Midlands seemed warm and rich and ripe. The mutton was fat, the cakes full of eggs, and in September we made wonderful wines and jams and rich preserves. Most of the fruit and vegetable sections were learnt in this district.

Another kitchen was in a row of semi-detached houses in a small mining town near Wigan. It was barely twelve feet square, and its one window looked on a yard and directly faced an identical window opposite. In one corner a huge built-in cupboard made almost another room: the top part held stores and grocery, the middle part china, and the lower cooking pots and pans. A shallow brown earthenware sink, with a hen-bucket beneath, was fitted in the opposite corner. Over it hung the tin milk can—the milk was delivered from a churn with a brass tap—and a spring balance to weigh the meat and fish, which came to the back door in carts. Between the big cupboard and the sink was a smaller built-in cupboard. Its top served as a general work table; beneath were the shoe and blacklead boxes, the gas meter, the knife board and bath brick, and the cat’s kitten basket. The treadle sewing machine was set against the far wall, and overhead was a rack for airing clothes. Being a collier’s home, the wash-house was extra large and led directly into the kitchen. The miner used to leave his clogs outside and come in through the wash-house where he would swill down in the tub. His clean shirt was handed out hot from the kitchen rack; then he would come for tea at the table by the fire. Only the women and children used the upstairs bath; though one miner did run a slatted board from his hencoop to the bathroom window, and persuaded his favourite drake to use the bath for mating purposes. (A Wigan man can do anything with poultry.)

The cooking in this mining community was good, especially the “snapins” and the food that will keep hot without spoiling. The Wakes were always celebrated with traditional dishes, and many trotter and shellfish recipes, as well as Lancashire Hotpot and Hindle Wakes, came from this kitchen.

Today I live on the Welsh border where the mutton is good, the beef bad, and the best fruits are the wild ones. Here there are a profusion of small fine damsons, and the blackberries hang like bunches of grapes over the Dee. Welsh cookery is based on the mountain grazing farm, the Hafod; only in the valleys do you get rich food. But now a noisy chemical works has invaded our peaceful valley. Our old big house has been divided and let, and I have lived for twenty years in a workman’s cottage, with a gas-stove in one room and a log fire and pot crane in the other, and cooked—as convenient—on each. It’s been a happy time, for—

“Better is the life of a poor man in a cottage … than delicate fare in another man’s house; and better a dry morsel and quietness therewith, than a house full of sacrifices with strife” (Ecclesiasticus).
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BASIC ENGLISH
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The Romans first with Julius Caesar came

Including all the Nations of that name

Gauls, Greeks and Lowlands—and by computation

Auxiliaries or Slaves of every Nation—

With Hengist—Saxons, Danes with Sueno came

In search of Plunder, not in search of Fame

Scot, Pict and Irish from the Hibernian Shore

And conquering William brought the Normans o’er

… From this Amphibious ill-born mob began

That vain ill-natured thing—an English man—

The Customs, Surnames, Languages and Manners

Of all the Nations are their own Explainers

Whose relicks are so lasting and so strong

They have left a Shibboleth upon our tongue

By which, with easy search you may distinguish

Your Roman-Saxon-Danish-Norman English.

Fate jumbled them together—God knows how!

What’er they were—they’re true born English now.

DEFOE.



ENVIRONMENT AND TRADITION

WE BELIEVE the first homes in England were caves such as Kent’s Cavern in Devon, and Pinhole in Derbyshire. We know that England was joined to the land mass we call Europe, and the North Sea was a swamp. Uncounted aeons of ice block this time from the Neolithic Age, of which we find stone knives, pestles, and pots.

The Bronze Age made better implements, herded beasts, and grew corn; they made the long trackways, such as the Icknield Way, hogbacked paths between settlements (with stones set in line to show directions). In the Bronze Age came the Celts, from the swamp land of the south and west, and it is thought they built the marsh villages of Glastonbury. So that, as far back as we can trace, we find people of the mountain, marsh, riverside, sea coast, and forest—families whose idea of good food was ingrained by their environment. The river man trapped fish, and his wife baked it in the ash of her reed fire. The coastman collected shell fish and laid them on the hot stones of his driftwood fire to open. The mountain man ate up every inch of his hunted deer, and learnt to love the smell of bog myrtle and the peat tang of his cooking. On the saltings, where land and water meet, the small sheep ate the seaweed and took its iodine flavour (and down West today, they serve laver with mutton). On the thymey hillside the wild game were cooked with the scented herbs on which they fed; and where the early English cow herded along the waterways, beef and corn came together (and Yorkshire pudding does not seem so far off).

Mankind always liked the food he was accustomed to, and his women cooked best the food that grew around their homes; their babies were reared on it, their stomachs learnt to cope with it, and anyone who has watched primitive peoples starve rather than eat the strange famine-relief grain, understands how each type of country comes to depend upon its accustomed food. Mankind enjoys a foray, and the young try out foreign fare, but the stubborn conviction that “home-made is best” is a natural instinct. Environment diet is so marked\that where a countryman is forced to move he usually takes his taste with him; so a cook can trace the invasions of foreigners by changes in the preparation of food. The basic materials cannot change, but the different recipes, the different herbs, the like or mistrust of certain local fungi or shell fish, these things are the cook’s own “history book”.

SAXON

The Jutes landed in Kent; and the ox plough has written Saxon history in Sussex, and still, below the south downs, they lead horses across the furrows with an ox pole.

The Saxons were wise in worts, herbs, and star lore, and studied the seasons by these. Collectors of herbs must go by the seasons, for during the winter plant-juices are stored in the roots, and later in the terminal buds, flowers or bark. They were good herbalists and used many plants we now neglect.

The Saxon law base was the Firthborth—small groups of men responsible to each other—and the Folk Moot (a village council), where vote was by clash of shield and spear. Over these collective moots was the Witan (the Wise Men’s council), with the king as chairman, not a strictly hereditary king, but a man like themselves.

As the dark-haired Britons were gradually pushed into the hills of Wales and far Cornwall, the Saxons settled down over corn lands. Saxon women were fair-haired, slow and stubborn. The Saxon households gathered together under their chiefs around strong wooden-built halls, half castle, half fortified farm, and many of our basic laws, our root crops, our cornlands, and the oxen and the moonshine in our dairies, are Saxon in tradition.

The family lived in the main hall, and there was a good meal there once a day and a feast upon occasion.

The arrangement of this Saxon main hall was curiously caricatured during the blitz by the sleepers in the Underground stations, where a rug curtained a sleeping bunk and made a separate aloof alcove, while life went on, unheeding, down the centre passageway. The units of the Saxon household also located themselves in positions between the side pillars, and went on with their working or sleeping while others were cooking or cleaning armour by the long trough fire down in the middle of the hall. There were trestle tables either side, put up for dinnertime, or laid flat on the floor as sleeping boards by night. One fixed table stood at the top end and behind this were doors leading to the private rooms of the chief (the whole shape is reproduced in the small Saxon churches—a main hall or aisle with rounded east end).

Food was of good quality: bread, stone-ground in small querns or at some mill, baked in earth ovens or under an iron pot on the hearth; mutton, roast or boiled, with the herbs on which the sheep fed; green salading; milk puddings made of barley or oats or wheat and sweetened with honey; cheese and oatcake; mead and ale. Agricultural appetites are hearty and Saxon England provided an abundance of good, varied food. They could lunch in summer on crawfish deliciously fresh from the brook, watercress, oatcake and butter, wild strawberries, and cream. In winter, a grilled pork chop with apple sauce and ale. The baby had porridge and bones to cut his teeth upon, in the most modern manner. The food was there, in England, at the hall door.

Wassail bowls and honied mead are sung by the Saxon poets, and a great many of our festal dishes are Saxon in origin.

DANES

The Danes sailed over from what we now call Denmark, Norway, Sweden and north-east Germany. They had swept around the British Isles and probably as far north as Labrador. Their towered strongholds blend with the rocks on the wild Northumberland coast, and our east-coast sailors inherit their tradition. They came in open boats, and their wool seat pads are the pegged rugs made by Northumberland wives; on their wool-padded jerkins the patterns of the quilting now done around Durham.

Danish women knew a great deal about stored butter and cheese, herb and honey drinks, and whey ferments to counteract the effects of long sea voyages. Down from the north the Danes swept like an east wind! Lindisfarne and Wearmouth were sacked, then settled; Rochester, Canterbury, East Anglia … further south and west they fought. One of their camps was in the stiff clay we now call Essex. They came into Wiltshire. King Alfred fought them. Some historians think wise King Alfred saw the kinship between the steady ox-strength of the Saxon and the courage of the sea-lion Dane, for, when the yellow-haired Dane settled, he was as good a farmer as the Saxon.

Land and sea hold deep peace when storms are over; men who have fought gods of earth and sea have small need to fight each other; the new god St. Dunstan had brought to England was gradually adopted and though the ground-swell of unrest rolled high, yet, after many years of bribery and bloodshed, ultimately England was at peace under the Danish King Canute.
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The Dane Tower

The defence tower of the raiding Dane was less a residence than a stronghold fortress where treasure, or prisoners, could be kept safely. Many of these towers at the head of river estuaries seem to have fortified landing quays, where the returned raiders could refuge till their spoils were got away by boat. Grim and bare, and almost uniform in their simplicity, these towers stand today like sentinels on the coasts.

Some Dane towers may have been a central “keep” set in a small community of dwelling huts, but in many places the tower, thrust out upon rocks, leaves no space for the huts or even a small settlement.

The domestic arrangements within are incidental. There is a spring, or well, against siege; shelves that indicate the storage of emergency diet, and a fire in the guard-room, where men could cook themselves a hot meal. There would be “hung beef” (stuff like biltong, made of pieces of buck, pulled along the fibres, and pressed and smoke-dried), and sometimes a stone quern to grind corn for bread. A foray inland would provide stolen cattle, or a wild pig, which, sliced into thick rashers, would splutter over the firebrands. There would also be casks for drinks brewed in the tower—which argues a knowledge of dried herbs and yeasts. Men left those towers strong and well fed, to the labour of a sea-crossing in open boats; so there was knowledge of shipping stores, and food-preservation of great skill, within those stone fortresses.
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The Dane Tower

ROMAN BRITAIN

Roman Britain is an example of how a large civilised “top layer” of people can invade and rule a native population and yet leave the native fundamentally unchanged.1 The Romans were here about three hundred years and the last generation of Romans born in England felt themselves English. Native “Roman-English” supplied the Roman markets.

The Romans worked our mines, improved our corn, our pottery and cloth; yet in a way that only a Colonial can understand, the “native” population went on living its own life separately. They met, mingled, and overlapped (and at Caerlon on Usk a Roman festival became entangled in Welsh witchcraft with curious repercussions in the twelfth century), but Rome remained aloof.

Cirencester, St. Albans, Colchester, Lincoln, Chester and York are all full of “Roman remains”. Bath, the Roman spa, had a renaissance in the seventeenth century, and the “Border” believes that it was the Roman soldiers marching up Watling Street munching cherries who planted the wild cherries all along the marches!

Many foods, from cherries to snails, are reputed to have been brought by the Romans.

The influence of the Romans remained in weights and measures and figures on the kitchen clock, but there is little that the average cook can pin down to them.

TALLY

When a housekeeper today says, “Keep tally of what you spend for me”, she uses something very old. Before people could read and write, tallies took many forms. The simplest was when an employer arranged with one workman to do, say, five days’ work, they would split a stick and laying the halves together would cut a notch across both sticks, for each day’s work. If the workman did not bring his tally to be notched, he had nothing to show he’d done that day’s work. When five notches lay side by side on both sticks the tally was complete—the man was paid off. A collective tally covered sets of workers. Suppose you have ten men who must all work together for seven days clearing a field. The owner takes a strip of wood, and splits it into ten strips and gives one to each man. At sundown they come and lay the sticks together, and the owner scores a cut across the lot—each man has done a day’s work.

If a man is away a day, and not there to lay his tally in line with the other nine, then his tally shows a blank for that day; it would be almost impossible to fake the score, because he would have to get both the men whose tallies lay either side of his to measure his position; and they need not be the same two people any two days. Also the “score” across was rough (notice the word); it would be almost impossible to fake that “scoring”. At the end of the seven days, the tallies are checked and the score counted for each man. Tallies were strung together in bundles, like filed accounts. The labourers who could only count on their fingers used “five sets of four fingers to make a score”, and there were many different “counts” for different things—eni, deni, diny, dass, catla, wena, wyna, wass was perhaps the shepherd’s numbering of his sheep, while eggs or apples were counted quite differently.

NORMAN INVASION



                “So loved he the high deer,

                As he their father were,

                Eke he set by the hares

                That they might freely fare.

                His rich men mourned it

                The poor man wailed it,

                But he was so firmly wrought

                That he recked it all nought.”

WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR—1066





At the time of the conquest, food was very localised; people ate the wild birds and fish in the fens, and the deer on the mountains, and the Saxons, who had become farmers, used cheese and dairy produce and such sheep and cattle as needed killing off, for winter. Because they depended on animals, they were not killed wastefully; they were hunted for the pot rather than for “sport”, and because the Saxons’ wealth depended upon their herds they seldom sacrificed veal or lamb. (Till as late as 1500 Tusser, an Essex farmer, warns against the use of this extravagant “froth” meat, and today the Saxon English, as a whole, dislike veal; it is the foreigners who demand it.)

William the Conqueror’s strict preserving of the New Forest on the south coast may have been political. (“Who slou hert or hind he solde putte out both his eye and makyne him blind”.) But it was the “hunting over farm lands”, the hunting of the wild beasts that belonged to the land, and the Norman cooks’ demand for the best farm animals (the ones the farmer wanted for breeding)—these clashes made more hatred than the war between soldiers.

As the Norman nobles brought new ideas about meat and wine, so their monks began to cultivate our mead and cider. For both Saxon and Norman, the rule was one good meal a day, served in the open hall. The same meal which we continue in “dinner” (when we bath and change and relax to music and friends). The owner and his guests sat at the end table, raised up in full view. The rest sat at long tables set either side, the “hall fire” being between these tables. The high table at the end was the first table to grow fixed legs, the others used trestles, from which the boards were lifted and laid down against the side wall, after dinner, for beds for the guards, who slept in the hall overnight.

As the Saxon churches, with their main hall, and rounded extension behind the table at the east end, reproduced the hall and its private room behind the high table, so the laying of the table cloths for dinner is reproduced in the altar cloths. To understand the laying of these cloths, you must understand “single-width” and “double-width” weaving. Holding your arms out before you, as wide apart as possible, imagine you must throw a heavy shuttle from one hand to the other—a yard is all you can manage; but if two people work, or there is a throwing arrangement of strings, you can “do” twice as wide, i.e., double-width. Linen was single width, and could not cover a table top and sides, and because the owner and household sat facing the hall, with their backs to the end wall, their legs would be visible under the table (and it was draughty), therefore the first cloth was hung down from the front of the table—down to the ground—the next cloth, laid at the other side, did not overhang so deeply—only to the level of the diners’ knees. Another cloth was then laid along the top and down to the end at the right, and another along the top and down over the left end. The table sides being now draped, the top had a cover that came just over the edges all round—and, finally, a single “draw cloth”, was laid along the “sitting-down” edge, where the eating was to be done. The narrow-width linens were always white, but soon after the Normans came we see the frontal cloth become coloured and made all of one piece, because the Normans could “do” double width.

The diners each brought their own “nef” (see p. 222), or set of spoons and knife and spike. These “nefs” were elaborate cases, often of great value. As soon as you were old enough to dine in hall, you were given your own nef and special drinking goblet. (Just such a “set of silver mug and spoon” as we give children today when they are christened; a symbol that they come to the Lord’s Table for the first time.) There were other drinking cups, some magic ones inset with unicorn’s horn, as that was considered a test for poison.

On the sideboard were kept the great flagon of washing water and a bowl, the salt cellars, and other oddments. The salt was crushed very fine and filled a handsome silver-gilt salt cellar set on the table. Smaller salt cellars graced the side tables, and as the overflow of less important people from the high table sat at the top of these side tables, the position of the salt cellars marked a social line still retained when we speak of “below the salt”. The salt was crushed and served with an ivory plane rather like a modern paper knife (housekeepers will realise how very sensible this was).

The groom laying the bread takes a napkin and puts it over his shoulder and under his arm (the present-day waiter has the same gesture), fills the loose bag so formed with the bread, and goes around the board laying two flat bread “plates” to each cover, on either side of the main platter that lies before each two guests. Sometimes he will take extra napkins and “wrap up his Lord’s bread in a stately way”. The bishop gets a “mitre”, the traveller a “shoe”, the ladies a “lily tall”, or the queer pulled-up shape that was so like a jousting token.

The elaborate napkin patterns old-fashioned waiters fold are still the shoe, the water lily from the ford, and the fleur-de-lis of the mediaeval dinner table!

A trumpet sounds (where we would hear the gong) and the “house party” comes in and takes its place. The lower tables draw-to on their simpler fare, and the pages bring in the food smoking hot from the kitchen, serving “roasts” on spits, straight from the fire, but boiled or stewed dishes on platters. Sauces were poured out into “saucers”, conveniently placed for dipping into, and the company had napkins to wipe fingers and mouth, and might call for the page with the water and basin and towel if they got messy. The flat bread “plates” were removed between courses and the “music” echoed among the clatter of wooden bowls and talk of the side tables. A “new” dish is tried out—“My own cooks came with me from Normandy”, or “Something these Saxons make rather well.” All the interesting chatter of a dining-table goes on merrily—and in the kitchen. The hot cooks are peeping through the doors, asking the returned pages “how it ate”.

Thus after the death of King Harold at Hastings a dark-headed, enterprising people of strong, warlike stock were gradually planted on to a white-haired, stubborn people, at least half of whom were only one generation settled from sea raiding, and whose flanks were constantly beset by the resentful aboriginals that they had penned up in Wales.

There was also a lively warlike mixture of peoples in the north, so that for years after the conquest the fire that burned most fiercely in England was the savage waste fire of war from the Trent to the Tweed. So fiercely did it burn, so grim was the destruction, that the “Chronicles” pass wearily across desolate tracts, despoiled manors, broken keeps, and write “Waste”.

In the south the Saxon peace was shattered, and but few of the fiercest Danes and Jutes survived in the North Pennines. Today, deep loyalty and hard sense, but little southern softness, survives north of the Five Towns.

There were large communal camp fires where William’s workmen squared the beams for his great stone castles. The last fierce fire in the Fens, where Hereward, last of the English, fired the reeds around his fallen stronghold. Throughout the land war and famine, fire and ash, came and went. Yet still in some unstirred corner of England some imperturbable Saxon, in his solid wooden hall, placidly ate the meat of his own herds and the bread from his corn and drank the mead brewed by his own women, and kept the Saxon tradition in England. And elsewhere in some newly acquired manor some new Norman lord held his feast cooked by his own Norman French cooks and drank his imported wine and flavoured his Saxon mutton with new and wonderful spices, and out in the Norman kitchen the Saxon slave, resentfully lugging in the firewood, learnt the new name “mutton” for his slaughtered sheep, and the yellow-haired Saxon girl, heavy with a Norman baby, smelt the new smells, and licked the gravy.
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FUELS AND FIREPLACES

[image: image]


Observe that the chimneys do smoake all about!

The cooks are providing for dinner no doubt,

O then if one calls, and no vituals appear,

O may they keep Lent all the rest of the year!

Poor Robin’s Almabic.



GENERAL NOTES ON THE FOUR TYPES OF FUEL COMMON IN ENGLAND



“So they tarried and couvered them, and their horses, under the trees till the day began to appear, and such as were wet and cold, made fires to warm them, but before they made any fire, they endured much pain, for the wood was green and the ground wet …”

FROISSART.





FIRE IS elemental and primitive; the most miserable situation clears up when somebody gets the fire going.

We are not sensible to want an open fire, we should be hotter and cleaner with central heating, so let us face the honesty of a primitive desire.

Let hearths be of plain warm material, easy to clean, and giving the sense of being “the fire’s place”.

There are well-designed fireplaces that do not look too primitive for the most modern room, and will burn coal or logs; they rely on good proportion and pleasant material, and there is nothing to get out of order. A plain poker and shovel—perhaps a rough glove for shifting a log—are all you need to keep a good fire going all day. Within the regions of gas, a gas poker arranged by the fireside makes fire-lighting easy. In country places where there is no gas, keep a chest with dry sticks, and an old-fashioned pair of large bellows, as your fire equipment. In the country, too, you need a good-sized log and stick basket, and some shed outside, where large pieces of wood can be thrown to dry. An ordinary open fire should be lit, burn up, and boil a kettle within twenty minutes. Fire “night caps” can be used to keep the fire in overnight. Fire is something you must cope with daily—so treat the problem with intelligence. One should make a fire swiftly, with the happiness of one who creates a pleasant thing.

Electric fires are from tradition still built into walls, but this seems foolish, as the electric fire can stand where wood fires began, in the middle of the room. Some of the best electric fires work in connection with a fan that flutters out a live warmth most pleasantly, and though there is no need for light and heat to combine, the small reddish glow that makes the heat visible is as pleasant as it is sensible.

Either gas or electricity have advantages over the coal range, though the advantage is more in the extra intelligence usually shown in the management of the gas and electricity than the coal. A good coal range, used with sense, is thoroughly competent. Where there is “trouble with the range” it is usually the wrong type of range, or badly fitted.
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Side Heat
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Base Heat
Showing the different construction needed for side heat from an open fire and base only heat from gas, oil, electricity, etc.
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Side Heat
A wine mill and skillet

The new storage-heat ranges are excellent if their fuel is perfectly correct and they are treated like well-made “heat machines”, but they still lack the adaptability that circumstances enforce upon farms and smaller houses. They provide perfect heat by perfect arrangement—but if the stored heat is used up and the fire has gone cold, there is no way of making a small amount of heat swiftly. In an hour’s time you may have gallons of boiling water but you cannot have half a pint in ten minutes; and in a remote country house, where it is not possible to “pop on the gas or electricity”, a sudden illness in the middle of the night may find the stove (correctly) closed down and cold. So the experienced country mother usually keeps the most primitive handful of dry sticks in an open grate, or an oil stove for emergency.

The worst fault of oil cookers and heaters is that they are not foolproof. An oil cooker, kept spotlessly clean, cooks excellently, but the least carelessness makes a mess that is very hard to clean. If one person only uses the cooker, and knows it thoroughly and is entirely responsible for it, it will be all right, but a casual visitor passing through the kitchen and lighting his pipe from the flame may drop a scrap of dust on to the burner—a moth intent on suicide may get into the flame—and the “smokeless flame” has poured smuts and smoke all over the kitchen by the time the cook returns from fetching the mint from the garden patch! In old-fashioned times, when lamps and candles were used to light inns and houses, there were more people about to attend to, several people sat around one lamp, and a well-trained maid cleaned it daily. The modern oil lamp is excellently designed and will cook well, but it does need care.
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A raised hearth oven from Warwickshire

Peat fires are more general than one would suppose, and could be used with far greater advantage. Many districts import coal at great expense, when they could quite well burn peat from their own lands. Cooking by peat is a craft of its own, but peat fires give out excellent heat, smell delicious, and will stay in overnight. A peat-cutter and bellows or a wheel are needed, but in country places where peat abounds, it should be more used.

WOOD



“Let workman at night bring in wood, or a log,

Let none come home empty, but slut and thy dog.”

TUSSER, 1580.





When wood was general fuel it seemed impossible to use coal. Not until the Sussex Weald was bare came the crisis which led to coal for smelting. It takes twenty-five years to produce a thicket (that is, faggot wood), fifty to produce building timber (that is, trees), and anything from a hundred to a hundred and fifty years to produce the mixed timber for a forest.

The amount of woodland needed to keep one man warm and fed is about an acre, but increases disproportionately with increase in the community. Building of the early wooden strongholds cleared enough space for the community of that stronghold, and a continual penetration of the surrounding woods for timber and fuel pushed the virgin forest back, in proportion with the growth of the community. But with the building of stone castles the situation became acute, because they took longer to build, and required as much timber, and rather more fire wood. Few people realise the depth and weight of the timber beams required in the old stone buildings. Next time you stand within one of these ruined stone shells, count the square joist holes that mark the lines of floor and ceiling. Compute from the cellar upwards, allowing one good-sized tree to each main beam, and ten to fourteen smaller ones for the side joists. Multiply by the number of floors and then compute for the split-board flooring, seating, shutters, doors and panelling. Then add the battlement. In use, these battlements, now like squared pie-crusts to the open sky, were boarded, with an overhung gallery of timber, a top-heavy contraption probably using as much timber as two complete floors. Multiply the sum by the number of towers, then add the screen walls, and the gatehouse, and the drawbridge, and the stabling, etc. The estimate in sheer acreage of woodland is staggering! Added to this were the lodges for the masons and workmen, the lintels for huts, and all the small timber, for the wattle township which settled down around the “work”.

Between these castle clearings were older townships, built almost entirely of timber. The mediaeval annual markets, which were huge temporary townships of wooden stalls, having their own special courts and laws, with regular streets and stores, covering acres, used an enormous amount of timber most wastefully. Now realise the circulatory system of domestic timber from its first usage in building to its consumption as fuel. The built-in beams lasted for centuries, but fifty years is a charitable estimate for outer buildings exposed to wind, rain, snow, bursting frost and summer suns. So, besides the dead wood and tree branches which crackle in the hall, the cook takes the rotted timber from the battlements for the kitchen; so by automatic assimilation, the clearing of wood around the castle continues all through its existence. With the later ship-building developments of Elizabethan England came another crisis in timber; and another circulatory system sets in: new timber from the forest goes down to the coast, old timber from the shipyards up from the coast. It is surprising how far inland old ships’ timber will be found, shaping the twisted passages of ancient houses.

Farms used wood for their tools, so the farmer—



“In December, he shall cut down his wood, as well to build withall as to make his fire … he shall also occupy himself … in making a thousand pretie things of wood—such as are platters, Trenchers, Spindles, Bathing tubs, Dishes, and other things requisite for household store … as Harrowes, Rakes, and handles for tools, he shall repair his teames, Yokes Ploughs, and all other Instruments necessarie for Cattle going to Cart or Plough, to the end that all may be in good order when they goe to labour.”

MARKHAM, 1500.





The country workman has always had certain rights to certain woods. He might not cut, but he might “take out”, all the dead wood that he could get, “by hook or by crook”, that is, the shepherd’s crook or the agricultural labourer’s weeding hook. This was a rough insurance that only official workers (not vagrants) had access to the woods. This clearing of dead and fallen wood, that could be dragged out, was good for the timber; and where Rights of Mesyryd and Pannage (firewood and swine-feeding on the oak or beech mast, etc.) dovetailed, one imagines that the herdsman countenanced a considerable amount of oak bark-biting by his charges that he might be sure of a reasonable amount of dead and breakable small wood for next season. (As every countryman knows, there is more to wood-getting than the picking up of sticks!)
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By hook or crook

One should mention, too, that much bark (oak and willow bark in particular) was used for curing meat and tanning leather, and the waste strips of the willow, after the tan was extracted, were used for thatch and binding, and in plaster. We believe the fibres of this willow waste formed a basis for the curiously strong brown cloth specially woven for windmill sails and a few other strenuous purposes, and could be so used again today.

Outside the towns and cities, the common man’s hut used little solid wood. It was built of wattle and daub, or, in some districts, chinked stone. Only the doorposts and joists were of trees and upon these, as a tally, he notched the number and heights of his family. The value of this record was recognised by laws, which permitted the preservation of the family tree, even when, as in plague, the whole hut must be destroyed.

Dressed timber was laboriously hand-sawn in pits. Rough timber was cloven—i.e., split with the grain—and this practice, which conforms to the texture of the natural material, is the chief reason for the enduring quality of some old furniture. This cleavage should be understood, for today we buy sawn wood, sliced regardless of grain and turned regardless of warp, and are surprised when it splits and breaks. Much planing by natural shape was done, especially for barns, roofs and shipbuilding, and one of the old wooden ships used as much timber as a small castle.

Any farmer’s wife who enters a barn can count the number of whole trees used (root upwards) as pillars, and assess the clearance of woodland into ploughland commensurate to fill that barn with corn.

Timber fuel, owing to its grain, which makes thousands of little air channels up through it, burns fast upright with a flame, and more slowly with a hot red glow when laid flat. This is why fire-dogs in halls are high, for cheerful firelight and smokeless flame, and the roasting spits in kitchens horizontal.

When the wood fire was in the centre of the room, any baking was done under a pot (or outside the house). It was with the moving of the fire from the middle of the room to the side wall that the “oven” came to be built in.

Quite often in old cottages a hole was punched between the timbers that framed the wattle and daub, and the chimney built on outside. That is why you get stone and brick chimneys plastered against the outside walls of timber houses.

From this movement of the fireplace from middle to side developed the gorgeous open fireplaces, and all the paraphernalia of the great wood fire. The bake oven develops separately, and so does the boiler for brewing.

The Spit

The spit rested on an iron dog at either side of the hearth and was turned from the end by a cook-boy. The earliest manuscripts show that these cook-boys, to prevent themselves being roasted, usually rigged up a fire screen (which looks suspiciously like one of the old straw archery targets—and probably was, as the target, soft and wet, would make an excellent screen), from this fire-screen (to which we are quite sure he frequently attached a small roast of his own) developed the upright toaster which stayed with us till Victorian days. The long pan set to catch the drips below the spit would be the first “dripping-pan”. This drip pan is where “fried things” came from. Spits were of wrought iron, with a claw-shaped prong shrunk on to them (otherwise the spit would turn around inside the meat, instead of turning the meat). Another type of spit had holes for tying on meat. A very thin, fine spit, called a “bird spit”, was small enough to string little birds. Fish or soft meat had to be tied to the spit with splints to prevent their breaking. At a banquet it was customary to carry the meat round and carve “from the spit”. One mediaeval recipe threads dates and figs and apples to the spit, and then, as they roasted, they were basted with batter, till all was embedded in a thick, crisp crust. When the batter was all used up, spice or sugar was strewn over and the turning continued until the whole was firm and brown. The result was slid from the spit and sliced across and across. There is still a German cake called “Bough” cake that has a hole in the middle and is made like this.
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Cookery on the spit before an open fire. Note the old wet straw archery target used as fire screen.
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We have mentioned the circular fire-screen that served in early days to shield the blaze, and suggested (from study of many manuscript illustrations) that its common origin was an old archery target soaked in water. The straw was supported on a ring of spikes, and though we have no castiron evidence we think it very likely that the small roasting gadget on this page is the lineal descendant. (The design of the knotched stem is particularly clever.) It replaced the roasting jack for small flat joints. Steaks sizzled thereon to a nicety. Eight angels-on-horseback rode on it to a crisp conclusion, and rashers of bacon, herrings, and many good things, toasted on a hanging grid-iron before the cheerful red coals of the ordinary kitchen range fire.

The Cauldron

Contemporary with the spit is the iron cauldron. The man who owned an iron cauldron had a definite standing above those who cooked only in small pots or pans, for a cauldron was a “complete cooker” and hot-water system combined. The popular idea that the huge cauldron cooked nothing but large joints of meat in a swim of broth is quite wrong. Deep, strong earthenware jars were filled and sunk into the boiling water, puddings were wrapped in linen and suspended in it. An entire dinner could be cooked in one iron pot, which would simultaneously supply the bath before dinner and the washing-up water after it (see illustration and diagram).
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Compare with illustration below

A wooden board, pierced with holes, is placed at the bottom of the cauldron (as is done today when wool is dyed). Below this board is a piece of bacon, covered with flour-and-water paste and wrapped round with a linen cloth to hold in the fat and juice. It will come slowly to the boil, and stay boiling throughout the dinner, and grow cold, as correct, in the water. On the board stands one jar, packed with fowls resting upon a lubricating piece of suckling pig and held down under their juice by heavy stones, or hard-boiled eggs. To the right we have sectioned a mediaeval recipe for beef tea. The earthenware pot has some birch twigs banked across the bottom to prevent the well-scarified beef from sticking to the pan. The lid is put on, the crack sealed with paste, and the whole top tied down, air-tight, with plastered linen. It forms a perfect mediaeval pressure cooker and it presupposes the modern pressure cooker, including the possibility of going wrong and bursting; we trace several “demoniac onslaughts” in mediaeval kitchens to the mediaeval cook’s desire to conserve the flavour by making everything air-tight.
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Compare with illustration above

Hanging loose from a string tied to the handle, are an oatmeal pudding and a bag of beans. A “great store of worts” which probably cooked conservatively, in butter, in another jar, and there is still room for the cook to put in an odd bag for his own dinner.

Now this was one mediaeval cauldron, and I hope you now understand that because there was only one cauldron on the fire there was not only one thing for dinner!

CHAUCER’S PRESSURE COOKER



The pot to breketh! farewell al is go!

… In helle, where that the feend is Lord and sire,

Nis there more woe, no more rancour ne ire

Tan when our pot is broke….

Every man chit … and halts him evil afraid—

Some sayne, “It was too long on the fire making,”

Some seyde, “Nay! it was on the blowing!”

“Straw!” quoth the thridde, “Ye been lewed and nyce!

It was not tempred as it oughte be.”

“Nay,” quoth the forth, “Stent, and harken me,

Because the fire ne was nat made of beech,

That is the cause …”

CHAUCER.





This mediaeval “combined operations” in cooking is still used by the unchanging workman—the open fire in the street or the bargee’s dinner-pail continue a centuries-old tradition.

The “pail dinner” was drawn from life—on the Bingly Shipley cut. The jar was an old 7-lb. jam-jar, the bottle once held spirits. First the owner cup up some turnip for sweetening and laid it as a bed, then some nice pieces of pork, then a parsnip sliced into straws, then carrots, then he filled up with water and brought to the boil gently while—using some of the pork fat and flour—he made a “huff” (crust), half of which he laid lovingly on the simmering meat and vegetables—by the time this had “risen nicely”, the peeled potatoes were ready to go on top—and then another layer of pastry—so the potatoes steamed between blankets of pastry. On the top, lastly, he sliced his “apple sass”. (The whole pailful had been cooking all the time.) He now tied a cloth over firmly, wet the tea—“set the bucket to simmer”—and went off. The subsequent dinner, two hours later, was good. He served me some skilfully, peppering carefully, and paying due attention to the broth, which was excellent.

A.D. 1950.

THE OVEN FOR WOOD

Separate beehive-shaped ovens built alongside the kitchen range, or apart in a back-kitchen or bakehouse, formed part of the economy of the household. They were heated once a week or fortnight, and all baking, and much stewing and drying, etc., was gathered together for the “baking day”. It is wrong to think of it as a great deal of trouble “just to bake bread”. The brick oven did more than that; it was part of the whole arrangement of the housework. Just as washing-day—to which was apportioned all manner of cleaning as well as the laundering of clothes—meant a period of unlimited hot water, so baking-day meant a full forty-eight hours of heat that covered much more than plain bread-cooking. Starting early with pastries and pies, bread and cakes, the lowering oven heat was utilised for such divers things as feather-drying, bottling fruit, preserving meats, and potting birds and fish for winter store, drying herbs and grain, and making charcoal, and, finally, drying its own firewood for the following week.
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From an old MS. about 1100—A wood-heated oven with dust slot and ash hole. Probably stone built and plastered.

Here is an excellent contemporary description:



“I have known a very large brick oven, heated in the middle of the day with one good-sized faggot and a log or two of cord wood, still warm enough at eight or nine o’clock at night to make delicate small cakes and macaroons and custards, and dry apples, etc.

It is a great convenience and economy in many families to have a means of preparing food for several days’ consumption, and heating the brick oven weekly renders them entirely independent of bakers and confectioners.”





To Heat a Brick Oven (with wood)



“Lay a quantity of shavings or light dry fuel in the centre of the oven and some small branches of faggot wood upon them; over these place as many of the larger branches as will make a tolerably large fire, and set light to it. As the wood consumes, keep adding to it, throwing in stout pieces of faggot and, lastly, two or three moderately sized logs. From one to two hours will be required to heat the brick oven thoroughly. Towards the end of the time the fire (which has been in the centre) should be spread all over the floor of the oven so that the whole floor may be heated evenly.

When the fire is burnt out and the red pulsing ceases, scrape out the charcoal, letting it drop down through the slot at the oven door, and brush out the small ash with a broom of twigs. Then take a large clean mop, dip it in hot water, and mop over every part of the inside of the oven, clearing out the last of the dust, and leaving a little steam within the oven. Leave the oven closed for some little time, to even the heat, before you open it and fill it.

If the oven seems too hot, it is better to close the door, and leave the bread to cook evenly, than to try to hurry the cooling by leaving the door open, as that cools unevenly. Once the bread is packed in, do not open the oven door till two hours have elapsed, and after drawing out the bread, have the rest of your baking ready to put in, and shut the oven again instantly. And so you may go on, till your oven is quite cold. Last of all put in the kindling you will want to make the fire the following week, so that you can be sure it is ready and dry.” (1800)
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Stone and Brick foundation

To Restore a Brick Oven

In case any of you have an old brick oven in your household which you would like to restore to use, first examine the casing to see that no recent new building has run timber across it or lead piping within. See that the slot in front of the oven door is clear, and drops direct to the stone or brick floor, and that the door itself fits closely. If iron, rub off the rust, and oil the hinges and clasp; if wood, put it to soak in cold water and, in any case, keep a scrap of your dough to seal up any heat-losing cracks. Sweep inside the oven wall with a small stiff brush, and if any portion of the arched roof seems loose have it repointed with fireclay. Finally scrub it out with hot water and sand, and let it dry for a day or so. Light the first fire slowly, and keep it burning for a day to dry out the surrounding masonry, rather than heat the oven. It will probably need a couple of days before the old brickwork is bone-dry. For districts where there is a plentiful supply of firewood, and a reasonably large household to cater for, a bread oven has its advantages.

In regular usage it will heat up more quickly and evenly than one long out of use.

Note: Some farmhouses have used the old oven for storing the sheep tackle or jars of harness grease, etc. This may be very difficult to burn off. Scrub the floor well with boiling water, spread with caustic soda, and leave awhile, then scrub again, and do not try lighting the first fire till you have got off as much grease as possible. The fire will soon burn out the remainder, but not until a smear of whitewash on the hot bricks stays white (and shows the grease has gone) should you attempt to cook in it.

BRUSHWOOD FUEL



“Whynnes. Indeed it














PEAT


































COAL






























The Boiler Fire






OTHER FIRES

Beltane Fires


Bonfires


Hell-fires


Kilns, Furnaces, etc.


Moor Fires









Charcoal


















The Last Fire



NOTES ON HEARTHSTONE, SANDING, RUSHMATTING, POLISHING FLOORS AND CHIMNEY SWEEPING
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