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To Pat, Joan, Maija, Josie and Lali
who taught me to cook—poor things.
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PREFACE

Towards the end of the fifties a man called Tony Facer, a friend of our landlady’s son who worked for MacGibbon & Kee, realized that all cookery books, even the ones for beginners, assumed that the cook had a kitchen. But he, and most of his young friends, lived in one room and had only a single gas-ring. Why not have a book for them? As I’d just been sacked from Woman’s Own, needed work and had lived in half a dozen bedsitters, he thought I should write it.

So in 1959, the year after I was married, when we were living in a converted attic flat in London, I spent three and a half months leafing through standard cookery books for recipes that could be adapted to one ring, and dreaming up a few new ones myself. Sometimes it was a case of juggling two or three elements of a dish one after the other, sometimes combining things which would normally be separate. We did test every one of the recipes, though I admit I left the Tripe Catalan recipe for my husband and I cannot swear he actually ate it. I got them from various places: I ransacked classics such as Elizabeth David’s French Country Cooking and Evelyn Board’s The Right Way to His Heart. Since everything in one pot or pan was the principle I had to go with, Marian Tracy’s Modern Casserole Cooking was particularly useful, since it was written on the assumption that the cook simply wanted to stick something in a pot in the oven and get back to the drinking.

I realized that finding the recipes was only the half of it. It wasn’t just the problem of having only one gas ring, but also the fact that there was nowhere to keep anything—any food you got had to share cupboard space with your clothes, your books and slippers and bits of paper and your records (all vinyl in those days)—and that probably the nearest water would be the shared bathroom at the end of the corridor, invariably occupied by someone singing arias in the bath when you wanted to fill the kettle.

I was no great shakes as a cook—a fact I concealed from the publisher—but I had learned a few things from sharing a residence in America with, among others, three home economists. We six took it in turns to cook in pairs, with a pooled budget—just about the only rules were that the Finnish girl and I should never be allowed to cook together, because we were pretty inept, and that the Filipina should be prevented from putting chicken and two more kinds of meat in the same dish, because it used up all the money. I once bought some steak for a boyfriend’s birthday dinner; it looked nice and red, but the girls pointed out that it was quite the wrong kind for frying, so I had to hash up a sort of mixture, which became The Dish, brilliant for bedsitter people because it was so difficult to get wrong.

It was a strange moment for cookery. The older generation, raised on a tradition of meat and two veg and a proper breakfast (even in 1950 38 per cent of women cooked—and I mean cooked—three meals a day), had struggled through wartime austerity and the questionable delights of dried egg and Woolton Pie. The young were going abroad more and different foods were coming in from America as well as Italy and Greece. Refrigerators were still a rarity for the hard-up young—you had to shop almost for each meal. And in those days there were practically none of the ready-made dishes on which anyone who has the cash can survive quite happily these days. It was not so long since Elizabeth David, who transformed our view of funny foreign food for ever, had said you could get olive oil—in small bottles at Boots, sold for the relief of earache.

Apart from the fact that other cookery books assumed you had a kitchen, too many of them, to my mind, also assumed you knew the meaning of words like ‘stock’ and ‘braising’. And what was the usual way to cook things—boil or fry? Lid on or lid off? As a relative beginner myself, I reckoned you couldn’t assume beginners knew anything, so there had better be a Beginner’s Index—which back then included having to explain what an aubergine was.

One of the things that was so totally different in those days was that we, the young, aspired to be more grown up; we had perms and held our stomachs in with two-way stretches (at least the girls did), and that went, too, for the things we ate and drank. We might ourselves eat nothing much but baked beans, but if we were entertaining we would aim at a Proper Dinner Party, so there had to be a section for that—the one I called ‘Cooking to Impress’. And we didn’t think just wine was enough: we thought you had to have something like sherry or gin and tonic beforehand—my husband, the crime writer Gavin Lyall, wrote the chapter on drink.

Though what we present to you here is the original version from the 1960s, over the years we did revise the book several times, as more and more foods became available in Britain and as the housing pattern for the young slowly changed, with fewer bedsitters, more communal cooking in student hostels, more shared flats. In the early nineties we did a very big revision, recognizing too that people had become more health conscious, wanted more salads and such; and of course the range of foods that everyone knew about had gone way beyond what we had thought quite exotic in 1960. It wasn’t just the food that had changed, either: I recommended using an asbestos mat under a pan to slow the cooking down—we didn’t know then that it was lethal stuff. And looking back, it seems incredible that we hadn’t known about the wok, which would now be the one indispensible utensil for anyone with a single ring.

When I wrote the book it hadn’t occurred to me that it might appeal to people other than the struggling young; but we learned that it was also useful to older people who found themselves on their own and didn’t know the quantities for one person. Once, I went to Portsmouth as the guest of a dining club which counted the Admiral-in-charge as one of its members. My husband, who was interested in military matters, was looking forward to discussing sea battles and such with officers; he was astounded when two gnarled old sea dogs covered in gold braid came up and thanked me for saving their lives. ‘But—but I’ve never been to sea … ?’ ‘No; but when we’re sent on a course we are given a saucepan and a spoon and a copy of your book, without which we would have starved.’ A far cry, I suppose, from the traditional rum and weevilly biscuits.

Well—you no longer make frying-pan pizza because you can buy one on every street corner; the young aren’t trying to impress the grown-ups any more; and few of them have only a single ring. But maybe Cooking in a Bedsitter will still provide some fun and sustenance; some of the basics haven’t changed—and The Dish is still nearly foolproof.

Katharine Whitehorn
2008


PART ONE

Cooking to Stay Alive
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CHAPTER I
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The Problem—and
Some of the Answers
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Cooking a decent meal in a bedsitter is not just a matter of finding something that can be cooked over a single gas-ring. It is a problem of finding somewhere to put down the fork while you take the lid off the saucepan, and then finding somewhere else to put the lid. It is finding a place to keep the butter where it will not get mixed up with your razor or your hairpins. It is having your hands covered with flour, and a pot boiling over on to your landlady’s carpet, and no water to mop up any of it nearer than the bathroom at the other end of the landing. It is cooking at floor level, in a hurry, with nowhere to put the salad but the washing-up bowl, which in any case is full of socks.

However, with imagination, common sense, and a great deal of newspaper, all this can be surmounted; and excellent meals can be cooked without fuss even in the daintiest of lodgings.

I say ‘the daintiest’, for it is a sad fact that the better the room itself and the house in which it is found, the worse the cooking problem tends to be. In a large squalid rooming house, where the landlord calls only to collect the rent and where the cleaning, if any, is done by an indifferent slut with no standards to maintain, adventurous cooking is perfectly possible. If you find the sink filled with someone else’s filthy crocks you can heave them out on to the floor without fear of a come-back. If you fill the whole house with the smell of burning onions you will be cursed but not evicted; and nothing will look much worse whatever you spill on it.

But in a respectable house, you have much more to worry about. Often you are not really supposed to be cooking at all (it is a common fallacy among the better class of landladies that one can exist entirely on tea, biscuits and good books, without the need for food, beer, the wireless or the companionship of the opposite sex). At the slightest crash your landlady will come tittupping out of her sitting room to worry about the effect you are having on her nice furniture. If you want to peel onions under running water you will probably have to peel them in your bath; and there will be nobody from whom you can borrow salt or a corkscrew in moments of emergency.

But plenty of our troubles are of our own making. So many of us go into bedsitters, at least in the first instance, with the attitude of ‘Me all alone in my little room with my little pan and my little spoon’—and small pans, of course, make things ten times harder when you have only the one ring on which to cook everything you want to eat. Much better to think ‘Me with my enormous appetite and my huge stewpan’. One is also, unfortunately, apt to retain with fondness the bent knife, dented tin plate, and wonky-handled mug that one took to one’s first Guide or Scout camp. The more restricted you are for space, the fewer implements you have, the more important it is to have the right ones—and that means tools that are big enough, thick enough, or sharp enough, according to their kind.

Knowing what to cook can be as big a headache as knowing how to cook it. I do not merely mean that life holds more than tinned dog-food and processed peas; but that it is hard to find recipes that are simple enough for beginners and yet suitable for a gas-ring. Most of the cookery books and articles written for rabbits (‘brides’ is the polite term) begin with Basic English Cookery—and a great deal of basic English cookery is totally unsuited to bedsitters. To start with, a lot of it is simple without being particularly easy; and the worst of it—boiled parsnips, semolina pudding, stewed rhubarb—is abominably dull. (Why brides should be encouraged to produce this stuff I do not know: I can think of few better ways of heading for a speedy divorce).

But a more important point is that the very type of cooking is all wrong for a gas-ring. When we think of English cooking at its best, we instinctively think of vast nineteenth-century ranges, the huge oven barely containing the enormous sirloin; and of a gnarled retainer tottering in from the kitchen garden with soil-fresh vegetables. The principles of English cooking demand that first-class food should be cooked as simply as possible, and that a number of different foods should be cooked separately and served together. This is impossible on a gas-ring. Indeed, bedsitter people have far more natural kinship with nomads brewing up in the desert over a small fire of camel dung, or impoverished Italian peasants eking out three shrimps and a lump of cheese with half a cartload of spaghetti.

The first thing a bedsitter cook must do is to abandon the notion of ‘meat and two veg’, in favour of the idea of a simmering cauldron. Meat, yes; vegetables, certainly—though it might be one or it might be four—but meat and vegetables deliberately chosen to be cooked together, so that the dish is all the better for one food sharing its flavours with another. And that brings us, inevitably, to the casserole.

OUT OF THE FRYING PAN INTO THE CASSEROLE

A French politician representing a somewhat backward district in Africa was some time ago found to have been eaten by his constituents. The journalist who discovered this used the phrase: ‘Je crois qu’il a passé par la casserole’ (I think he ended up in a casserole.) Clearly, the Africans knew what they were about. For making a delicious meal out of tough and intractable material, the casserole has no rival; and though, traditionally, most casseroles are oven dishes, all but the ones needing a crusty top can very well be done on a gas-ring over a low heat.

There is much to recommend casserole cookery. It is by far the best way of cooking a number of different things together, as one must, on a gas-ring; the only smells it gives off are pleasant ones, and even those not for long; it is just as good—in some cases even better—if you heat it up the next day, so that you can make enough for two meals at a time. And, most important, there is a wide margin of error. If you fry a thing for five minutes too long, the chances are it will go up in flames; but with a casserole ten minutes or a few herbs one way or the other do not make such a great deal of difference.

You get all the work over at the beginning, so that if you are expecting company or have other things to do, you can get on with other preparations and leave it quietly simmering; by and large, it is the easiest way to first-class results that I know.

It has, of course, the disadvantage of being slow. I quite realize that anyone coming in from an office is not going to settle down to a two hours’ wait for supper (though not all dishes based on the casserole principle necessarily take very long—fish casseroles, for example, are quite quick). But there are always the weekends, and there’s a great deal to
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