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FOREWORD

by Max Miller
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I am always baffled when I hear someone tell me they don’t like history. How can you not like, nay, love history? More often than not, I feel like that attitude comes from a lack of good teachers in a person’s life. I was fortunate in that regard, having a glut of wonderful history teachers from a very young age.

My first history teacher was my grandpa (let’s call him Gramps). He grew up on a farm during the Great Depression and later travelled across Europe with a mobile army hospital during the Second World War. When I was finally old enough to sit still and listen, Gramps began telling me about his experiences, and he did so in a way that put me right there with him, part of the action. There I was, five years old, listening to Gramps tell stories, like the time the chickens ate his brother’s finger after he cut it off in the corn crib or how he’d trade his ration of cigarettes for chocolate which he gave out to kids in a war-weary Belgium. These stories were exciting and they just happened to be true. That’s what we call history, and I loved it.

Years later, I realised that, just like Gramps, I had a knack for telling stories which also just happened to be true. While working at Walt Disney Studios, I found myself in need of something creative in my life that wasn’t devoted to The Mouse, so, after falling in love with The Great British Bake-Off, I took up baking. As I waited for Battenburg cakes, kouign-amann, and Victorian meat pies to finish in the oven, I’d head over to Wikipedia to see what, besides a recipe, was known about these baked goods. Inevitably, there was a bit of history, which I would happily follow down the rabbit hole until I found an interesting story to tell.

Not wanting to gorge myself, I brought my baked goods into work on Monday mornings. As coworkers stopped by my desk to try the latest creation, I would regale them with the history of whatever I had baked. Now, not everyone appreciated the origin of the croissant quite as much as I did, but a few of them did, and one even suggested that I put those stories up on YouTube. So I did.

Few things in life give me more pleasure than teaching and entertaining people, and with food history, I get to do both at the same time. What I quickly learned, though, is that food history is not always history. It’s rare that someone invents a new dish and immediately rushes to their diary to document its exact origins. More often, they just eat it, then, a few generations later, the story behind that food is as much folklore as it is fact.

Sometimes it’s easy to separate truth from fiction. Take the idea that mead was discovered when someone used a magic stick to stir honey into water, clearly folklore. But dig a little deeper and there’s often history behind the curtain. In the case of the mead, that stick wasn’t magical at all; it was simply covered in microscopic yeast which, when mixed with honey and water, caused fermentation. And frankly, fermentation is better than magic.

As a lover of history, there are times when it’s important to peel fact away from fiction. But there are also times when the fiction is just as fascinating as the truth. That’s exactly what this book is: a kernel of history wrapped in layers of food folklore. These are stories told so deftly that you’ll find it impossible not to pay attention, and by the end, you’ll realise you’ve learned a bit of history along the way, just like I did whenever Gramps had a story to tell.




INTRODUCTION
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FOLKLORE AND BRITISH FOOD

The other day I spilled some salt while cooking. In an almost unconscious way, I took a pinch and threw it over my left shoulder. Doubtless many of us would have done the same and not given it too much thought. Folklore can have a power that is hard to understand until we examine it.

Where did the idea that salt should be thrown over the shoulder if spilled come from? It was pondering questions like this that led to me writing this book. It turns out that there is not a singular answer. Some point to salt being given to visitors as a symbol of the host–guest relationship which was formed by dining together. To spill this was a sign that trouble would come between the two and so a little was sacrificed to ward off this omen.

Others suggest that spilling salt offered hospitality to evil spirits or even the Devil himself. Since evil always approached from the left, sinister, side then tossing salt over the left shoulder was a means of driving them away.

Explanations like this are often given but are hardly ever satisfactory. Such is the way with folklore. Written sources are often hideously late and we cannot interrogate the originators of these beliefs. There are those who consider all folk beliefs, rituals and tales to hold some sort of truth which can be gleaned because they are universal. I am not so sure. There must have been a first person to take a pinch of salt and throw it over their shoulder. What were they thinking? In most cases it is impossible to know. Our ignorance of history does not necessarily mean that we can project anything we want onto it; the meanings we give to a ritual may be utterly unrelated to their original connotations. A child seeing a parent wantonly tossing salt over their shoulder may carry on the ritual without ever asking why they do it and so the secret is lost. I think that we examine folklore not because it is true but because it tells us something about ourselves. But you should always take anyone’s opinion on folklore with the idiomatic pinch of salt.

There is no definition of folklore that would please a Platonic philosopher. There are always exceptions and special cases. For the purposes of this book, folklore is any of the traditions that have built up across the centuries. In particular it will examine some of the weirder traditions and beliefs about food which make Britain such a fruitful place to study folklore.

Food is the universal ingredient in all of our lives. Man may not live on bread alone but no one can go without food. Magic and rituals often use what is closest to hand and food was always available in people’s homes to be incorporated into some aspect of folklore. Even dining together gave opportunities for superstition. Thirteen at a table was unlucky because it mirrored the number of diners at the Last Supper. Folklore is such a bountiful area of history to study because it records, if distantly, something that was shared by people who were often never otherwise noticed by grand historians of the past. We will see people struggling with illnesses with only the products in their larder to aid them. Can we imagine the desperation of a parent whose child was struggling to breathe and there was no help any doctor could give? What wouldn’t we try to help them? It should be no surprise that household books which recorded the notes made by a family in a home freely mingled food recipes with instructions for making medicines, often with similar ingredients. We will see the importance placed by common people on weddings, christenings and death, through the foods special to each event.

When writing about folklore there is a dilemma. If folklore is not written down then it is easily lost or fails to be remembered. Yet once folklore is written down it becomes fixed and dead, like a butterfly with a pin through it. As with the salt example, there is rarely one singular version of any bit of folklore or folk tale. The one that gets written down is the one that survives and all the other variants are lost or smothered. Remember when you read anything in this book that there were a hundred alternatives that must have existed as each individual interacted with the stories they were told.

There is a fascination with folklore that will never truly die. Traditions can be lost to the mists of time as people forget the value in them, but new ones are born every day. I well remember being told in the playground not to eat crisps that were green because they were fatally toxic. When I was ill, my nan would serve me eggy bread and Lucozade, original flavour, because they were the best thing for the body. These are surely bits of folklore of a modern vintage.

Long may folklore continue to be generated. It adds a little bit of spice to our meals and to our lives.




1

FABULOUS FRUIT
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The prologue to ‘The Reeve’s Tale’ from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales may not make sense to anyone who has not had the joy of eating a medlar.1 Few enough have. In it an ageing character compares himself to a medlar – a fruit that is not ripe until it is rotten. Instead of naming the medlar, Chaucer vividly conjures up its appearance by calling it an ‘open-ers’ – an open arse.

The medlar is a fruit that rarely comes on the market and even those who see them fresh may not think you can eat them, partly for reasons that Chaucer makes clear. Small and similar to the crab apple, the medlar has a little brown opening on top that befits Chaucer’s anatomical description.

If you pick a medlar from its tree and try to bite into it you are in for an unwelcome surprise. While still fresh, the fruit is tooth-gratingly hard, astringent, and full of large stones.

How then did medlars get the reputation of being one of England’s greatest fruits? The secret is to blet them.

Blet is not a word in most people’s eating vocabulary.2 Stemming from the French verb blettir, meaning to become overripe, it essentially means you have to let medlars rot before you eat them. Rotten food is generally off-putting, but in the medlars it is a necessity if you don’t want to vomit them up. Once the medlar is picked it is left to soften by decay and, as it does so, the inedible fruit transforms itself into something with a luscious texture and a taste similar to apple sauce.

The medlar’s popularity may have withered away but the British love affair with fruit has always been strong. King John was rumoured to have died from eating a surfeit of peaches, though it may have been poison or dysentery that really did him in.3 Given our uncertain summers the joy that was found in brilliant red strawberries nestled in hay beds or russet honey-sweet apples hanging from bending branches is only too understandable. Fruit can be enjoyed all year long today but with seasonality came specialness. Our ancestors found there was more to savour in fruit than the fresh sensation of their juices on the tongue. Each harvest brought in a chance to relive the folklore they associated with fruit.

APPLES

The sweetest apples are always at the top of the tree.

This country saying must have driven many scrumpers scrambling up trees in orchards in search of the ultimate illicit fruit. Apples were for centuries the fruit that most people would have had most often. From acerbic and sharp cooking apples to rosy red ones that crunch and release floods of juice, there was an apple for every palate. The number of apple varieties proliferated as farmers and hobbyists cross-bred them in pursuit of the ultimate apple. Britain is home to 2,500 cultivars out of around 7,000 developed worldwide.1

What better gift is there to give a loved one than an apple as sweet as they are? One of the traditional ways to share love was to share an apple. Eat half yourself and give half to the one you love and passion will grow between you as fruitful as a tree from an apple pip. It was once thought that apples should be given as Valentine’s gifts. Given the Christian association of apples with the Garden of Eden it was also perhaps suggestive of wanting to sin with the one you desire. Though perhaps not the best way to woo a partner – look what happened to Adam and Eve.

Some places created whole festivals around the humble apple and its prognosticatory power in the matters of love. In Cornwall, 31 October is not simply Halloween, it also marks the day of Allantide – or St Allan’s Day.2 Some today question the historical existence of the local bishop who became St Allan but it has not quenched the desire for his apples. If you happened into Cornwall on Allantide in earlier centuries you would have been bombarded with fruiterers willing to sell you large and shiny red apples. The larger the apple the greater the magic attached. Eating these apples gave good luck, and gifting them was even better. For young girls, and probably not a few boys, the apples went under their pillows at night as they were said to give them dreams of their future lovers. With an apple under your pillow you have to wonder what the quality of your night’s sleep was like.

Sometimes a game would be played with the Allan apples that consisted of two pieces of wood nailed together in a cross pattern suspended from the ceiling. At the end of each plank a candle was placed and lit, four in all. From the wood, four apples were tied. The ‘fun’ was in seeing who could pull an apple free with their teeth without getting splashed with hot wax. They had to make the long October night pass somehow.

A New Year’s Day tradition in some parts of Wales saw children going from door to door with an apple into which they had stuck sprigs of rosemary and other bits of foliage. From the bottom of the apple three sticks were embedded. When the children knocked on the door they would recite a little song in hopes of small gifts and the cheery reminder that before the next year arrived many of them would be dead.3 This tradition was known as Calennig, as was the apple tripod itself. Arthur Machen recorded his experience of Calennig in the nineteenth century:

When I was a boy, which is a good many years ago, there was a very queer celebration on New Year’s Day in the little Monmouthshire town where I was born, Caerleon-on-Usk. The town children – village children would be nearer the mark since the population of the place amounted to a thousand souls or thereabouts – got the biggest and bravest and gayest apple they could find in the loft, deep in the dry bracken. They put bits of gold leaf upon it. They stuck raisins into it. They inserted into the apple little sprigs of box, and then they delicately slit the ends of hazel nuts, and so worked that the nuts appeared to grow from the ends of the box leaves, to be the disproportionate fruit of these small trees. At last, three bits of stick were fixed into the base of the apple, tripod-wise; and so it was borne round from house to house; and the children got cakes and sweets, and – those were wild days, remember – small cups of ale. And nobody knew what it was all about.4

Sometimes when gangs of young children came to the door it was to beg for you to give them apples – if you didn’t have something better to offer. This tradition usually took place around 23 November, but in Armscote, Warwickshire, apples were begged so that villagers could make apple fritters for Shrove Tuesday. Because 23 November is the day of St Clement, the children were called Clementers or, because it was near to St Catherine’s Day it was called Catterning.

In Worcestershire, as boys went around on St Clement’s Day to beg for apples, they would sing:

Catteny, Clemeny, year by year,

Some of your apples and some of your beer;

Some for Peter, some for Paul,

Some for God who made us all.

Clemeny was a good old man,

For his sake give us some,

Some of the best, and some of the worst,

And pray God give you a good night’s rest.

Plum, plum, cherry, cherry,

All good things to make us merry.

Up the ladder and down the pan,

Give us a red apple and we’ll be gone.

Missis and master, sit by the fire,

While we poor children are trudging in the mire,

All for the apples that grow on the tree.

So missis and master, come listen to me.5

Others wanted something a little more cheering along with their apple:

Give us good ale to make us merry,

Apples to roast and nuts to crack,

And a barrel of cider on the tap.

Up the ladder and down the can,

Give us a red apple and we’ll be gone.6

St Swithin’s Day, 15 July, is more famous for predicting the weather than for predicting the apple harvest but for apple farmers it was an important day. The old saying runs:

St Swithun’s day if thou dost rain

For forty days it will remain

St Swithun’s day if thou be fair

For forty days ’twill rain nae mare.

You might think therefore that apple farmers would hate to see it rain on that day but in fact a downpour on St Swithin’s was devoutly hoped for. Rain on 15 July was thought of as a blessing from St Swithin and represented him christening the apples.7 Rain was a sign of divine protection for the harvest and meant that early ripening varieties were sure to come in soon. In Warwickshire it was said, ‘You won’t have the jam made till the apples are christened … We never eat or cut apples until St Swithin has christened them.’8

Of course, the best way to ensure a good fall of apples was to Wassail them – feeding the apple trees with cider, firing guns at them, and toasting them with many a drink, a song, and a cake placed in the branches.

The behaviour of the apple trees was important beyond the crop itself. Any action that seemed to go against nature was seen as a portent. The apple trees blossoming out of their usual season was a message that other untimely events would take place.

A bloom upon the apple-tree when the apples are ripe,

Is a sure termination to somebody’s life.9

Once you had your apples, next came the question of what to do with them. If you’re anything like me, you want a warming and hearty apple pie. At Marldon in Devon there is a whole fair held in honour of a gigantic apple pie, and an unlucky apple seller called George Hill.10 Starting in 1888, the fair has been held fairly irregularly, sometimes with a gap of several decades.

George Hill was known for having a faithful donkey that he would ride between St Marychurch and Marldon. Each day he would load the panniers on his donkey with apples and sell them in St Marychurch, sometimes bringing to town a vast apple pie ‘the size of a kitchen table’. This was drawn on a decorated cart and pulled by two donkeys bedecked in flowers and ribbons. Anyone who wanted a slice of the pie was welcome to have one, if they paid for it.

After selling his apples or pie, he would head home with his bags stuffed full of clothes and linen to wash. A hard day of trading often prompted George to fall into a deep slumber as he rode back, but luckily for him his donkey could be relied on to guide him home.

One day robbers took advantage of George’s somnolent nature and filched his entire load of clothes and sheets. The shock of this robbery is said to have destroyed his spirit and led to George’s death soon after. In his honour, a fair was arranged to celebrate the apples he brought to the town.

Over the years the fair has changed. Participants recall how large pies served at the fair in the past used to be baked in several sections before being pieced together on the cart, so large were their size. Today an Apple Pie Princess is chosen and crowned. While in the past she was pulled on a cart by donkeys, much like the original apple pie, today she is more likely to ride in a cart drawn by local teenagers. Apple pies of enormous size can still be had though, for those with a gigantic hunger.

Crab apples generally have a bad reputation. In fact, due to a lack of listening and a love of scatological humour I thought they were called ‘crap apples’. They are fairly crappy as apples go unless you want to take a bite of something unpleasantly sharp and woody in texture. They are so sour that in Yorkshire they were sometimes rubbed on warts to make them fall off. Yet it is to the crab apple that we can trace the name of Egremont’s Crab Fair rather than crustaceans. Held in September when the crab apple is in season, the fair can be traced back to 1267.11

The fair includes a ‘Parade of the Apple Cart’, which may date from a time when Baron de Multon came to town with a cart of crab apples and tossed them to the people to celebrate the end of a harvest. Luckily for all involved, the apples used today are sweet eating apples and everyone goes home happy. In place of a cart, a man in a van does the distribution. In the past, cakes were sometimes tossed to the crowd, but alas for fans of pie fights, this no longer occurs.

Tossing apples is not always a wholly jolly affair. When a new bailiff was elected in Kidderminster there was a tolerated period of lawlessness known as the Kellums. Each Michaelmas the newly elected bailiff led a parade through the town but instead of cheers he would be struck by cabbage stalks and apples thrown by the populace. One correspondent to The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1790 noted the anarchy and how every level of social respectability took its chance to attack a public official. It was not just a handful of apples tossed either, he noted: ‘I have known forty pots of apples expended at one house.’12 Before you start saving up your apples to express your dissatisfaction with your elected representatives you should know that the Kellums was abolished at the very end of the eighteenth century.

In Oxfordshire in the village of Northmore it was Easter when there was a great apple toss. After the service in the church, everyone would throw masses of apples at each other across the churchyard. When one newly appointed vicar exited the church, unaware of what was happening, he was struck several times. Whether this caused a new Fall of Man is unknown.

Sometimes the priest was made the deliberate target. St Cynehelm’s Day in the ancient village of Kenelstowe was celebrated with a rite called ‘Crabbing the Parson’.13 The unfortunate cleric would be pelted with crab apples by his parishioners. One account of such an event described how the parson would try to walk as quickly as possible between buildings to avoid the barrage. Unfortunately, he could not dodge them all, with ‘not a few telling with fearful emphasis on his burly person, amid the intense merriment of the rustic assailants’. The tradition is said to have begun when a clergyman stole some apple dumplings and hid them up his sleeve. When one slipped out of the sleeve and hit a parishioner on the head during service the parishioner shot back with a crab apple.

If you want a more productive use for your crab apples, a Shropshire remedy calls for the juice, known as crab-varjis, to be applied to a sprain on the grounds that it will ‘swage the swellin’. A mouldy eating apple is said to cure a stye if you press the fruit to it. To cure a wart, an apple should be cut in half and one piece rubbed on the protuberance. The warty half of the apple should be given to a pig while you eat the other.

Apples of course have long been thought to have medicinal effect; an apple a day keeps the doctor away, as the saying goes. Certainly it is one of the five-a-day that doctors recommend. The people of Devonshire say, ‘Ait a happle avore gwain to bed, an’ you’ll make the doctor beg his bread.’14 Other versions of the folklore suggest an onion a day. Oxfordshire lore has the best of both worlds: eat an apple in the morning and an onion at night.

While the golden apple of Discord inscribed with the message ‘To the fairest’ sparked the Trojan War in Greek mythology, there were apparently apples of peace. On Guernsey, if a group of men were fighting it was said that they could be calmed if an apple marked with the letters H A O N was thrown among them.15 What those letters may represent and how they pacify obstreperous men is just another fact of folklore that will remain baffling.

PEARS

The most famous pear tree in British culture may well be the one in which a partridge perches in the ‘Twelve Days of Christmas’. While that tree was a gift, others have treated their pear trees rather more rudely. When a man in Yorkshire thought himself cursed with the evil eye it was not that he was under its baleful influence but rather that the mere act of him looking at others was hurting them.1 His remedy was to open his door in the morning and stare at a pear tree. Since the evil eye was most potent in the morning, by directing his glance at the pear tree it took the brunt of his inadvertent curses. Naturally, the tree died from his action, but the man felt his neighbours had been saved.

Others might have looked forward to seeing a little pear foliage. One English custom saw men creep out of their homes at night to decorate the cottages of their neighbours with boughs from trees and each was imbued with a meaning. If you awoke to find a pear branch at your door it indicated that someone in your household was fair of face. Much better than briar, meaning liar, or holly for those given to folly.

Hot Baked Wardens have nothing to do with baking your church warden in a pie. These goodies make a brief appearance in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale when the Clown declares: ‘I must have saffron to colour the warden pies.’ But what was a warden and how do you bake one?

Warden is simply an old word for pear in English – though often used for cooking varieties that might take some culinary coaxing to be tasty. The exact date of pears arriving in Britain is unknown, but Anglo-Saxon charters sometimes name pear trees as boundary markers, as when a grant from 937 in Topsham in Devon described how a stream ‘ran to the pear tree and then along a dyke’.2 When the Abbess of Shaftesbury planted pear trees along her lands in the tenth century she did not know she was also planting churches. Seven Pear Churches were built next to these trees, though only one survives today.

We know of Hot Wardens, or Hot Warden Pies, being sold in Bedford in the thirteenth century by boys who would cry their wares to passers-by, especially around St Jude’s Day. But how can you make some for yourself? Luckily, The Good Huswifes Jewell, written by Thomas Dawson and published in 1585, has a recipe for the pie:

You must bake your Wardens first in a Pie [dish], and then take all the wardens and cut them in foure quarters, and coare them, and put them into a Tarte pinched, with your Suger, and season them with Suger, Synamon and Ginger, and set them in the Ouen, and put no couer on them, but you must cutte a couer and laye in the Tart when it is baked, and butter the Tarte and the couer too, and endore it with suger.3

Alternatively, you can take the wardens, peel and quarter them, boil them to soften, then poach in red wine with spices, and bake in a puff pastry case.

Those who find pears a hard fruit to swallow might wish to try the delights of perry – an alcoholic drink made from fermented pears. It has a fearsome reputation for getting drinkers very drunk, and it is an old reputation. In John Gerard’s The Herball Or Generall Historie of Plantes, published in 1597, he describes how ‘Wine made of the juice of pears called in English Perry, is soluble, purgeth those that are not accustomed to drinke thereof; notwithstanding it is as wholesome a drink being taken in small quantity as wine; it comforteth and warmeth the stomach, and causeth good digestion.’4 Be careful not to purgeth after too much perry.

ORANGES AND LEMONS

Oranges and lemons,

Say the bells of St. Clement’s.

So begins the well-known nursery rhyme that often ends with innocent young children being decapitated. Such is the law of the playground. But behind the rhyme lies the special nature of citrus fruit. A relatively rare import in former centuries, an orange or lemon would have been quite the treat – even when the only varieties known were the bitter citron and marmalade oranges. Certainly something to sing about.

Apart from in schools up and down the country one can go and hear the rhyme sung in the church of St Clement Danes in London each year during March. When the bells of the church were repaired and rehung in 1920, the vicar, William Pennington-Bickford, decided to hold a special service.1 The Oranges and Lemons service saw children from a local school being given those fruit by London’s Danish colony and the bells rang out the well-known tune.

There are those who claim that the church became associated with oranges and lemons because in former years the church’s land backed onto the River Thames and fruit boats passing along the river had to pay a toll as they went. Or perhaps the boats simply unloaded their citrus fruits near to the church.2 While St Clement Danes does have the bells to back up its claim, St Clement’s Eastcheap also regards itself as the St Clement’s of the rhyme.

No Christmas for me was complete without being given an orange. No matter what exciting thing waited for me wrapped up downstairs, it was the orange, which invariably worked its way into the toe of my stocking, that most amused me. Why were my parents so obsessed with putting an orange there? There was a bowl of perfectly good oranges already on the table. It was just one of those inscrutable things adults did. Of course I now know they were simply carrying on a tradition their parents had done, and theirs before them. Traditions are the living history of folklore.

The origin of the tradition is debated. Some see the oranges as a reference to the balls of gold St Nicholas, yes that one, threw through a window to help three poverty-stricken girls. Others trace it to the Great Depression in the United States. In times of hardship even an orange can bring joy.

If your children prefer not to be given an orange but would rather earn it then they can try their hand at ‘A Lug and a Bite’ – a game played in Lancashire.3 The game begins with a child throwing the orange to their playmates. There is a mad scramble for it and the first to reach it bites down hard. It will take some willpower to hold on as their competitors begin lugging down as hard as they can on the fruit-bearer’s ears. Once the pain has reached a sufficient pitch, the orange is dropped and the scrum begins again.

Marginally less painful was the tradition of orange rolling, or orange pelting, that took place in Dunstable.4 There, on Good Friday, residents would clamber up the steep slopes near Pascombe Pit to take part. Hundreds of them gathered to catch the oranges tossed or rolled from the top. Pathé films from the 1930s show the scrums that could form around the tumbling fruit. Some people wore garish clothes or top hats to attract the attention of the pelters. A top hat made for a top target. Not only were oranges a tasty treat, they were a valuable commodity – a canny peltee could pick up the oranges and sell them on.

Though the origins of this tradition are lost in the fog of the eighteenth century, the demise of orange pelting can be pinpointed exactly to the rationing of the Second World War. With oranges and other imports in short supply the event was cancelled and, despite sporadic attempts to bring it back, the oranges no longer roll at Pascombe Pit. Which is a shame given the description written in the Dunstable Gazette of a particularly windy day on which the orange pelting took place in 1900:

A few courageous young people endeavoured to climb the Downs. Many of them belonged to the fair sex, and, as the wearing of bloomers has by no means yet become general, the wind played havoc with their skirts, and the result may be much more decorously imagined than described. No staid and sober journalist such as the writer of this article would ever dream of looking in that direction while the wind played such mad pranks with these ladyes faire; nevertheless it may easily be imagined that a wonderfully pretty display of multi-coloured petticoats was seen, while here and there a gleam of white, while the fair ones were executing most marvellous evolutions in frantic – but generally futile – endeavours to retain a serene and stately comportment.5

One of the concerns about resurrecting orange pelting is fear of injuries to children as they fall in the pursuit of the oranges. But oranges were sometimes a source of good health. It is well known today (though disputed by some historians) that the past stank. Open sewers, butchers in towns and a lack of hygiene made the smellscape of the past somewhat more noisome than the one we enjoy today (if you ignore car fumes). Smell in the past was not just a matter of happiness though – it could be deadly serious. The miasma theory of infection suggested that bad smells could actually cause bad health. To avoid breathing in the poisonous aromas of the city rich people turned to pomanders.

Pomanders used highly expensive and fragrant ingredients to drive the sick-making fumes away. Often highly decorated and made from gold and silver, they could only belong to the uppermost members of society. It was Cardinal Wolsey who is said to have introduced the poor man’s pomander, or Comfort Apple, and it came in the form of an orange.6

One account describes him ‘holding in his hand a very fair orange, whereof the meat or substance within was taken out, and filled up again with the part of a sponge, wherein was vinegar, and other confections against the pestilent airs; the which he most commonly smelt unto, passing among the press, or else when he was pestered with many suitors’.7 He could, of course, have pelted his smelly suitors with the orange to drive them away.

CHERRIES

Cherry trees that bear fruit edible for humans are not native to Britain but were brought here by Romans, who first encountered them in the Near East. It was once said that you could trace the ancient roads the Romans used by looking for the cherry trees that grew beside them – presumably from cherry stones spat out by marching soldiers.1

The wild cherry trees that used to grow in Britain produced such astringent fruit that they were fit to be eaten only by birds. Their vivid red skins must have proved a helpful warning to those foolhardy or hungry enough to try them.

Over the centuries that edible cherries did grow in Britain, however, they were incorporated into many aspects of folk life. Building on a tale in the apocryphal Gospel of pseudo-Matthew involving an infant Jesus and a date tree, the Cherry-Tree Carol seems to date from the fifteenth century. It tells the story of how Joseph, apparently still bitter and untrusting of his pregnant wife, refuses to get her some cherries that she craves. When he tells her to have the man who impregnated her fetch the cherries, an unborn Jesus causes them to bow down:

Joseph was an old man,

and an old man was he,

When he wedded Mary,

in the land of Galilee.

Joseph and Mary walked

through an orchard good,

Where was cherries and berries,

so red as any blood.

Joseph and Mary walked

through an orchard green,

Where was berries and cherries,

as thick as might be seen.

O then bespoke Mary,

so meek and so mild:

‘Pluck me one cherry, Joseph,

for I am with child.’

O then bespoke Joseph,

with words most unkind:

‘Let him pluck thee a cherry

that brought thee with child.’

O then bespoke the babe,

within his mother’s womb:

‘Bow down then the tallest tree,

for my mother to have some.’

Then bowed down the highest tree

unto his mother’s hand;

Then she cried, ‘See, Joseph,

I have cherries at command.’

O then bespake Joseph:

‘I have done Mary wrong;

But cheer up, my dearest,

and be not cast down.’

Then Mary plucked a cherry,

as red as the blood,

Then Mary went home

with her heavy load.

Then Mary took her babe,

and sat him on her knee,

Saying, ‘My dear son, tell me

what this world will be.’

‘O I shall be as dead, mother,

as the stones in the wall;

O the stones in the streets, mother,

shall mourn for me all.

Upon Easter-day, mother,

my uprising shall be;

O the sun and the moon, mother,

shall both rise with me.’2

Many places in Britain once celebrated the end of the cherry harvest by baking a pie. Today, one of the few places to hold a cherry pie festival is The Plough Inn in Cadsden.3 While traditionally held on the first Sunday in August, unfortunately global warming is playing havoc with folk traditions as well as the climate. Local farms that might have been able provide cherries previously now end their cherry season in the middle of July. Seasonality may lead to adjustments in many other celebrations as we come to terms with the Earth we have made.

If you do get some cherries, whether from a farm or a supermarket, one of the most popular uses for them has been to predict the future. Take some cherries, or other stoned fruit, and arrange them around the outside of a plate. To know when you will marry count them off as you chant ‘This year, next year, sometime, never.’4 Whichever one you end on will be your future.

Cuckoos with their murderous and parasitical life-cycle might seem like poor creatures to turn to for a glimpse of your tomorrows. The arrival of the cuckoo’s calling has always marked a turning point in the year, but they can also be used to predict how many more years you have to live.5 This is related to cherries because it was once thought that cuckoos could only call out once they had filled their greedy bellies three times over with cherries.

Once they had done this, if you saw one in a tree then it was the perfect time to call out to them yourself:

Cuckoo, cherry tree,

Come down, tell me,

How many years afore I dee?6

The number of times that you heard the cuckoo afterwards indicated just how many years you could look forward to. If you were a wise person with a lot of patience willing to wait for a cuckoo to keep calling then maybe you were the sort of person who would live a long time.

PLUMS

Nothing can be finer than the glut of plums that comes when they start falling from the trees. The soft and sweet flesh of a good plum is a joy. Given the short duration of their ripeness, people have found many ways of cooking them up into delicious dainties. Some, like Plum Shuttles (a fruited bun pronounced Plum Shittles), were given as Valentine’s gifts, while others were just hearty puddings. One plum pudding rhyme is admirably tolerant about the differences in how people enjoyed their pudding:

Plum pudding hot, plum pudding cold,

Plum pudding in the pot, nine days old;

Some like it hot, some like it cold,

Some like it in the pot nine days old.1

Current medical advice is that pudding left in a pot for nine days is probably not good for the health.

Plum charming takes something of a similar form to Wassailing. In 2013 in Pershore, Worcestershire, a local solicitor called Paul Johnson could be found in plum orchards serenading the trees with a clarinet while wearing purple robes and a tricorn hat. His aim was to ‘wake up’ the trees so that they would get on with the business of producing the plums that are part of Pershore’s history.2 It is said that
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