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What is a roast? Much more than a hunk of meat cooked in a certain way. A roast may conjure up images of vast joints of beef turning on spits in front of huge fires, of venison poached from under the gamekeeper’s nose, of medieval boards groaning under the weight of peacocks, swans and suckling pigs, of Christmas geese and turkeys, and of convivial Sunday lunch. In short, a roast is an idea of plenty, of feasting (legitimate or otherwise), and of occasion.

And that is what a roast should be. Meat is a resource that is likely to become scarcer – and well-produced meat even more so. We should value it properly for what it is – a food in which months, or possibly years, of an animal’s life is concentrated into a package of protein and fat, at once nourishing and delicious, an excuse for a gathering, and provider of meals to come.

Good meat for a roast is expensive and, to some extent, a luxury. This is how it should be – as, too, should be the ability to use meat left over from one meal to make another, equally appealing meal. An element of a long-held idea that British meat is so good that it needs no ‘messing about’ still persists, but before the 19th century strong flavours were appreciated, as they are once again. Many of the ideas given here try to capture flavours of the past, using as inspiration recipes from historic cookery texts that would undoubtedly have found their way into the kitchens of houses now owned by the National Trust. Also included are a few forays into current fashions.

The Idea of the Roast

A roast forms a special part of British eating habits, even if it is not quite the weekly punctuation mark it once was. Changes in taste and lifestyle have influenced how people eat; but a well-chosen piece of meat, carefully cooked, is an opportunity for conviviality, a gathering of family and friends.

Originally, roasting meant cooking by exposing meat to radiant heat in front of an open fire. Even casual inspection of historic cookery books shows that this was considered a very important method for cooking meat (and, to a lesser extent, fish). Foreigners remarked on English skill in roasting. Henri Misson, who visited from France in the late 17th century, described cookshops in London with four spits revolving one above another before a fire, each bearing ‘five or six Pieces of Butcher’s Meat, Beef, Mutton, Veal, Pork and Lamb’. Customers ordered meat done to their taste, and ate it with salt, mustard, bread rolls and bottles of beer. In 1747, another traveller, the Scandinavian botanist Pehr Kalm, wrote that ‘English men understand almost better than any other people the art of properly roasting a joint’, although his observation that the art of cooking in England didn’t extend much beyond roast beef and plum pudding somewhat undermined the compliment.

Spit-roast meat didn’t taste of smoke: it cooked in front of the fire, not over it. Fat dripped into a pan set below, with no possibility of overheating. Trying to re-create the flavour of the past is difficult, but experiments give excellent results: succulent, cleanly flavoured, with crisp coatings. Managing the fire correctly, knowing how to spit a joint so that the weight was evenly distributed around it, and how close to put the meat to the fire were all special skills. As a cook, one had to know how to prepare, or dress, and present all sorts of roasts; as a guest, to be able to carve was a desirable social skill. Leftovers were expected and were part of the domestic economy of large households.

A major difference between then and now is that we cook meat in an oven. Technically, this is baking, but it is now the accepted method for roasting. The change to oven roasting began after the coal-fired kitchen range was invented in the 1790s. Gas and electric ovens followed in the 19th century. To people accustomed to spit-roast meat, the change was significant and not for the better. In an oven, meat effectively fries in the hot fat that drips from it, and escaping juices make the fat spit, splashing it on to the sides of the tin, where it burns. The texture of oven-cooked roasts is also different: closer and drier.

Seasonings and accompaniments for roasts have changed over the centuries, from medieval combinations of spices, through tastes for citrus and anchovies, and rich meaty concoctions, to the ‘plain cookery’ of the late 19th century; our recent adoption of Mediterranean and Asian flavours is another link in this chain. Some items that have shown remarkable persistence are bread sauce, mustard, apple sauce, sage and onion, and redcurrant jelly, all established in the way that we use them today by the 18th century. We look for potatoes to accompany our roasts, but until the end of that century our ancestors would have expected pudding, perhaps a spherical, breadcrumb-and-flour plum one, or a batter type, still with us as Yorkshire pudding.

Sourcing a Roast

The first rule of good roasting is to buy good meat. The British Isles and Ireland have long been recognised for producing excellent meat, especially beef and mutton, but many factors other than simply ‘buying British’ come under consideration – flavour, price, animal welfare, place of origin. A roast from a supermarket can produce a reasonable meal, but one from a butcher or sourced directly from a farmer is likely to give something much better. Some suppliers are expensive, but others may be cheaper than supermarkets, and a knowledgeable supplier is likely to be able to tell you more about the animals.

Meat lies at the end of the food chain and represents a concentrated and precious food resource. The idea that it should be cheap is erroneous, and on balance it is better to pay a bit more for something well produced and to eat a bit less.

Intensive systems do not automatically equate with poor animal welfare, but for really good flavour, a traditional slow-growing animal is likely to provide better meat. Animal welfare systems have been the subject of much debate over the past 40 years, and several assurance schemes exist to provide the consumer with some idea of how the food on their plate has been produced. There are various schemes, all voluntary, and each with a slightly different emphasis:


• Assured Food Standards (‘Red Tractor’) – established by the National Farmers Union, it covers many foodstuffs, including meat production in conventional intensive systems.

• Similar schemes exist in Wales (Farm Assured Welsh Livestock or FAWL), Scotland (Quality Meat Scotland or QMS) and Northern Ireland (Farm Quality Assurance or FQA).

• RSPCA Assured (previously Freedom Food) – dedicated to animal welfare, this is the minimum welfare standard that the National Trust will accept from its tenant farmers and when sourcing meat for its restaurants.

• LEAF (Linking the Environment And Farming) – puts a greater emphasis on environmental responsibility.

• Soil Association – this organic certification relates to production systems, and the (non) use of herbicides, pesticides and medication.



All the schemes have their own assessment criteria, inspection systems and logos. Understanding their exact nature will guide you to some extent when choosing meat and other foods, but even within these there are differences. Given that the producers who join them do so voluntarily, the chances are that they will be interested in well-produced food, but ethics and flavour do not necessarily overlap.

Most domestic animals and birds are from commercial stock bred for specific characteristics. Flavour is rarely top of the list – though leanness, fast growth, small bone structure and esoteric factors such as ‘double-muscling’ may be. Traditional British breeds of cattle, sheep and pig tend to be smaller, slower growing and have more capacity to gain fat than Continental breeds. Slow growth can provide tastier meat and the distinctive appearance of local breeds adds diversity to the landscape. Some breeds are considered ‘rare’, and there are several marketing schemes for their meat; while eating something rare may seem odd, increasing demand for their meat helps ensure survival.

In conventional agriculture, maximum growth in minimum time is achieved partly by using specially bred animals. They tend to be reared on commercially produced concentrates made from a range of by-products whose composition depends on price. This applies especially to pigs and poultry, whose flesh can be dull and bland. It is less of an issue with beef, which is at least partially grass fed, and least of all with sheep, who graze pasture, moorland or saltmarsh. Farmers who take an interest in flavour often try to grow at least some of their own grain and other fodder crops for poultry, pigs and cattle. Feeding makes most difference to pigs and poultry, and as a general rule, any animal that has roamed freely will be more interesting on the plate.

Don’t forget that meat, especially from cattle and sheep, has a strong link with our treasured landscape. Rainfall, temperature and topography are all well suited to grassland, and quite large areas that are unsuitable for growing crops will sustain cattle and sheep. The landscape includes many areas of distinctive flora, often partially created by grazing animals – cattle grazed on the rich lowland pastures of the Somerset Levels or the sweet grasses of the limestone uplands of West Yorkshire, or mutton from the Lake District fells or the short turf of the South Downs.

The age at which an animal is killed for meat also influences flavour. Cattle breeds traditional to Britain score well for flavour, but take a long time to reach the weight at which they make good beef. Most farmers don’t want their stock lounging in field or shed eating expensive food after they have reached the optimum weight, so the majority comes from relatively young animals: lamb will be on the market at 4–5 months old, a pig at 3½–4 months. The BSE epidemic led to restrictions on the age at which beef cattle could be sold for meat. These restrictions have now been lifted but the majority of beef cattle are slaughtered at 22–30 months.

An important factor in the production of good meat is the treatment an animal receives at slaughter time, and how that meat is stored afterwards. Body chemistry means that an animal that is calm and rested when killed produces meat that keeps better, cooks better and tastes better. Keeping is particularly important for beef, lamb, mutton and pork, which are allowed to ‘hang’ in controlled, cool conditions. This process – also called maturing, aging or conditioning – allows changes in the meat to take place, increasing flavour and tenderness. Sheep and pigs are hung for relatively short periods of time, around 1 week. Beef is generally hung for anything between 10 and 21 days; some specialist butchers offer beef that has been aged for longer, for better flavour, but hanging the carcass occupies valuable space and evaporation means that the meat loses weight, thus increasing the price to the consumer. If you can buy beef aged for 28 days or more, it should be very good.

Because of the time and space needed, and the potential for loss of weight during the hanging or dry-aging process, vacuum-packaging – sometimes called wet-aging – is often used. It is claimed that meat undergoes something akin to the maturing process when vacuum-packed. Meat in vacuum packs is, of course, much easier to handle and store.

Where to Buy Meat

Who is likely to sell good meat for roasting? To some extent, finding a good supplier needs trial and error. When buying from a supermarket, look for premium lines that are sourced from specified areas, breeds, groups of farms, or which are given some kind of special treatment (such as long aging). Read the labels. The price will almost certainly be a premium one as well. The more anonymous the meat is, the less likely it is to have been raised and treated with care.

Some of the best meat producers work on a very small scale. One way to source good meat is to get it directly from the farmer who produced it. This has become easier with online retailing. At the same time, local producer groups, farm shops, farmers’ markets and food and drink festivals have educated consumers about some aspects of meat production, and have also allowed them to ask, and sometimes to see, how the animals are reared. Through these sources you may also be introduced to suppliers of all sorts of other food.

Alternatively, try to find a butcher you trust, and then cultivate him or her. The Q Guild is an organisation of butchers whose members are committed to excellence. Good butchers will be able to provide much more than a slice of rump steak and a couple of chops. They should be able to prepare a joint neatly, deboning it if asked (then giving the bones to you along with the meat, of course); do any trimming and tying as necessary; and be able to provide extra beef or pork fat should the meat require it. They should stock breast of lamb and brisket for inexpensive weekday roasts. And they should have some knowledge of the food chain that has produced their meat. Most take great pride in the quality of the meat they sell, and specialise in meat from particular animal breeds or areas. Some have a close working relationship with the farmers who raise the meat, or they ‘finish’ sheep and cattle themselves, grazing them until they reach their specifications.

Many butchers and farmers’ markets sell ready-prepared game, which is available fresh in season (see here) or frozen at other times of year. Some specialist game dealers send items by post or courier, and for really unusual items such as snipe, woodcock or certain species of deer, your best bet is to look online.

General Information on Cuts of Meat

When you have found a supplier, what should you buy? With a very few exceptions (such as a small rack of lamb), it is a waste of time to roast any piece of meat weighing less than 1kg (2¼lb). If the roast is just for two, then there will be leftovers, and there are plenty of dishes to make with those. As a very basic rule of thumb, allow about 125g (4½oz) per person for meat off the bone and 250g (9oz) per person for meat on the bone, but don’t be too exact about this, especially if the meat is for an occasion when a really handsome piece will make the party extra-special, or if you want some leftovers for other dishes.

The most sought-after roasts are what are known as ‘prime cuts’, which have a large proportion of tender lean meat and little, or relatively little, connective tissue. They come mostly from the hindquarters of animals. There is a limited supply and a lot of demand, so they are expensive. Secondary cuts, such as shoulder of pork or shoulder of lamb or mutton, are quite fatty with complex muscle structure and more connective tissue; these still make good roasts, but they don’t carve as elegantly. Beef brisket and breast of veal, lamb or mutton are well flavoured; they have a layered structure that can make them chewy, but still make good family meals. Belly pork is more tender and is enjoying a revival of interest. In general terms, when buying fresh meat that is cut to order, look at the colour of the meat and the texture of the fat, and avoid meat with a lot of juice running from it, or that has an unpleasant smell.

Bones in meat help to conduct heat, so may shorten cooking times a little. They also add flavour, especially to gravy, and are very useful for making stock (see here). Joints on the bone can look impressive when the meat comes to the table. On the other hand, they make carving more complex, especially in joints such as shoulder of lamb. Joints such as rack of lamb and loin of pork should be chined – that is, part of the backbone removed – making them easier to carve. Most joints can be boned and rolled by the butcher on request (if you don’t feel equal to the task), leaving a cavity suitable for stuffing. Take the bones home for the stockpot.

Fatty meat has been considered a public enemy by nutritionists for more than 50 years, and eating too much fat is certainly not a good idea. But leanness can be overdone too. A roasting joint needs fat; it is fat that gives much of the flavour to meat, and prevents it becoming dry during cooking. Some will be present in layers on the outside of the piece, or between individual muscles; ‘marbling’ will be visible as streaks and flecks of fat in the lean meat, especially in beef. If fat worries you, remember that some of it will cook out of the meat during roasting and can be skimmed off the juices and then discarded. Visible fat can be cut off your own portion, but don’t expect everyone to follow your example.

Meat often arrives vacuum-packed, especially if it has come from a farmers’ market or been sent by post. This does produce an odd smell on opening – one that I would describe as dank and vaguely seaweedy. This can be minimised by opening the pack 1–2 hours before use. Discard any accumulated liquid, pat the meat dry with kitchen paper, put it on a plate and cover loosely with foil or a cloth, then leave it to breathe.

With all meat, take special notice of the ‘use-by’ date if there is one, and keep meat in the refrigerator or freezer as appropriate. Vacuum-packed meat can be frozen to extend its keeping time. Meat will keep well for relatively long periods of time in a deep freeze at a temperature of -18°C (0°F). It is important that frozen meat is properly thawed before cooking. Most pieces will thaw overnight at cool room temperature, although if the joint is very large, or the weather very cold, more time may be necessary. The process can be hastened a little by putting the meat in cold water (never warm) or with appropriate use of a microwave. Put the meat in a container large enough to catch the ‘drip’ – liquid produced as the meat thaws. Discard this and dry the surface of the meat before starting to cook.

Poultry and Game

Most poultry and game birds arrive swaddled in clingfilm. Remove the packaging as soon as possible and pluck out any extraneous feathers. Avoid washing – splashing water from washing raw meat and poultry under a tap may spread bacteria around the kitchen and increase your risk of food poisoning. With game birds, the packaging makes it difficult to ascertain how cleanly they have been shot and how old they are – only young birds are suitable for roasting. The packaging also means you cannot smell them to tell how ‘high’ they are (see here). Try to find a butcher or game dealer who can supply good-quality birds.

Roasting Equipment

A sturdy tin, of the heaviest gauge metal you can afford, is essential if you plan to roast meat regularly. Tins come in a range of sizes, from small chop roasters to ones that will hold a medium-sized turkey. Use a tin just large enough to hold the joint comfortably, with a little space around it to allow for basting. If the tin is too large, the cooking juices will dry out and burn. A range of materials is also available: anodised aluminium is a good option if heavy steel is too expensive. A light, thin metal tin will do the job of containing the meat in the oven, but it will warp sooner or later – usually the moment you put it over heat to start making gravy. Once a tin has warped, the cooking juices will pool at one end and dry up and burn at the other, and it won’t be much use. The oval, enamelled, lidded ‘self-basting’ tins, which everyone’s granny has somewhere in the back of a kitchen cupboard, are solid and big enough for most purposes. For chickens, and for slow-roasting and pot-roasting boned and rolled meat, a deep cast-iron pot with a lid is useful.

It is also useful to have a rack that fits inside a large tin, especially if you intend to roast ducks or geese. A two-pronged fork helps when manipulating hot roasts. A carving fork is fine for this.

Kitchen string, a few skewers and foil are necessities. You may also want to buy a larding needle and a trussing needle (see here), and perhaps a meat thermometer and a device for aiding removal of fat from gravy. A nice serving platter or a traditional meat plate look good at the table, but I find a board the best thing to carve on. A carving knife and fork are essentials. The knife must be sharp, so you will need something to sharpen it with – a patent knife sharpener, a steel or a whetstone.

Preparing a Roast

Roasting has a specialist vocabulary and associated techniques, which can add finesse to the results.

Barding and Larding

Very lean roasts benefit from extra fat added before cooking. The easier method is barding, which means covering the surface of the meat with thin slices of fat: bacon draped over the turkey breast is a good example. Bacon for barding needs to be unsmoked, streaked with fat and thinly cut. Pancetta is an option, particularly for small, quickly cooked items such as game birds. Slabs of beef or pork fat can be cut into thin sheets and used to encase lean cuts, or cut into strips and arranged over the meat in a crisscross pattern. The fat will need to be tied onto the meat with string before cooking.

Larding involves inserting slivers of fat, or lardons, into the meat at regular intervals. These melt during cooking and baste the meat from the inside. Pork back-fat cut into narrow strips is the usual choice, but streaky bacon can also be used. A joint can be larded by making incisions with a knife and inserting strips of fat into these (just as sprigs of rosemary and slivers of garlic are inserted into a leg of lamb), but a larding needle will give a better result. This has a hinged flap at the blunt end, which grasps one end of the fat so that it can be drawn into the meat and out of the other side.

If using a larding needle, remember that it is sharp. Some effort may be needed to draw the needle and fat through the meat. The needle may suddenly detach from the fat strip when this is achieved. Push the needle away from you, and don’t let children stand near the work surface when you are larding meat. Larding can also be used for adding flavour. Roll the lardons in ground spices or finely chopped herbs to carry flavour into the meat.

Trussing

Trussing isn’t really necessary with oven roasting. The vestiges of this once quite complex skill can be seen in the elastic bands put round poultry. In the past, skewers or string were the norm. Trussing keeps meat, especially poultry and game birds, in a neat and tidy shape during cooking, drawing the wings and legs of the bird close to the body. I find that the legs cook more slowly than the breasts of trussed birds, and prefer to remove any strings towards the end of cooking. Discard elastic bands before starting to cook. Skewers and trussing needles are sharp and sometimes difficult to draw through the meat – so take care and keep children out of the way.

Marinating

A marinade can be as simple as a little olive oil and lemon juice with a couple of thyme sprigs, in which the meat is left for 1–2 hours, or an elaborate mixture of wine, herbs and vegetables, in which the meat soaks for several days. With a few exceptions, very liquid marinades are probably not a good idea for roasting joints, because they leave the meat soggy, but rubbing the surface with flavourings such as ground spices can be effective. It is sometimes claimed that marinades with acid ingredients help to tenderise meat. The effect is fairly superficial, but they do add flavour, and some marinades help to extend the shelf life of uncooked meat by a couple of days – useful in the past, before refrigeration.

Stuffing

Boned joints, poultry and game give the cook the opportunity to add a layer of stuffing. It is a technique that was fully exploited in previous centuries. Stuffing can add flavours and fat, provide contrasts in taste and colour, and make a roast go further. Old-fashioned stuffing recipes tend to be quite dense and heavy, and this was deliberate. A texture similar to that of the cooked meat was the aim, so that the two would cut neatly together. Stuffing had the effect of moistening the inside of a joint, the slowly melting internal fat spreading gradually and evenly through meat turning on a spit – an effect mostly lost in oven roasting. Several mixtures are given here, mostly relatively light and principally for flavouring. Bread-based stuffings should use stale bread – if it is fresh, partially dry it in a low oven. For a light-textured stuffing, tear the bread into small pieces rather than reducing it to fine crumbs, and bind with a little melted butter and stock or milk. For a traditional, dense texture, add beef suet (about a quarter of the weight of this to the weight of bread) and bind with 1–2 eggs. Always calculate the cooking time to include the weight of the stuffing. Alternatively, cook the stuffing separately, baked in a dish, or made into cakes or balls and fried.

Basting

Basting means moistening the meat as it cooks – usually by spooning over the juices and fat rendered during cooking, or extra butter, wine or other liquid. The general idea is to help keep the meat moist by returning to it some of the fat that cooks out during roasting and to add flavour. It is less necessary with oven roasting than it was with spit-roasting, but most meat will benefit from occasional basting. Basting is particularly useful for poultry and game birds, as it helps to develop a crisp and delicious finish to the skin.

Dredging and Frothing

These are methods for finishing a joint to give it a crisp surface. Dredging means adding a coating, usually of breadcrumbs (with or without flavourings), during the final stages of cooking. Frothing means dusting plain flour over the meat a few minutes before the end of roasting. If done with a light hand, the veil of flour effectively fries in the fat on the surface of the meat, literally frothing in the process; this also helps give a crisp, tasty finish to the skin. Too much flour won’t cook, and gives what Eliza Acton, writing in the mid-19th century, described as ‘an objectionable raw taste’. Sometimes flour is rubbed over a joint at the start of roasting to help the fat crisp.

Pot Roasting

One more step removed from true roasting, this is a method for cooking in a covered container in which the meat fits closely, with flavouring vegetables and aromatics plus a little liquid over gentle heat – braising, in other words. It is useful for meat such as shoulder of venison, which tends to be dry and tough otherwise.

Resting

Meat cooked at a high temperature, or fast roasted, benefits from ‘resting’ after cooking. This means leaving it on a warmed serving platter, preferably covered, in a warm place (next to the cooker, or in the grill compartment) for about 20 minutes, or longer with large pieces of meat. It is especially recommended for beef. The texture of the meat evens out, making it better to eat. It also gives the cook oven space for Yorkshire puddings or to finish browning roast potatoes, and time for making gravy or sauces, or cooking vegetables at the last minute.

Ovens, Temperatures and Time

Getting to know your oven is important for producing a perfect roast. The quirks of individual ovens make it difficult to predict exact cooking times and temperatures. The all-round ‘soaking’ heat of Agas and similar stoves makes them very
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