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Introduction

Food is just as entitled to a proper history as castles, wars, kings, queens, art, literature or the bubonic plague. But the book world is now so saturated with celebrity chefs trying to show the working woman or man how to rub garlic on a ciabatta or break lime leaves over a piece of raw fish that we’ve lost sight of many of our best-loved dishes, not to mention the stories behind them showing how they became such classics in the first place. And while I don’t ride around London on a scooter with my mates or swear at incompetent souschefs for a living – I don’t in fact know one end of a pork loin from its elbow – I do love history and I especially love food. The history behind our favourite dishes is fascinating and full of surprises – from the Buddha’s obsession with porridge to the dying playwright Molière dosing himself with Parmesan rather than medicine (it didn’t work, in case you’re wondering). It’s also sadly overlooked and so I wanted to find out more.

In the Monty Python film The Life of Brian the would-be rebels ask: ‘What have the Romans ever done for us?’ Well, one unexpected answer I discovered in my research is that, among many other things, they invented fast food. To save you cooking, you could dash out from your high-rise apartment (they invented these too) to your nearest street vendor to grab a takeaway. And what about that beloved staple of the modern takeaway, the Indian curry? This dish, in all its many guises, turns out to be the very tasty result of centuries of wars, invasions and trading missions. Did you know, for instance, that biryani came from the Persians and vindaloo from the Portuguese, while mulligatawny was concocted by the stiff-upper-lipped Brits of the Raj who insisted on still having a hot soup course in the midst of the sweltering heat? Moving back to Europe, it’s amazing to see how much food has changed yet how it has stayed the same: how the peasants of the Middle Ages scraped by on sludgy pease pudding (healthier fare, even so, than the meat-rich dishes of their wealthy overlords), while today’s modern-day peasant, the penniless student, survives on the tastier but not dissimilar baked beans on toast.

This dish, as I discovered, might well hail from France – an offshoot of cassoulet, their classic bean stew – and that country, with a bit of help from Italy, has had a huge influence on European cooking. But rather than just explaining how cooking techniques have evolved over the centuries, I wanted to tell the stories about the people behind the food we eat every day. Who was Margherita, for instance, and why was the world’s most famous pizza named after her? And what about Suzette: why do pancakes flambéed in Grand Marnier bear her name? We’ve all enjoyed peach Melba at some point, or spread some butter on a piece of Melba toast, so wouldn’t it be a great idea to tell the story of the demanding diva, Dame Nellie Melba, for whom these dishes were created? And, of course, no history of food would be complete without the tale of how that inveterate gambler the Earl of Sandwich came up with the snack that bears his name and now forms the mainstay of every lunchbox and buffet.

Once I’d started my research, all sorts of intriguing questions kept popping up. Why do we call our favourite kinds of coffee espresso or cappuccino, for instance? Did medieval Turkish soldiers really invent the kebab by threading bits of meat on to their swords and balancing them on top of their campfires? What exactly does horseradish sauce have to do with our equine friends, if anything, and who put that toad in the hole? Turn over a few more pages and you’ll find the answers to all these questions and many more.

You can look up a dish or type of food in the index or just turn to a relevant ‘meal’. As you’ll see, I have structured this book around the eating day, starting with a chapter on breakfast and ending up with cheese as the final course for dinner. These days we eat all kinds of foods at all kinds of day and so the chapters aren’t completely rigorous in their organization: appetizers are fairly interchangeable with starters, for instance, while the aforementioned horseradish – accompanying roast beef here – could equally well belong in the section on sauces.

The meals we eat and when we eat them has shifted over the years to reflect our increasing mobility and changing lifestyle. But they can still be a reflection of who we are. For example, everybody knows what breakfast is and, in that sense, we are all the same. If you call it ‘brunch’, then either you should get up earlier or you’re reverting to an older practice (see below). Do you have ‘elevenses’? Then you are either retired or in hospital.

Do you call your midday meal ‘lunch’? If so, you are probably middle class, reasonably well off and would spend all afternoon over it if you didn’t have to go back to work. If you call it a ‘business lunch’, then you’ve clearly no intention of going back at all.

If you call it ‘luncheon’, then, Lady Whatever-Your-Castle-Is, you should definitely read this book as you’ll discover how some of the world’s most expensive and sought-after dishes are not quite as smart as they appear but have a decidedly bloodthirsty and often revolutionary history … And if you call lunch ‘dinner’, then you are either working class or at school, or you live in the north.

Interestingly, this is actually the meal with the longest pedigree. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the main meal of the day took place at around 11.00 a.m., for rich and poor alike, and was called ‘dinner’, thanks to the Old French word disner, deriving in turn from desjeuner and meaning ‘to break the fast’ (as well as providing the modern French word for ‘breakfast’).

The day ended with ‘supper’ or, as it came to be known in the north, ‘tea’, which was a light snack eaten as the sun went down and just before everybody went to bed. The introduction of artificial light meant that meals no longer had to be take place in daylight hours: generally the richer you were the more candles you could afford and the later you ate dinner (i.e. the main meal of the day). Hence the middle- and upper-class obsession with dinner and why it and supper have become pretty much synonymous.

Incidentally, if you call a meal with friends a ‘dinner party’, then you probably also call lunch ‘lunch’. But you should definitely be wary of guests who throw their keys into a bowl when they arrive. The last time that happened I ended up with my own set.

As you make your way through this book, you will see how food has affected the course of history (the Boston Tea Party, for example, or the Irish Potato Famine) and how it has, in turn, been affected by history. You’ll see, for instance, how Prohibition brought out the resourcefulness of American chefs, in the form of various dishes from Caesar salad to fruit cocktail; how the traditional rivalry between the Welsh and the English gave us Welsh rabbit; and how the rising price of pepper was the real reason behind Columbus’s voyage to America. You’ll see how the world of the arts has inspired a large number of dishes, such as omelette Arnold Bennett, for instance, Jenny Lind soup, named after the Swedish opera singer, or the meringue dessert celebrating the Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova. And interspersed among the entries on food you’ll find everyday phrases relating to the things we eat, and the stories behind them, from just desserts to humble pie.

En route, you may be interested to discover how many national dishes actually turn out to come from somewhere entirely different: those all-American favourites the hamburger and the hot dog are, in fact (ahem), German; France’s beloved croissant actually hails from Austria; Scotch eggs are not from Scotland; and all the words we British use to describe our best cuts of beef turn out to be French. You’ll also see what lengths people go to during times of war to rechristen a dish so that it isn’t associated with a particular country – hence ‘hot dog’ instead of the German-sounding frankfurter or Salisbury steak instead of ‘hamburger’.

So, dear readers, a cookbook this is not. But while the chefs among you will learn little here about how to assemble a particular dish, you might enjoy such stories of culinary invention as the one surrounding chicken Marengo, for instance. Following victory at the Battle of Marengo, Napoleon ordered his cook, Dunand, to prepare a celebration meal. But having lost half the kitchen in the confusion of the battle, the chef had to knock something together for his emperor with whatever came to hand. Not an easy task in the circumstances, which is why such unusual ingredients as chicken, eggs, crayfish and toast sit together on the same plate. Meanwhile, less confident cooks should take heart from finding out how a cooking disaster inspired Alfred the Great’s eventual victory against overwhelming odds, and from discovering just how many of the world’s best-loved dishes arose as the result of mistakes or missing ingredients.

I’ve enjoyed researching and writing this book enormously and I hope you find it a satisfying read. I’d love to hear your thoughts and your own food-history stories, so why not contact me at caesar@albertjack.com. Inevitably, there wasn’t room to include every dish I wanted to cover in this book, but you never know – there might be a second sitting …

Albert Jack

May 2010

Cape Town
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My wife and I tried two or three times in the last forty years to have breakfast together, but it was so disagreeable we had to stop.

WINSTON CHURCHILL

To eat well in England, you should have breakfast three times a day.

W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM
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Coffee: The Drink that Speeded Up the World

It’s thought that the word coffee may derive from the Arabic kahwa, a type of wine, which in turn derives from a word meaning ‘to have no appetite’ – appropriate when you think how the day’s first cup of coffee often takes the place of breakfast. This galvanizing drink is believed to have originated nearly twelve hundred years ago in Ethiopia, in the region of Kaffa – which has also been suggested as an alternative derivation of the word. According to legend, a shepherd guarding his flock noticed how jumpy his sheep became after eating the red berries that had fallen off a nearby bush. When he sampled some himself, he was amazed to feel a similar surge in energy. Word got about and soon the monks at a nearby monastery were gathering the fruit for themselves and, after many attempts, ended up with a murky brown beverage that they came to rely on to keep them awake for their nightly prayers. But it wasn’t until much later, in the thirteenth century, that coffee became a truly palatable drink: it was the Arabs who discovered that roasting coffee beans, grinding them and steeping the grounds in boiling water produced the best flavour, and the world has been hooked ever since.

ESPRESSO: COFFEE IN THE AGE OF STEAM

Throughout the nineteenth century, the era of industrialization when steam power was all the rage, people tried brewing coffee using hot water vapour. Indeed, a steam-brewing contraption at the 1896 World’s Fair is said to have made 3,000 cups per hour. Unfortunately, steam-brewed coffee tastes awful since coffee needs to be made at just below boiling for it to be at its best. The first coffee machine to use steam to force hot water through very finely ground beans – a much more acceptable method – was invented by Frenchman Louis Bernard Rabaut back in 1822 but it took almost another eighty years to really catch on, and it was the Italians rather than the French who popularized it. Espresso means ‘fast’ so it’s a little ironic that it took such a long time. It wasn’t until 1901, when the definitive machine was designed by Italian inventor Luigi Bezzera, that espresso became a café staple, speeding up life for everybody.

CAPPUCCINO: PUTTING A TONSURE ON YOUR CUPPA?

Contrary to popular opinion, this type of coffee, with its distinctive layer of frothy milk, is not named after the coffee bean used, but another group of coffee-obsessed clerics – the Capuchins. Originally part of the Franciscan order of monks in Italy, they broke away in 1520 out of a desire to get back to basics and return to the life of solitude and prayer formerly practised by their founder, St Francis. But the religious authorities took a dim view of this and the heretic monks were forced into hiding. They were given refuge by the Camaldolese monks, however, and to show their appreciation began to wear the hooded cappucio cloaks favoured by that order. The hood also helped them to stay out of trouble, serving as useful camouflage by allowing them to blend in with their hosts. Eventually the new order became respectable in the eyes of the Church, so much so that a sister order of nuns was also formed and they all settled together in Naples in 1538.

It was there, legend has it, that the Capuchins developed the method of making their morning coffee by steaming goat’s milk and pouring the froth over a mug of cold coffee drawn from a barrel. They had discovered that the foam acted as insulation and heated up the liquid beneath as they sipped it on those cold monastic mornings. Cappuccino means ‘little Capuchin’, either after their coffee-brown robes or because the white foamy top of a cappuccino with its ring of brown resembles the monks’ traditional tonsure – shaven on top of the head with a ring of hair around the edge.

There is a counter-story that it was a Capuchin monk, Marco d’Aviano (1631–99), who came up with the first cappuccino – directly after the Battle of Vienna in 1683 (obviously a key event for breakfast inventors: see also the story of the CROISSANT). As spiritual adviser to the Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I, he would certainly have needed a reviving cuppa after all those hours spent on his knees, praying for victory. But as the first time such a claim was made was during the celebration of the battle’s tricentenary in 1983 by the Austrian press, this should perhaps be taken with a pinch of salt (if not a teaspoon of sugar).

As with all monastic orders, the Capuchins’ numbers have dwindled drastically over the centuries but, to this day, the group, who also gave their name to a monkey and a squirrel, still have around six active houses in Britain, twelve in Ireland and approximately two hundred missionary stations across the world. Perhaps they should have stuck to coffee making as Starbucks have over 25,000 of their own outlets around the globe from which an estimated 7.5 million cappuccinos are sold every single day. Now, that should cheer the Capuchins up, don’t you think?

[image: image]

Raising a Glass to Toast

In the beginning there was bread – which was revolutionized by the ancient Egyptians around six thousand years ago when they realized that if they let the dough sit around in the warm sunshine, it would become naturally leavened by the yeast spores in the air and once baked it would retain its risen shape. Shortly afterwards there was toast – when, after a few days in the dry desert air, the bread became hard and unpleasant to eat. Toasting it was a means of making stale bread edible again. The Romans spread the idea of toast throughout Europe, including Britain. The word ‘toast’, in fact, comes from the Latin tostus, meaning ‘scorched’ or ‘burned’. Toast is essentially burned bread, so the name makes sense. ‘Tost’ was a great favourite in the Middle Ages when ‘sops’ of bread were used to soak up wine or sweet liquids and then toasted against the heat of an open fire (see also FRENCH TOAST, MELBA TOAST and WELSH RABBIT).

But what is the connection between a slice of cooked bread and raising your wine glass and toasting someone? We need to look back once again to the Romans, who had a strange practice of adding a small chunk of burned bread (toast) to each glass. Some historians have suggested that this was to add flavour to the wine or to give each guest a small ‘treat’– like a crouton in soup. A more likely reason is that it was to remove impurities and improve the flavour of poor wines. Burned toast was like a crude form of the ‘activated charcoal’ used in modern-day water filters to do the same job of absorbing impurities and enhancing flavour.

The habit of quaffing wines from a glass with a piece of toast in it persisted and by the sixteenth century ‘drinking a toast’ became the same as saying ‘drinking a glass of wine with a chunk of toast at the bottom’. The term ‘toast’ then stretched to the act of drinking itself, regardless of whether there was any toast in your glass, and then to the entire ceremony and even the person being honoured by it. Drinking a toast became all the rage in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the precursor of today’s drinking games. Everyone in the room would be separately toasted and it was impolite not to drink to each of them in turn. When the party ran out of physical attendees to toast, they would then raise a glass to absent friends and then all manner of absurdly unattainable ambitions, simply as an excuse to keep drinking.

What is the Connection between Marmalade and a Sick Queen?

There is an old story that the word marmalade derives from Marie malade (‘ill Mary’, in French), referring to how Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–87), used it to settle her stomach during a bout of seasickness when sailing from France to Scotland. This is certainly the derivation that respected etymologist Michael Caine (you know who I mean: ‘You’re only supposed to blow the bloody doors off’ – that Michael Caine) once revealed on the Michael Parkinson show. Yet the word was already in use well before Mary’s time – first appearing in the English language in 1480, according to the Oxford English Dictionary. A simple linguistic confusion may be responsible for its association with a seafaring queen: the word mar means ‘sea’ in Spanish, close to mer in French, while malade does indeed mean ‘sick’ in that language, hence the connection between seasickness and Queen Mary. But, long before she was vomiting up her state banquet into the English Channel, marmelada was the Portuguese name for a sweet quince paste (quince is marmelo in that language) that was imported as a luxury to Britain from the late Middle Ages onwards. So expensive that it was only used by royalty and the well heeled, marmelada was nonetheless in great demand. Tudor cooks invented a more affordable version by boiling up the cheaper imports of lemons and bitter Seville oranges into thick, solid conserves they called ‘marmalades’, which were cut into slices and eaten as sweets. The closest thing we have to it today is Turkish delight.

When marmalade changed from a sweet into a jam is hard to pinpoint, but evidence suggests its having happened in money-conscious Scotland. In the eighteenth century, Scottish recipes included a much higher proportion of water (possibly spearheaded by a Mrs Janet Keiller, the founder of Keiller’s marmalade, in the 1790s) and changed marmalade from an expensive Portuguese dessert into a common British condiment. It was also a clever way of making sure that expensive ingredients were stretched as far as possible – something of a noble art north of the border – by spreading it on a piece of TOAST. That way the sensation of eating a chunk of Tudor marmalade was preserved at a fraction of the price and became a breakfast staple that British empire-builders, many from Scotland, spread around the world.


During the Middle Ages, pork was one of the few types of meat that was widely available and affordable throughout rural England. Indeed, for many, it was the only meat they ever had to eat. Bacon wasn’t just the most delicious way to eat it: the smoked and salting process it went through meant that, unlike pork, it didn’t need to be eaten immediately and a side of bacon could keep a hungry family fed (just a small piece of bacon could make PEASE PUDDING taste much better) for a whole winter.

From this it’s easy to see how bringing home the bacon, as the expression goes, would have been quite an event and acquiring a pig for the family pot a much sought-after prize. Catching a greased pig, one possible origin of the phrase, was popular at country fairs up and down the land: men would chase the animal around a ring and the winner, who finally caught and held on to the pig, was then given it to take home.

A rather more likely explanation for the phrase originates from a traditional event known as the Dunmow Flitch Trials. Established by a noblewoman called Juga in 1104, at Great Dunmow in Essex, this was a challenge to all married couples in England to live for a year and a day in complete harmony, without so much as a cross word between them. The prize offered was a flitch of bacon (a whole side) but, and this doesn’t surprise me, in over five hundred years there were only eight winners. The tradition was re-established in 1855 and nowadays the trials are held every four years, often with celebrities taking part, probably in aid of some fashionable charity or another. Claimants of the flitch are required to stand in front of a jury of twelve (six maidens and six bachelors of Great Dunmow) and prove their worthiness during a daylong family event. The winners ‘take home the bacon’. Or they do in theory: these days, it would seem, conjugal harmony is just as rare as it ever was.
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The Full English Breakfast


The British breakfast, I swear on my honor as a scholar, is without a peer on this globe’s crust. I mean, of course, the kind of breakfast that was de rigueur when I was a student of Oxon in the balmy days before the world wars had done their worst … It was a parade of the ultimate subtleties in meats and fish and fruits. It weighted a man naturally towards poetry and philosophy. It broadened him out, not only in girth, but in the circumference of friendliness.

ROBERT P. TRISTRAM COFFIN (October 1948)



For a meal that has become world famous, strangely little is known about the evolution of the English breakfast. Until the mid seventeenth century, most people would have had two substantial daily meals: lunch (known as ‘dinner’ – see page xiii) in the late morning and supper in the early evening. Breakfast was not recognized as a meal and was only recommended to children, invalids and the elderly, who were advised to eat small meals at regular intervals. But as lunch moved to later in the day, people became hungrier first thing in the morning, especially when their evening meal was relatively small. In countries where the evening meal was larger, breakfast did not become quite so important; indeed, in southern Europe it is still not a proper meal, but merely COFFEE and perhaps a piece of bread or pastry (see CROISSANT). In England and northern Europe, by contrast, the pattern has been quite different for hundreds of years. By the 1700s, breakfast in Britain was taken at around 9.00 or 10.00 a.m. and consisted of ale, bread and beef. But, with an act of culinary genius, it was the Victorians who turned what was still essentially a snack into a full-scale meal and so the medieval ‘dinner’ was transformed into the full English breakfast, served BUFFET-style throughout the grand houses of the nation.

Why this meal then caught on so strongly around the world has a lot to do with the simultaneous rise of the middle classes and the British Empire. One division between the poor and the wealthy has historically been that the latter group was able to afford to eat as much meat as it liked. And the new Victorian middle classes felt the need to prove, or at least feel, they were on a similar social level to the grandiose upper classes. The Industrial Revolution lent a hand, leading to greater social mobility in which once humble families were now headed by captains of industry far wealthier than their noble counterparts. It was these upstart folk, with their growing country estates, who initiated the buffet breakfast, with its vast array of dishes, for their regular guests to enjoy when they rose in the morning, thus establishing the ‘traditional’ English breakfast.

As the British Empire stretched across the world, so this habit spread with it – taken by the empire’s administrators to India, South Africa and Australia and retained in memory of an idealized mother country whose customs and traditions they were anxious to impose upon the inhabitants of those less enlightened (as they saw it) corners of the globe. They didn’t want to integrate: they wanted to claim the world for Britain. Hence starting the day with an enormous meaty breakfast (especially in a hot climate to which such a meal was incredibly unsuited) became almost an act of faith.

So what should it actually consist of? Mrs Beeton gives the following advice in her celebrated Book of Household Management (1861):


The following list of hot dishes may perhaps assist our readers in knowing what to provide for the comfortable meal called breakfast. Broiled fish, such as mackerel, whiting, herrings, dried haddocks, &c.; mutton chops and rump-steaks, broiled sheep’s kidneys, kidneys à la maître d’hôtel, sausages, plain rashers of bacon, bacon and poached eggs, ham and poached eggs, omelettes, plain boiled eggs, oeufs-au-plat, poached eggs on toast, muffins, toast, marmalade, butter, &c. &c.



No wonder old atlases showed the territories of the British Empire coloured a dark dyspeptic pink! Scanning Mrs Beeton’s monumental list, we can spot some ingredients still on the menu today and forming the core of the modern full English: BACON and eggs, sausages and TOAST. Later additions on the healthier side of things are: tomatoes, mushrooms and BAKED BEANS. And then it’s up to the cook to check the leftovers from the night before and decide whether to add BUBBLE AND SQUEAK, fried potatoes or BLACK PUDDING. The decline of the British Empire may well have had more to do with the fact that today we are far more likely to start our day with a bowl of CORN FLAKES (see BREAKFAST CEREAL for more on the American breakfast counter-revolution) than a plate of bacon and eggs with all the trimmings, unless you are in a roadside café, where you would be chased out for asking for cereal, let alone anything as effete as a muffin.

There is a sense of slight embarrassment about the perfection of a good full English that is entirely characteristic of the English, but the meal should be properly celebrated. One of the most enjoyable things is that no two breakfasts are the same and as most British workers and tradesmen start the day with one, it has quite literally fuelled our economy for generations. In all the hotels around the world that I have stayed in, the queue for the full English is always longer than the one for the yoghurt and fruit in the morning, I promise you.

There are different regional variations, and Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, not to mention southern Ireland, all have their own versions.

FULL SCOTTISH BREAKFAST

A full Scottish breakfast, along with the usual eggs, bacon and sausage, has black pudding (ingredients: blood, pork rind and barley), HAGGIS and potato scones. It may also include white pudding (basically black pudding without the blood) and oatcakes. Another favourite ingredient is square sausage – a kind of sausage burger – also known as Lorne sausage.

FULL WELSH BREAKFAST

The unusual ingredient in the traditional Welsh breakfast – otherwise identical to the full English – is laverbread, a purée of boiled reddish seaweed which is then mixed with oatmeal, formed into patties and fried in bacon fat. It’s been eaten in Wales since the Middle Ages.

ULSTER FRY

Northern Ireland’s Ulster fry makes a full English look positively healthy. It has seven key ingredients: bacon, eggs, sausages, farl soda bread (a triangular-shaped flat bread, split in half and fried), potato bread, black pudding and tomatoes, all fried together, preferably in one large pan.

THE IRISH BREAKFAST

I should disclose at this point that there is, of course, a full Irish breakfast, one that my friends in Dublin claim was the very first and that the English stole from them. But we know that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the English were, by and large, landowners while the Irish, in general, worked on that land and were always complaining of being hungry. And we know it was the great potato famine of 1845 that drove millions of the Irish to North America (see ‘How the Potato Killed a Million People’, page 154), so it’s somewhat unlikely they were enjoying many full Irish breakfasts prior to then. Therefore, with respect to fine Irish chefs around the world who insist the English stole their breakfast, I’m afraid I can’t endorse that claim.

‘The Name’s Benedict, Eggs Benedict’

The world’s favourite brunch dish, eggs Benedict comprises an English muffin cut in two, each half topped with ham, a poached egg and a dollop of HOLLANDAISE SAUCE. A number of Benedicts claim to have invented it. In 1942, the New Yorker published an interview with one Lemuel Benedict, a retired New York stockbroker, who told the story of his breakfast one day at the Waldorf Hotel back in 1894. Unimpressed by the menu and with a thumping hangover, he asked for ‘buttered TOAST, poached eggs, crispy bacon and a hooker of hollandaise’. According to Benedict, the maître d’, Oscar Tschirky (see also THOUSAND ISLAND DRESSING and WALDORF SALAD), was so taken with the dish that he immediately included it on the hotel menu, replacing the TOAST with a muffin and the BACON with ham.

But this is disputed by a letter sent to The New York Times in September 1967 by Edward P. Montgomery, who suggested the dish was in fact the idea of Commodore E. C. Benedict, a yachtsman and retired banker, who died at the age of eighty-six in 1920. Montgomery insisted he had the original recipe, which he included in his letter, saying it had been given to his uncle, a close friend of Benedict. Publication of this letter prompted another one, from Mabel C. Butler of Massachusetts, in which she claimed that the ‘true story’ behind the original recipe was ‘well known to the relations of Mrs Le Grand Benedict’, of whom she was one. According to Mabel Butler, when the Benedicts lived in New York City, at the turn of the century, their habit was to dine regularly at Delmonico’s Restaurant. One morning Mrs Benedict complained that the menu had become too familiar and suggested more variety. As she was a regular customer, the head chef asked the good lady what she had in mind, to which she replied: ‘I would like poached eggs on toasted English muffins with a thin slice of ham, hollandaise sauce and a truffle on top.’

Each tale was firmly believed by its narrator but it is equally likely that all three were referring to a dish that had been around for a lot longer, probably going by a different name. What is certain is that printed recipes for eggs Benedict were beginning to appear from the turn of the twentieth century. In Eggs, and How to Use Them, published in 1898 and subtitled (clearly with Mrs Benedict in mind) ‘A Guide for the Preparation of Eggs in Over Five Hundred Different Styles’, the reader is encouraged to ‘split and toast some small muffins; put on each a nice round slice of broiled ham, and on the ham the poached egg; pour over some creamy Hollandaise sauce’. Meanwhile, in 1900, the Connecticut Magazine printed a similar recipe, suggesting readers should ‘Broil a thin slice of cold-boiled ham … toast a slice of bread, butter it and moisten with a little water; lay the ham on it and on that a poached egg’.

However, it turns out that this all-American dish could well have been European in origin. Elizabeth David, in French Provincial Cooking (1960), refers to a traditional French dish called oeufs à la bénédictine and consisting of puréed fish and potatoes on fried bread with a poached egg on top. So maybe eggs Benedict was originally a sort of full French breakfast enjoyed by Benedictine monks on days when they were forbidden to eat meat? (They’d have been tucking into a FULL ENGLISH otherwise, given half a chance.)

These days there are many variations on the theme, including EGGS FLORENTINE (the ham substituted by spinach), seafood Benedict (the ham replaced with crab, lobster or prawns) and waffle Benedict (with a waffle instead of the muffin and lashings of maple syrup in addition to the hollandaise). Eggs Benedict Arnold, in which the muffin is replaced by an American biscuit (a bit like an English scone) and the hollandaise sauce with gravy is very curiously named for such a staunchly American dish. Benedict Arnold was a general during the American Revolutionary War of 1775–83 who famously switched sides and fought for the British. One of the most hated figures in US history, his name has since become a byword in America for treason.

The Noble Story of French Toast

What we call French toast is known as pain perdu (‘lost bread’) in France itself. Like TOAST, it is regarded as a way of using stale (or ‘lost’) bread, slices of which are softened by being dipped in a mixture of egg, milk and sugar before being fried in butter. In Britain, it was actually referred to as German toast until the First World War when anti-German sentiment caused the name to be changed. In a similar vein, the British royal family changed its surname from Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to Windsor (see BATTENBERG CAKE and SALISBURY STEAK) and the German shepherd dog became known as an Alsatian at around the same time. In a further, somewhat ironic twist, French toast briefly became known as freedom toast in America following French disapproval of the invasion of Iraq in 2003 (see also FRENCH FRIES).

The actual German name for the dish is arme Ritter or ‘poor knights’, echoing its much older English name, Poor Knights of Windsor. The original Poor Knights were veterans of the Battle of Crécy in 1346, one of the most important battles of the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453). Although the English won the battle, thanks to the introduction of the fearsome longbow, many knights were still captured and held for ransom by the retreating French. Forced to sell their grand estates to raise the money, twenty-six noble knights eventually returned to England alive and free but penniless. King Edward III (1312–77) then provided the veterans with a pension and accommodation at Windsor Castle and they became known as the Alms Knights, or the Poor Knights of Windsor, establishing a centuries-long tradition.

At one point, during the 1830s, the Poor Knights objected to their name – perhaps because by then they were much more affluent, they no longer appreciated sharing a name with stale, sugary egg-soaked bread – and King William IV (1765–1837) officially changed their title to the Military Knights of Windsor. Their duties are to pray for the sovereign on a daily basis and escort the Knights and Ladies of the Garter into St George’s Chapel, Windsor, during processions and services held by the Order of the Garter (also established by Edward III). It’s perhaps the association between the Poor Knights and the French that has led to the modern English name for the dish.

Who was the First Person to Pronounce on Porridge?

If I asked you to visualize the earliest scene from the history of porridge, I imagine you’d picture a Scottish peasant stirring a big pot on a chilly morning and not the Buddha (566–486 BC) fasting in sun-soaked India. But the making and eating of porridge is in fact central to his story. In his search for enlightenment, the Buddha did without food for so long that he fainted and a peasant girl brought him back from the brink of death with a little milk and a bowl of rice porridge. Thanks to the young girl’s ministrations, he was soon strong enough to take his seat under the Bodhi Tree, where he finally achieved enlightenment.

In his teachings, first collected orally and then written down by his followers, the Buddha went on to explain the five benefits of porridge. As it turns out, these five benefits are somewhat less than transcendental and already long acknowledged by porridge eaters (Buddhist or otherwise) the world over: namely that it improves digestion, quenches thirst, suppresses hunger and reduces constipation and flatulence. And anything that does that can only be a good thing. (For more on the Buddha and food, see the box on page 239.)

[image: image]

Kippers: When is a Herring Not a Herring?

Am I the only one who has ever wondered why, when we eat smoked herring for breakfast, we change its name to kipper? Etymologists argue about where the word comes from: whether it’s kipe, a creel used to catch fish, kippian, the Old English verb for ‘to spawn’, or kip, the small beak a male salmon develops during the spawning season (hence another kind of ‘kipper’ – live and unsmoked). And there are various stories about who first turned herring – or indeed any fish caught in large numbers and in need of preserving – into kippers (see also PICKLED HERRING and RED HERRING). Northumbria claims it was one John Woodger of Seahouses, who in around 1843 left some split salted herring in a shed where a fire had burned all night. It was thought that all the fish had been ‘ruined’ by the smoke. However, one was tasted, declared ‘delicious’, and so the kipper was born.

But this turns out to be a rural (rather than an urban) legend. As Mark Kurlansky explains in Salt: A World History (2002): ‘Smoked foods almost always carry with them legends about their having been created by accident – usually the peasant hung the food too close to the fire, and then, imagine his surprise the next morning when etc. etc.…’ The one thing that etymologists can agree on is that the word ‘kipper’ is far older than even the oldest story of how smoked herring first came about. The process of ‘kippering’, salting and smoking fish or meat, goes back a very long way, probably to prehistoric times, or ever since people started using salt to preserve food. The kipper could well be the oldest British dish of all.

Devilled Kidneys and Canned Ham

To ‘devil’, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is a culinary term for ‘cooking something with fiery hot spices. The term was presumably adopted because of the association between the devil and excessive heat in Hell.’ The practice of devilling food is an old one: James Boswell (1740–95), the famous diarist and Dr Johnson’s official biographer, frequently noted a passion for ‘devilled bones’ for his supper. Presumably that was a dish of spicy spare ribs rather than anything more sinister.

Devilled kidneys became an extremely popular ingredient in the FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST from the nineteenth century onwards. Anything devilled, or heavily spiced, might be served at breakfast, including devilled eggs, ham, chicken or mushrooms. An article published in The Jewish Manual in 1846 and ascribed to ‘A Lady’ (identity unknown) explains how ‘Devilling, or broiling with cayenne pepper, is also a good expedient to coax the palate when you have relics of poultry or game.’

In 1868, an American food distributor based in Boston, the William Underwood Company – a major supplier to Union troops during the American Civil War (1861–5) – began experimenting by mixing ground ham with hot spices, including mustard and cayenne pepper. They christened this process ‘deviling’ (to use the American spelling – preparing ham in this way was an innovation, even if the word itself was much older) and their product, Underwood Deviled Ham, soon found its way all over America, thanks largely to the canning process (see CHICKEN KIEV) and the growing rail networks. Their famous red devil logo was trademarked in 1870, the oldest food trademark in America, and the canned ham remains popular in that country to this day.

The Surreal History of Breakfast Cereal

The brightly coloured cereal packets on your breakfast table, full of chocolate and sugar and covered in cartoon elves and grinning tigers, are in fact the unlikely last remnants of a bizarre, long-running battle that raged in nineteenth-century America between an equally unlikely set of combatants: vegetarians, water-cure fanatics and the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

It was all powered by a growing obsession with regulating bodily functions. At the time, most Americans ate a FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST – a substantial meal, heavy on pork and other meats and very low in fibre. As a consequence, many were very constipated and suffered painful gastric disorders.

But, being the nineteenth century, nothing happened by halves. The first spokesman in the health-food revolution was the Reverend Sylvester Graham (1794–1851). A vegetarian with no medical training, he was determined that wholemeal flour was the answer, and his very profitable Graham bread and Graham crackers followed as a result. Vegetarianism and temperance became wildly popular for a while: meat-eating was declared to be unhealthy – not to mention productive of equally negative carnal desires – and coffee and tea were condemned as poisons. It wasn’t long before Graham’s supporters were declaring that their search for ‘healthy’ substitutes based on grains and cereals was for the common good, some no doubt recognizing how this might earn them very healthy sums of money in the process.

In 1858, Dr James Caleb Jackson (1811–95) took over an unsuccessful water-cure resort in New York, renaming it ‘Our Home Hygenic Institute’. Patients were subjected to a punishing regime of baths and unpleasant treatments and fed a restricted diet based on various grains, like farm animals. In 1863, Jackson created the first breakfast cereal, which he called Granula, but it was hardly fast food; it








Arnold Bennett the Famous Omelette
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How Did the Croissant Get Its Shape?
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