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  Find a picturesque picnic spot and create your own unique dining space.


  


  Outdoors


  Eating outdoors, be it a picnic, a barbecue or a campfire fry-up, brings out an optimistic streak in the British. Appetites will be sharpened by the fresh air and there is an opportunity to lounge on the grass or seashore, to admire a wonderful view, or to feel a sense of freedom. English literature is full of these events both real and imagined. Sometimes it might be admitted that conditions were less than ideal, and the weather is frequently blamed – as if everyone imagined that the usual changeable climate might behave itself simply because someone had arranged an outdoor party.


  What an attraction the picnic has for us, what a hold on our imagination. All the elements that feed into our ideas of the event can be seen in the tangled strands of its history. The word, of mysterious origin, arrived in the English language in the late 18th century and quickly came to mean a pleasure excursion including an outdoor meal, often one to which each person made a contribution by providing some food.


  There were precedents for eating outside: hunting parties and informal collations taken in special banqueting houses, set on the roofs of mansions or at special viewpoints in the grounds of large houses. But at about this time, the Romantic movement also brought new ideas about the joys of being outdoors, especially in rugged scenery. William and Dorothy Wordsworth and their circle were notable picnickers.


  However much food we might pack into the boot of the car, we are amateurs compared to the Victorians. Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management (1861) provided a menu, surely idealised, for a picnic for 40 people. Large quantities of cold cuts and meat pies, lobsters, baskets full of salad, jar upon jar of stewed fruit, pastry of various descriptions, a large Christmas pudding (‘this must be good’), fruit, cheese and the wherewithal for tea – bread, butter and three types of cake – are all listed. Ale, ginger beer, soda water, lemonade, sherry, claret, champagne and brandy are suggested as beverages. The outdoors not only sharpens the appetite – it also sharpens the thirst.


  The informality of eating outside still has great appeal, but it must have been appreciated much more in the past. James Tissot’s painting The Picnic (1876) shows some of the joys of such an occasion. The young men and women of the party flirt in an urban setting, the garden of his own home in London, and there is cake, bread and butter, and a kettle is set on a spirit burner in the foreground. It is autumn, the horse chestnut leaves are golden and brown, and scarves, caps, rugs and shawls are all evident. The season, although late, is clearly no obstacle to frivolous enjoyment of food and company outdoors.


  Further freedom, which we take for granted, came with the invention of the motor car. Picnics for Motorists, by Mrs Leyel, was published in 1936, with menus of mousses and galantines, jellied cold dishes, extravagant pies and meat dishes. ‘Everything seemed to contain truffles’, said the friend who lent her copy to me. This isn’t true, but the book has the aura of a time when money was no particular object, and ladies of leisure, although they might have learnt their way around a kitchen, undoubtedly had someone to do the washing-up while they packed a basket of delicacies and drove off to meet friends at some beauty spot. Mrs Leyel was an advocate of the thermos flask, although many took a kettle along and made tea fresh as required.


  Most importantly, a picnic is an escape, a break from routine. Ambrose Heath wrote of this in Good Sandwiches and Picnic Dishes (1948): ‘For children it is an ineffable glance into Paradise, when the shackles of restraint are unloosed, and for far too brief a while realities withdraw.’ He captures the curious tension, evident in all the best picnics: a mixture of spontaneity and good planning. The sense of time apart is emphasised again and again in descriptions of good picnics.


  Ambrose Heath makes another very important point: it is best to agree a destination in advance, for if you set off with no particular place in mind, you may well find yourself ‘shot out upon some unlovely roadside with no more than an unappetising row of modern brick cottages and a farmyard midden’ – or these days, more likely, its modern equivalent, the car park of a motorway services.


  The food and destination are within one’s control, but picnics have many potential hazards – weather, wasps, stray animals. I’ve sat in the car drinking tea from a flask while heavy rain blurred a view of tarmac, and I’ve cowered behind a wall in a hailstorm, trying to eat disintegrating cake from frozen fingers. Elizabeth David described an unnerving experience during a picnic in India (the members of the British Raj were great picnickers), of eating while surrounded by a circle of stray dogs that howled in unison. Another intrusion into the bucolic ideal is shown in the late 19th-century painting, The Pig’s Picnic, by William Weekes. A broad damask cloth is spread on the ground, elaborately set with cutlery and glasses. A stack of plates, bottles of champagne, a neatly garnished pie and a roast of beef await the company. The lone guardian of all this, a small boy, lies asleep, his shiny top hat discarded, while unobserved, a large black pig advances with a mixture of caution and curiosity across the snowy cloth towards a brilliant carmine lobster. Sometimes, one feels that lurking disaster is also part of the picnic mix, to be enjoyed retrospectively.


  Provisions for travellers and food for walks have an element of necessity about them. They need to be easy to carry and easy to eat and to satisfy. There is the possibility of being tetchy and bored with carrying the picnic, but the probability of an appetite sharpened by an early start and chilly weather. Eating a meal outdoors is a product, not the object, of the day. But there is no reason why it should not be good and pleasurable, and a well-made sandwich from home cheers a long journey in a way that no pre-packed offering can. During my childhood there was a very clear division between taking a picnic for a day out and taking food because one was on a journey. It was nicer, and of course cheaper, to take food from home and not be at the mercy of cafés or railway-station buffets. That the food was usually egg sandwiches and a flask of tea, whatever the occasion, was beside the point.


  In the English love affair with eating al fresco, the barbecue is a late arrival. It is noticeable that, although many authors from the past would have been familiar with the notion of spit-roasting and cooking on a grid-iron in the kitchen, the idea of carrying this into the outdoors is limited. Grand celebratory events such as ox-roasts aside, few people seem to have grilled their food outdoors (an exception being Sir Walter Scott, whose salmon-fishing expeditions to the Tweed often ended with cooking the catch). As with so much else to do with food, the idea arrived in the mid-20th century. The North American influence – burgers, steaks and a plethora of sauces – and foreign holidays, in which the British found themselves salivating at the smells of meat or fish grilled over charcoal on the shores of the Mediterranean, played a large part in the rise of the barbecue’s popularity. It is difficult to imagine this as a novelty now, when every fine weekend seems to lead to the mass lighting of charcoal across the country, but a barbecue still captures that essential of eating outdoors, a space outside ordinary time, a bit of a party.


  Campfire cookery was, and remains, a many and varied thing. The modern-day romantic is likely to be found practising bushcraft, regarding the woods as a kind of outdoor kitchen. Serious campers, intent on long-distance walks or bagging Munros, tend to believe in packaged food and gas-fired stoves, and, indeed, the old-fashioned campfire tends to be discouraged in many places. It was essential for the tramp of the past with a billycan, and for eccentrics like the writer and artist Dorothy Hartley who walked through the English countryside of the 1920s and 1930s. This kind of necessity is not desirable in outdoor food. Countrymen and women of the past, obliged to work outdoors and often to eat their modest midday meals there too, had reservations about eating outside for pleasure and retreated indoors.


  Wealthy and leisured picnickers, on the other hand, would light a fire as part of an al fresco meal, sometimes just to boil a kettle, sometimes more. The Reverend Francis Kilvert described many picnics in his diary during the 19th century, one of which included a disastrous attempt to boil a pot of new potatoes over a campfire. My Aunty Nan, the queen of outdoor cooking in my family (and of outdoor food in general) was always ready to spend time under canvas. She and my Uncle Jack happily camped in the field adjacent to our farmhouse every May, even though they actually lived in a village only a mile away. They had many reasons for doing this, but much of the appeal seemed to be a campfire, daily breakfast fry-ups, and once again, that sense of space beyond routine.


  Picnic Practicalities


  Picnics can be as planned or impromptu as you like, but it is always useful to have thoughts about good places to go, and the items which make the meal easier, more comfortable or more elegant when one arrives.


  Where to go?


  First, choose your spot, whether it is a location that has long been a favourite with your family or somewhere new to explore. It could be your own back garden or the local park, a location where a special event is being hosted, or a remote spot in a national park or area of outstanding natural beauty that you have chosen on a whim. The chances are that most places will encourage visitors and often make some provision in the form of picnic tables and other facilities (not to mention cafés, if the weather really turns nasty), but always check access first.


  National Trust properties include many superb locations for eating al fresco. The organisation looks after miles of coastline and acres of countryside in which to meet friends and share some good food. Many properties welcome picnics – some have a designated picnic area, although a few cannot accommodate them. Look out for the ‘suitable for picnics’ icon on the individual property’s web pages. Use the property search at www.nationaltrust.org.uk to find a place to visit, or consider some of the options outlined below.


  My own favourite is Fountains Abbey, near Ripon, where ancient woodland, the ruined abbey, 18th-century water gardens and glimpses of the estate’s deer combine in a deeply tranquil landscape. Stowe in Buckinghamshire is another place with glorious views, created as an earthly paradise with lakeside walks and classical temples in a landscape full of hidden meaning. Another grand option is Plas Newydd on Anglesey, which provides stately surroundings against a backdrop of the Menai Strait and Snowdonia, ornate terrace gardens and a tree house to explore.


  Other fabulous landscapes include Croome in Worcestershire – Capability Brown’s first landscape garden, with lakes and rivers, bridges and follies, classical temples and walking trails. Clumber Park in Nottinghamshire is a spacious park perfect for cycling, orienteering or a gentle stroll followed by a picnic by the lake. Dinefwr Park in Carmarthenshire is another place to watch deer, in this case, a fallow herd that has been roaming the land here for a thousand years. Or take your own cricket tea to Sheffield Park in Sussex and watch a match on the historic pitch.


  Florence Court in County Fermanagh is another property that has a beautiful park and gardens, and the surrounding forest offers miles of glorious walks and cycle trails in mountain scenery. For a different landscape altogether, try Blickling Estate in Norfolk, which features one of England’s great Jacobean houses, formerly home to Henry VIII’s second wife, Anne Boleyn, where parkland offers plenty of picnicking spots, a secret garden, ancient temple and an orangery.


  Many properties have walled gardens or formal gardens, such as Beningbrough in North Yorkshire or at Eyam Hall in Derbyshire where you can enjoy pretty apple blossom or the roses in bloom, according to the season. Rose lovers might also like to spend time amid a national collection of old-fashioned roses held at Mottisfont in Hampshire. Hare Hill Garden in Cheshire also has a delightful walled garden with a giant wooden-hare trail through the trees for children and a hide for bird watching. At Wallington in Northumberland a woodland valley houses an enchanting walled garden with ponds, a nuttery, Edwardian conservatory and the intriguingly named Owl House. On a less formal note, try Lanhydrock in Cornwall for spectacular spring displays of magnolias, camellias and rhododendrons, or the magical gardens of Godolphin House, also in Cornwall, which have a feeling of being outside time.


  Lovers of wild scenery might prefer Aira Force in Cumbria (‘force’ is a local word for a waterfall); here you’ll also find woodland with red squirrels and a stunning view of Ullswater. In Wales, Aberdulais Falls, at Neath, near Port Talbot, allow a different exploration, of industrial archaeology and waterpower, whereas Lydford Gorge in Devon has orchard and woodland, home to numerous bird species, as well as the White Lady waterfall and the bubbling Devil’s Cauldron. There are short scrambles for children of all ages and many hidden nooks in the curious shapes of Brimham Rocks in North Yorkshire.


  More level and tranquil scenery can be found at Flatford Mill, Suffolk. This is great walking countryside, so absorb the atmosphere in the places that Constable knew and painted, or hire a boat and row down the river. Afterwards, visit a permanent Constable exhibition in a beautiful 16th-century thatched cottage. The Argory in County Armagh, too, offers tranquillity, where the mist rolls down to the River Blackwater and time stands still.


  Coastal sites in the care of the Trust offer exceptional possibilities for picnic sites. Who could resist the opportunity to walk a little of the Cornish coastal path or to eat a picnic high above the churning waves or the Dorset coast with its fossil-hunting opportunities? Studland Beach in Dorset has shallow bathing water that is perfect for little children – take buckets and spades as well as a picnic. You can also visit the nearby ruins of Corfe Castle and relive childhood memories by seeing the inspiration behind Enid Blyton’s Kirrin Castle in the Famous Five.


  The Pembrokeshire coast in Wales has the delightfully named Barafundle, a jewel of a beach set between limestone cliffs and backed by dunes and woods for a real sand-in-your-sandwiches experience. Formby in Liverpool has miles of glorious sand, perfect for family outings, dog walking and watching wading birds on the shoreline. Connoisseurs of more offbeat locations might enjoy a stroll on the coast at Souter Lighthouse in Tyne and Wear, or at the other end of the country you can borrow picnic blankets from Mrs Knott’s tea-room at South Foreland lighthouse, Dover.


  Watch out also for special organised and themed events, such as a teddy bears picnic, pirates picnics, Georgian picnics, plays, or jazz or classical music concerts, and midsummer-eve picnics, or maybe something like a Bilberry Pick-nic amid the rugged landscape of the Marsden Moor Estate.


  Containers and temperatures


  Eating outside is the objective of a picnic, so carrying food is a priority. A walker out for a long day on the fells will want their vittles to be packed in lightweight wrappings that take up little space once the contents have been eaten, whereas a Glyndebourne-style picnic might demand most of the contents of the sideboard, plus numerous other accessories.


  Think about cool-bags and ice packs for hot days, and flasks for keeping food or drink hot or cold (make sure you pre-heat flasks with boiling water or pre-chill them with ice, as appropriate). Flasks are good for soups and for carrying ice cubes or cold milk. It was quite normal for picnickers in the 19th century to take a kettle, a supply of tea, milk and sugar and a teapot along with them on any excursion (although Queen Victoria, rambling around the Scottish Highlands, seems to have been adept at sending her servants to the nearest cottage for boiling water). I have sympathy with the make-tea-on-the-spot theory. Hours in a flask doesn’t do much for either tea or coffee, although I can appreciate the comfort of a hot drink immediately available on chilly, damp country walks. Carry milk separately for a better-tasting hot drink. For something more leisured and less weight-sensitive, though, a little camping stove and a kettle (I’m especially taken by the ones with silicone uppers in bright colours) is a good solution. Don’t forget extra water as well as the tea, teapot (or teabags) and milk. A camping stove, of course, opens a world of possibilities in terms of cooked or reheated foods.


  Picnic baskets come in many shapes and sizes, from the suitcase-like hamper with place settings for several people strapped into the lid, to the double-lidded shopping-basket type. The former have the blessing of tradition and neatness, but they are hopeless for carrying any food except wrapped sandwiches or cake because of the change in orientation if one wants to carry them by the handle. The shopping-basket type with a lid is better for delicate items and things that need to be kept upright, but for food ready set out on dishes or plates, a shallow open basket may be a better option. Put a frozen ice pack or two underneath anything that needs to be kept cold.


  For the more practical option, picnic backpacks do a similar job in a form that is more convenient to carry. Less traditional, but with compartments for keeping food or drinks hot or cold, they could be the solution for those who want a more elaborate meal as part of a long walk or a hill climb.


  When presenting food, consider the occasion. Lidded plastic boxes undoubtedly have their place, but they are utilitarian. Is your picnic supposed to be romantic, a reference to those elaborate 19th-century affairs, or a throwback to the glamorous 1930s? Or is it something that picks up on the current vogue for mid-20th-century design with 21st-century touches? I am not suggesting that the whole thing should be arranged like a photoshoot for a lifestyle magazine, but picnics are, at heart, frivolities and it’s fun to look beyond the simply practical.


  Mrs Beeton suggested large, well-corked jars for carrying semi-liquid mixtures such as stewed fruit: try a large preserving jar for carrying fruit salad, or smaller ones for dips, if weight isn’t a problem. Ambrose Heath considered that sandwiches should be wrapped in waxed paper, each type in its own packet, with a slip of paper under the string telling what filling the enclosed contained. Clingfilm, not something envisaged by early-20th-century writers of science fiction, was far in the future at the time he was writing and, despite its utility, one might wish it still were. A waxed paper – or these days, silicone-coated baking parchment – packet, neatly tied with string or tape, is far more elegant; or see for how to keep sandwiches fresh for outdoor afternoon tea. Foil is also invaluable for wrapping all kinds of food, especially sandwiches and cold meat.


  Serving bowls, plates and glasses are another matter. Good china and glassware is heavy and fragile, and should be reserved for only the most special of occasions. Mrs Leyel’s solution was to buy cardboard plates and waxed paper linings to fit them, to be changed with each course so that one plate per person did duty all the way through the meal. I dislike card, or paper, plates on their own, but maybe what we think of as paper plates are actually what she considered as paper liners, and could be used as such with individual ceramic plates or brightly coloured plastic ones, one per guest. Coated paper tubs somehow don’t share the disadvantages of paper plates and have a certain retro appeal. Another possibility is lightweight three-ply plates made of bamboo, now available via the Internet.


  Lacquered bamboo is the environmentally friendly alternative, at least as serving bowls and trays. Leave anything cooked in a tin or mould in the container for carriage, and take a couple of serving spoons. Alternatively, look out for lightweight melamine or acrylic picnic ware, of which a wider selection appears every year. This is particularly good for bowls and drinking glasses. My one gripe with the latter is that they never seem to stack (and don’t go for ones with stems – they are far too unstable). Paper cups are good for cold drinks, and you could try enamel mugs for hot soup.


  Food for walks needs to be easily transportable with minimal packaging. The exception to this is a flask (or two) for keeping drinks hot or cold and for carrying soup. Even in the summer one can arrive at the top of a Welsh or Lake District mountain and discover the weather is significantly cooler or windier than expected, and soup is a welcome reviver; in any other season it is more than welcome.


  Plastic wrappings always make me feel guilty because, despite their usefulness, they are an environmental curse. The zip-type plastic bag, however, is an amazingly useful item when carrying food, especially on walks or camping trips, when space and weight really count. They keep sandwiches fresh and can be used to carry meat in marinades for cooking on barbecues. They are also invaluable for dry flour mixtures for pancakes, and the like, for campfire cooking. Make up the mix simply by adding the right quantity of water to the mixture in the bag and squidging it together well with your hands, then pour the appropriate quantity straight from the bag onto a hot surface to cook.


  Don’t mention the spork!


  The traditional fully fitted picnic hamper, whatever its drawbacks, solves the problem of carrying knives, forks and spoons. Much picnic food, especially sandwiches and things enclosed in pastry, don’t need anything except fingers to help eat them, but bigger and more elegant meals do. Sporks – spoon–fork hybrids – belong, as far as I’m concerned, to the mix-with-water-and-then-heat category of packaged mountaineering food, but they are a solution for minimalists. Keep a collection of inexpensive lightweight cutlery for picnics (bright plastic handles mean you can see them in the grass when clearing up), or use disposable, biodegradable bamboo.


  Take a small board and a sharp knife or two for cutting bread, cheese, fresh fruit and cake, a butter knife, and spoons for serving anything that needs them. Corkscrews are less essential in these days of screw-cap wine bottles, but it’s always better to have one, and a bottle opener, in the pack. Add salt and pepper mills, bottled sauces or mustard as family tastes dictate, and other seasoning mixtures if desired. A tablecloth provides the arena for serving food, and differentiates it from running-around-playing-tag space. Cloth napkins are an excellent idea, and for any excursion involving food, whether it is to be cooked at the destination or merely consumed, a supply of paper napkins, wet wipes and kitchen paper is invaluable, as are a bag or two for collecting rubbish.


  Comfort is important. It is unlikely, these days, that the chauffeur will remove the seats from the car so that the party can sit in them to admire the view, as Ambrose Heath recounted, but he is correct that comfort matters on a picnic. Take a couple of picnic rugs with waterproof backings to sit on, and a couple more without to wrap around yourself if the weather turns cold. Folding camping chairs are a good idea – more comfortable than the average rock, much drier than wet grass and a friendlier height for those who no longer have spring in their knees. A few cushions soften the ground for those who prefer to lounge.


  Insects are always a potential hazard. Citronella tealights in holders, or flares


  

  Keeping sandwiches fresh


  

  

  

  

  

  How to use this book
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