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Introduction
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Crumbles and cobblers hold a special place in all our hearts. They are rustic dishes, generous in spirit, informal and quickly put together. The sweet versions rely on a combination of storecupboard ingredients and seasonally plentiful and cheap fruit, or fruit from a freezer or tin. Ideal for cooks in a hurry, the quantities easily multiply up to feed a family plus an unexpected guest or two; these are hospitable, big-hearted dishes that can be put in the oven and left to cook.

The smell of a fruit crumble baking is pudding heaven, with toasty notes of browning butter, sugar and warm fruit. Crumbles are dishes for all seasons, good-tempered, adaptable and easily improvised. They lighten leaden grey days and bolster one against chilly and blustery weather. In a berry crumble, the perfume of hot, jammy fruit can even enhance a warm summer day. As food writer Nigel Slater – someone whose affection for crumbles shines off the page – says, they are comfort food of the first order. Everyone has their favourite bits: the crisp surface, or the edge where the juice has boiled up and caramelised the crumb. And they are nearly as good cold the next day.

Cobblers share many of the characteristics of crumbles, but the patchwork topping of a classic cobbler is described in North America (the home of these dishes) as biscuit dough. This means soft biscuits, akin to scones or dumplings, as they are known in Britain. Often containing relatively little fat and sugar, and bound with milk or buttermilk, they can be somewhat less calorific than crumbles. The crunch comes from the baked outer edge; the centre is softer. However, puddings in the cobbler category vary in texture from nearly a cake to almost a pie. A sweet cobbler made with buttermilk or sour cream biscuit dough and peaches or berries is a composition in which simple ingredients become a sumptuous pudding which everyone loves.

Although we tend to think of them as sweet, both crumbles and cobblers make good savoury dishes. Leave out the sugar, flavour the toppings with cheese or herbs, and use a filling of meat, fish or vegetables in a well-seasoned sauce to give a satisfying family dinner. These are essentially stews with a topping. They are more rustic than gratins, easier to make than pies, and share the attributes of homely comfort food exhibited by their sweet cousins. A few quickly cooked vegetables or a salad complete the meal.

Crumble topping can also be a star in its own right. A sweet crumb mixture, spiced or otherwise, enhances many favourite North American breakfast and brunch cakes, and provides a crisp topping for fruit pies. Baked alone, the buttery crumbs add crunch when sprinkled over cooked fruit or creamy desserts, the principle behind the deconstructed crumble, in which each element is prepared separately. Originally a phenomenon of restaurant cooking, this is the solution for anyone who disagrees that the soggy bit where the crust and fruit have been in contact during cooking is actually the best part of a crumble. Both crumbles and cobblers are brilliant puddings for novice cooks and children to practice their culinary skills on. Gather a basket of apples or berries and a few other simple ingredients, and get crumbling.


[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]



Never-fail Apple Crumble

A simple recipe. The crumble topping is really easy to make and always pleases.


Serves 8

About 1kg Bramley apples

100g granulated sugar

Finely grated zest and juice of 1 lemon

FOR THE TOPPING

220g plain flour

110g granulated sugar

110g butter, cut into cubes



Preheat the oven to 180°C.

Peel and core the apples and roughly chop the flesh. Put the chopped apples into a baking dish, together with the sugar, lemon zest and juice. Cover with foil and bake for 20–30 minutes or until the apple is starting to soften. Remove and leave to cool a little.

For the topping, mix the flour and sugar together and rub in the butter until the mixture resembles fine breadcrumbs. Tip the mixture over the apple. Put the dish on an oven tray and return to the oven for 30–40 minutes or until the top is pale gold and developing cracks and the juice is starting to bubble up round the edges. Serve warm with custard, cream or ice cream.



Good Companions: Crumble Fillings
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With apples, try a little ground cinnamon instead of lemon. Cloves are traditional, but not everyone likes them: use ground cloves sparingly, along with a little ground cinnamon. Add a handful of sultanas for extra sweetness, if you like their texture.

Pears make good crumbles; for added flavour, try cinnamon, a few slices of stem ginger or a little vanilla essence. Half apple and half pear is also good. Both apples and pears can be cooked in a little water or juice before the topping is added; this is partly down to personal preference, and if you’re a bit short of time you can put them in the oven in the baking dish while you prepare the crumble topping.

Autumn brings blackberries: use them alone, tossed with a little sugar and cornflour, or try half blackberry and half apple for a classic British combination.

Rhubarb is an excellent crumble filling, both the early forced rhubarb or the outdoor rhubarb from later in the year; flavour with orange zest and juice. Gooseberries are another classic crumble fruit. Vanilla sugar is good for sweetening both rhubarb and gooseberries; use it generously as they are acidic fruit.

Plums of any kind make lovely crumbles. Cinnamon, cardamom or vanilla go well with these, as do almondy flavours: add a drop of almond essence or a couple of crumbled amaretti biscuits to the fruit, or crack a few plum stones and put the kernels in the filling (do note that plum kernels should never be eaten raw). Other stone fruit, such as peaches and apricots, are also excellent crumble material.

Prepare fruit by peeling, coring and stoning as necessary (although small plums such as damsons are difficult and sometimes it’s best just to leave the stones in – though be cautious when feeding young children). Cut into bite-sized pieces and add a little water, lemon or orange juice to help the initial cooking.



Apple Crisp

There is no clear distinction between a crumble and a crisp, but the latter name is often used when the topping includes oats. Cooking it relatively slowly gives a toasted, nutty flavour. Good with apples, pears, plums, peaches or apricots and the simple flavours of lemon or orange.


Serves 4

600–700g Bramley apples, peeled and cored

Finely grated zest and juice of 1 lemon (preferably unwaxed)

20–30g soft pale brown sugar

FOR THE TOPPING

120g plain flour

60g porridge oats

90g soft pale brown sugar

Pinch of salt

90g butter, cut into cubes



Preheat the oven to 160°C.

Cut the apple into small chunks (1–1.5cm) and pile into a baking dish. Pour over the lemon juice and add about 4 tablespoons water. Scatter in the lemon zest and the sugar.

To make the topping, mix the flour, oats, sugar and salt. Rub in the butter to make a slightly lumpy mixture. Crumble this over the apples. Put the dish on an oven tray and bake for about 1 hour or until the fruit is soft and the topping crisp.

Leave to cool a little before serving. This dish is good with custard or thick cream.



Rhubarb and Strawberry Crumble

Rhubarb and strawberries go well together. Forced pink rhubarb is delicate and pretty, but expensive. Outdoor rhubarb is more robust and cheaper (or free if there’s some in the garden). Choose rhubarb with slender stems.


Serves 4 GENEROUSLY

About 300g rhubarb (trimmed weight), washed

About 200g strawberries, hulled and washed

40–60g caster sugar

FOR THE TOPPING

90g butter

Seeds scraped from ½ a vanilla pod

180g plain flour

90g caster sugar

Pinch of salt



Preheat the oven to 170°C.

Cut the rhubarb into 1cm lengths (if the stems are thick, cut them in half lengthways first) and put it into a baking dish. Halve or quarter the strawberries and scatter over the rhubarb. Add sugar to taste.

To make the topping, melt the butter in a small pan and heat until it froths and turns slightly brown, with a nutty smell. Immediately remove from the heat and add the vanilla. Leave to cool a little.

Mix the flour, sugar and a tiny pinch of salt, then pour in the butter, stirring constantly, to form a crumbly mixture. Spoon this over the fruit.

Put the dish on an oven tray and bake for about 40 minutes, or until the top is golden and the juice is bubbling up round the sides.

Leave to cool a little before serving. Clotted cream or a Proper Egg Custard are good with this.



Raspberry Gingerbread Crumble

The topping for this is based on the short-textured gingerbread that has been made in Grasmere in the Lake District since the nineteenth century.


Serves 6

About 500g fresh raspberries

150g butter, cut into cubes

250g self-raising flour

to

120g soft pale brown sugar

1 teaspoon ground ginger

½ teaspoon finely grated lemon zest



Preheat the oven to 180°C.

Put the raspberries into a baking dish. Rub the butter into the flour, then stir in the sugar, ginger and lemon zest. Sprinkle the mixture over the fruit, but don’t press it down.

Put the dish on an oven tray and bake for 30 minutes. Serve warm with thick cream.



Sweet Crumble Toppings
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If in doubt, stick to the proportions of two parts plain flour, one part sugar and one part butter (Never-fail Crumble). Slightly higher proportions of sugar and butter make for crisper results.

White wheat flour is the usual choice for crumbles. For variety, try replacing some of the flour with ground almonds, porridge oats or crumbled crisp amaretti, stirred in after the butter is rubbed in. Wholemeal flour makes a heavy topping.

Using partially refined sugars adds subtle caramelised flavours: try golden granulated or golden caster sugar, demerara, or a proportion of soft pale brown sugar, but nothing darker. A tiny pinch of salt in the mixture, especially if using unsalted butter, is an enhancement. Ground ginger or cinnamon are worth trying as spices for the topping. Vanilla is a lovely flavour as well: use vanilla sugar for just a whisper, or a little vanilla essence or paste mixed into melted butter for something more assertive.

The traditional way to make crumble is to rub the butter into the flour and sugar using your fingertips, to give a breadcrumb-like texture. Or you can pulse the mixture in a food processor to give a crumbly texture. Alternatively, melt the butter, let it cool and stir it into the flour and sugar – a simple method that produces a less powdery texture. Browning the butter adds a nutty note to a plain crumble mixture.

A scattering of flaked almonds or chopped pistachios over the top is a nice finish, particularly good with stone fruit; or try chopped hazelnuts for pears.

Liquid isn’t usually added to crumble mixtures, although the food writer Nigel Slater suggests sprinkling a tablespoon of water into a standard mix and combining it roughly with a fork, to give a lumpy rather than a powdery mixture. When baked, this gives a variegated texture with crisp little nuggets among the crumble. Egg is an unusual ingredient in crumble mixes, but it is sometimes added to bind Central European streusel and richer pastry-type mixes. Finally, to enhance the appearance of crumble-topped cakes and muffins, add a dusting of powdered sugar or a drizzle of icing.
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Apple Brown Betty

This apple pudding uses breadcrumbs for crunch. Make your own the old-fashioned way, by drying stale white bread (not sourdough) in a low oven and crushing it with a rolling pin. The pudding is made in a deep mould, such as a soufflé dish or deep cake tin.


Serves 4

5–6 tart eating apples (about 700g)

60g butter, plus extra for greasing

150g dry breadcrumbs

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon ground cloves

½ teaspoon grated nutmeg

120g soft pale brown sugar

Grated zest and juice of 1 lemon (preferably unwaxed)



Preheat the oven to 180°C.

Generously butter a 15–16 cm diameter soufflé dish or a deep cake tin with a fixed base.

Peel, quarter and core the apples, then cut them widthways into small thin slices. Melt the butter and stir three quarters of it into the breadcrumbs. Mix the spices with the sugar.

Spread






Crumble Variations: Bettys





Apricot and Pistachio Crumble






















Plum and Amaretti Crumble





















Containers and Cooking Tips











Quince, Pear and Apple Crumble with Marzipan
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