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Food glorious food …
A condensed history of British Food

T

he history of Britain has played a large part in
its traditions, its culture – and its food. The
Romans for instance brought us cherries,
stinging nettles ( to be used as a salad vegetable),
cabbages and peas, as well as improving the
cultivation of crops such as corn. And they brought
us wine! The Romans were proli c road builders,
these roads allowing for the rst time the easy
transportation of produce throughout the country.
The Saxons were excellent farmers and cultivated
a wide variety of herbs. These were not used just
for avour as they are today but were used as bulk
to pad out stews.
The Vikings and Danes brought us the techniques
for smoking and drying sh – even today the North
East coasts of England and Scotland are the
places to nd the best kippers – Arbroath Smokies,
for example. “Collops” is an old Scandinavian
word for pieces or slices of meat, and a dish of
Collops is traditionally served on Burns Night (25th
January) in Scotland. York Ham is a great favourite
with the British housewife. The rst York Ham is
said to have been smoked with the sawdust of oak
trees used in the building of York Minster.
The Normans invaded not only our country but
also our eating habits! They encouraged the
drinking of wine and even gave us words for
common foods – mutton (mouton) and beef (boeuf)
for example. In the 12th century the Crusaders
were the rst Britons to taste oranges and lemons
whilst in Ja a in 1191-2.
Britain has always been a great trading nation.
Sa ron was rst introduced into Cornwall by the
Phoenicians at a very early date when they rst
came to Britain to trade for tin. Derived from the
dried and powdered stigmas of the sa ron crocus,
sa ron is still used today in British cooking.

with spices and dried fruits from as far away as
Asia. It has been said however that the poor
people were lucky to eat at all!
In Tudor times, new kinds of food started to
arrive due to the increase in trade and the
discovery of new lands. Spices from the Far
East, sugar from the Caribbean, co ee and
cocoa from South America and tea from India.
Potatoes from America began to be widely
grown.

Eccles Cakes evolved from Puritan days when
rich cakes and biscuits were banned.
Turkeys were bred almost exclusively in Norfolk
up until the 20th century. In the 17th century,
turkeys were driven from Norfolk to the London
markets in great ocks of 500 birds or more.
Their feet were sometimes bandaged to protect
them. Upon arrival in London, they had to be
fattened up for several days before market.
The growth of the Empire brought new tastes
and avours – Kedgeree, for example, is a
version of the Indian dish Khichri and was rst
brought back to Britain by members of the East
India Company. It has been a traditional dish at
the British breakfast table since the 18th and
19th centuries.
Nowadays you can sample cuisines from all
around the world – Chinese, Indian, Italian,
French, American, Spanish, Thai, etc. re ecting
the ethnic diversity of Britain today as well as
the modern ease of travel. Some would even
claim ‘Curry’ to be a traditional British dish –
although it bears little resemblance to the
curries to be found in India!
So what is British cuisine? Roast Beef and
Yorkshire Pudding, Steak and Kidney Pie, Tri e
– these are the dishes that everyone associates
with Britain.
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The importation of foods and spices from abroad
has greatly in uenced the British diet. In the
Middle Ages, wealthy people were able to cook

Like the country of Britain which is constantly
changing and evolving, so is British food, and
whilst today these dishes are ‘traditionally
British’, in the future perhaps dishes such as
the British Curry will join them?

The book review

Wartime food supplies

R

ationing of food began in Appleby on 8th
January 1940. It was to continue for over
fourteen long years, only nally ending on
30th June 1954 when meat “came o the ration”.
During the First World War, despite the entreaties of
Prime Minister Lloyd George who argued: “You
must ration…I would certainly urge that there
should be a very complete system of rationing…
and everybody must be put on the same footing”,
nationwide
rationing was only
introduced as late
as April 1918.
Tentative moves to
set up a rationing
system in the
event of a new
war began to be
made
in
November 1936
when the Food
(Defence Plans)
Department of the
Board of Trade
was established.
As soon as war
was declared a fully- edged Ministry of Food came
into being headed by William “Shakes” Morrison,
described by a colleague as “the hope of
enlightened Tory England” and tipped as a future
prime minister.
Ration books began to be distributed a week or so
after Morrison’s announcement, and two months
later rationing started. Bacon and ham were
rationed to 4ozs a week, sugar to 12ozs and butter
to 4ozs. Meat was rationed from 11th March 1940
and unlike all rationed foodstu s it was done by
shillings and pence instead of pounds and ounces.
The ration was one shilling and ten pence (1/10d) at
rst, but after some uctuations it went down to
1/2d on 7th July 1941 where it remained for the rest
of the war. Cooking fats were rationed in July 1940
as was tea (2ozs), while preserves and cheese were
added to the list of rationed goods in March and
May 1941.
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But victory in 1945 did not bring an end to
rationing. Far from it. On 27th May 1945, barely
three weeks after VE Day, cuts were made to the
basic ration. Bacon went down from 4ozs to 3ozs,
cooking fat from 2ozs to just one, and the part of
the meagre meat ration of 1/2d had to be taken in
corned beef. Bread, never rationed during the war,
was put on the ration in July 1946 where it
remained for two years.
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Rationing in Appleby …

Jean Turnbull reviews English
Pastoral by James Rebanks

I

f you are nostalgic about our lost countryside,
concerned about modern farming methods,
unclear about the way forward, then this book
is an informative read. Written by a Cumbrian
fells farmer, it traces farming through three
generations. Rebanks evokes delightful images
of the farm and countryside as he accompanies
his grandfather. Working with his father on the
farm he raises
concerns about
i n t e n s i v e
modern farming
methods and
t
h
e
consequences.
As a farmer
himself now he
ponders the
best course of
action for the
future
to
preserve our
countryside and
restore the
nature that we
seem intent on
destroying, yet
still providing
the nation with
food.

What was your
favourite?
Memories of School dinners …
Cheese pie which was served to us once
a week, usually Wednesday. I hate
cheese so I didn’t have a dinner that day
and we didn’t have a choice then either.
It was that or nothing, but I’m glad to say
we were never forced to eat something
we didn’t like, unlike some schools.”
Judith Howarth Bon glio

Marina investigates …
Did
was

y o u know that Henry Bates 1825-1892
a local man?
He discovered thousands
of previously unknown
insect species in the
Amazon Rainforests
of Brazil - but he rst
acquired his passion
and knowledge in
Charnwood Forest:
it is estimated he
collected 14,700
di erent species, of
which 8,000 were
previously unknown.

Today, he is best known for discovering the
mimicry of some butter ies – now known as
Batesian Mimicry. These butter ies have similar
markings to less palatable or toxic ones – giving
them some protection against being eaten by other
insects.
When he met Alfred Russell Wallace, they became
rm friends and often visited Charnwood Forest
together. Bates collected insects there, and wrote
a paper on beetles when he was 18 years old.
Alfred Russell Wallace later became an explorer,
geographer, anthropologist, biologist and
publisher!

Bates, meantime, was so fascinated with what he
saw that he stayed for 11 years, moving deeper into
the Amazon Basin. Local guides and local people
assisted Bates during his constant forays.
He
learned the local customs and hunting methods and
made many friends, even learning several
languages. He constantly faced venomous snakes
and other creatures and he survived malaria and
yellow fever.
Bates meticulously kept a daily logbook of
everything he saw and made thousands of pencil
sketches and water colours.
He noted and
collected absolutely everything he encountered animals, birds, snails, moths, butter ies, beetles,
etc.
The climate eventually a ected his health, however,
so he came home and spent three years writing
accounts of his many explorations, including “The
Naturalist” about the Amazon River.
London Museum scientists refused to accept that
he had discovered so many new species and Bates
was wittily sarcastic of their disbelief!
Bates’ discoveries on Mimicry were instrumental in
supporting Darwin’s theory of evolution.
Wallace, however, was a rival to Darwin and forced
his hand in publishing ‘The theory of Evolution’.

Wallace suggested they travel to the Amazon in
search of new species: when Bates was 23 they
set o on the trip of a lifetime. The ocean voyage
took seven weeks, but the round trip from the
coast up to Sao Paulo de Olivenca took seven
months.
From 1848, for four years, they travelled parts of
the Para and Tocatins Rivers together.
Later, Wallace moved on to the Malay Archipelago,
heading towards Colombia.
To have separated and worked alone meant huge
challenges and many dangers for both men!

The Natural History Museum in London has the
largest collection of butter ies in the world.
Bates’ detailed studies set the standard for
scienti c studies today.

Memories of ghts at school …
At my school we had no health and safety rules in place. We had Boxing cricket
with hard balls. Football, with heavy balls and when they got wet they were
especially wet. We used to ght each other but never used a knife and most us had
pocket knives. If the head master saw you ghting he'd probably give you some
Boxing gloves to do it correctly and sportingly. He was a great chap. After the
ghts we never held a grudge the next day and we'd be friends again. This was
back in the nineteen fties.
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Henry Bates

The National
Loaf was a
bread made
from
wholemeal
our with
added calcium
and vitamins,
introduced in
Britain during
the Second
World War by
the Federation
of Bakers
(FOB).
Introduced in 1942, the loaf (similar to today's brown
bread) was made from wholemeal our to combat
wartime shortages of white our. The loaf was
abolished in October 1956.

Something very elegant, perhaps a Charlotte
Russe or Blanc-Mange as per Mrs Beeton’s
Cookbook

In the war we ate much what we do today, minus all
the bread, potatoes, cake and jam! It must be noted
that the veg could all be grown here and would be
available in season. Hilary Walton

The lunch time bell …

The amount of food served was much smaller then,
with rationing I remember my mum had problems
with butter, sugar,meat and cheese,making it stretch
between the family,grated carrots and parsnips were
used in cakes to replace sugar I remember ! And
were always told to eat everything on your plate as
that was it ,no snacking . Pauline Ditch

We had brilliant school dinners. All cooked on
site. Roast beef, roast lamb, chicken, plus the
old favourites like sausage and mash, pie and
chips. Puddings were great, sponge, treacle
sponge, lemon meringue, jelly, blancmange,
rice puds. And if you timed it right, you could
get seconds. I loved them.
Mark Spence

Did you know?
In 1694 The Bank of Scotland was founded by an
Englishman – to pay for William III’s wars!
Yet in 1695 The Bank of England was founded by a
Scot. The rst £1 notes were issued in 1797 which
were replaced in 1988 with coins.
The rst notes were in beautiful copper-plate
handwriting – acting as a sort of I OWE YOU.

I loved school dinners, even the “kit-e-kat” pie!
It was a really tasty meat pie but did have the
consistency of cat food
Michele Mormont

NEXT ISSUE

SirJohn Moore
Foundation Heritage
Centre

fl

fl

fi

www.sirjohnmoore.org.uk

fi

fl

Foodie memories…
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