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AMONGST the large collections of modern cookery books 
are some claiming to specialise in the traditional dishes of 

Britain. One which combines a thorough historical description 
of various methods of cooking with actual recipes is The cookery 
of the British Isles in a series of Foods of the World published 
by Time-Life International (1970). The recipes included as 
typical of British cookery are rarely working-class dishes, for 
example roast pheasant, veal and ham pie, which needed at least 
four eggs and five tablespoonfuls of brandy in addition to the 
basic veal and ham, or fruit fool made with one and a half pints 
of double cream. All these dishes are expensive in ingredients 
and time. A second variety of modern cookery book is less 
pretentious and concentrates on the dishes peculiar to a locality. 
The Dalesman press has published Lancashire, Yorkshire and 
Lakeland recipe books, local newspapers have produced similar 
books, and organisations such as the Women's Institute have 
also sponsored the collection and publication of such recipes on 
a county basis. Though many of the recipes in these traditional 
collections have authentic traditional names they generally need 
expensive ingredients.

Neither kind of cookery book describes what working folk 
actually had to eat in the period before 1914. Nor does the 
average economic history book give any indication of what the 
working class ate. Statistics and graphs illustrate the fluctuations 
in the cost of living but what this meant to the housewife, what 
actually appeared on the table, is left to the imagination. Infor 
mation must be sought elsewhere, from novelists, biographers 
and writers of memoirs and short stories, often only in casual 
references. An example can be found in part of a short story 
with an East Lancashire background by T. Thompson called 
The epicures' (1937).
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'Ah like a good hot-pot misel' said Ab.
'Well,' said Jake, 'there's hot-pots and hot-pots. Ah like 'em in a flatfish 

deesh so as t'tatoes can get weel browned, and Ah like a nice chop on t'top.'
Th'art making mi mouth waiter', said Joe. Th' beauty of a hot-pot is 

its scope, as tha might say. It's like a good fiddle tha con play any tune tha 
likes wi' it. Tha' con put any mortal thing in a hot-pot.'

'Ah like 'em plain' said Jake. . . .
'They put black puddings on th' top o' hot-pots i' Preston', said Joe, 'an 

if they like 'em, Ah dunnot see why they shouldn't.'
'They put oysters and mussels in, i' Manchester' said Ab.
'Nay, nay more tha' puts in, an' less it's like a Lancashire hot-pot' said 

Jake. 'Tha doesn't want to make a swill-tub on it.'
'Dosta like Yorkshire puddin?' asked Joe to change the subject.
'Theer again, it depends' argued Jake. 'Ah worked two year in th' West 

Riding, and Ah come to th' conclusion that if tha wants a good Yorkshire 
puddin tha'll ha' to get back i' Lancashire to find it.'

'Did tha have it wi' thi gravy ?' asked Joe. 'Ah like it after an' sweetened 
wi' sugar.'

'That shows thi' breed' said Jake. 'They give it thee fust i' Yorkshire, 
and mak' it as towf as owd boots. Tha'll not want mich of a cut off th' joint, 
Ah con tell thee, when tha's getten weel wedged wi' a thickish square of 
Yorkshire.' 1

This extract is typical of many sources and underlines the prime 
need for the meals of the poorer classes to be filling. It also 
illustrates the scope of a traditional dish. The ingredients varied 
in direct relationship to the amount of money available. Such 
literary information has often been confirmed by conversations 
with old people.

From such material it is possible to discover what working 
folk had to eat round about 1900. How a man fed depended as 
always on where he belonged in society. The upper class of 
about 5 per cent of the population fared very well indeed. They 
had plenty to eat and their diet was varied. Their wealth enabled 
them to buy good food and, perhaps more important still, to 
buy the services of a cook and servants who were cheap. Even a 
cook could be hired for between 10 and 20 shillings per week plus 
food, washing and surprisingly, beer. 2 This meant that elaborate 
meals were possible, and when one remembers the portraits of 
Victorian statesmen and the 20-stone figure of Edward VII, one 
has no doubt that they fed very well indeed.

The middle classes fed as well as their pockets would allow. 
Here too, servants were kept and meals were as elaborate as 
possible. The standard editions of Mrs Beeton's Book of House 
hold Management provided menus which were assiduously 
followed by women who wanted to imitate those in high society.

Accounts of how the working classes fared are different in 
every respect. They had little money, no servants, and, generally 
speaking, no training in the art of cooking. A distinction must 
be made between workers who lived in country districts and 
those in towns. It is generally assumed that living conditions in
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the country were much easier than in the towns. Life was sup 
posed to be cheaper and healthier and fresh foods were available. 
This may be true today but in the past the rural working-class 
family faced very different conditions.

The farm worker who lived in the farmhouse and received his 
board and lodging as part of his wages probably fed very well. 
The food provided was wholesome and filling, and plenty of the 
basic ingredients were available. Dairy produce, vegetables, 
grain and meat, were all home produced. Staple foods such as 
sugar, and coal were bought in bulk. The farmer's wife, with the 
help of servants, was expected to make use of all seasonal food 
stuffs and good nourishing meals were expected by the menfolk 
to satisfy their large appetites caused by hard work in the open 
air. The men 'living in' ate such dishes as porridge, 'home-fed' 3 
bacon and eggs for breakfast; for dinner, broth, pies made from 
whatever meat or fowl was available, a choice of vegetables, and 
boiled or steamed suet pudding or fruit pies in season; and for 
tea they enjoyed various pork by-products often from a home- 
killed pig such as brawns, faggots, sausages, black-puddings, 
together with a variety of scones and cakes. If near the sea, local 
fish were used; Star-gazy Pie, for example, was made with 
pilchards in Cornwall. A seaside plant was sometimes used to 
add flavour to a stodgy meal, as in pickled samphire known as 
Samfirth near St Anne's in Lancashire. 4 Two dishes, strange 
today, were Fidget Pie and Rook Pie. Fidget Pie, similar to a 
Cumberland Sweet Pie, was an early version of a mincemeat 
pie, composed of a mixture of bacon, onions, apples, spices and 
sugar, baked in a pastry case. Rook Pie is self-explanatory; after 
a rook shoot the farmer's wife cooked the meat from the breast 
and legs in a pastry case. The dish is not obsolete. It is quoted in 
A Welsh welcome, a Welsh Gas Board recipe book issued in 
1969. Hugh Barrett, writing of an East Anglian farm during 
World War II recorded that 'we used to send great hampers of 
rooks and jackdaws for sale in London. They made good money, 
and I've never eaten game pie away from home since.' 5

Even in the farmhouse the quality of the food was not always 
above suspicion. Ralph Wightman, the Dorset farmer and 
broadcaster on country matters, writing of his apprenticeship in 
1910, pointed out that though in general food was good it was 
not always fresh. Hens did not lay in winter and preserved eggs 
had to be used; butter and cheese were made only in summer 
and butter could go rancid and cheese become more than tasty; 
bacon was home-cured and quite often deteriorated. The old 
maxim 'Eat it up, use it up; make it do, or do without', was 
strictly observed.
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The story of the farm labourer living at home was very 
different. The picture of the idyllic country cottage, with a well- 
stocked kitchen garden, bee-hives under the hedge and a pig in 
the sty, was far from the truth. The cottages usually had no 
facilities for cooking except an open fire, and in most districts 
fuel was dear. With a rent of a shilling per week at least, and 
wages of only ten shillings per week, only the cheapest food and 
the simplest meals requiring the minimum of fuel in cooking 
were possible. The diet of the farm labourer was poor in quality, 
quantity and variety. Bread and lard (home made and flavoured 
with rosemary), cheese, porridge, potatoes, bacon, and whatever 
vegetables could be grown in the cottage garden or allotment, 
were the staple foodstuffs. Allotments were not always available. 
Chamberlain's Unauthorized Programme of 1885 supported the 
right of a country workman to 'three acres and a cow'. This was 
never implemented and even as late as 1905 some county councils 
demanded from a would-be allotment holder deposits of money 
far beyond the means of a labourer. 6

In Lark Rise to Candleford Flora Thompson, describing her 
childhood in an Oxfordshire village in the 1890s, gave many 
examples of the effects of poverty on the country labourer's 
food. The main skill of the housewife was to make stews and 
boil potatoes and suet puddings, all to be cooked in the iron pot 
essential for cooking on an open fire. This method of cooking 
was still thought to be sufficiently important to be included in 
the 1914 edition of a cookery book produced by the Battersea 
Polytechnic Domestic Science Training College. Flora 
Thompson explained how this cooking was done:

Everything was cooked in the one utensil; the square of bacon, amounting 
to little more than a taste each; cabbage or other green vegetables in one 
net, potatoes in another, and the roly-poly swathed in a cloth. It sounds a 
haphazard method in these days of gas and electric cookers; but it answered 
its purpose, for, by carefully timing the putting in of each item and keeping 
the simmering of the pot well regulated, each item was kept intact and an 
appetizing meal was produced. The water in which the food had been 
cooked, the potato parings, and other vegetable trimmings were the pig's 
share. 7

Pot pies or pan pies were common because they were easy to 
cook in an ordinary pan by placing a thick layer of suet pastry 
over a stew of meat and vegetables, flavoured with onions and 
herbs.

There was little variety of diet. The pudding was sweet or 
savoury, depending on whether jam, treacle, a few currants, 
mushrooms, leeks, scraps of bacon, or even hawthorn buds 
mixed with bacon scraps, were used for a filling. Apart from 
home-killed pork, butcher's meat was scarce. In many districts
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rabbits provided an additional cheap source of meat. If a small 
joint was bought from a butcher for the Sunday dinner, and 
there was no oven in the cottage, 'those without oven grates 
would roast it by suspending it on a string before the fire, with 
one of the children in attendance as turnspit'. 8

For breakfast many labourers had Kettle Broth sometimes 
known as Water Broth or Browis. Claimed to have originated in 
the 'hungry forties', this dish was still common in 1863 when 
Dr Edward Smith, in a government sponsored enquiry, reported 
on living conditions in the southern counties. 9 It was still in use 
when Flora Thompson was a child in the 1880s and within 
living memory, according to an elderly person's account, was 
offered to a child in Birkenhead by a Welsh maid. This breakfast 
dish was simply bread soaked in hot water, or rarely in milk and 
water, with a little margarine or butter, seasoned with pepper 
and salt. In Oldham in 1903 oatcake was used instead of bread 
and was steeped in broth or pig's stew, which gave the dish more 
taste than the usual unappetising variety. 10 Consumption of 
milk by a family, even in country districts, was low. Skimmed 
milk and buttermilk in very small quantities were used; a quart 
per family per week was a generous estimate. The usual drink 
was tea, without milk or sugar and as strong as the family could 
afford. If necessary tea leaves were re-used until all flavour had 
been extracted.

Bread was the exception to the rule that all food was home 
produced. It was only in the more prosperous northern counties 
that the tradition of home-baked bread remained. This fact had 
been observed as early as 1863 by Dr Edward Smith who 
reported that southern housewives had neither ovens in working 
condition nor, in most cases, the necessary fuel, so that old 
brick, wood-fired bread ovens had fallen into disuse and had 
not been repaired. As far north as Alport Dale in Derbyshire 
about 1885, Hannah Mitchell, a suffragette and later a member 
of Manchester City Council, remembered that bread was not 
baked at home. The lack of ovens in the south was common as 
late as 1911. The board of education's 'Hints to Teachers of 
Cookery', quoted in the eighth edition of An olio of proved 
recipes and domestic wrinkles by L. Sykes [1911 or earlier], 
advised the teacher to be able to suggest menus for families 'liv 
ing in rooms where there are only ordinary grates and no 
ovens'. 11 H. E. Bates, describing his childhood in Higham 
Ferrers in Northamptonshire, gave this picture of his return 
from church:

I hurried home to meet a procession peculiar to the times: that of men 
hurrying from bake-houses, bearing Sunday dinners of roast meat and
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Yorkshire pudding, sizzling in baking tins and covered with cloths to keep 
them hot. After the nightly bread-baking, with the fires damped down, the 
big coal ovens were perfect for cooking pudding and meat: charge a 
penny. 12

From personal experience this was still a common practice in 
Lewes, Sussex, in 1947. There housewives took their Christmas 
cakes, ready for the oven, to the local baker because the gas 
supply in the domestic ovens was unreliable. An old lady of 
eighty-four in 1970 reported a similar practice in Warrington. It 
was her job as a child to take the family loaves, ready to be 
baked, to the local baker because there was no oven at home. It 
would seem that the practice of buying bread from the pro 
fessional baker was common to both town and country.

The actual quality of the food bought was often poor. Adul 
teration of food was still a problem in 1900, and the effects were 
more seriously felt in the towns because of the greater depend 
ence on food which was not home produced. In 1900, one article 
in ten was found to be impure when tested, though this propor 
tion was a great improvement on previous decades. 13 Bread 
contained alum; flour contained chalk; tea often included 
leaves of plants other than tea. Milk, particularly in towns, was 
dirty and, like the working-man's beer, was often watered.

In the towns conditions were worse than in the country. Wages 
were generally higher but so was the rent for a house little better 
than the farm labourer's cottage. Houses were often shared and 
cooking facilities were poor. Living in a bedroom, with only a 
small bedroom grate on which to cook, would inhibit any 
woman's skill. Since townsfolk could not grow their own food 
everything had to be transported to the town, which usually 
added to the cost, though an article in the Liverpool Weekly 
Courier in 1901 reported to the contrary that food could be 
bought more cheaply in Liverpool than in the surrounding 
countryside. Allotments might be available but if this op 
portunity for growing food was to be seized it needed a good 
constitution and a genuine interest in gardening on the part of 
those already working long hours. These conditions were not 
new, but as towns increased in size, so did the number of people 
living in a state of poverty.

The concentration of people in towns provided a market for 
convenience foods. Some of these were mentioned in Mayhew's 
account of the London poor in 1851. Meat pies, 'peas all hot', 
jellied eels, oysters and whelks were well known in mid-Victorian 
London. Further north, tripe, black-puddings, sausages, black 
peas, fish and chips were common. Fish and chips came com 
paratively late to the scene. In 1880 John Rouse of Oldham
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invented a fish and chip frying range mounted on wheels called 
the Dandy. From this machine on Oldham's open air market he 
sold the fish and gave away the chips. 14 In some districts, as 
described by Arthur Barton recalling his childhood in Jarrow 
just before and during the 1914-18 War, small shops appeared 
in streets of houses. 15 At the back door of each house one article 
was for sale: meat pies at one, portions of apple pie at another, 
cough candy at a third, jam bought in penny or even half 
pennyworths at yet another. In his book, A classic shim, Robert 
Roberts described a similar attempt at providing ready-cooked 
food for sale in a back street in Salford at the beginning of this 
century. In other towns, local hawkers toured the streets with 
fresh pikelets and oatcakes for sale. Easy meals from tinned 
foods as known today were only just beginning to be intro 
duced; H. J. Heinz first solicited custom from Fortnum and 
Mason's in London in 1886, but not until after 1918 did the use 
of tinned foods become common. From these various sources a 
working mother provided a meal, maybe over-spiced to conceal 
adulteration, but at least in the minimum of time.

The Victorian social conscience did not really make much 
impact on urban living conditions until nearly the end of the 
century. Chamberlain's 'three acres and a cow' proposal could 
only affect the countryman. Mid-nineteenth century novelists, 
such as Dickens, Mrs Gaskell, and Kingsley, and the poet Hood, 
had vividly described bad living conditions in the towns, but 
their approach had been emotional and their message ignored. 
In the later-nineteenth century, serious sociological studies 
began to appear which compelled attention. Charles Booth 
organised a detailed enquiry into the living conditions of the 
London poor. 16 At the same time Jack London made a personal 
investigation into the various charities which provided for the 
destitute. 17 The most illuminating study of northern conditions 
was by J. S. Rowntree, Poverty, a study of town life, reporting 
on conditions in York in 1901. This contained a detailed analysis 
of family budgets. The wages of the 24 families investigated 
varied from the bare subsistence sum of 15 shillings per week to 
the comparative affluence of 40 shillings. Other factors which 
determined whether a family was undernourished were the 
number of children in the family, the skill of the housewife, and 
whether or not she was a 'working' mother. At the end of his 
report Rowntree gave a list of the weekly menus of each family. 
These, from a modern point of view, make very sorry reading. 
In the poorest, breakfast and tea were identical; bread and 
margarine or dripping or treacle or jam, and tea. Dinner was 
rarely a two-course meal. One family with two children, living
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on £1 per week, survived on the following dinners for one week:
Friday: Bread, butter, toast, tea.
Saturday: Bacon, potatoes, pudding, tea.
Sunday: Pork, onions, potatoes, Yorkshire pudding.
Monday: Pork, potatoes, pudding, tea.
Tuesday: Pork, bread, tea.
Wednesday: Bacon, eggs, potatoes, bread, tea.
Thursday: Bread, bacon, tea.

The family had no suppers on Wednesday, Thursday and 
Friday. On Saturday, after payday, supper consisted of bread, 
kippers and tea, on Sunday bread and meat, on Monday just 
tea, and on Tuesday bread, bacon, butter and tea. The pathetic 
one cup of tea on Monday may have been compensated for by 
the relatively good dinner that day.

The cooking facilities of many families were obviously poor. 
An examination of the menus quoted by Rowntree shows that 
families who earned under 30 shillings per week needed to cook 
in an oven only bread, roast meat, potato pie, fruit pie and the 
inevitable Yorkshire pudding, and even for these an oven was 
not essential. Baker's bread was easily available or could have 
been baked in a container such as an iron pot with a lid placed 
in the fire in the way that some Irish housewives still bake soda 
bread. The same iron pot could be used to bake a meat and 
potato pie with a suet crust on the open fire. A fruit pie could, 
in theory, be made in the same way. Meat was roasted in front of 
the fire in a Dutch oven, a curved metal screen with a hook in 
the top from which the meat was suspended. A dripping tin at 
the base supplied fat for basting, and caught the drips; the inner 
surface was kept polished so that when the whole contraption 
was pushed near to the bars, the reflector helped to concentrate 
the heat. Dorothy Hartley in her Food in England (1954) stated 
that the Yorkshire pudding was so cooked under the roast.

Coal-fired kitchen ranges with ovens were however in general 
use by 1900 and remained so till after 1914. Coal in 1900 in 
York, the site of Rowntree's survey, was cheap, costing from 
Is. Id. to Is. 9d. for a 10 stone bag (roughly 10|d. to Is. 5d. a 
cwt). On average about one-and-a-half bags a week were used 
by the families Rowntree interviewed. In Newcastle in 1899 a 
German coal miner, Ernst Diickershoff, in How the English 
workman lives, stated, in describing the weekly baking on 
Tyneside, that 'the oven is on the spot and an extra scuttleful of 
coal is the only outlay required', thus emphasising how rela 
tively unimportant was the cost of fuel in the weekly budget. 18

Gas ovens provided an alternative to the coal-fired ovens and 
had been available for hire since 1873, but in many homes gas 
was used only for lighting. 19 According to the official handbook
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of the National Training School for Cookery gas stoves could 
be bought in 1891 for as little as £4 4s. but this was often beyond 
the means of the working class. By 1910 miniature gas ovens 
were in common use. These consisted of an enclosed grill, the 
burner of which could also be swivelled upwards. On this, 
according to information given in 1970 by an old lady of nearly 
eighty in Todmorden, Lancashire, a pan was boiled whilst a pie 
baked underneath; but this involved some danger since the 
dishes became very hot. She had rented one for 3d. per week in 
about 1910. Oil stoves were to be found in farmhouses where 
gas supplies were non-existent and continued to be used long 
after 1914. Dangerous and smelly, they provided an alternative 
to using the main fire and oven, in particular for cooking break 
fasts. Another method of cooking, known as Hay-box cookery, 
is mentioned in cookery books but the only reference so far 
found is in the biography of Rosa of the Cavendish Hotel in 
London who ordered some hay-boxes about 1895 so that food 
could be kept hot, and so that meals 'could be "started" in the 
morning to be cooked in time for dinner'. 20

Many housewives, however, did not know how to cook. For 
many years only those who were 'in service' received tuition 
and, according to Margaret Powell in her autobiography Below 
stairs (1968), that kind of cooking was useless in a working-class 
home. No domestic science was taught in the board schools 
when they were set up in 1870. In 1876 the subject was included 
on the time table but no financial provision was made for 
practical work. Complaints about this were made but in any 
event there were very few teachers qualified to teach the subject. 
By 1879 men were teaching theoretical cookery and a report by 
Her Majesty's Inspectors of that year quoted in Margaret 
Hewitt's Wives and mothers in Victorian industry complained 
that 'the girls stumble through a mixture of learned nonsense 
concerning carbonaceous and nitrogenous products, but they 
cannot tell you how to boil a potato or cook a roast of beef'. 21 
The lack of a qualified staff is emphasized by Catherine M. 
Buckton, a member of the Leeds School Board in 1890. In her 
Food and home cookery she wrote: 'I cannot but hope that such 
instruction in cookery, food values etc. as I gave to the boys and 
girls during play hours may ere long be systematically taught by 
paid teachers in our Board Schools'. 22

Even though technical classes were set up by the government, 
paid for by the whisky tax in the 1890s, they failed to provide 
practical domestic instruction for the working classes since the 
curriculum was in general useless for people living on low wages. 
The report of Her Majesty's Inspectors in 1906 emphasized
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yet again the lack of understanding of the kind of instruc 
tion needed in these domestic science classes. The instruction 
made use of expensive ingredients, the cookery methods taught 
were often only possible in a comfortable middle-class house 
hold, and consequently the teaching was unpopular both with 
the children and the parents. In 1907 Lady Bell wrote in At the 
Works a study of a manufacturing town (Middlesbrough):

It would be an inestimable boon if there were some arrangement by which 
an instructor would go round actually into the cottages, and cook there 
with the appliances available, pointing out where these were defective, but 
at the same time doing the best that could be done with the resources at 
hand."

This was a solution hardly likely to be achieved, but it demon 
strated that those teachers who were operating in schools did 
not understand the position of the housewife in the average 
working-class home.

The domestic skill of the middle and upper classes was no 
better, which accounted for the popularity of Mrs Beetorfs 
shilling cookery book and such books as Miss Tuxford's cookery 
book for the middle classes, again priced at a shilling. Hints for 
housewives appeared regularly in the magazines of the time, 
again obviously intended for those well above the poverty line. 
Mrs Beeton's standards were of no use to those living on £1 a 
week or less. The Liverpool Courier in 1901 ran a regular column 
called 'Gowns and Gossip' in which some attempt was made to 
cater for the working class. Recipes and household hints were 
frequently given and on the whole could have been used by 
people on small incomes. Soups, jams and cakes were the kinds 
of food generally listed and were very reminiscent of the type of 
recipes given during the 1939-45 war requiring little fat or sugar 
and few eggs. Beeton's penny domestic recipe book did try to 
provide for the working class, and so did Plain cookery recipes 
for use in elementary schools and in classes for technical instruc 
tion, published for the Liverpool Training School of Cookery in 
1902. Though badly arranged, with cakes, stews and puddings 
all printed on the same page, the dishes suggested were easy and 
cheap to make. The estimated cost is frequently given: beef 
steak pudding 7d., pea soup 3d., stewed liver and bacon 6d., 
college pudding 6d.

It would appear therefore that the standard of the cooking of 
the working-class housewife could improve provided that she 
had enough money, had access to an oven and had the time to 
do the actual work. The competent housewife had a weekly 
baking day, when work started early and in some homes went 
on all day. Leslie Paul, remembering his Lancashire mother's
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baking days in the 1900s in his book The boy down Kitchener 
Street, stated:

We always took sandwiches to eat in the playground on Friday because 
mother could not stop for anything once she had begun to bake: . . . 
[There was] fresh hot bread which melted the butter, and tasty-cake, and 
soda-scones, oven cakes and currant bread, and other homely things. . . . 
The cakes and scones lasted us until Monday night, but the bread served 
us a whole week. 24

The heat of the oven was not to be wasted, so the maximum use 
was made of it after the bread had been baked. Tea cakes, and 
oven bottom cakes sometimes called lardy cakes, easily fol 
lowed the main batch of bread. Lardy cakes, made from plain 
dough with dried fruit, sugar and extra lard added, were and are 
still one of the features of many an agricultural show in Dorset 
and Wiltshire today. In Wales, Bara Brith was baked at the end 
of the baking day, from a very rich, highly spiced bread mixture, 
and was eaten cut into very thin slices spread liberally with 
butter. In Yorkshire, a tin of Parkin was baked in a cooling 
oven, either the thick, sticky variety made with oatmeal, or 
another variety, the consistency of shortbread, made with flour 
and rolled out on an oven sheet. Either kind of Parkin was 
economical to make, and a tasty as well as a filling food for 
families on limited incomes. In addition jam tarts, fruit pies, 
Eccles cakes made with short crust pastry, and a milk pudding 
were baked in the gradually cooling oven.

After the bread had been baked the oven's heat was also used 
for dinner dishes requiring long slow cooking. The basic 
ingredients of these dishes could be infinitely varied according 
to the income available. Such a variation for a potato pie was 
described by Ben Brierly in his account of Little Dody's Christ 
mas (1884), when the preparation of the meal prompted the 
wife's question, 'Mun it be a Sunday pie, or a warty un (workday 
one)' ? The answer was given as follows:

'Oh, a Sunday pie, by o means; not a sheauter. [with little meat in it] About 
three Ib. o' neck o' mutton, two cowheels, three or four Spanish onions, a 
score o' oysters fro' Cockle Sam's, a hauve a peaund o' nice rody [streaky] 
bacon cut int' dices, an a' quart o' mushrooms.' 25

Other similar dishes were hot-pot, known as Panjotheram in 
parts of Yorkshire, or Fidget Pie of mincemeat and apples, 
known as Katt Pie in Wales. The Cumbrian variety of Fidget 
Pie was recently reported by a Lakeland shopkeeper as 'wonder 
ful, but you'd have indigestion for days afterwards!' The basic 
ingredients of all these dishes were relatively cheap to buy, but 
a housewife had to be able and willing to take plenty of time and 
care in their preparation and cooking.
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Baking took place on only one day of the week. On the 
remaining six days meals were cooked on the open fire and were 
of the stew variety which were left to simmer on the hob. Tasty, 
filling meals were made with Lobscouse, an old sailor's dish 
mentioned as early as 1706 in Wooden world dissected by E. 
Ward. 26 Broths used cheap meat such as trimmings known as 
block ornaments; tripe and onions, liver and pluck [lights] 
were equally cheap. Suet puddings of all kinds, sweet or savoury, 
were filling and tasty. Sometimes the savoury and sweet were 
combined in the same dish. In the Memoir to Kathleen Ferrier 
Sir John Barbirolli, who was no mean cook, described what was 
a traditional dish in Blackburn. He said that Kathleen Ferrier's 
cooking, as a rule, was excellent:

But there was one revolting dish which she adored which I was never, 
mercifully, asked to sample. A strong, thick Scotch broth would be made, 
into which dumplings were introduced. So far, so good; but the climax of 
this to me extremely unsavoury culinary operation consisted of keeping 
back a dumpling or two, well impregnated with onion and other vegetables, 
 to be eaten with golden syrup. 27

A similar story appears in one of T. Thompson's East Lancashire 
short stories when he describes the Sunday dinner;

She had on Saturday had the luck to pick up at a Christian price a well 
upholstered ham 'pestil' [bone] which was a recognised basis for a good pan 
of steaming broth. There was pearl barley in it and 'pot yarbs' and a 'beef 
bo' for the head of the house, and a full range of suet dumplings to be well 
daubed with black treacle for the delectation of the 'childer' when they 
came from church. 28

Another double purpose dish was made for the hat makers of 
Luton. Known as a Bedfordshire Clanger, it was a roly-poly 
with meat at one end and jam at the other. 29 Similarly, Cornish 
pasties were savoury at one end and sweet at the other, and were 
made with very solid pastry to enable the farm worker or tin 
miner to have an easily portable meal. The solidity of the pastry 
was supposed to be such that it would be capable of surviving 
intact after having been dropped down a tin mine. Variants of 
the basic suet pudding, boiled not steamed, were to be found 
throughout the country, some bearing expressive names such as 
Pork Plugger from Bishop's Stortford, or Dog in Blanket from 
Derbyshire. The Flitting Pudding from County Durham was 
similar. This was made in advance, placed in a clean cloth, hung 
up in the kitchen and on 'flitting' day was last on, first off the 
removal cart. A fire was lit, the pudding set to simmer and thus a 
satisfying meal was ensured for the family without any further 
trouble.

The frying pan then as now was regularly used for ease and 
speed of cooking. In Tyneside and district a dish known as Pan
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Hagarty consisted of fried layers of vegetables and maybe meat 
or cheese. In Aberdeen a similar concoction with fish as the 
flavouring was common and could be cooked in either a deep 
frying pan with a lid, or a stew pan. Fried bacon gave some taste 
to the old seventeenth-century Lancashire recipe, 'Collops and 
Rowdedow'. This appeared in a book of local recipes collected 
in the 1920s by the Parbold Women's Institute, and was printed 
in the dialect as reported by an old Lancashire woman. A small 
amount of bacon was eked out with a kind of fritter made with

a sope o' waiter an' 2 thri [two or three] spoonfuls o' traycle and oatmeal, 
and mix 'em wi' th' dripping i'th' pan, and tha stirs 'em weel till aw's thick 
and slab and done. 30

A somewhat similar dish was common in the Fylde and known 
as 'Throdkin'. 31 This was a combined sweet and savoury, made 
by adding oatmeal and sugar to melted lard or dripping. The 
mixture was then baked in a deep dish with a collop of fat bacon 
on top. The climax, as in the quotation concerning Kathleen 
Ferrier's cooking, was the addition of golden syrup to the 
cooked dish.

Cheap pig by-products made a quick tasty meal. Sausages, 
faggots or savoury ducks, black puddings, sometimes ready 
cooked, provided variety for working-class meals. The other 
cheap source of protein was fish. Herrings, fresh or cured, were 
tasty; cod was filling. If easily available, fish was a regular item 
of diet as amongst the Hebridean crofters who relied on salt 
herrings for much of their winter food. Lilian Beckwith des 
cribed her first taste of these in her book The hills is lonely; 'Salt 
herring, which is the staple food of the crofters sent me, after my 
first incautious mouthful, to the water bucket'. 32

To ensure that the family was not hungry after a meal filling 
vegetable dishes were common. Pease Pudding, especially 
popular in the north-east, consisted of split peas tied loosely in 
a net bag and boiled with the other vegetables or meat if avail 
able. When cooked the result was a solid yellow mass and was 
eaten hot or cold. The Miser's Feast found in Carmarthenshire 
was also a mainly vegetable dish with either bacon or a mutton 
chop cooked on top to flavour the rest. 33 The true miser ate the 
vegetables one day, and the meat the next. On Tyneside, boiled 
beans and bacon illustrated the same principle. A similar side 
dish, common in the small towns and country districts in the 
north, was Dock Pudding. The Yorkshire version required sweet 
dock or bistort leaves, young nettles, onions and oatmeal. 3 '1 The 
spring greens and onions were simmered till tender, chopped, 
mixed with oatmeal, and then the dish was allowed to go cold. 
Slices were then fried with bacon. In Cumberland, Westmorland
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and Derbyshire other young leaves such as dandelion, lady's 
mantle and spring cabbage were used. 35 These were chopped 
with the onions and mixed together, an egg, and salt and pepper 
were added, and the mixture steamed for about 45 minutes. 
This served as a side dish for beef and bacon, and is by no means 
obsolete. The Yorkshire version is still sold in spring in such 
Pennine towns as Hebden Bridge, and the modern Lake District 
cookery books include at least two methods of preparing 
Easterledge Pudding, as it is known in that part of the country. 36 
Another dish was Sorrel Tart. Sugar was added to the sorrel 
leaves which were placed in a pastry case, and the result pro 
vided a sweet to fill the gap between the last of the apples and 
the first of the gooseberries. A similar pasty was made using 
chopped fresh mint instead of the sorrel leaves.

The best known of these filling dishes was, and still is, 
Yorkshire pudding. It was not only a Yorkshire habit to eat it 
first to take the edge off the appetite. H. E. Bates has a comment 
on the custom in Northamptonshire:

Always, in the true Midland tradition, we ate pudding first and meat 
afterwards, a practice my father insistently continued all through his life. 
(My grandfather maintained that in his day the pudding was eaten from the 
underside of the plate, after which the plate was turned right side up for 
the meat.) 37

A further example of making the meat last as long as possible 
was given in The Singing Swan by A. P. Herbert. The story 
referred to a bargee's life on the Thames before and during 
World War II, but the difficulty of providing a filling meal for a 
healthy appetite applies to any period. The story teller had taken 
the place of an absent mate on a Thames barge, and was auto 
matically given his job of cooking the traditional Sunday dinner, 
though on this occasion eaten on Monday:

I had a healthy hunger and was looking forward to the bacon; but the meal 
started with a surprise. I had imagined that the duff would accompany the 
bacon, or perhaps serve as a sweet at the end. But we began with it. It was 
good, and we both cleaned our plates, but I felt that my well-earned 
appetite was being sadly wasted. This, I soon discovered, was the intention, 
the regular policy of the barge; the duff was to take the edge off the appetite 
and save the bacon. 'That's good' said the skipper as he finished. 'My young 
Henry has a mouth like a shark's. If it weren't for the duff that bacon 
[Monday's] would never see a Wednesday let alone Thursday.' 38

At tea time, for a change from bread, plain or currant scones 
or scones of potato, such as Singing Hinnies or Boxty, were 
baked on a griddle. These were eaten hot, for they would be 
heavy and indigestible if allowed to go cold. Another variant, 
Thar Cake, was common in Lancashire and Yorkshire and used 
to be distributed to the poor by roman catholics when it earned
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the name of Soul-mass Cake. 39 It would certainly have been a 
filling cake since it was made from oat-meal, butter and treacle, 
with no raising agent at all. It was baked on the hearth stone and 
if possible, eaten hot. Oatcakes and pikelets used to be sold by 
local bakers though they could be made at home where the 
oatcake was hung on the clothes rack to dry and harden. If the 
fire could not be coaxed into toasting pikelets and muffins they 
were sometimes heated in a very primitive way. The kettle lid 
was replaced by a saucer, or even inverted, the muffin placed on 
it, and the water in the kettle boiled and heated the muffin. 40 A 
loaf peculiar to the Westhoughton region of Lancashire was 
known as Jannock. 41 This was originally un-leavened fruit loaf 
baked on the backstone, but by 1900 it was made lighter in 
texture and baked in the oven. 42 Some people maintain that the 
name gave rise to the expression 'noan jannock' meaning not 
genuine, a tribute to the wholesome quality of the loaf. In some 
houses there was a supply of home made jams and chutneys for 
in spite of the cheapness of manufactured jams those made at 
home were cheaper still and of better quality. A housewife in 
the towns could obtain cheap fruit at the local market and benefit 
by low prices especially if a glut of fruit had occurred.

The importance of a good eye for a bargain and careful 
spending was illustrated in Joseph Stamper's autobiography of 
life in St Helens, So long ago. He reported that eleven o'clock 
on Saturday night was supposed to be the closing time of the 
open market, but that was when Stamper's mother began her 
shopping. Cakes and fruit were cheaper than earlier in the day 
and so was meat which was mock-auctioned since it would be 
bad by Monday. The butcher

would grab a chunk of roasting beef and bellow, as he held it up in his 
left hand:

'Two bob!'
No takers, so he would grab a lump of slithery liver and flap that on top 

of the roast.
'Two bob!'
Still no takers, so he would grab a slice of frying steak and slap that 

on top.
'Two bob!'
No takers yet, he would grab a handful of mutton chops and somehow 

balance them on top of the pile in his upraised left hand.
'Two bob!'
'Here!' Mother would cry, before anybody else could get a word out. . . . 

Many a time, when butchers had a lot left on their hands, we would have 
chops for supper on Saturday and the roast for Sunday. Of course, Father 
had to be in work; otherwise it was fourpennyworth of 'pieces' made into 
a potato pie.43

Working-class cooking was dependent on the ability of the 
cook to make cheap dishes from common ingredients which
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would be filling. As Stella Davies, a Manchester University 
extra-mural lecturer, wrote of her childhood in Rossendale 
in 1903:

In my memory, we lived almost entirely on porridge, hot-pot, sheep's head 
broth, boiled cod, herrings, rice pudding and suet dumplings, helped out by 
vegetables and fruit, mostly rhubarb, gifts from the gardens of sympathetic 
friends.44

If the cook were skilful this everyday fare could be varied and 
tasty. If the occasion demanded it, the humble stew would be 
enriched out of all recognition, as is described in Ammon 
Wrigley's Hunting Stew. Though published in 1942 in a col 
lected edition of short stories, it refers to a much earlier period 
of the author's life in East Lancashire and probably is typical of 
events at the turn of the century. The mundane stew received 
additions of old matured port wine, cream, eggs and new butter 
so that the effect on those who partook of this dish was to make 
the men 'look into another world'. As for the dogs, also fed on 
this stew, 'as soon as they coom eaut o'th' barn they would ha' 
hunted th' devil an' o' his imps'. 45 The inefficient housewife was 
the one whose cooking was unappetising, stodgy and mono 
tonous.

But good or bad as the working-class cook might be, all 
depended on the supply of money. If the weekly wage disap 
peared or even decreased because of unemployment, illness or 
death of the wage earner then meals inevitably soon reverted to 
bread and 'scrape', boiled potatoes and tea. That shortage of 
ready money was only too common is proved by the number of 
pawnshops in working-class areas of big towns and cities. These, 
and the local money-lender who charged 2d. in the shilling 
interest per week on loans of 2s. 6d., were often all that stood 
between a working-class family and the workhouse. In Livelihood 
and poverty (1915), A. L. Bowley and A. R. Burnett-Hurst quote 
from the Warrington Guardian a report that local moneylenders 
had demanded 3d. in the shilling and the borrowers had refused 
to pay. The normal rate was restored and the 'vampires' were 
back in business. 46

The shortage of ready money is further exemplified by recur 
ring accounts of poor housewives buying food in minute 
quantity. Food was bought not for the week or the day but for 
the individual meal in small amounts such as a 'pinch' or half 
an ounce of tea, two ounces of cheese or bacon, or, when funds 
were at their lowest, a halfpenny worth of sugar, milk or a scrap 
of mustard pickled cauliflower in the bottom of a jar. Other 
purchases of the very poor included a pennyworth of cheese 
parings, bits from a tripe shop which were sold by the handful
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in newspaper, or even a farthingsworth of 'scratchings' scraps 
of potato and the broken bits of batter from the fish and chip 
shops. 47

This state of penury is excellent illustrated in a poem by 
Walter Turner, a minister of Pickering, Yorkshire, writing in 
1910. Ironically entitled 'Good old times' 48 he wrote in his poem:

The good awd tahmes? The good awd tahmes?
An' ye think 'at ye'd like 'em back? Then Ah'll tell ye what, by Gaw! 
You just sud ha lived as a lad when Ah did, an' then ye'd knaw 
Better 'an ti ax for t'good awd tahmes.

He described a man's working conditions on the low wages of 
8 shillings a week which bought about 2 stones of flour for the 
family of a wife and six small children. The eldest son before the 
age of ten gathered flints from the fields at a shilling a ton; his 
dinner whilst on this work was a small 'sad-cake', a piece of 
pastry probably without filling of any kind. His life was changed 
at ten when he began to 'live in' as a farm worker, and ap 
preciated good food for the first time.

Hungery? Say ye? i't' good awd tahmes?
Aye, bairn, Ah were hungery, allus, [always] at yam [home] when Ah

was a lad;
Bud efter Ah went te farm-pleeacing ye knaw, things wasn't se bad, 
At ten year awd, i't' good awd tahmes.
That was salvaation i't' good awd tahmes.
We reckoned now aboot wark if we nobbut [only] had plenty te eeat;
Suet pudden, an' broth, an' baacon, or butcher meeat;
'Twas grand, was that, i't' good awd tahmes.
D'ye want 'em back, sike good awd tahmes? 
Nay, lad, just be content, an' mahnd o' what Ah saay: 
I't providence o' God, things breetens ivvery day. 
They're better gone, is t'good awd tahmes.
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