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The history of the world in
your lunch box

OK, hold everything! Put that sandwich down where you found it!

The history of the world is in your lunch box—well, the interesting bits of history anyway—who ate what and what sort of life did they lead?

Most importantly, what did they eat for lunch?

Fried giant spiders? (Some people in Venezuela still eat these for lunch.) Cheese and salad sandwiches?

Where did your sandwich come from? Who invented cheese? Or bread? Or margarine? Where did lettuce come from? Or tomatoes?

The plants we eat nowadays come from all over the world, and the ways we cook and eat them also come from many different cultures.

Sometimes, as with kiwi fruit, the plant’s journey from its homeland happened only a few decades ago. Apples travelled with the Roman soldiers, oranges with the Muslim armies and chocolate started off as ancient Aztec coins. Watermelons stopped people dying of thirst in the African desert—and when those people were captured as slaves, and sold in America, they took watermelon seeds with them.

The history of food is the history of the world—the Spanish conquistadors conquered the South American Aztec empire and brought home the bitter beans that would eventually become chocolate, as well as potatoes and tomatoes and chillies and popcorn.

Columbus accidentally landed in the New World (he was trying to find a new way to get to India to buy spices like ginger and pepper) and brought back tobacco and pumpkins.

Pizza napolitana came to the USA with Italian immigrants from Naples and gradually turned into the gooey modern pizza we know today.

Wars, famines and revolutions bring people from one country to another…and they bring their favourite foods too.

How did the world get ice-cream or sandwiches? Who made the first spaghetti?

The most important things to learn from history are how people once lived and thought and how that has led to the world we know today.

And the most interesting way of understanding history is to look at what we eat.





CHAPTER 2
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The fascinating history of your
sandwich

What’s on your sandwich today? Let’s say it’s a cheese and salad sandwich…or maybe egg and lettuce…

THE VERY LONG HISTORY OF YOUR
SLICE OF BREAD

The story of bread and wheat is the story of civilisation. There’s no way I can fit the entire story of civilisation into this book. (Not unless you want a kilometre-long book.) So, to really cover it all at a gallop…

About 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, after the last Ice Age, as the great sheets of ice melted, great plains of grass grew up where the ice had been in an area known as the ‘fertile crescent’ of the Middle East.

Some of these wild grasses had seeds that people could eat without dropping dead—ancient varieties of wheat and barley.

Even better, if a Stone Age family collected these wild seeds for about six weeks they could get enough grain to feed themselves for the rest of the year—and dried seeds like wheat are much easier to store in pouches made of animal skin or dried animal guts than dried meat or dried fruit.

To get this wonderful stuff, though, you had to be there at exactly the right time. Ancient wheat ‘shattered’—that is, as soon as it was ripe the seeds dropped on the ground. If our Stone Age family got there too late they missed out.

Tribes would camp for months by the grain, waiting for it to ripen, then picking it and ‘threshing’ it—getting rid of the stalks and the husks around the seeds—and, of course, lugging around all the wheat they’d gathered wasn’t too easy either.

So slowly settlements grew up around the wheat fields. People stayed put instead of wandering around—and the world’s first villages grew up around the wild wheat fields.

These ancient people learnt that if you picked too many wheat seeds there wouldn’t be enough seed left to drop to the ground to grow a good crop next year. Eventually they discovered that if you kept the best seed and scattered that, you’d get an even better crop.

Humans had discovered how to farm.

In those days wheat wasn’t made into anything like flour and bread and biscuits. It would have been chewed raw (it’s not too bad—try it), or eaten as sprouts, or stewed in animal-skin containers. If you hang an animal skin filled with water and some grains over a low fire it doesn’t burn because it’s too damp, but the food inside it gradually cooks to a sort of porridge. (No, do NOT try this on the barbecue with your brother’s leather jacket.)

Sometime in the next 5,000 years people learnt how to grind grain to make flour and how to mix it with water to make dough. The dough could be baked on hot rocks by the fire or on a ‘hearthstone’—a big, flat rock by a fireplace.

And one day some woman probably left her raw dough around for a few days and it was infected by a wild yeast, and as the yeast grew it puffed the dough up with air and made it light, and she discovered that if she added a bit of the yeasty dough to another bit of dough the yeast would spread through that, too…

Or maybe someone mixed their flour with left-over beer, and the yeast in that puffed up the bread when it was baked. In fact, for thousands of years that was the main way in which bread was made—it was either mixed with the foam from the tops of barrels of beer, or with millet flour soaked in grape juice that was left till it began to bubble.

…and slowly humans started to make the sort of light, airy bread we know today.

Who invented the first bread? Well, flat breads (wheat mixed with water and baked in a thin, flat cake) have been around almost as long as humans have been eating grains—almost 14,000 years. The Egyptians probably ate the first yeast bread that had risen—they were among the first beer drinkers too, so they had yeast, and they grew a sort of wheat that would rise when yeast was added to it. (Most flours don’t rise even when yeast is added. You need gluten for bread to rise—the yeast puts out carbon dioxide gas and the gluten forms little plastic-like bubbles around it. The more bubbles you have, the lighter your bread is.)

But that early bread still wasn’t much like the bread we know today. If you look at the skulls of ancient Egyptians their teeth are worn right down, so the bread probably contained lots of bran and bits of stalk and maybe even splinters of stone from when the wheat was ground.

Bread had to be cooked, too. The first bread was cooked on hot rocks by a fire. I’ve cooked flat bread like that—the dust on the rock means the bread doesn’t stick to it, and it has a good smoky taste, too.

Ancient Greek and Roman cooks baked their bread under a large brick, propped up by other bricks. The cooks piled hot coals over the brick, and this made a tiny oven underneath. Bread cooked this way is very moist, as the steam is trapped and helps keep the crust soft.

Sometimes a giant metal or pottery bowl was placed over the bread, and the coals were piled around this. (I’ve tried this with a flowerpot at our barbecue—I’ve put the bread on a clean rock, then put a giant CLEAN flowerpot over it, then shovelled coals with a spade over the pot, and left it for 20 minutes. The bread was really very good indeed. DO NOT TRY THIS, though, unless you have someone with you who is used to dealing with fires—it’s very easy for even adults to get burnt! You definitely need long, fire-resistant trousers, boots, a long-sleeved, fire-resistant shirt, leather gloves and common sense!)

Other early ovens were large squares or domes of brick, stone or clay with a chimney. The fire was lit in the front, then pushed to the back of the oven. Then, when the oven was hot, the bread was placed in the front, or sometimes the moist dough was squished onto the oven walls or top. Sometimes the door was shut to keep the heat in, but often the oven didn’t have a door at all.

These open ovens are still used today—if you see a sign that says ‘Wood-fired Pizza’ ask if you can have a look at the ovens, because that is probably the type being used. An open oven makes a very good, crisp pizza, as the oven is very dry.

Ovens slowly evolved into something that was quite separate from the fire, then into small rooms with the fire at one end and the other bit closed off to make an oven. And then came ovens heated by gas, then electricity, then microwaves were invented…And baking powder was invented (in about 1840) so that you could have light cakes and biscuits without yeast…And we also discovered how to use water and wind to grind our wheat into flour, and then how to use machines powered by steam and electricity…

Even when I was a kid, bread was very different from the stuff we mostly eat now. It came in great big high loaves with black, crackly crusts and it was never sliced—Mum had to do that with a bread saw. Mum wasn’t very good at cutting bread, so our sandwiches were always much higher at one end than the other and, anyway, I used to sneak into the kitchen and pull off the fresh bread crust and so did my brother (he used to sneak handfuls of butter too), so the bread always looked like two large mice had been at it…

And then sliced bread came along and we thought it was wonderful—no great chunks in our lunch box. And then brown bread and wholemeal bread and rye bead and pita bread and pumpkin bread and croissants…

Nowadays there are zillions of different breads to choose from. (My local baker in Braidwood still makes those great big high-topped white loaves with black crusts on the top I loved as a kid.)

PS The ‘fertile crescent’ is now mostly desert. Humans have been farming for a long time, but we are only just learning to farm in a way that doesn’t eventually destroy the land.

FLAT BREAD

In the days when most people didn’t have ovens, they still ate bread.

Sometimes they placed the bread in a metal or pottery pot and piled hot coals over it, so the bread cooked inside the pot. But often they cooked their bread on a hot stone beside the fire, or in a frying pan.

A RECIPE FOR FLAT BREAD

Flat bread is really great stuff—all crusty on the outside and soft and moist inside, and it doesn’t take nearly as long to make as ordinary bread. Try it!


4 cups of strong bread flour



a sachet of yeast



a cup of warm water



Mix it all together. Bash it around till it’s really smooth—the stronger your hands are, the better your bread will be.

Now take off small bits, about the size of a plum; roll them up into a ball and flatten them out, and leave them to rise in a warm spot for about 10 minutes.

Then oil a frying pan; put it on a low heat, and fry both sides of the bread till brown. (This stuff is much nicer than horrible heavy damper if you’re having a campfire.)

Take them off the heat and eat them hot—split them open with your fingers or a knife, and butter them or have them with jam and cream. Or if you’re having a curry or stew, flat bread is great to soak up the juices.

PS Make sure your hands are clean—and make sure really little kids don’t try to do this too, in case they burn themselves.

BARLEY BREAD

Until the last hundred years or so, wheat bread had always been more expensive than barley bread. In fact, in the Middle Ages it was thought that white bread was only suitable for nobles, and that barley bread was much better for people who had to do a hard day’s work in the fields. Barley bread was also eaten in monasteries and convents.

This recipe will give you an idea of what the medieval and ancient Greek and Roman breads tasted like—the sort that everyday people ate, anyway. Don’t worry about the beer in the recipe—by the time the bread is cooked there isn’t any alcohol left to make you drunk! The beer drunk in the Middle Ages would have added enough yeast to the bread to make it rise. These days the yeast in beer has mostly been killed by heating, so you need to add dried yeast too.

PS Barley doesn’t have any gluten, so bread made from just barley is very heavy and crumbly. Some barley bread was made just with barley, and pretty horrible it was too. So if you could afford it, you added some wheat flour to make it rise.
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A RECIPE FOR BARLEY BREAD


500 grams of wholemeal flour



250 grams of barley flour (from a health food store)



1 teaspoon of salt



1 sachet of dried yeast



2 tablespoons of honey



2 cups of warm water



half a cup of beer (the alcohol will be destroyed by the cooking)



Mix all the dry ingredients in a bowl. Add the honey to the warm water, then mix the honeyed water and beer into the bowl. Bash and roll the mixture for about 20 minutes, till it feels smooth and isn’t sticky any more (this is called kneading). Then cover the bowl with a clean cloth and leave it in a warm place till it’s twice as big as it was.

Knead it again—don’t worry, it will puff up again—and divide it into two round loaves. Place them on a greased baking dish, cut a cross in the middle (this helps the bread expand) and sprinkle on a little water so the top doesn’t dry out and stop the bread rising.

Leave them till they are twice as big again, and bake for 20 to 30 minutes at 200°C. They should be dark brown but not black on top—if they’re not dark brown, leave them a little longer.

Take them out of the oven, and don’t cut them till they are cool or they may crumble. Or eat them hot, anyway.

If you want to be really traditional, cut each loaf into very thick slices, and use them as plates (or ‘trenchers’) at lunch time, with a few spoonfuls of thick stew on top of them.

If you want to be really REALLY traditional, feed the scraps to the dogs under the table, or take your soggy bread out after lunch and give it to the poor. (That’s what servants did in rich houses in the Middle Ages—they took the soggy bread out the back and gave it to the beggars who waited there at meal times. Don’t be surprised, though, if you can’t find any poor who want it!)

MAORI RAUPO OR BULRUSH BREAD (NEW ZEALAND)

Just about every culture has some sort of bread, even if it isn’t made from wheat—the Mexicans and Central and South Americans had tacos and tortillas made from maize (corn) flour; the Chinese had steamed dumplings and rice cakes; the Indians, parathas…The Maoris made a bread from raupo, or bulrush pollen (Typha angustifolia, if you want the botanical name).

Bulrushes grow in damp, swampy ground. The pollen was collected in the evening or very early morning, before the wind rose and the pollen began to fly about. The long bulrush stems would be stripped of pollen till there were great piles on woven flax mats. Then the pollen would be placed in bags made of plaited and sewn flax. These bags would be shaken so that the tiny pollen fell out into larger bags, and any bits of bark or stalk were left behind. It was the job of the chief man in each family to shake the bags, but if he was guilty of any crime, the pau or pollen would rise up in his face, and he’d have to hand the bag to someone else.

When the large bags were almost full, the pollen was covered with leaves, then the bags were sewn up and placed in big earth ovens with meat and vegetables. The raw pollen looked like tiny seeds, but when it was baked it was solid, and slightly sweet.

Maori earth ovens, or hangi, are giant pits filled with stones and wood. The wood is set alight and heats the stones. The food is packed into woven flax bags like those used for the pollen, or wrapped in wet leaves—nowadays baskets or even wet newspaper are used—then the earth is piled back into the hole. The food cooks in the heat and moisture in the hole, then about four or five hours later the dirt is dug out again. If there’s plenty of steam as you start to dig down, the food is cooked. If there isn’t any steam, then your food is still raw—so go and have fish and chips instead.
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF BUTTER
AND MARGARINE

BUTTER

Imagine a cattle herder in some cold climate riding her horse through the grasslands. She’s dressed in leather clothes dyed all different colours, and she’s a nomad, so she carries her tent with her on her horse as she travels with the herds of cattle from one good patch of grass to another. Her family carry their food too: animal skin pouches filled with grain or left-over milk from breakfast.

The pouches bounce bump bump bump on the horses’ flanks and when the rider gets off her horse that evening, she discovers that the bumping has changed the milk from a sweet white liquid into globs of yellow fat and a thin, bluish-white drink—buttermilk.

‘Wow,’ she says, ‘this is so cool!’ (Or something like that, anyway.)

So she slings a bag of milk onto her horse the next day, to see what will happen. And it does it again!

Centuries later her great-great-grandkids will be making butter (which is what we call solidified milk fat) by hanging a bag of milk up in a tree and bashing it with sticks till it turns into butter, and many, many years after that, by separating the cream from the milk by letting it stand until the fat-rich cream floats to the surface, and pouring the cream into special wooden barrels called butter churns that have wooden paddles to bash the cream till it turns into butter and buttermilk.

How does butter form? Well, as you bash milk you break up the membranes that keep the globules of cream fat apart, then the fat starts to stick together.

Usually a fair bit of salt was added to butter to help preserve it. Then it was either pressed into pots or barrels for sale, or patted into all sorts of different shapes and patterns—just about every area used to have its own design to press into the butter.

In those days butter probably tasted a bit different from the butter we eat today. Our butter is ‘sweet butter’ made from fresh cream. ‘Ripe butter’ used to be made from cream that had been left for three or more days before it was churned and had a much ‘riper’ flavour.

The ancient Irish and Vikings used to flavour butter with garlic and other herbs and bury barrels of it in the peat bogs. It would be left there for at least a year—sometimes so many years that the burier would plant a tree over the spot so they could remember where it was.

No, it didn’t stink out the district when it was dug up. Buried butter turned grey and hard, a bit like crumbly cheese. The cool acid peat bogs stopped it from rotting.

Butter was mostly a north European food. The ancient Greeks thought that all butter-eaters were barbarians (and that they stank)—they preferred olive oil—and right up until a couple of hundred years ago, many southern Europeans believed that eating butter caused leprosy.

Making butter—and cheese and clotted cream—was mostly women’s work. Farmers would marry only good, strong-armed women who could do a few hours’ strenuous butter churning every morning—skinniness was NOT admired in those days!

Dairymaids used to sing ‘butter songs’ as they churned the cream:


Come, butter, come.

Come, butter, come.

Peter stands at the gate

Waiting for a butter cake

Come, butter, come.



If a witch cursed your cow so she gave no more milk, or the butter wouldn’t come no matter how long you churned, you planted an elder bush outside the dairy (witches love elders so much they won’t bother to come any closer). Or you could pray to St Brigit of Ireland, whose love was so strong that no matter how much butter she fed to strangers, her store of butter was always renewed.

Butter used to be so plentiful in those days that it was one of the chief foods of the poor. British sailors used to be given 115 grams of butter a day—very salty butter kept in casks.

Butter used to be used as a moisturiser, to keep skin soft. Rancid (rotten) butter also used to be rubbed on the skin to keep away insects. It was undoubtedly very stinky and effective—the Japanese used to call Europeans bata-kusai, or ‘butter stinkers’, because of their rancid butter smell.

Butter also used to be used to make hair shiny. Smelly, greasy hair also helped keep away nits—nits actually prefer clean hair, because it’s easier to hang on to. (This is NOT a good reason for not washing your hair.)

Butter also used to be spread on burns—as butter was usually nice and cold this probably helped soothe the pain, but do NOT try it nowadays (you may get an infected burn). Rotten butter that had been left in the sun also used to be drunk as a laxative (yeah, well, it most certainly would have given you the runs) and to keep kids healthy. (No, definitely do not try this either.)

HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN BUTTER

You can make your own butter fairly easily—just pour unthickened cream into a bowl and start beating it, either with an electric mixer or an egg beater. Just keep beating and beating and beating…and suddenly you’ll see it sort of come apart into bits of butter, and suddenly there’ll be more and more butter clinging to the beaters.
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This butter needs to be ‘patted’ together to make it a firm ball, just like it was thousands of years ago, because if all the milk and buttermilk isn’t carefully squeezed out the butter will go sour or rotten much faster.

GHEE

One way to stop butter going rotten is to melt it and get rid of all the liquid and milk solids that separate out of it when it firms up again. The fat that is left is ‘clarified butter’ or ghee. Ghee will keep for a year without being refrigerated as long as it’s kept sealed away from air. It also doesn’t burn as easily when you use it in cooking.

In Tibet butter is made from yak’s milk. Yak butter lamps give light, and yak butter is stirred into a salted tea with barley flour to make tsampa. It is also combed through the long hair of Tibetan women to make it shiny and easy to manage.

MARGARINE

In 1869 in France there was a terrible plague affecting the cattle. Butter became scarce and very expensive. The first artificial butter—margarine—was made from beef fat, cows’ udders, sheep’s stomachs, water and potash. Milk was soon substituted for the udders and stomachs and for a while margarine was made from milk and beef fat.

Around World War I it was discovered that if you added hydrogen to oils, you could harden them like butter. This early margarine was a dirty white instead of yellow, because the dairy industry didn’t want people buying margarine instead of butter. No, margarine is not naturally yellow—it’s just coloured that way to make it look like butter.

Up until the last 30 years or so people only ate margarine if they couldn’t afford butter. Nowadays most people eat margarine because it’s easier to spread and lower in cholesterol and may help prevent heart attacks and other health problems. A few years ago it was discovered that some margarines may actually encourage the body to produce more cholesterol…but this is not the place to start discussing all the varieties of margarines!

(Actually, I prefer a scrape of avocado instead of margarine, even if it is green—just think of it as ‘snot sandwiches’. And I LOVE the taste of butter. But I was brought up on butter. My son was brought up on margarine and he much prefers margarine to the taste of butter!)

HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN MARGARINE


Step 1. Buy a large factory and suitable equipment.



Step 2. Hire an industrial chemist.



Step 3. Follow their advice.



THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF CHEESE

Once you’ve got milk, it’s really easy to accidentally get cheese—not brilliant cheese maybe, but something sort of cheese-ish.

Cheese is made from milk that’s been separated into ‘curds and whey’. The old-fashioned way to make cheese was to use a bit of cow’s or hen’s stomach, called rennet.

If rennet was added to milk, the milk set like jelly. And if you chopped the jelly up and let all the moisture drain out of it, you got soft cheese. The longer the cheese was left to mature, the harder it grew and the stronger it tasted.

It’s easy to imagine some herder sticking some left-over milk in a bag made from the gut of a cow and coming back to find it had set into something you ate with a spoon instead of drank. Then maybe keeping left-over curds for a few weeks and discovering they changed in interesting ways too.

PS Nomads often used horse milk, which has over four times the amount of vitamin C of cow’s milk—which was a good thing, as nomads almost never had fruit or veg! They mostly lived on meat and milk—and they dried the milk, too.

First of all they heated the milk in great skins over a slow fire (the moisture seeped through the skin so it didn’t burn). Then they scooped off the cream that floated on top and put that into another skin to make butter.

Then the ‘skimmed’ milk was left in the sun to dry. Every morning they’d take about a quarter of a kilo of this dried milk and put it into a leather flask with water and the jolting of the horse during the day would mix the milk back into the water, which they’d drink as they rode.

You can make butter and cheese from camels’ milk, too, and also from yaks’ and buffalos’ milk. (I even milked an echidna once, but I don’t think echidna dairies will ever catch on!)

HOW TO MAKE GREEN CHEESE

When I was about 10 years old, I wanted to know, if the moon was made out of green cheese, then why wasn’t it green?

A question my loving parents answered yet again with, ‘For goodness’ sake shut up and eat your toast.’

It took me another 30 or so years to discover that green cheese is actually pale creamy yellow, much like the moon when it’s high in the sky, because green cheese is actually unripened cheese, soft and still sweet.

The best way to make green cheese is to buy a Jersey cow, give it lavish slices of fresh bread and peanut butter and copious scratching behind the ears, introduce it to a friendly Jersey bull then…

Well, OK, how about the second-best way?

Get a carton of milk from the supermarket—full cream, or what my son refers to as ‘chick’s milk’, skim or fortified with extra calcium—and a packet of junket tablets.

Make a bowl of junket according to directions on the packet. When it’s set firm and jelly-like, take a knife and slice the junket one way, then the other, so you have a mass of tiny squares.

Now dip a clean tea towel into salty water—1 cup of salt to half a cup of water. Line a sieve with the tea towel and pour in the little milk squares. Let them stand for about two hours to allow most of the liquid gunk to drain away, then ball it up like a Christmas pudding and hang it up in a cool spot. (I find hanging it off the shower head is perfect, but make sure no one washes their hair over it, as the taste of shampoo doesn’t improve the taste of green cheese.)

Leave it for about 48 hours; squeeze it whenever you happen to pass by to get more liquid out; unfold and there you are—green cheese, firm and pretty tasteless, a bit like a home-made ricotta, but not bad at all with fruit salad and extra cream, or on a sandwich with salad, or mixed with chopped herbs and black pepper, or mashed with some sugar and vanilla, and served with fresh cream and strawberries.
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF LETTUCE

Once upon a time there was a miserable-looking ancient Egyptian weed, all straggly and bitter tasting. It grew tall and green and ugly and flowered and dropped its seeds and died.

Then the Nile flooded, as it did every year in those days before it was dammed, spreading water and rich, thick, fertile mud all over the land.

The miserable weed’s seeds germinated in this lovely rich mud and they grew sweet and fat. A kid wandering by happened to pick a leaf and eat it, and wow! it was totally delicious.

The world had discovered lettuce.

If you don’t give lettuce lots of water and fertiliser it turns bitter, just like its ancient ancestor. Lettuce was one of the ‘bitter herbs’ in the Bible, and for years in ancient Egypt and parts of Africa and the Mediterranean, places where lettuce naturally grew wild, it was grown mostly for its seeds. The seeds were crushed for lettuce oil for salads—but those salads mostly didn’t have lettuce in them, unless there was a lettuce-grower nearby who really knew how to grow his lettuces.

In ancient Egypt lettuce was sacred to the god Min. Min was a fertility god and his temple was surrounded by lettuces. In fact, for years people thought that if you ate gone-to-seed lettuce it would make you fertile and you’d have lots of kids.

Actually, lettuce is more likely to put you to sleep—if you eat about a truckful of it. Lettuce juice is a very mild sedative—especially the juice of lettuces that are going to seed.

Until the Middle Ages lettuces were all tall and straight-leafed. It was probably medieval monks who bred the first lettuces with ‘heads’—those tightly bunched-up leaves we know today.

In those days most people didn’t have a very high opinion of veg. Meat was the great thing—masses of it. Lettuce was just one of the ‘pot herbs’ eaten by people who couldn’t afford meat, or by monks and others who had vowed poverty.

Henry VIII was one of the first great salad eaters. In fact, he had a Keeper of the Royal Salad whose job it was to get all the ingredients for the King’s salads—a salad for the King might have 56 different types of leaves in it! King Henry VIII’s last wife, Catherine Parr, used to send to Holland for her lettuces. The Dutch and Flemish were expert market gardeners and developed many new and excellent varieties of veg—including lettuce.

Actually, maybe Catherine Parr had other reasons for ordering expensive lettuce for the King. In those days it was believed that eating lettuce kept you moral, temperate and chaste, and she was Henry’s sixth wife…

In fact, right up till the beginning of the 20th century, lettuce was seldom served at boys’ boarding
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schools or military dinners in case it made the eaters a bit too calm or ‘feminine’.

Nowadays, of course, lettuce is very, very fashionable and so are salads. Even footballers eat lettuce nowadays. (No, it won’t turn you into a wimp! Eat that lettuce, boy! Eat it!)


HOW TO GROW A BOX OF LETTUCE

Step 1. Get a styrofoam box from the supermarket.



Step 2. Fill it with potting mix (you can buy bags of this at garden centres). Place the box in a sunny spot.



Step 3. Choose your lettuce seeds! Curly lettuce, crisp iceberg lettuce (the most common one in supermarkets), red lettuce, rabbit’s ear lettuce with long, straight leaves…Red lettuces cope with cold, heat or drought best. I’d choose a red frilly one, or a red cos with long rabbit ears. You can keep picking the leaves off those (rather than pulling up the whole lettuce) till next spring, when the lettuce will start producing seeds and flowers instead of leaves.



Step 4. As long as the temperature isn’t over 26°C or under 12°C, scatter your seed over the potting mix and ruffle the top a bit so it’s all covered. (Lettuce seed may not grow if it’s too hot or too cold.)



Step 5. Water gently every day.



Step 6. Buy a ‘liquid fertiliser’ and feed your plants with it. The back of the bottle will tell you how much to use and how often to use it.



Step 7. Pull out most of the tiny lettuces. Wash and eat them! You should have about four lettuces left in the box.



Step 8. Keep watering and feeding them, and pick the leaves when you want to eat them!
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF TOMATOES

A few hundred years ago there was no tomato sauce to glug onto your sausages, no tomato sauce on pasta, no tomatoes on sandwiches or in salads…unless you lived in South America!

Tomatoes were originally a Mexican or South American weed with pretty yellow or red berries on it. The first people to actually grow tomatoes—instead of just going out and gathering wild tomatoes—were probably the ancient Mexicans. (The word ‘tomato’ comes from the ancient Mexican word for tomato—tomatl.)

It was either Spanish soldiers returning from South America or Christopher Columbus who took tomatoes to Europe (along with a boatload of slaves and a few new diseases), where they were received with great suspicion as being poisonous.

The Spanish priests saw people eating tomatoes in Mexico in the 1500s, but it wasn’t till about 1700 that the Spanish soldiers discovered that they could eat the delicious tomato sauces the South Americans had been eating for a couple of thousand years without dropping dead. The Spanish soldiers brought tomato recipes back to Spain, although those early tomatoes were mostly grown because they looked pretty—like flowers—not to eat!

Once the rest of the world saw that tomato-eaters didn’t all drop dead, tomato-eating slowly spread over most of the world. There are very few countries now that don’t add tomato to many of their ‘traditional’ dishes.

I know it’s hard to think of Italian food without tomatoes in pasta sauce or on pizza, but even Italy didn’t really get into tomato growing and eating till the 1700s and 1800s! And it’s only in the last hundred years or so that tomatoes really took off in Chinese cookery.

The English still were a bit nervous about tomatoes right up until the beginning of the 20th century. (In those days you definitely didn’t splodge tomato sauce on your chips.) Tomatoes weren’t very sweet in those days either—early recipes advised sprinkling them with sugar or honey.

As I said before, early tomatoes were probably yellow, but there were soon lots of other colours too, as gardeners bred new varieties and as seeds from different sorts of tomatoes were brought back from South America by the conquistadors, the Spanish soldiers who invaded South America and destroyed the Aztec Empire. (The conquistadors also brought back chocolate, potatoes, gold, slaves and, like Columbus, a few diseases Europe hadn’t seen before.)

Nowadays most tomatoes you buy in the supermarket are specific varieties that last a long time and stay firm so they can be sliced. They don’t taste of much and they don’t look interesting either.

If you grow your own tomatoes, though, you can grow lovely big squishy ones that taste of fruit and sunlight. You can also grow purple tomatoes, green tomatoes (they stay green even when they’re ripe), white tomatoes, striped tomatoes, orange tomatoes, yellow tomatoes, pear-shaped tomatoes, black tomatoes, pink tomatoes, climbing tomatoes, heart-shaped tomatoes…well, maybe I’ll stop there. (We always grow at least six sorts of tomatoes every year. It makes summer lunches fun.)
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF BEETROOT

Can you imagine a world without sugar? No cordial, no ice-cream, no lollies, no chocolate, no soft drink…

Of course, if you were desperate for something sweet, there was honey…but honey has a really strong taste. Anything cooked with honey tastes of…well, honey.

You’re probably wondering what all this has to do with the slab of purpley-red in your salad sandwich. Well, once upon a time—only a few hundred years ago—most sugar came from beetroot.

Not red beetroot actually, but giant great ‘sugar beets’. Sugar beet is very like our beetroot, with great fat roots, except it isn’t red. In fact, beetroot comes in all sorts of colours…yellow, white, red and white stripes, dark purple, rich red. They all taste pretty much alike, though the white and yellow ones won’t stain your white T-shirt. (If you are wearing a white T-shirt and eating a salad sandwich you ALWAYS end up with a red splodge or two.)

Nowadays most people just use the big fat beetroot ‘root’, but you can eat the leaves too. In fact, for centuries that’s all people did eat, till sometime around the 1500s a German gardener grew a beet with a largish root and decided to have a munch and see what it was like.

It tasted pretty OK—especially back then, when ANY vegetable that survived cold winters was a real luxury. So he (or maybe it was a she) kept the seed from the beet with the biggest roots and planted those next year…

Beetroot is the many times great-grandkid of sea beet, a wild leafy plant that grew around the Mediterranean. (Yet another beet is ‘silver beet’, a close cousin of beetroot. Beetroot was bred from sea beet for its roots, and silver beet was bred from the same plant but for the great green leaves.)

The ancient Romans and Greeks ate sea beet. Back then some of the leaves were green, some reddish and some yellowish. And I suppose some of the roots were either white, reddish or yellowish too.

HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN BEETROOT-SUGAR SYRUP

As a matter of fact you can get sugar from red beetroot too. First of all you peel the beetroot, then slice it, then boil it in water till it’s all squidgy. Then you strain out the beetroot and boil the left-over syrup till it’s really thick.

You can use this thick syrup just as it is. Make sure you keep it in the fridge and throw it out if it starts growing interesting wildlife.

Beetroot syrup’s not bad in cakes, except of course it turns the cake red, which can be a bit off-putting unless you are a vampire. You get red cordial too. But at least it doesn’t taste like beetroot—just sweet.

If you want to make beet sugar you have to place the syrup in large, shallow pans and leave it to dry, but you need a heck of a lot of beetroot syrup to get sugar, and I’ve never bothered.

Beet sugar was always very expensive. (Well, you can see why.) Poorer people used honey or had no sweet stuff at all. The world had to wait for cheap sugar from sugar cane and a slave trade to provide the cheap workforce before everyone started eating ice-cream and lollies and…but that’s another story.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF CHICKENS
AND EGGS

Chooks have been bred by humans for at least 3000 years—but mostly not for eating. Our domestic chooks started off in Southeast Asian jungles. In fact, in every clucking backyard chook there still lives the heart of a wild jungle bird—a sort of chicken Tarzan.

One of our chooks’ many times great-grandmas was the Red Jungle Fowl, with long skinny legs and black feathers and reddish-brown tail feathers and a fleshy red crest on its head.

Except for the Chinese, who soon bred great big meaty birds, chooks were mostly kept as fighting birds. Two roosters tore at each other with their great long spurs, and people bet on which one would win.

In many places, like ancient Britain and parts of Africa, chickens were sacred birds and it was forbidden to eat them. Chicken meat was just too tough to bother with anyway—and there isn’t much meat on a Red Jungle Fowl.

The ancient Romans started eating chooks as well as betting on them and using their bones to tell if they’d win the next war. As the Roman armies marched round Europe they took chooks with them. (OK, I know the troops in Operation Desert Storm and Hollywood movies don’t take chooks with them, but it was different in those days. Armies moved slowly, and they carried more food with them than today. And when the Romans had conquered a place, troops were stationed there to keep the peace and they wanted to eat the sort of food they’d liked at home, like chicken and apples and wine.)

When the Spanish soldiers arrived in South America and fought the Incas they also found chooks—Araucanas, pretty little birds that come in a range of brown and blue and speckled colours, and that lay blue-green eggs. (My son used to breed Araucanas for a while. The eggs are really cute.)

No one knows if these blue-egg-layers are native to South America, or if the Polynesians sailed to South America many thousands of years ago and took chooks with them.

When I was a kid most people had chooks in their backyards, usually for eggs and sometimes for roast chicken as a treat on birthdays or at Christmas.

Chicken was very expensive if you bought it in the butcher’s shop. Then suddenly you could buy frozen chickens that had been raised in small cages in giant sheds—and chicken was so cheap you could eat it every day.

Actually, the new frozen chicken didn’t taste of much—certainly not as good as the home-grown ones or the ones someone’s dad bought ‘from a bloke in the pub’. The taste of chicken meat changes depending on what the chickens have been eating. Most frozen chooks have just been fed mash, so their meat tastes of nothing much, and it probably tastes a bit of fear as well, as the chickens wait to be killed.

PS If you think it was cruel to kill our backyard chooks…well, which do you think is cruellest? To kill a chook who has had a happy life in your backyard and doesn’t know it’s going to be killed till whomp, it’s done, or to eat a chook who has lived in a large shed with nowhere to scratch or roam about and hunt grasshoppers, and who is killed with thousands of others, amid the smell of death? And if you don’t kill any chooks, what do you do with all the stroppy roosters?!
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF
CUCUMBERS

Once upon a time (well, 4,000 years ago to be a bit more precise) there lived a guy called Ur-Nammu. Ur-Nammu was a king and gardener in Mesopotamia, and he loved growing cool things—melons and lettuces and onions and cucumbers. In fact, he loved his garden so much that he built a temple to the moon god Nanna, so that Nanna would protect his garden forever. Unfortunately it didn’t work, because there’s no sign of his garden today. But at least we still have cucumbers.

Cucumbers probably come from the foothills of the Himalayas, but they must have spread pretty fast. Straggly weeds like wild lettuce may not have looked very fascinating, but a great, fat, juicy-looking cucumber on a cucumber vine—now, that would really have tempted you to have a taste.

We know that cucumbers were growing in ancient India 3,000 years ago, but they’d probably been eaten there for much longer, and cucumbers were eaten by the builders of the pyramids in ancient Egypt.

The ancient Romans adored them—in fact, the Emperor Tiberius loved cucumbers so much that he demanded one every day.

Cucumbers only grow in summer, which made the request a bit difficult for the Emperor’s gardeners. But when you either produce a cucumber for the Emperor or get thrown to the lions, you soon come up with a solution.

So the Emperor’s cucumbers were grown in great big carts, filled with rich soil and probably lots of fresh manure—fresh manure heats up a bit, so the cucumbers would grow even in cold weather.
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Every night the cucumber carts were wheeled indoors to heated rooms, and every day

they were wheeled out again so the Emperor’s cucumbers could get a bit of sun. On cold days the carts were covered with sheets of transparent stone.

Those early cucumbers were probably a bit bitter and would have had very thick skins. They would also have made you burp something horrid. (I’d hate to have been in the ancient Roman Senate while the Emperor Tiberius was giving a speech after a lunch of cucumbers. I suppose everyone politely pretended they didn’t notice every time his stomach groaned.)

In the 19th century in England cucumbers were really expensive—they either had to be imported from hotter countries or grown under glass frames to keep them warm enough to grow. So cucumbers became a real sign of wealth.

Elegant ladies would eat cucumber sandwiches for afternoon tea, made of very thin buttered brown bread, and even thinner slices of peeled cucumbers. The cucumbers would be salted first and left for an hour for the juice to run out so the ladies didn’t spend the rest of the afternoon burping.

Nowadays cucumbers are eaten in every country in the world—and we don’t burp after eating them either, as we now eat ‘burpless’ varieties. (These were pioneered by Japanese market gardeners.)

If you’re munching your cucumber in summer, it was probably grown in southern Australia; if you’re eating it in winter or spring it was probably grown much further north. Cucumbers need hot weather, but the plants get a leaf disease called powdery or downy mildew in humid weather, so you can’t really grow them in the rainy season.
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HOW TO EAT A CUCUMBER

OK, in your salad sandwich…but cucumbers can also be cooked (take the seeds out first).

Cucumbers are also pickled, either in slices or as tiny whole cucumbers (usually the sort of cucumber known as gherkin cucumber). Thinly sliced pickled cucumbers used to be known as ‘bread and butter pickles’ because you ate them on bread and butter. Dill pickles are whole baby cucumbers pickled with dill seeds.

Young cucumber shoots can be eaten steamed or stir-fried, and the seeds of older cucumbers can be fried and eaten like peanuts.

CUCUMBER DRINK

Cucumbers can be puréed to make a cucumber drink.


1 large chunk of cucumber (leave the peel on if it’s a soft-skinned Lebanese cucumber, but if the skin seems tough, peel it off; scoop out the seeds too)



1 cup of natural yoghurt



Place the peeled, seeded cucumber in the blender with the yoghurt, and whizz till both are liquid. Drink chilled. You can add a little mint too.

PS I think this drink is disgusting, but some people love it.





CHAPTER 3
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A few other things that might
be in your lunch box

THE FASCINATING HISTORY
OF POTATO SALAD

Spuds come from South America, like tomatoes, but perhaps were grown there by the Mayas and Incas even earlier—about 8,000 years ago. There are thousands of different potatoes in South America—blue, red, orange, almost black, yellow, waxy, almost flat, quite round, as well as a hairy potato that pests don’t like—the poor things hate the hair. There’s even a potato that ‘eats’ the pests caught on its sticky hair—instead of the pests eating the potato! Even now in South America traditional farmers plant about eight sorts of spuds in every hole. That way, if it’s hot or cold or dry or wet, at least one sort will grow well. (Count how many sorts of spuds there are in your local supermarket. Three? Four?)

Spuds were brought to Europe by a Spanish explorer in the 1500s, and introduced to Ireland by Sir John Hawkins, and then to England by either Sir Walter Raleigh or Sir Francis Drake. There’s a legend that when whichever one it was presented the first spud to Queen Elizabeth I she wasn’t impressed. But she ate it raw. (Do not try this. Raw potato tastes disgusting.)

The rest of Britain wasn’t impressed with potatoes either—partly because of a rumour that eating spuds caused leprosy. However, potatoes gradually spread over most of Europe, but at first people grew them for their pretty blue flowers, not for their roots—the potatoes!

When potatoes caught on, though, they caught on in a big way. Potatoes were sold by street vendors; if you wanted to warm your hands you bought a hot potato and ate it cupped in your fingers.

One of the reasons the Industrial Revolution happened when it did was because you get such big crops of spuds for such little work (compared with harvesting wheat or barley in the days before combine harvesters), so fewer people were needed to grow Europe’s food, which meant that there were more people free to work in factories and mines.

By the 1600s potatoes were the staple food of Ireland (partly because the agents of the English landlords who owned most of the farms wouldn’t bother digging up spuds left in the field—whereas they could confiscate anything harvested and stored in the barn).

When most of the potatoes rotted with potato blight in the 1840s many people starved, especially in Ireland—though even when about one in three were starving, the English landlords were still exporting food OUT of Ireland. Australia owes a large part of its early wave of Irish immigrants to the failure of the potato crop.

The potato is now the third most widely eaten crop in the world.

POTATOES WITH PEANUT SAUCE

This is NOT an original Inca recipe…OK, they did have potatoes, peanuts, chillies and tomatoes, but they didn’t have soy sauce (which is from China) or lemon juice (which is from the Middle East). But it’s pretty similar to the potatoes with a peanut and tomato sauce that would have been eaten back in Inca times before the Spanish invaded. (Actually, the potatoes might have been blue ones, or furry ones, or another sort that we’ve never seen before; and the tomatoes might have been bright gold or striped or purple, and more acidic than ours; and they had hundreds of different chillies to choose from, all with different flavours…but at least you’ll get the general idea.)


1 kilogram of sliced, cooked potatoes



Dressing



half a cup of crunchy peanut butter



1 tablespoon of soy sauce



2 chopped chillies (can be omitted)



5 tablespoons of tomato purée



4 tablespoons of peanut oil (or other bland oil)



half a cup of lemon juice



brown sugar to taste (1 or 2 teaspoons)



Mix the dressing well and pour over the potatoes. If it is too thick a little more tomato purée or water can be added—you should be able to scoop the dressing up easily with a spoon.

You can eat this cold, or heat it all in the oven or microwave, or heat the sauce up in a saucepan and pour it over hot or cold potatoes.

POTATO ROLLS

Until last century most bread was made at home, and was only baked once a week—which meant it was pretty stale by day six (that’s why toast was invented—even stale bread is good toasted).

But if you added mashed potato (or mashed pumpkin or parsnip) to the flour, the bread stayed moister and fresher—and most people grew their own vegetables, so they didn’t have to buy much expensive flour to make their bread.


4 ½ cups of breadmaking flour—wholemeal or white



1 ½ cups of mashed cooked potato or pumpkin or parsnip (make sure it’s well drained and not wet or sloppy, and don’t add any milk or butter when you mash it)



2 sachets of dried yeast



about 2 ½ cups of warm water



Mix it all together. Place it on a board scattered with a little bit of flour, and knead it for at least 20 minutes (like the recipe for barley bread earlier). Now put the bread back in the bowl, cover it with a tea towel and leave it to rise in a warm place—I put it near the stove or on a sunny windowsill. When it’s about twice as big as before (which will take about two hours), punch it down.

Rub butter over a baking dish and sprinkle on some flour, then tip it back and forth till the flour has covered the butter. This will stop the bread sticking. Divide the bread into about 20 small pieces. You can make them any shape you like—try rolling each little bit into a long snake then curling it round and round.

Sprinkle a little water onto each roll so the top doesn’t dry out and it can’t expand as much, and put it in a warm place again. You can cover it with a tea towel again if you like, but make sure the rising bread doesn’t stick onto the tea towel, or you’ll have a horrible mess. Leave it all till the little rolls are twice as big. This should take another hour.

Put the oven onto 200°C, wait 10 minutes for it to heat up, and put the tray inside. Check the rolls after 15 minutes. If they are dark brown on top, take them out. If they’re only light brown, leave them for another 5 or 10 minutes.

Eat them warm from the oven, or the next day…or the next. Keep them in a sealed container and they should still be good days later (but if they grow mould, don’t eat them!).

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF APPLES

If you were going to have a competition for the world’s most popular fruit, the first prize would probably go to apples.

The apples we eat today are a cross between different sorts of wild apples that used to grow over most of Europe and Asia. These early apples were pretty small, and not very sweet or juicy either—probably much like most of the crab apples we get today.

If you have two varieties of apple growing next to each other and you plant the seeds of one of the apples, you’ll probably get a cross between the two sorts. The only way to get an apple exactly like the parent apple is to ‘graft’ a bit of that tree onto another tree.

The ancient Greeks developed grafting, and they were probably the ones who really started breeding apples instead of just planting the seeds and crossing their fingers. By ancient Roman times apples were big and fat and popular, and the Roman soldiers carried these sweet apples across most of Europe.

A hundred years ago there were hundreds of different sorts of apples grown even in Australia—apples for cold climates and hot climates and granite soil and basalt soil, apples for cooking or making into tarts or eating fresh or storing, apples that ripened in late December and apples that ripened in July…

Nowadays we mostly have just a few apples like Granny Smiths that grow just about anywhere that has fairly cool winters. The apple you’re eating in your lunch box might have been picked six months ago, and has been sitting in a giant refrigerator ever since.

I love apples. We grow 64 different apples here and every one of them tastes different and looks different. Most of them are only really good when they’re picked straight off the tree.

(See if you can manage to persuade your parents or your teacher to take you to an apple farm when the apples are ripe, so you can taste real apples too. But make sure it’s a farm that grows apples for people to eat off the tree. A lot of farmers pick their apples a bit green, so they can be stored longer. A really, really ripe apple should almost drop into your hand when you touch it.)

ANCIENT ROMAN FORTUNE-TELLING WITH APPLES

If the ancient Romans wanted to know who’d win a horse race, they’d take the seeds out of an apple core and name each seed after a horse then see how far they could spit the seeds. The seed that went the furthest was the horse that was going to win.

PS If you decide to spit apple seeds about, don’t tell anyone I told you to do it.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF BANANAS

If you plant the seed of just about any fruit, you’ll get a fruit tree. But not if you plant a banana!

Bananas don’t have seeds…well, not the sort of seeds you can grow. Those tiny black things in the middle of the banana you’re eating for lunch are all that’s left of what used to be a banana’s seeds.

Humans have been breeding bananas for so long that we’ve bred varieties that have such tiny, tiny seeds that they won’t grow. Bananas grow from ‘suckers’—new plants that grow up from the underground root, or rhizome, of the original tree. Actually a banana isn’t a tree at all. It just LOOKS like a tree. A banana’s ‘trunk’ is really just overlapping leaves.

Wild bananas still do have seeds, though—and garden bananas can develop seeds if their flowers are fertilised with pollen from wild banana trees nearby. You won’t find wild banana trees in Australia, though, so there’s no point taking that banana from your lunch box and planting it in your garden.

Bananas were first grown somewhere between India and New Guinea long before recorded history, and as people traded between islands they spread over Southeast Asia. Arab traders took bananas to Africa, where they became a major food, and from Africa they were taken by slave traders to North America and the Caribbean as food for slaves.

In some parts of the world bananas aren’t just a snack—they’re a major food, like we eat rice or bread. In some parts of Africa the average person eats 400 kilograms of bananas a year. (If your maths is any good you’ll realise that this is more than one kilo of bananas every day.)

Bananas are one of the world’s great warm-climate staples because they are incredibly simple to grow. You can eat ripe bananas; cook green bananas; and make plates or roofs or even skirts out of banana leaves. You can eat banana flowers, make banana flour, make rope from banana-leaf fibre…(I could go on for pages!). You can dry bananas so they last for years, or take a bunch of green bananas with you on a long sea voyage over the ocean and eat them one after another as they gradually ripen.

FROZEN BANANAS

Actually I like frozen bananas best. Freeze them in their skins, then peel them and dip the tops in melted chocolate and scatter some crushed peanuts over them. I used to eat frozen bananas and frozen strawberries when I came home from school in Queensland.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF ORANGES

Once upon a time there was a Spanish Crusader—a knight who went to fight in what’s now Israel. He was away for ten or thirty years or so, the way knights tended to be in those days, so on his way back he decided that it might be a nice idea to bring his wife a present. After all, she’d had to look after the castle and the peasants and the family and all the rest of it while he was away.
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So he packed her present into a pretty little chest and galloped home, and after she’d finally recognised him (he’d been away an awfully long time), his wife opened the chest to find her present.

A ruby necklace? A gold tiara? A set of glasses? (In those days glass was very rare and precious.)

Nope. It was an orange. A flattish, pale yellow orange.

So she gave him a kick in the garters (garters kept his stockings up) and threw the orange out the window, where the gardener accidentally covered it with leaves and the seeds germinated and finally grew into an orange tree…and maybe, maybe, when she tasted the oranges she forgave him.

Well, perhaps it didn’t happen quite like that. But oranges were first brought to Europe by the Crusaders. They weren’t the sweet oranges we know today—they were the bitter ‘Seville oranges’ that will grow in fairly cold climates.

These bitter oranges came from Southeast Asia. They arrived in the lands around the Mediterranean Sea in ancient Roman times, and were carried all through the Mediterranean countries by the Muslim armies in the sixth and seventh centuries. It wasn’t till the Crusaders came south to fight that they took oranges home with them.

Europe went mad on oranges. Oranges were a real symbol of wealth and power because only the really rich could afford to either eat them or grow them.

Oranges wouldn’t grow outside in northern Europe, so kings and queens had ‘orangeries’ built—great long rooms heated by stoves all year round. Every morning the oranges were wheeled out into the sunlight, and every evening wheeled back into the orangeries. Later, when glass was easier to get, the oranges were kept in giant glasshouses all year round.

In those days, though, no one ate oranges the way we do today—crunch, munch, slurp. Oranges were too bitter to eat fresh. Sometimes a halved orange would be scattered with sugar and eaten with a silver spoon. (If you were rich enough to afford oranges and sugar, your spoons would definitely be made of silver!)

Their juice was used in cooking and their peel was dried and used in cooking too, or chewed to sweeten the breath. (In those days, before toothbrushes and decent dentists, most people’s breath was pretty foul. Queen Elizabeth I’s teeth were black for most of her life.)

Sweet oranges came from China. The first sweet orange reached Spain in 1630, and within 30 years wealthy people all over Europe were slurping them down.

Bitter oranges are still grown, mostly to turn into marmalade. We have a bitter orange tree in our garden, as well as many sweet oranges, like navel oranges and blood oranges (they have bright red juice—serve them
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to your favourite vampire). I like to cut bitter oranges in half and eat them with sugar and a spoon, like a grapefruit. They do smell wonderful—much more orangey than ordinary oranges.

Orange trees came to Australia with the First Fleet, and pretty soon most people were able to eat oranges, not to mention all their cousins—lemons, mandarins, kumquats, tangelos, grapefruit, shaddocks. (A shaddock is a sort of coarse grapefruit. It used to be grown a lot in the olden days because it was tougher in hot, dry weather than other citrus trees.)

Today oranges, lemons and all the rest of them are grown just about anywhere it’s warm enough, and eaten everywhere else. Their first journeys may have taken hundreds of years, but they’ve made up for it since!

MANDARIN CORDIAL (REALLY GOOD STUFF)

A ‘cordial’ used to be a drink that was good for you—a bit like medicine (see Chapter 4). Well, this is sort of good for you—at least you can pretend it is! (The juice and water are good for you. I’m afraid the sugar isn’t.)


4 cups of white sugar



1 cup of water



1 cup of mandarin juice (squeeze the mandarins like oranges)



1 cup of lemon juice



2 teaspoons of tartaric acid (you can find this in the herbs and spices section of a supermarket)



Boil the sugar and water for five minutes. Add the juices and tartaric acid and bring to the boil again. Take it off the heat. Let it cool a bit. Use a funnel to pour it into CLEAN bottles.

PS If you don’t have a funnel, you can cut the bottom off an old clean soft-drink bottle. Instant funnel!

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF GRAPES

Grapes might be one of the earliest fruits ever guzzled by human beings—and no wonder! You only have to look at a luscious dangling bunch of grapes to hear them call, ‘Eat me! Eat me!’

Different species of grapes grew wild in Europe, Asia and America…and grape seeds have been found at Stone Age sites, and sites from just about every age after.

People were making wine from grapes pretty early on too—at least as far back as 2400 BC in Egypt—and they were also eating dried grapes (raisins, sultanas, currants, etc).

The sweetest wild grape was the Eurasian grape, Vitis vinifera, and it’s been crossed with other wild grapes to give us all the varieties of grapes we know today.

Grapes were certainly growing wild in North America when Leif Ericson called it Vinland, or ‘vineland’.

(Everyone talks about Leif Ericson but hardly anyone knows about his sister, Freya Ericsdottir, or ‘Eric’s daughter’—their father was called Eric the Red. Freya led a party of Vikings to North America too, and she was REALLY wild…but that’s another story.)

Most grapes that we eat today are European/Asian grapes crossed with American ones, because the American ones don’t get a bug called phylloxera that wiped out a lot of the grapes in Europe.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF KIWI FRUIT

A few years ago an elderly Taiwanese woman was wandering round our garden. Suddenly she gave a cry of joy and said something to her daughter.

Her daughter translated: ‘It’s those fruit over there! My mother said they used to grow wild on the hill behind her home when she was a little girl. This is the first time she has seen them growing since she left China!’

The fruit were kiwi fruit, which used to be known as Chinese gooseberries before the New Zealanders decided to rename them and call them after their national bird. (The French called Chinese gooseberries ‘vegetable mice’—I’m not sure how I’d feel about eating a vegetable mouse.)

Kiwi fruit or Chinese gooseberries come from China, of course, which is how they got their earlier name, and they used to be about the size and shape of gooseberries too—small and roundish. They were mostly collected by kids, and monkeys loved them too, and used to chatter up in the trees when they saw the kids coming in case the kids took all the fruit. I don’t think anyone farmed them in those days—they were just left to grow wild.

But in 1904 some seeds were taken from the Yangtze Valley to New Zealand, and the New Zealanders bred new varieties that were longer and sweeter and more tender and sold them to the world as ‘kiwi fruit’, and I don’t suppose many people remember their old name now, or what they used to look like just a hundred or so years ago. I don’t suppose most people know they are naturally hairy either—the hair is all brushed off before you buy them in the supermarket.

We grow kiwi fruit here (OK, OK, we grow almost everything I’ve mentioned in this book here, plus a lot of other things).

The kiwi fruit ripen in early winter and the birds do somersaults trying to find the best angle for grabing them and eating them. I think I’d grow the kiwi fruit just for the birds, even if they tasted horrible.
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HOW TO EAT A GREEN EGG

Have you ever tried a ‘green egg’? You stick a kiwi fruit in an eggcup and slice off the top and eat it with a teaspoon like a boiled egg. (Don’t know why, but it does taste different that way!)
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF PEACHES

Peaches come from China and were once regarded as such a fantastic fruit that only emperors or gods could eat them. In fact, at one stage it was believed that peaches might be the fruit of the tree of life, the fruit that the gods eat so they live forever.

Peaches arrived in Italy via Persia, and the Roman soldiers—or Roman governors, anyway—spread them throughout the Roman Empire. (Retired Roman soldiers were often given land in some part of the Empire when they retired. So the soldiers would finally settle down to grow apples, peaches, grapes, olives…)

DRIED PEACHES

Most sorts of fruit are only ripe for a couple of months a year. In the days before fruit could be frozen or canned, you had to dry it if you wanted to eat it the rest of the year, especially in winter in cold climates, when there isn’t any fresh fruit ripe.

Dried fruit also tastes good, as it’s even sweeter than fresh fruit. That’s why we still eat currants and sultanas (dried grapes), prunes (dried plums) and dried peaches and apricots, even though now with refrigeration and long-distance transport we can eat fresh fruit all year round.

HOW TO DRY PEACHES (OR APRICOTS, PEARS,
CHERRIES OR APPLES)

Do this only in hot, dry weather!

Take a styrofoam box from the supermarket, or even a cardboard box. Cover it inside with aluminium foil. You shouldn’t have to use glue, as the foil will wrap over the edges. You don’t have to be too neat about it, either.

Now take a rack from inside an oven, or the sort of wire tray you cool cakes on. If you can’t get hold of a good, clean (not rusty) rack, you can make a rack from string (or cotton) by poking holes all along the top of the box and threading string back and forth, through to the holes on the other side, so that it looks like a rack made of string.

Put the box in the hottest, sunniest place you know.

Now take firm but ripe peaches. Cut each one in half and scoop out the stone. If the peach is a ‘freestone’ variety it’ll come out easily. If it’s a ‘clingstone’ you’ll have to scoop it out with a teaspoon.

Take your peach halves and cut each one into three or four slices (the thinner the slices are, the faster they’ll dry). Squeeze the juice out of a lemon onto a plate and rub the cut surfaces of the peach in the juice. This will stop them turning brown.

Place the peach slices on the rack in the sun. The sunlight will be reflected back by the foil, so they’ll have a double dose, and the undersides will get some light too, and using a rack will mean that the air will be able to circulate around them.

Take your rack and peaches indoors if it looks like rain, and take them in at night too, so the dew doesn’t fall on them and make them damp (damp peaches will rot). If the weather is hot and dry enough, your peaches should dry in two days—or even one! If it isn’t all that hot, it may take a week or two.

You’ll find your dried peaches are darker than the ones in the shops, as the shop varieties are dusted with sulphur to keep their orange colour. (I’m allergic to sulphur—it gives me asthma. If you are an asthmatic you may be allergic to sulphur too.) Home-dried peaches will also be tougher and chewier. But they’ll have a great taste!

I like to suck home-dried apricots or peaches when I’m on a bushwalk, or on a long, boring journey in the car or a plane, just like you’d suck a lolly. They last for ages that way. (Shop-bought dried apricots or peaches are too splodgy to suck like that.)

If you store your dried fruit in a sealed container it’ll last for months—or years—or decades! I still have some apricots in a glass jar that I dried about fifteen years ago! (They got lost in the back of the larder for years—that’s why they haven’t been gobbled up.) They’re almost black now, but when you unscrew the lid you can still smell the most wonderful apricot fragrance—not at all like the over-sweet smell you get with a packet of dried apricots. But dried fruit is still best if you eat it within a few months.
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF PEARS

Pears come from somewhere between western China, central Asia and Asia Minor—which is a fairly enormous area.

Humans have been growing pears—and eating them—way back before recorded history. The ancient Greek poet Homer mentioned pears, and they were being grown in China 4,000 years ago, but it wasn’t till about the 17th century in Europe that various fruit growers really started to work on breeding newer and better varieties of pears.

Europe went a bit pear-mad back then. In France there were about 300 varieties of pear and King Louis XIV richly rewarded anyone who bred a new pear for him to eat, so gardeners laboured to produce ‘the perfect pear’.

Nowadays in the supermarket there are just pears. And pears…and pears. Sometimes they are green and sometimes yellowish-green or even brown…but that’s it. Instead of hundreds of pears all quite different from each other we have…well, just pears. (Unless you grow your own pears and then you can have dozens of different sorts of pears, as different from each other as one sort of ice-block is from another…which is yet another story.)

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF
WATERMELONS

Aha…finally a fruit that comes from Africa.

Watermelon started off as a wild climbing plant in the drier parts of tropical and subtropical Africa. The explorer David Livingstone found great stretches of wild watermelon in the barren dryness of the Kalahari Desert. Watermelons could be carried as ‘waterbags’ on long journeys, or eaten when fresh water was scarce. I once found a wild watermelon vine growing on a dry sandhill in Queensland. Not another living thing could be seen for about half a kilometre…just this great long vine happily growing melons in the sand.

Like many great fruits, watermelon soon galloped over most of the globe. It was being grown in the Mediterranean region and India by 3000 BC; slurped by the Chinese in the 10th century; eaten over most of Southeast Asia by the 15th century; admired by the Japanese in the 16th century; and grown in America about that time too. Watermelon probably arrived in America from Africa with the slaves. Watermelon and music were two of the few joys African slaves could bring with them. Strained watermelon juice was also used instead of sugar.

Nowadays there are round watermelons and long watermelons and red watermelons and yellow watermelons and white watermelons and orange watermelons and pink watermelons, and the seeds are white or yellow or black or brown. (In some parts of the world, the seeds are dried and roasted and eaten. They’re not too bad.)

When I was a kid in Queensland, a whole giant watermelon used to cost about the same as an ice-cream. I’d buy one after school then have to work out how to get it home.

The shop was on the top of the hill and we lived at the bottom. The trick was to get the melon rolling SLOWLY down the hill—if it went too fast it might bounce out onto the road and split. You also had to avoid rocks and dog droppings…
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF PEANUTS
(AND PEANUT BUTTER)

Peanuts come from South America, and they’re not really a nut at all. A ‘nut’ is a seed (walnuts are the seeds of walnut trees, macadamias are the seeds of macadamia trees, etc). Peanuts grow in the ground, which is why they’re also known as ‘ground nuts’.

Peanuts are a legume. The bacteria around the roots of lequmes ‘fixes’ nitrogen from the air. (Air is mostly nitrogen, and nitrogen is one of the main ‘foods’ that plants need to grow.)

If you want free fertiliser, you grow legumes, and that’s just what farmers did in many hottish places around the world—grew peanuts in between growing other crops, to return some nitrogen back to the soil so the next lot of crops would grow better.

This is why the cotton farmers in the southern USA grew lots of peanuts and then had to work out a few useful things to do with peanuts!

Many countries use peanuts in their cooking—peanut sauce or stir-fried peanuts and vegetables. But the North Americans were the first to roast the peanuts to turn them into a snack food, and they were the first to make modern peanut butter too—roasted peanuts crushed up into a paste you could spread on bread. But peanuts have been made into a sauce a bit like peanut butter in many parts of Asia, Africa and South America for hundreds or thousands of years, so the North American invention was not all that different from stuff people had been eating before.

HOME-MADE PEANUT BUTTER

Put fresh, roasted, salted peanuts in the blender. Turn it on, whizz it a bit…and you’ve got peanut butter!

It’ll be pretty thick peanut butter, so it’ll be easier to spread if you add a quarter of a cup of peanut oil, or a tasteless oil like safflower or canola oil, to the nuts in the blender before you turn it on. It’ll also be easier for the blender to whizz the nuts!

If you’ve grown your own peanuts (although you need a climate as warm or hotter than Brisbane to do this—they take about six hot months to mature), you can place the raw peanuts on a baking dish and cook them in the oven at 200°C for about half an hour, or until they are pale brown instead of whitish. Then scatter on salt, and put them in the blender, etc, etc!

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF CHOCOLATE

OK, OK, you shouldn’t have chocolate for lunch…but most of us love it, even if it is bad for us, and it really has an incredible history.

I’ve got some cocoa seeds in my study—hard, brown, boring-looking things that taste bitter and unpleasant if you chew them. No one looking at them would ever guess that they’re what chocolate is made from. Or that it took thousands of years of playing round with cocoa beans before someone came up with the firm, delicious chocolate we know today.

Cocoa trees probably started off somewhere in the Amazon, but they were first domesticated in southern Mexico, and chocolate was worshipped in the ancient Olmec civilisation.

In the ancient South American Maya civilisation that followed the Olmecs, only nobles and the king were allowed chocolate (which they called xocatl). It was called ‘the food of the gods’ and was drunk hot and foaming, rather than eaten as it usually is today.

Xocatl was made by taking the cocoa beans and keeping them moist till they fermented. Then they were toasted, ground into a fine powder, and mixed with water and ground corn to thicken it all, and vanilla and chilli and honey for taste, with annatto root to colour it all blood-red.

In the Aztec civilisation later on, cocoa seeds were used as coins and also in rituals, and chocolate was the symbol of human blood. (The Aztecs were pretty free with both human blood and chocolate. If you want to know more about the Aztecs, go look in the library.)

The Aztec emperor Moctezuma (sometimes spelt Montezuma) drank 50 cups of chocolate a day from small, delicate pottery cups. An Aztec porter might be paid 100 cocoa beans a day. A fat turkey cost 100 cocoa beans (about $100 in our terms). A tomato cost one cocoa bean. In those days, money really did grow on trees.

The Spanish conquered the Aztecs in 1521 and took the South American chocolate drink back to Europe with them. (The Spanish conqueror Cortéz captured one of Moctezuma’s wives so she could translate for him and teach him how to make chocolate…well, that was his story, anyway.) The Spanish declared that taxes should be paid in cocoa beans.

In the early days chocolate was mostly drunk as a ‘strengthening medicine’. (I sometimes wish doctors still prescribed chocolate when I’m feeling sick.) It was still a pretty bitter drink, and there was chilli in it too. Slowly people started to add sugar and enjoy drinking it.
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AN OLD RECIPE FOR HOT CHOCOLATE

In the 1600s chocolate would have been made roughly like this:


cocoa beans



cinnamon bark



dried chillies



vanilla bean



water



sugar



Roast the cocoa beans on a hot stone before the fire, then grind them smooth with the cinnamon bark, dried chillies and vanilla bean. Set aside.

Boil the water and the sugar. When it’s boiling throw in the ground cocoa mixture. Let it boil again and simmer till it froths up well. Skim off the fat as it simmers, then serve it up.



It wasn’t till the late 1700s that chocolate started to be made with milk rather than water—and even today, many people prefer a water-based chocolate drink.

Chocolate was still incredibly expensive until cocoa trees started to be grown by slave labour in Africa and other countries controlled by the colonial powers of England, France and Holland—but it was still something you drank, not something you munched on.

Then in 1828 things changed. First of all a Dutch chemist called Coenraad van Houten developed a new kind of powdered chocolate with most of the fat removed—cocoa. All you had to do was add it to hot water and you had a cheap and simple drink.

Then in 1847 the English chocolate-making firm of Fry and Sons (who had already pioneered cocoa-grinding by steam engine instead of by hand) worked out how to mix cocoa powder and sugar with the melted cocoa butter that was removed in the manufacture of cocoa. This could be mixed into a paste that could be poured into moulds—and when it set, there was the world’s first block of chocolate! (Actually, Mexican nuns made tiny ‘chocolates’ 200 years earlier—but Fry’s was the first large-scale solid chocolate.)

(The Fry family were upset about the working conditions of the African labourers who grew the chocolate in Portuguese West Africa and refused to use cocoa beans from there till conditions were improved.)

Cadbury’s produced the first chocolate-covered sweets, with a picture of young Jessica Cadbury on the box holding a kitten in her arms. (In those days, when most factory workers lived in slums, Cadbury’s created a model town for their workers, with dining room and reading room.)

Milk chocolate was developed by Daniel Peter, a Swiss chocolate maker; he combined chocolate powder with Nestlé powdered milk. And now we have chocolate cake, chocolate ice-cream, boxes of chocolates, chocolate-chip biscuits (the Americans invented those), chocolate Easter eggs (which actually don’t have much chocolate in them at all—if they did, they’d be too fragile to last till Easter), chocolate fudge, chocolate milkshakes, chocolate crackles…

I suspect that the history of chocolate isn’t going to end with us, either. People are still experimenting with chocolate, and who knows what will come next!

HOME-MADE CHOCOLATES

Most fancy chocolates are made from chocolate bought in bulk. The fancy chocolate-makers melt the chocolate again and add different flavourings, or cover nice gooey centres with the chocolate.

If you want to give someone a gorgeous box of chocolates and you don’t have much money, make your own!

SIMPLE CHOCS


250 grams of cooking chocolate (buy the most expensive in the supermarket, because it will be the best)



60 grams of unsalted butter



something extra (1 cup of ground almonds, or 2 cups of chopped macadamias, or 2 teaspoons of finely grated orange rind or chopped crystallised cherries)



Cover a tray with the aluminium foil or baking paper.

Break up the chocolate into chunks and place it with the butter in a bowl. Put the bowl into a microwave oven and put it on high for 30 seconds to a minute. Then poke the chocolate with a spoon to see if it’s soft. (It’ll still be the same shape, so you need to poke it. DON’T do it with your finger, or you might get burnt!) If it’s not soft, give it another 10 seconds, then another and another, and check each time. Overcooked chocolate tastes HORRIBLE, so take it out as soon as it’s soft.

Now mix the melted chocolate with the melted butter, and add whatever else you want—maybe one of the ingredients suggested above—to make it fancy. Spread the mixture out on the tray and leave it in the fridge till it’s set (this will take about half an hour).

Now you can use a knife to cut it into shapes—squares or triangles or thin straws, or fancy shapes…I’m no good at drawing so I never try to cut out things like chocolate fish or cats! But if you are clever enough to do fancy shapes, or if you have some moulds, you can re-melt any leftovers VERY carefully, just like you melted the first lot of chocolate and butter, and try it all again.

Keep your little chocs in a sealed container, or place each one in the middle of a square of cellophane, and gather up the edges of the cellophane and twist them together with some ribbon—and you have a very fancy choc to give away!

PS If you want to make an Easter egg, kitchen shops and some big supermarkets sell Easter egg moulds a few months before Easter. The packet will tell you how to use the moulds to make your Easter eggs.
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CHOCOLATE MINTS


100 grams of dark chocolate



30 grams of unsalted butter



plus



another 100 grams of dark chocolate and



another 30 grams of unsalted butter



1 cup of icing sugar



1 tablespoon of milk



half a teaspoon of peppermint essence



Cover a tray with aluminium foil or baking paper.

Melt the first lot of chocolate and butter as I explained in the recipe above.

Mix the melted butter and chocolate with a wooden spoon. Spread it over the tray. Leave it to set in the fridge for about 10 minutes while you do the next bit.

Mix the icing sugar, milk and peppermint essence. You may need to add a little more milk if the icing mixture is too thick—it should be spreadable but not gooey, or it will run all over the place! If it’s too gooey, add more icing sugar. Spread this stuff over the chocolate. Leave it in the fridge to set for 10 minutes while you do the next step.

Melt the next lot of chocolate and butter. Spread that on top of the other two layers, and bung it back in the fridge for about half an hour, or till set firm.

Cut it into small squares, or use a tiny heart or egg or rabbit shaped cookie-cutter to cut it into shapes.

Keep them in a sealed container, or wrap each one up in aluminium or coloured metallic paper from the newsagent.
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THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF SUGAR

You may not think you’re chomping on sugar at lunch time, but many drinks, biscuits, ice-blocks and the like can contain a lot of sugar. Actually, when I was your age, I often ate sugar at lunch time—sugar cane, anyway.

Some afternoons after school, when I was a kid growing up in Queensland, there used to be a guy with a cart just down the road from the school. The cart was filled with these great, long stick things. They only cost a penny each. (An ice-block cost four pennies, so we only got an ice-block once a week. Most kids didn’t get many treats in those days.)

The sticks were sugar cane. You chewed them and chewed them and spat out the fibres in the gutter (you could always tell when the sugar cane man had been—the street was a mess).

The sugar cane didn’t taste particularly good. In fact, it didn’t taste of anything at all—just sweet. But it was fun to see who could chew up the most sugar cane—most of us gave up after about 10 centimetres of munching and spitting. (I think only one kid ever ate the whole length. His name was Johnny, and he could also cross his eyes and wriggle his ears at the same time.)

Sugar cane is a grass, even though it’s too tall and tough to cut with a lawn mower.

Sugar cane probably first grew in New Guinea, and kids probably chewed it the same way we did when I was young, 10,000 years later.

Round about 8000 BC it travelled to the Solomon Islands, the New Hebrides and New Caledonia, then about 6000 BC up through Southeast Asia to India. It wasn’t till the late 17th and 18th centuries, though, that sugar was planted in the Caribbean—and that was when sugar became really inexpensive and plentiful, because it was grown cheaply by slaves. (Well, actually, growing sugar that way cost a lot of lives and heartbreak, but it didn’t cost much money, and that was what the slave owners were mostly concerned with.)

Sugar—crunchy sweet stuff, not just sweet syrup—was probably first made in ancient India. It would have been very dark brown, sandy sort of stuff. Nowadays most sugar is ‘white sugar’. White sugar is made by separating out the brown/black molasses by a process called centrifugation, which basically means spinning it round and round till the molasses drips out, and the pale brown ‘raw’ sugar is left. The raw sugar has to be refined yet again to get white sugar.

I worked in a sugar factory one year during the holidays while I was at uni. It was my job to pour white sugar down a great funnel. Something inside the funnel went whomp whomp whomp (I suppose it was machinery, but it sounded more like a constipated dragon) and then icing sugar came out the other end. Icing sugar is basically just very crushed sugar.

I then had to fill plastic bags with the icing sugar and press the tops of the bags in a heat-sealing machine, then pack the icing sugar bags in boxes. It was very noisy work and VERY sticky. At the end of the day the sugar would have collected up my nose and in my ears, and I don’t think I ate anything sweet for about a year afterwards. Sometimes a snake from the cane fields would sneak out of the crates of raw sugar and then we had a break till it was caught.

It’s hard to really describe what a difference cheap sugar has made to what people eat nowadays. A few hundred years ago sugar was so expensive it was mostly used either by the very rich or in medicines, kept locked in small chests like gold or jewels. Not quite as expensive as those, but still treasured.

Now sugar is bunged into just about anything, from hamburger buns to tomato sauce. I’d hate to be in a world without sugar, but I think we overdo it a bit…

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF SALT

Nowadays salt is so common we hardly think about it, except maybe to try to eat less of it—there’s so much salt in ready-made food like shop-bought biscuits and potato chips and even cereal that most of us eat too much of it.

But salt used to be one of the most valuable products in the world! This was partly because if you had a boring diet of lentils and grains, you needed some salt to give it all a bit of taste. But in the days before fridges and canning, salt was really valuable as a way of preserving food. We still say someone is ‘not worth their salt’, and the word ‘salary’ comes from the ancient Roman word for ‘salt’—Roman soldiers were sometimes paid in salt!

There were two main ways of preserving food with salt: either covering it with salt, and sometimes with herbs too; or placing it in a barrel of very salty water or brine.

The two most important foods that were salted were meat and fish. When winter came, many animals were killed so that they didn’t have to be fed through the cold months when grass stopped growing or snow covered the ground. Most of the meat from the animals was salted to use during the long cold months of winter and the even hungrier days of spring.

Salted fish was even more important than meat, as in medieval Europe Christians were not allowed to eat meat on Fridays or in the 40 days of Lent before Easter, and if you didn’t have fresh fishing living nearby to harvest, the only way of getting a piece of fish that wasn’t stinking rotten was to buy ‘salt fish’ (salted fish).

Much of Europe’s salt fish was caught near Newfoundland in present-day Canada, which was one of the richest places for fish in the world until recently, since over the years too many fish have been taken so there aren’t enough left to breed more. There was no way fish from so far away could be brought back fresh, so they were salted on the spot.

Preserving fish and meat with salt also meant that ships could carry enough food for a long voyage. (The Pacific Islanders got round the problem of how to carry fresh food by carrying live dogs and hens, and taro and other food to feed them, and killing the animals during their long canoe voyages.)

The salt fish could be pretty tough things! One medieval recipe says to beat your 10-year-old salt fish with a hammer for an hour or two, then to soak it in warm water for two hours or more, then to cook it and scour it—in other words, to keep skimming the salty, greying scum from the water as the fish boils. The recipe doesn’t say how long you had to boil the fish—‘till it was soft’ may have taken a long time! Finally the cooked fish was eaten either with melted butter or with mustard, to disguise the flavour of ancient fish even further!

Even though we have fridges today, salt fish is still eaten, mostly because some sorts of salt fish actually taste really good. The ‘Bombay duck’ you sometimes eat with curries is really a dried salted fish, and the kippered herrings that the English (and some Australians) like for breakfast is a form of salted smoked fish…not to mention the tasty little anchovies on the top of your pizza siciliana. We still eat salt meat, too—ham, bacon and corned beef are all ancient ways of preserving food that we’ve kept because they taste good. (Ham, bacon and kippers are smoked as well as salted. Smoking—hanging meat or fish up in the chimney or in a smoke house—was another very ancient way of keeping food.) Olives are also preserved in brine.

Most salt came from the sea, even in ancient times, as it does now—sea water is collected in big shallow pools, and evaporated till only the dry salt is left. But salt was also mined, just like coal or iron, from where ancient seas had dried up leaving great salt deposits, and salty springs also provided salt water that could be evaporated for salt.

How long have humans extracted and used salt? Certainly as far back as the Stone Age, when we were still using tools of flint and bone.





CHAPTER 4
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A fascinating look at a few
fascinating drinks

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF SOFT
DRINKS

Soft drinks and cordials all came about because they were supposed to be good for us! (I talk more about cordials on pages 79 to 81.)

The bubbly soft drinks like lemonade and Coca-Cola that we drink today are great-great-great-grandkids of the old ‘small beers’.

Recipes for small beers go back thousands of years. Small beers were very low-alcohol beers brewed from all sorts of herbs like sage, nettles and yarrow, as well as flowers like dandelions and elderflowers and pinks, and also ginger, and they were drunk by just about everyone.

In those days most water near your house probably had a good bit of sewage in it, and drinking it was a good way to get extremely ill or die. But when you brew beer you have to boil the water, and that kills the bugs in it. Even though in those days no one knew about bacteria or viruses, much less how to kill them, they did realise that if kids drank water they got sick, but if they drank small beer they didn’t.

The only ‘small beer’ we drink nowadays is ginger beer, and even the ginger beer you brew at home from a ginger beer plant has a very very small amount of alcohol in it—probably not enough to hurt you, as long as you don’t drink too much of it. (In fact you shouldn’t drink too much of ANY soft drink—nowadays water from your tap is usually quite safe!)

In those days if you wanted bubbles in a drink, you had to use yeast and sugar, and so as well as bubbles you got a small amount of alcohol. (To put it very simply, yeast is a plant, and when yeast is fed it will grow into more yeast and more yeast…and more yeast…and the yeast feeds on starch in food or sugar in drinks, and turns them into alcohol and carbon-dioxide bubbles. Actually, it’s all much more complex than this, but at least it gives you some idea of what’s happening!)

Then, in 1772, Dr Joseph Priestley worked out how to make ‘artificial mineral waters’—in other words, stuff with carbon dioxide bubbles in it—because bubbling water was supposed to be good for people. (That’s why they went to health spas, with springs of naturally bubbling—and often quite nasty-tasting—water.)

Dr Priestley thought that his bubbly water would cure scurvy. It didn’t, but when Jacob Schweppes of Switzerland worked out how to get even more bubbles into an even greater amount of water—and how to keep the bubbles in it—he set up a bottling business for ‘soda water’ in England in 1792.

This new bubbly bottled soda water was still drunk because it was supposed to be good for you, especially if you had an upset stomach, and it usually wasn’t flavoured with anything. But in those days cordials were also drunk because they were good for you—and slowly the odd genius decided that if you put soda water and cordial together it would be even better for you, not to mention quite delicious.

By the 1850s you could buy bubbling lemonade made with soda water, ginger beer with soda water instead of brewed with yeast, and spruce beer made from soda water (spruce beer is pretty revolting but was also supposed to be good for you). Tonic water was first made because it was good for you, too—it has quinine in it, which helps protect people against malaria.

My great-great-something-aunt and her husband had a cordial factory near where I live now, around 1900. They sold ‘cherry cider’, made from cherries boiled with sugar to make a thick cherry syrup and then bottled with soda water. I tried to come up with a recipe for it a few years ago, and it wasn’t bad. (An elderly neighbour told me once how all the kids used to race down to the cordial factory after school. If they helped load the boxes of bottles onto the truck, my great-great-something-aunt would give them each a glass of cherry cider.)

In those days the bottles were made of thick glass, often with a glass marble in the top. When the bottles were laid on their sides the glass marble rested against the mouth of the bottle and stopped all the stuff from running out. When you lifted the bottle up the marble fell to the bottom and you could drink it! Other factories sealed their bottles with corks.

Pharmacists in the USA started to put ‘soda fountains’ in their chemist shops or ‘drug stores’ to sell the ‘healthy’ soda water to their customers. And by the end of the 1800s they were adding ‘healthy’ cordial syrups too, especially sarsaparilla syrup—though it didn’t have any sarsaparilla in it—and also syrups made from ‘healthy herbs’ like sassafras, wintergreen, anise and orange peel oil.

Dandelion stout (made with dandelions, naturally) was also popular, and ginger beer was the most popular of all, as EVERYONE knew that ginger was good for you—they thought it warmed you when you were cold, helped bring down fevers, settled the stomach—well, actually ginger does help settle your tum if you are feeling sick, but you have to drink and eat a lot more ginger than you’ll find in a couple of bottles of ginger beer!

By the 20th century people were buying their soft drinks just because they liked the taste, not because they thought they were good for them, and instead of having to add soda water to syrup, companies were bottling their own soda water and syrup combinations—lemonade, orangeade, sarsaparilla, creaming soda, cola drinks…

CHERRY CIDER A BIT LIKE MY GREAT-GREAT-SOMETHING-AUNT USED TO MAKE


4 cups of cherries



4 cups of water



4 cups of sugar



4 teaspoons of tartaric acid



soda water



Boil the cherries, water, sugar and tartaric acid till the cherries are soft. Let it all cool, then strain the cherries out of the sweet juice and use a funnel to pour the juice into bottles.

Use this bright red juice like cordial—pour a little into a glass and top it up with soda water. Keep the juice in the fridge—it should last for at least three weeks, but throw it out if it bubbles without the soda water or looks cloudy or starts to smell odd.

PS I’ve looked at a lot of old recipes from about 1900 and realise that my great-great-something-aunt probably added bitter almond oil, cinnamon oil, oil of cloves and/or vanilla extract to her ‘cherry cider’ for extra flavour, and alcohol or salicylic acid to the syrup to help stop it from going bad. I like the plain cherry flavour best.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF COCA-COLA

Coca-Cola is made from cola (or kola) nuts, which are about the size of a walnut and either dark red, pinkish or creamy white and come from Africa.

In fact there are many cola drinks in Africa, and cola is used as a medicine. The nuts are also chewed to keep people awake or to stop them feeling hungry (one cola nut contains more caffeine than two cups of strong coffee). Cola nuts used to be given to slaves, too, to keep them working hard and stop them feeling hungry or thirsty. Cola nuts were also chewed to make bad water taste sweet, given to women to help ease the pain of childbirth, and eaten by warriors to make them brave in battle!

In America in the 19th century cola nuts used to be brewed up with sugar and vanilla and sometimes milk, and given to invalids as a strengthening medicine. It was also given to the English Army in India to keep them fighting longer. In London ‘Kola champagne’ was sold to invalids.

The Coca-Cola we drink today (or the drink that our Coke evolved from, anyway) was invented by Dr John Smith Pemberton in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1886 as a remedy for headaches and hangovers, and as a health tonic. Dr Smith Pemberton’s headache cure was a caramel-coloured syrup based on coca leaves (yes, that IS where cocaine comes from—but no, do not panic, Coca-Cola hasn’t had any coca leaves in it for a very long time!), with the cola nut for flavouring and extra effect, and a lot of other flavourings too.

Dr Pemberton made the syrup in a three-legged brass kettle in his backyard, and carried it in a jug down the street to Jacobs’ Pharmacy. For five cents, customers got a squirt of cola syrup in their soda water. At this stage Jacobs’ Pharmacy was selling about nine drinks a day.
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Dr Pemberton was a morphine addict, and he sold his recipe to finance his drug habit, and after a lot of to-ing and fro-ing I won’t go into here (including Dr Pemberton’s death from drug abuse), his recipe was finally bought by Asa Candler, an Atlanta pharmacist. Within 20 years, Candler’s company was selling Coca-Cola all over the country, with 1000 bottling factories in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Panama, the Philippines and Guam as well as the USA.

In 1919 the company was sold for US$25 million to Atlanta banker Ernest Woodruff and a group of investors. The same year, the company’s stock was first sold to the public at $40 a share. One of these original shares was worth about $6.7 million at the end of 1998—assuming all dividends were reinvested. (Ah, if only Great Grandpa had bought a single Coca-Cola share!)

Coca-Cola continued to grow, partly because of expert advertising and partly because, well, it tastes good!

Coca-Cola had two great advantages over most other soft drinks. It contained caffeine, so people felt brighter after drinking it. (The caffeine doesn’t add to the taste—it just makes you want the ‘lift’ that Coke gives you.) Coca-Cola also tastes wonderful cold—even more than with lemonade or orangeade, icy coldness really makes Coca-Cola taste special. So Coke benefited from the introduction of widespread refrigeration around the time it was introduced. It also benefited from Prohibition—selling alcohol was illegal in the USA from 1919 to about 1930 (although there are still ‘dry’ states in America even now), so people drank cola instead.

But that doesn’t explain why people are still drinking it today—and the answer is, of course, the taste and the effect!

WHAT’S IN COCA-COLA?

The recipe for Coca-Cola is definitely secret. The recipe below is a combination of various cola cordials that were around in the early 1900s.


7 ounces of cola nuts, roasted and powdered



6 pints of alcohol



30 grains of cochineal colouring



30 pounds of sugar



1 quart of lime juice



5 gallons of water



2 fluid ounces of vanilla essence



3 fluid ounces of citric acid



80 drops of cinnamon oil



40 drops of coriander oil



40 drops of neroli oil



160 drops of orange oil



80 drops of nutmeg oil



140 drops of lemon oil



Place the ground cola nuts, alcohol and cochineal together and leave for 10 days, mixing well every day. Now boil the sugar, lime juice and water for 5 minutes, take off the heat and add the other ingredients. Filter and store.

PS I have not made this!!!!! And I have no idea if it’s safe to drink, or where you’d buy cola nuts! If you drink it and drop dead do not send me a rude letter, because I warned you.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF CORDIALS

As I said earlier, once upon a time cordials were made because they were supposed to be good for you, just like Coca-Cola was once medicine.

Cordials were sweet drinks based on herbs like rosemary and chamomile, spices like cinnamon and cloves, or flowers like violets or rose petals, and were mostly taken as ‘strengthening medicine’. (In the days when no one really knew what caused people to waste away from tuberculosis or cancer or heart disease, ‘strengthening medicines’ were very popular.) They were also very alcoholic!

During the 1800s, though, many people began to worry about lives ruined from drinking too much alcohol, and when, in the middle of the century, cordials began to be made in factories rather than at home, there were ‘temperance’ cordials (i.e. non-alcoholic cordials), as well as the traditional ones with alcohol in them.

However, cordials were still pretty much things you drank because they were good for you as well as because they tasted good. There was peppermint cordial for indigestion, and ginger cordial, which was supposed to warm you up on cold days among other things, and clove cordial for stomach problems, and lemon cordial for invalids.

Slowly people began to drink cordials just because they tasted good, and by the mid-20th century most cordials were made cheaply from artificial flavours and colours—there were no longer any fruits or herbs or spices or flowers in the recipe!

Nowadays many of the cordials we buy in the supermarket have gone back to having SOME fruit in them, but I still make all our own cordial out of fruit—not because it is good for us (though it is probably better than the bought stuff) but because it tastes and looks so good! It’s very simple to make your own cordial, and doesn’t take much time either, once you get used to doing it. I make about four to six big bottles at a time, which lasts us for ages.

HOME-MADE RASPBERRY CORDIAL

Warning: while it is cooking this stuff gets HOT and can give you a nasty burn. On the other hand, if kids never did anything that was dangerous they’d never learn how to cope with dangerous things—like hot cordial. So just remember it IS dangerous—don’t do this with lots of giggly or rowdy friends about who might distract you, and TAKE CARE!


4 cups of sugar



2 cups of water



2 teaspoons of tartaric acid



1 packet of frozen raspberries, or 2 cups of fresh raspberries, firmly packed down



the juice of 2 lemons



You’ll also need: one very large stainless-steel saucepan (it needs to be a BIG saucepan, since when you put the fruit in, the liquid will froth up to about three times its original size and can make a terrible mess), a ladle, a funnel, 2 to 4 large clean bottles, a sieve and a big bowl.



Boil the sugar and water together for 10 minutes in the saucepan.

Add the other ingredients and boil for another 5 minutes. Turn off the heat and let it cool for a few minutes so it’s not frothing and not so likely to spill and burn you.

Now place the sieve on top of the big bowl and ladle the hot red liquid into the sieve, pressing down on the berries in the sieve to get most of their juice out. Spoon out the squished berries and put them in the bin, and ladle in more red stuff.

When the bowl is looking fullish, put a funnel in one of the bottles and pour the cordial into it. Then keep sieving and pouring into the bottles till it’s all gone.

Keep the bottles in a cool place—this doesn’t have to be the fridge, but if the weather is very hot the fridge is probably best. And if the cordial begins to bubble or grow weird-looking ANYTHING, throw it out at once!!!

PS I’m going to say that this cordial will keep for three weeks, because that’s a pretty safe time. Ours lasts much longer than that, but I’m VERY careful about cleaning all my bottles and equipment, so I can’t guarantee yours will keep as long. If it looks or smells odd, or it bubbles, throw it out! (There’s also a recipe for mandarin cordial on pages 47 to 48.)

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF
FRUIT JUICES

The ancient Arabs and Chinese were drinking chilled fruit juices thousands of years ago, especially grape, mulberry, lemon, mandarin and orange juice. By the 16th century Italians were drinking chilled lemon juice too, sweetened with honey (or sugar, if they were very rich), and diluted with water, and the fashion for ‘lemonade’ spread to the rest of Europe.

Soon lemonade carts were selling glasses of it and there were recipes for ‘portable lemonade’—a syrup of either lemon juice and lemon rind boiled with sugar or honey, or very finely grated lemon rind mixed with powdered sugar.

‘Orangeade’ became popular soon afterwards. It was mostly made from bitter oranges, so it was made like lemonade—well sweetened, with lots of sugar or honey and water too.

Then, in the 1750s, an Englishman, James Lind, experimented with giving sailors lemon or lime juice on long sea voyages to stop them getting scurvy—a disease caused by not enough vitamin C. Even though no one knew what vitamins were in those days, they certainly knew what not eating enough fruit and veg did to you!

So sailors were regularly given a daily dose of rum and lime juice or lemon juice (the rum helped preserve the juice). The sailors’ lime or lemon juice didn’t always work, though—Captain Cook gave his men a syrup of lemon juice and sugar with most of the vitamin C boiled away, and Sir Joseph Banks had to take fresh lemon juice when he began to get scurvy.

By the 1800s lemon juice, orange juice and cranberry juice were being given to sick people, though not often to kids—raw fruit and fruit juice were thought to be bad for their stomachs!

Kids were allowed to have lemon barley water sometimes, though—sweetened lemon juice with water in which barley had been boiled. In fruit-growing areas people drank fresh grape juice too, or apple juice or pear juice, but the juice was usually extracted to make wine or cider or perry (that’s an alcoholic pear juice drink) rather than to be drunk by itself.
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By the 1920s kids were regularly drinking freshly squeezed orange or lemon juice at home, and John Dixon, an Australian, was making concentrated fruit juices. In the 1930s, with the development of new ways of pasteurising fruit juices, canned fruit juices really began to be popular—tomato, pineapple, apple, pear and grape juices were canned wherever the fruit grew best, and sent all over the world. For the first time someone in cold London could drink pineapple juice, or someone in hot Bombay could drink blackcurrant juice. Many of these early juices were pressed from the skin as well as the flesh of the oranges and lemons, so they needed a lot of sugar to cover up their bitterness.

By the 1960s many home and café kitchens had mechanical ‘juice extractors’, and finally in the 1980s came new methods of getting orange juice out of the orange without squishing the bitter oils out of the skin. This meant that you could buy orange juice in a supermarket that tasted more or less like the fresh stuff (though it isn’t quite as good). You could also buy fruit juice in Poppers and other cardboard containers, so the juice no longer tasted of can as well as fruit!
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CHAPTER 5
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Short bits about lots of foods

Avocados— avocados come from central South America.

Beans— beans come from South America too. They used to be eaten raw, then about 6000 years ago pottery was invented in South America, and people learnt to cook their beans.

Cabbage— cabbage and broccoli and Brussels sprouts are all descended from kale, a green veg with tall, tough leaves. Kale grows wild on the rocky beaches of the Channel Islands between Britain and France and around the beaches of southeastern Europe. The ancient Celts were growing kale when the Romans invaded. They decided they liked kale and took it back to Rome. The Romans then bred the first cabbages that had round heads like the ones we know today. And then of course those cabbages travelled around Europe with the Romans…

Capsicums and chillies— capsicums and chillies come from Bolivia in South America. The ancient Mexicans grew them and developed hundreds of different sorts.

Carrots— carrots used to grow wild all over much of Europe, central Asia and northern Africa. The wild ones come in all sorts of colours, but mostly a sort of dull white (like most roots). In the Middle Ages a purple carrot arrived in western Europe from the Middle East, and the Dutch (who were famous market gardeners) developed orange carrots from these purple ones. (I grow purple carrots in our garden, and red-skinned ones and yellow ones as well as white ones and orange ones. The white ones are really good—they just don’t quite seem like carrots.)

Celery— the ancestor of celery grew wild in salty marshes from Sweden and Denmark in northern Europe to northern Africa and eastern Asia. It was pretty thin-stemmed and tough, with much more leaf than stem. The French probably first bred the long-stemmed celery that we know today.

Cherries— cherries come from central and eastern Europe and northern Turkey.

Corn—corn originated in the Andes in South America. It was slowly traded north over thousands of years, till finally the North American Indians were growing it too. Columbus took it to Europe, and Europe loved it and started growing it at once—unlike tomatoes and potatoes, which took ages to be accepted.

Dates— these are really ancient, first grown about 5000 to 6000 years ago in the Middle East. Dates are one of the few fruits that love a hot, dry climate. We mostly eat long, brown dates, but there are also yellow and brown dates, and round and egg-shaped ones.

Lychees— lychees come from southern China.

Mangoes— mangoes first grew in the foothills of the Himalayas in India and Burma.

Mulberries— mulberries probably started off in Iran and travelled east to Rome and west to China.

Onions— onions come from southern Russia and Iran. To understand how onions spread across the world you really have to go into VERY ancient history, long before history was written down, because onions spread with the Indo-European tribes that took over most of Europe. Most modern European languages are based on the ancient Indo-European language.

Pawpaws— pawpaw comes from South America and Costa Rica.

Peas— peas are a really ancient veg. They’re native to the eastern Mediterranean or southwest Asia. Peas were eaten in ancient Troy and by the Romans, and reached China about 1000 years ago.

Persimmons— these come from China and Japan.

Pineapples— the pineapple was first grown in tropical South America. Columbus saw it growing on his second voyage there.

Plums— Japanese plums originally came from China, but were developed into good, big fruit in Japan. European plums may have come from Asia Minor or have been native to parts of Europe. Humans were eating plums in Europe in the Stone Age, but the Romans were the first ones to breed bigger and sweeter plums.

Raspberries— different sorts of raspberries grow wild throughout most of the world—Europe, western Asia, northern USA, China…There’s also a wild Australian raspberry. I have a feeling that, wherever raspberries first grew, the birds soon discovered they were delicious and left raspberry seeds in their droppings in many different parts of the world wherever they migrated.

Rockmelons— rockmelons are from hot, wet western Africa. The Romans loved them. Columbus took them to America (instead of the other way around) on his second voyage there.

Strawberries— there are wild strawberries in Europe and the USA. Modern strawberries are a cross between the two.

Sweet potatoes— sweet potatoes started off in South America and the West Indies but travelled all through the Americas and Polynesia long before history was written down. (Birds probably carried the seeds across the ocean from South America to Polynesia.) Columbus took sweet potatoes to Europe and the Spanish then took them to the Philippines and Indonesia, where they spread to China and Southeast Asia.

NATIVE AUSTRALIAN FOODS

Tomatoes come from South America, sugar cane from New Guinea, peaches from China…is there any food that started its life in Australia?

Most of the Aboriginal knowledge of good Australian things to eat was lost as they were hunted out of their homelands after white settlement. Also, most of the fruits and veg that we eat today were selected over many generations to get bigger and tastier varieties. Australia has lots of pretty good fruits…but most aren’t as big or sweet as the fruits and vegetables that came here via Europe.
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Macadamias are Australian, but it wasn’t Australians who bred new varieties and started selling them round the world. That happened in Hawaii. Australia has macadamia nut farms now, but they mostly don’t grow varieties developed in Australia. (I grew up in an area with wild macadamia trees, and to be honest they were just as big and tasty as the macadamias you buy now. The new macadamia varieties just have thinner shells so it’s easier to get the nut out.)

People also need to know how to use a new fruit. It took hundreds of years for people in Europe to work out how to use a tomato. I love making lillypilly cordial, and lillypilly jam is probably the best jam in the world. (No, I’m not biased—well, not much. Lillypilly jam sets beautifully and is this incredible purple-red colour and has a wonderful flavour.) But although many people grow lillypillies in their gardens because the trees are pretty, they often don’t know how to use them.

Davidson’s plums, quandongs, lemon aspen, Kakadu plums, bush tomatoes, native figs…Australia has lots of good fruits, and great nuts like the enormous bunya nut, and other good foods like edible wattle seeds. (Wattle seed ice-cream is perhaps the best in the world. But you have to use the right wattle seed, as the seeds from some wattles can leave you seriously dead.)

We need to learn how to use our native foods and to select the very best-tasting fruit from the best-growing trees to use to grow more trees.

WHAT NEXT?

Sometimes, looking at the great spread of food in the supermarket (or even better, at a fruit and veg market), you might think that we’ve just about come to the end of discovering new good stuff to eat.

No way! There are still thousands of foods that are eaten in only a very small part of the world and, OK, some of them probably deserve only to be eaten in a very small part of the world (like fried cockroaches or my mum’s chicken, rice and pineapple stew—don’t ask—or the foods you’ll find in Chapter 9). But there are lots of others that taste fantastic and have even more vitamins and minerals and antioxidants than the food we eat now.

New Guinea, for example, has hundreds of different sorts of sweet potato, and Africa has thousands of different green vegies that the rest of the world has never tried. Australia has lots of great ‘new’ fruit too—well, not exactly new, but new to the rest of the world.

I remember some bananas I ate in the Philippines—about the size of my little finger and the sweetest I’ve ever eaten (perfect to take to school if you don’t feel like gnawing your way through a giant ‘normal’ banana). And there was a berry that some kids clambered up to pick for me in far north Queensland, that was one of the best things I’ve ever eaten. (I’ve asked all sorts of people about it since and looked up lots of books but I can’t find out what it was. Maybe that’s the one tree in the world that gives such fantastic fruit. Just like you’re different from your brothers and sisters, maybe that tree is different from all its relatives, too.)

And of course scientists and gardeners and farmers are breeding new varieties of fruit all the time. (Actually most of the work breeding new fruit and veg isn’t to make them taste better. It’s about trying to make them last longer in supermarkets, or not squash in trucks, or look red and glossy, or grow anywhere on earth instead of just where the temperature and soil and rainfall exactly suit them. Most ‘new’ peaches aren’t nearly as tasty as the old sorts—but on the other hand some of the new apples like Lady Williams or Pink Lady are fantastic!)
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CHAPTER 6
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The fascinating history of some
fascinating foods

(also the fascinating history of some pretty boring foods)

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF THE
SANDWICH

Sandwiches are called after John Montague, the fourth Earl of Sandwich. He was a gambling addict. I mean a real addict—gambling can hook people just as firmly as drugs.

Anyway, he’d been at the card table for 24 hours without getting up even to eat, so he yelled to his butler, ‘Bring me slices of beef on slices of toast!’ And whackydo!—the ‘sandwich’ was born!

Actually, people had been eating sandwich-like meals for centuries—onions and tomatoes, and sometimes olives and artichokes, placed in a fresh roll and drizzled with olive oil in France and Spain; and good things like smoked fish on slices of bread in Scandinavia—but they weren’t fashionable, i.e. they weren’t eaten by people who had butlers.

But after the Earl of Sandwich guzzled down his toast and beef, everybody started eating sandwiches.

PS If you’re wondering how the Earl of Sandwich managed to go 24 hours without going to the bathroom, the answer is that there was probably a chamber pot in the cupboard. Yes, I know it sounds disgusting now, but those were the days without bathrooms. People like the Earl took it for granted that the servants would bring their bath tub to their bedroom (and light a fire to keep them warm while they bathed), and the chamber pot would be brought to them wherever it was needed!

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF THE
HAMBURGER

The hamburger comes from the United Sates, even though it’s named after a town in Germany.

Hamburg was one of the main ports for German immigrants to the US last century…and the German community in the US was well known for its high-class butcher’s shops.

People ate ‘hamburger steaks’—mince shaped into patties and fried—long before anyone thought of sticking the hamburger steak in a bun.

Hamburgers in a bun really took off at the St Louis World Fair in 1904. The hamburger was the perfect food to feed lots of people at once—no one even needed to sit down to eat it!

By the 1920s there were chains of hamburger shops all over the USA. They didn’t really take off in Australia, though, till after World War II. World War II brought many American soldiers and sailors to Australia—and most of them wanted hamburgers!

An elderly bloke called Merv, who used to run a café during World War II, once told me how an American soldier came in demanding a hamburger. Now, meat was rationed back then and they didn’t have any mince to make a hamburger with.

‘Well, you just put any bit of meat you’ve got between two pieces of bread and I’ll eat it!’ the soldier ordered. (Actually he was a lot ruder than that, but the publisher won’t let me use those words in this book.)

Well, Merv’s wife was really annoyed. So she went out into the shed and plucked a freshly caught mouse out of a mousetrap and put that between two slices of bread…
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‘And he bit it!’ Merv chortled. ‘You should have seen his face!’ (Whenever I see a hamburger nowadays, I think of that mouse!)

PS It is neither polite nor hygienic to put a mouse in a hamburger. Do not try it!

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF FISH AND
CHIPS

Take a guess. Where do you think the combination of fish and chips comes from?

Well, it’s sort of English and sort of Jewish and sort of Portuguese, with a bit of Irish and perhaps a few eastern European influences too…

When the Portuguese Jewish community was expelled from Portugal back in the 1500s, they took their recipes for fried fish with them—fish fillets that had been dipped in flour, then in beaten egg and then in breadcrumbs, then fried in olive oil. (Most fried food in Portugal at that time was fried in pig fat, but the Jewish religion forbade the eating of pig fat.)

‘Fried Fish in the Jewish Style’ became popular in England. Then in 1860 Joseph Malin, a Jewish immigrant from eastern Europe, established the world’s first fish and chip shop in the East End of London. His fish and chips were basically Jewish fried fish (now dipped in a flour and water batter, but still fried in oil) plus fried potatoes. There were already Irish ‘potato shops’ in London selling fried and other cooked spuds to Irish immigrants (this was soon after the potato famine in Ireland, when about 40 per cent of the country starved and many others emigrated to Australia or the USA and of course to England too).

But this was the first shop to combine a Jewish fried fish shop and an Irish potato shop, and soon there were fish and chip shops all over England. And wherever the English migrated, they took their fish and chips.

THE FASCINATING HISTORY OF PIZZA

Pizza is Italian, isn’t it?

Well, sort of. The idea of taking a bit of bread dough and flattening it out and cooking it quickly with some topping on it is really ancient. The ancient Greeks and Romans and the Spanish and Arabs did it, and so did the ancient Armenians. Quiches were once made from bread dough and looked a bit like pizzas, and in central Europe you can have bits of bread dough spread with fruit and sugar or honey and baked—lovely sticky sweet sorts of pizzas.

In Provence in southern France they have the traditional pissaladière, which is very like pizza—bread dough with tomatoes and anchovies and black olives, or just with cooked onions and black olives.

But of course, in ancient times no pizzas had tomato and grated cheese on them and, no matter what else we like on our pizza, nearly all pizzas today have tomato and cheese.

The ancestor of the pizza we know today came from Naples in southern Italy. I don’t know exactly when ‘modern’ pizza was born, but it had to have been some time after tomatoes came to Italy, so it can’t have been all that long ago.

Naples (or somewhere in southern Italy) had the first pizza shops, with big brick ovens where people went after work to gossip and eat pizza.

People from Naples migrated to America, and that’s where the ‘pizza with just about anything on it as long as there’s lots of it and ALWAYS cheese and tomato’ was born. But even today, most really great pizzas are made by Italians. (I’m biased, though. You’d better test this for yourself. Spend the next 20 years eating LOTS of different pizzas, and see who makes the best.)
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THE FASCINATING AND CONFUSING
HISTORY OF PASTA

There’s a lot of argument about where pasta came from. Some people say that Marco Polo, an Italian trader from Venice, brought it back to Italy from China. Other people say that’s nonsense—the ancient Romans were eating pasta! Others say that when the Ostrogoths invaded Rome they brought pasta with them.

‘Pasta’ is an Italian word but many other countries have got noodle dishes like it. Pasta is made from wheat, but other noodles are made of buckwheat, or soya flour, or rice flour.

But lasagne is definitely an Italian dish, and the idea of a bowl of pasta with a sauce ladled on top is pretty much Italian too.

(I’ll stop writing here for a few minutes. Must go and get myself a good big bowl of pasta.)
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THE FASCINATING AND TRICKY HISTORY
OF CURRY

Three guesses where curry comes from!

Nope. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Curry isn’t Indian—it’s English.

When the English invaded India and Pakistan, many of them grew very fond of Indian food. Indian food uses lots of spices, partly because they taste good but also because many of the spices help to stop food going bad in a hot climate, and spicy food satisfies the appetite for much longer than bland food, so if you are poor and don’t have much to eat then it’s good to really spice up your food.

When the English soldiers and administrators retired to England they missed their spicy foods. So ‘curry powder’ was invented—a mix of spices you could add to just about anything to make it…well, very vaguely like what people were eating back in India. ‘Curry’ probably comes from the Tamil word kari, meaning ‘sauce’.

When most people think of ‘curry’ they think of really hot food, but hot chillies weren’t used in Indian cooking till the 16th century when the Portuguese introduced them. Before that the only hottish spice was pepper.

THE VERY, VERY CONFUSING HISTORY OF
ICE-CREAM

There’s a lot of argument about who first invented ice-cream.

The Greeks and Macedonians say they invented ice-cream, as Alexander the Great brought the technique of ‘cold pits’ of buried snow covered with thick oak planks from his home in Macedonia to the Indian city of Patna. When Alexander and his army were besieging Patna, Alexander had 30 giant ‘cold pits’ dug so the army could sit out the siege in comfort with iced wine.

The Indians say they already knew about cold pits long before Alexander invaded, thank you very much, and that THEY invented ice-cream. The ancient Indian dish kulfi is made from milk boiled and boiled till it thickens, then frozen in earthenware bowls in pits of stored snow.

The Arabs and the Turks say they invented ice-cream, as they were the first to have iced fruit drinks, frozen in stored ice or snow. Their fruit drinks were soft and slushy, a bit like pineapple crush.
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The Chinese say they invented ice-cream because they had cold pits going back to 1100 BC, and the Chinese emperors ate dishes of sweetened milk thickened with ground rice and frozen in porcelain bowls. They say that Marco Polo the Italian trader learnt about ice-cream from them and took it back to Italy.

The Italians say they invented REAL ice-cream made with cream, and that Italian cooks who travelled with Catherine and Marie de’ Medici from Italy when they married into the French royal family brought ice-cream (gelato) recipes with them.

The French say, no! no! no! They already knew about ice-cream long before the Italian chefs arrived, and that THEY invented really creamy ice-cream, i.e. ice-cream thickened with eggs, and, anyway, they opened the first ice-cream shop in 1686: the café of Procopio dei Coltelli, who sold water ices as well as ‘iced cheeses’—in other words, thick ice-cream like the ice-cream we know today.

The Italians say, hey, wait a second, Procopio dei Coltelli was Italian, even if he did open his café in Paris.

The English say they may not have invented ice-cream, but they invented the name ‘ice-cream’. Before that it had been known as ‘cream ice’ or ‘iced cream’, ‘iced cheese’, etc.

The Americans (well, some Americans anyway) ignore everyone else’s history and say that ice-cream was invented in 1813 by the wife of President Madison.

Dolly Madison ordered custard pies for a ball but when they arrived they were frozen. One of the guests bit into a frozen custard pie and yelled, ‘Poison!’ Well, the guards seized the cook, and everyone was shrieking, so to calm everything down Dolly Madison ate a frozen custard pie herself and said it was ‘delicious’.

(One day Hollywood will make a movie about it—and then the whole world will know that the Americans invented ice-cream, just like they won various World War II battles even before America was in the war…don’t get me started on Hollywood’s rewriting of history!)

In 1846 Nancy Johnston (who really was American) invented the portable hand-cranked ice-cream churn. You filled the outer part with salt and ice (adding salt makes the ice colder) and the inner bit with cream and flavourings. You stirred the mixture with a paddle to stop the ice-cream freezing into crunchy crystals. (I’ve used one of these—it makes the best ice-cream ever.)

From then on anyone could make ice-cream…

Around the 1930s Clarence W. Vogt (also American) invented the ‘continuous ice-cream freezer’—in other words, a giant machine that made and packed ice-cream automatically.

Suddenly ice-cream became cheaper…and cheaper…and big manufacturers stopped using cream and used milk or dried milk or cheese whey, with ‘inert fillers’ and ‘bulking agents’ and all the other ingredients you’ll find if you look on the lid of supermarket ice-cream.

Which is why the really BEST ice-cream is made at home, or by small ice-cream sellers (I don’t mean they have to be short—just not make enormous amounts of cheap ice-cream).

(If you ever go up to Kuranda in north Queensland, eat at least six ice-creams from different ice-cream carts; they’ll all be a bit different. The ice-cream up there is GREAT. I reckon Australians have invented ice-cream all over again.)

PS I say I invented ice-cream because 25 years ago someone lent me an ice-cream machine. I didn’t have a recipe for ice-cream, so I just filled up the machine with cream and added some sugar and sliced ripe peaches and filled the outer case with ice and salt and stirred and stirred…and it was INCREDIBLY delicious ice-cream. Yes, I know other people had discovered ice-cream before me, but that makes no difference at all to the fact that I discovered it too!
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BANANA ICE-CREAM

If you want to discover ice-cream as well…


ice-cubes



salt



2 cups of cream



4 tablespoons of caster sugar



half a teaspoon of real vanilla essence



a mashed banana



Fill a large bowl with ice, then sprinkle on salt. Now place another smaller bowl in the middle of the first bowl. Into the smaller bowl, put the cream, sugar, vanilla essence and mashed banana. Now take a fork or a whisk and keep beating it all, over and over and over. It will slowly thicken and you’ll have ice-cream. (It’ll take ages to freeze—at least half an hour…maybe take turns at beating with your friends. But it will be good!)

THE MYSTERIOUS HISTORY OF THE
LAMINGTON

Lamingtons are Australia’s national cake…well, it’s not official, but I bet if there were a vote lamingtons would win.

According to legend, lamingtons were invented in Brisbane somewhere around 1900. The cook at Government House—so the story goes—was making a fancy sponge dessert for the Governor of Queensland, Baron Lamington, and his wife, Lady Lamington. Just as the cook was taking it out of the tin she dropped it—right into a bowl of chocolate sauce.

Well, she couldn’t just pop out and say, ‘Whoops, sorry Baron, no pud tonight!’ So she carefully arranged the chocolate-covered cake on a plate and scattered shredded coconut over it, and bore it proudly out saying: ‘Look, Baron Lamington, I have invented a new dessert and named it after you—the lamington!’

Well, like a lot of stories, that one probably isn’t true. Years ago I tried to find out exactly WHEN the lamington was invented, and did radio shows all over Australia asking for anyone with early lamington recipes to contact me. There were lots of recipes in old cook books from 1910 onwards—and the earliest ones were for big cakes, not the little lamingtons we know today, but there were no accounts of who first made them!

I did get one letter, though, that claimed lamingtons were first made in a Brisbane cookery school for girls, and were named after Baroness Lamington, not her husband—the Baroness was very interested in girls’ education, especially in teaching them to cook.

However they came about—and whichever Lamington they were named after—I couldn’t find any trace of anything vaguely like a lamington before 1900, and all the really old lamington-type recipes are Australian. So it seems pretty likely they were invented here. (They couldn’t have been invented too long before 1900, as chocolate was too expensive to be used in everyday cookery till the end of the 19th century.)

Anyway, by the 1920s lamingtons had taken over Australia. In a hot, dry climate, before the days of air conditioning and insulation, where if you took a scone out of the oven it had turned into a rock a few hours later, soaking left-over cake in moist chocolate sauce then rolling it all in coconut was a great way to keep a cake tasting soft and fresh for days.

Lamingtons were made on Saturdays for Sunday afternoon tea, and lots of women wrote into me about going to dances in the 1920s and 1930s and carrying a plate of lamingtons for supper. Lamingtons were—and still are—made to sell to raise money for charity, though these days most lamingtons sold at ‘lamington drives’ are made in commercial bakeries, not at home.

If you’ve only ever had a shop-bought lamington—or even worse, a supermarket one—you have never tasted a REAL lamington. A REAL lamington is made from butter cake, not sponge cake, and it’s soaked in the chocolate icing so the outside is almost but not quite gooey, then rolled in the coconut so you don’t get too much chocolate icing on your fingers. A REAL lamington is a delight. (Sometime in the 1940s someone invented red lamingtons and lamingtons with jam and cream in them, but they’re not REAL lamingtons.)

REAL LAMINGTONS


125 grams of butter



125 grams of caster sugar



1 teaspoon of vanilla essence



4 eggs, beaten



250 grams of self-raising flour



half a cup of milk



butter and flour to line the cake tin



Cream the butter and sugar and vanilla till soft; add the eggs one by one and mix in between adding each one. Then add the flour and milk bit by bit, mixing it all gently. Rub a square cake tin with butter, then add a little flour and swirl it around till the flour covers all the greasy butter.

Now spoon in the mixture and bake at 220°C for about 35 minutes—it should be pale brown on top. Upend the cake tin onto a wire rack and let the cake cool.

Cut it into squares and make the icing.


Icing



4 tablespoons of water



2 teaspoons of butter



1 teaspoon of real vanilla essence



500 grams of icing sugar



4 tablespoons of cocoa powder



250 grams of coconut



Put the water and butter in a saucepan and heat the mixture till it just boils. Take it off the heat and add the vanilla then stir in the icing sugar and cocoa. The icing should be just liquid—not too thick, but not too runny either. If it’s too thick add a bit more water—about a teaspoon at a time, as it’s very easy to add too much!

Put the runny icing onto a wide plate. Put the coconut onto another wide plate.

Now take a knitting needle or bamboo skewer and thread the squares of cake onto it. Roll the squares on the needle in the icing, leaving them for a few seconds on each side to really soak it all up, then roll them into the coconut.

Now take them off the knitting needle or skewer. All but two sides will be covered with chocolate and coconut.

Dip each uncovered side in icing then coconut, lick your fingers, wash them and thread another lot of cakes onto the needle…and keep rolling till they’re all done.

Store the lamingtons in a sealed container till you want to eat them.





CHAPTER 7
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A short history of Australia in
our tucker

All you have to do is look at who was eating what for lunch in the past in Australia to be able to tell a heck of a lot about who we were back then, and what we were doing.



A lunch of large shrubs and tree tops?

That was when Australia was inhabited by giant marsupials like diprotodons, before humans arrived here between 40,000 and 65,000 years ago.



A lunch of wild duck, native yams and wild cherries?

The original inhabitants of Australia before white settlement…but Australia is a very large place, and what people ate and how they cooked it back then depended very much on whether they were living in Cape York or central Australia or by a river on the east coast! There were many thousands of different ways of cooking yams or grass seeds or wattle seeds, and tens of thousands of different foods!

If you look at paintings by early white settlers, you’d think that all Aboriginal Australians ate was roast kangaroo or wallaby! But one of the major foods was yam tuber, baked on the coals or under the ashes of a hot fire, or mashed on a hot rock with a rack of wood above it, and coals placed on it so that the top of the yam bread had a crisp, grilled surface…the early white painters simply didn’t know much about Aboriginal cooking!

Hundreds of different grass seeds and edible wattle seeds were ground into flour (some had to be baked to soften them first) and mixed with water and then made into a flat bread cooked in the coals or on hot stones. (Don’t try eating wattle seeds, though, unless you are VERY sure they aren’t poisonous ones!!!!)

In the southeast there were feasts of fat bogong moths, or waterlily roots and stems and seeds; on the coast there might be mutton birds or oysters; waterbirds were trapped in nets across rivers and many different fish-trap designs were made along rivers and the coast.

In Arnhem Land there were wild taro, native arrowroot, wild ginger, wild bananas, yams, crocodiles, turtles and their eggs…it would need another few books just to describe the variety of foods eaten back then!

A disgusting lunch made from weevilly flour and old salt beef?

The first soldier and convict settlers (while the Aboriginal populations were still happily guzzling roast fish, kangaroo haunch and native fruit and veg).

Even in 1840 ships’ passengers were still given weekly rations of four and a half pounds of bread, one pound of salt beef, one and a half pounds of flour, half a pound of raisins, half a pound of suet (animal fat boiled down then strained and cooled into a solid lump), one pint of dried peas, half a pound of rice, a quarter pound of preserved potato flour, one ounce of tea, three-quarters of a pound of sugar, six ounces of butter, one gill (one-quarter of a pint) of pickled cabbage, half a gill (one-eighth of a pint) of vinegar and two ounces of salt. And that was it for the week!!!!!



A lunch of tough, grilled mutton chops or roast leg of elderly sheep or mutton stew and heavy damper with ‘cockie’s joy’ (golden syrup), and pumpkin?

The early farming years. (But many people ate very well in those years too, with a greater range of fruit and veg every day than we eat now!)



A lunch of mutton, mutton, boiled galah and still more mutton, with black tea and sugar and maybe a bit of rock-like damper and ‘cockie’s joy’ or treacle…or, if you were lucky, steamed bream with soy sauce and fresh bok choy, in one of the Chinese communities?

This was the food of the Gold Rush communities, when everything was scarce and men left their jobs and raced to get rich (and mostly didn’t).

Many Chinese emigrated to Australia during the Gold Rushes. Many returned to China but some also stayed. Of those many became market gardeners. For about a hundred years most Australians wouldn’t have had fresh veg, except perhaps for pumpkin, potatoes and cabbages, which was mostly all you could buy unless you had a Chinese market garden nearby—especially in hot, dry areas where the European market gardens failed. Some Chinese also opened cafés—though the ‘Chinese’ food they served was often simplified to suit unsophisticated Australian tastes (sweet and sour everything and chicken and corn soup).



A lunch of ‘cock-a-leekie’ (chicken and leek) soup and roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, followed by steamed treacle pudding and custard, or takeaway pigs’ trotters or roast rabbit from a stall?

Melbourne or Sydney in the 1890s, when we were still very, very English. Even though many Australians at that time had more Irish, Scottish or Welsh blood in them than English, apart from the cock-a-leekie soup and Irish stew, our food never really included things like Welsh cakes or Scots bannock (a type of cake), or Irish colcannon (mashed potato with cabbage). The English had conquered Ireland, Scotland and Wales, and at least for a time they conquered our lunch too!



A very good lunch indeed of roast rabbit or shoulder of mutton with roast potato, pumpkin, peas or beans and gravy, steamed apple pudding with custard, then sponge cake with jam and cream and passionfruit icing?

This is the sort of food my great-grandparents and great-great-aunt ate every day. Afterwards Great-Grandpa would go out and tend his dahlias or his orchids and Great-Grandma and Great-Great-Aunt Nin would start cooking the cakes for afternoon tea. The three of them lived till nearly 100 eating their classic early 1900s food.
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A lunch of bread and scrape (dripping)?

The Depression years, when maybe one in four Australians didn’t get enough to eat and certainly very little variety.

But during the 1930s you might also have eaten lamingtons at a tennis party, lamb’s tongue in parsley sauce, shepherd’s pie, steamed puddings and lots of cakes.

From about 1880 to 1970 Australians were great cake-makers—and great cake-eaters too! Now, with more mothers working long hours out of the home, I wonder how many kids have ever eaten ‘real’ cake and biscuits—stuff not made out of a cake mix packet or bought at the supermarket!

A lunch of salad with hard-boiled eggs if you had chooks in the backyard, pickled beetroot, a slice of orange and ‘mayonnaise’ (made from condensed milk and yellow English mustard and vinegar, and sometimes known as salad cream), plus date and apple cake made without butter?

World War II, when butter, meat, tea and many other things were rationed.



A cold lamb sandwich for lunch with chutney and tinned beetroot, or a baked bean or spaghetti sandwich or maybe Vegemite and lettuce (that’s what I had for lunch in the 1950s and half the 1960s), or perhaps a meat pie and sauce or even spaghetti bolognaise?

Australian food in the 1950s was just starting to be influenced by the giant wave of migration of refugees after World War II. We’d also sometimes get some quite excellent fish and chips from the Greek café down the road. (Greece has a very long and ancient tradition of beautifully cooked fish.)

But although by this time there were many different ‘lunches’, depending on whether your forebears had come from Greece or Italy or Lebanon or Yugoslavia or Russia or the Netherlands or the UK or China or Singapore, generally Australians only cooked one sort of food…in other words, if your mum came from Italy, you’d eat Italian food.



A lunch of beetroot soup or spinach quiche or even stuff like ‘Hunza pie’ (layered brown rice, spinach and herbs in wholemeal pastry), carrot cake, fried rice and bean sprouts or maybe yoghurt?

In the 1960s our tucker was moving even further away from the English meat and three veg, and for some people it was hippy healthy too! But many people still ate what they had always eaten—my grandfather had bread and cheese for lunch every day for the last three or four decades of his life, with home grown-lettuce and tomato and maybe a slice of apple pie if there were visitors.

But for the first time there were recipes in women’s magazines for food from other countries, like Chinese food and pasta—even if the recipes were often so Australianised that most people from the country the food was supposed to come from wouldn’t have recognised it! (I’ve got a recipe from 1969 for ‘sweet and sour fish fingers’ that was supposed to be Chinese. It had canned pineapple in it and white vinegar and…well, actually, you don’t want to know!)

Australia finally got rid of the White Australia Policy, which had been designed to keep out people from Asia and Africa—and our food got much, much more interesting!



A café lunch of chicken salad with noc nuam sauce?

In the 1970s Vietnamese cafés and restaurants sprang up all over Australia as refugees arrived in Australia after the Vietnam War and established themselves serving the food of their homeland.

This wave of Southeast Asian food outlets was closely followed by people starting Thai and Korean and Japanese restaurants. People arrived from war-torn Lebanon too and Australians began to eat felafels and houmous and baba ganoush. But a steak sandwich was still popular!

I was a cook in a restaurant in a country town in the 1970s. When I started, you couldn’t even buy garlic in the town! The only veg for sale were potatoes and onions and pumpkin and very tired cabbages, and no one would eat anything except steak! But within a year the first (small) self-service supermarket opened (till then you had to stand at the counter and ask the shop assistant for what you wanted, and wait while he or she got it for you), with all sorts of veg and frozen food…and the town was happily guzzling all the exotic food we wanted to cook!



A slice of foccaccia with black olives and sundried tomatoes?

This was a typical lunch in the 1990s, when Italian ‘peasant’ food was really fashionable. Dinner was likely to be pasta or something stir-fried in the Asian tradition—and Australians had finally learnt to appreciate genuine Chinese, Thai and Vietnamese food instead of sweet and sour ‘who cares what’s in it as long as there’s plenty of pineapple’.



And today? Well, what are YOU munching on for lunch?


	a cheese and salad sandwich? (sort of English)



	a hamburger? (American)



	instant noodles? (sort of Asian)



	stir-fried veg with rice? (also sort of Asian)



	fried chicken? (all sorts of places via the USA)



	spaghetti bolognaise? (Italianish)



	quiche? (French, though many other countries have quiche-like dishes too)



	pizza? (from Italy via the USA)



	something good wrapped in fresh Lebanese flat bread? (Lebanese or Greek)



	fish and chips? (English/ Jewish/ Portuguese/ Irish)



Our food today is a mixture of all the cultures that make up Australia. Australia has perhaps the most varied food in the world, and every year we capture something else that’s good to eat and make it ours.

You’re the inheritors of thousands of years of cooking—so let’s hope you’re eating something good—’cause after thousands of years of experimenting, it’s sad to waste good stomach space on stuff that doesn’t taste fantastic.



PS NOT EVERYONE in Australia ate the stuff above—even in the very early colonial years there were French and Italian settlers who certainly didn’t eat roast mutton and damper, and during the Gold Rushes in Sydney and Melbourne you could buy a dinner of roast goose or boiled lobster and people also ate roast chicken or duck and fruit. But if you’re going to paint just one picture of what most Australians were eating—well, that’s what would be in it.
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SOME OLD AUSTRALIAN RECIPES

HOW NOT TO COOK ROAST WOMBAT

Wombats are protected nowadays, so you’re not allowed to eat them, roasted or otherwise. Besides, the wombats don’t like it. But this is how you won’t be cooking them.

Take no wombats whatsoever. Don’t make a small cut in the lower stomach, so you won’t be able to pull out their guts.

Now don’t dig a pit half a metre deep and don’t pile the pit full of firewood and light it. Don’t dangle the dead wombat over the fire to singe off its hair.

When the fire has died down to coals, definitely, absolutely don’t throw in your wombat, feet upwards, and don’t pile the dirt back over it.

After an hour, don’t dig it up, and certainly don’t eat it.

EGG COOKED IN THE ASHES

You can try this with chook eggs. In fact, definitely ONLY try this with chook eggs—it’s illegal to collect or eat wild birds’ eggs, except in some circumstances for Aboriginal people.

Take your egg, and make a very small hole in one end with a pin. Now nestle the egg in hot ashes CAREFULLY, with the hole end upwards. If you burn yourself terribly, don’t blame me.

Leave it for about 5 to 10 minutes, then pick it up carefully (use gloves, spade and tongs). Knock the top off and eat it…unless it’s still raw, in which case you probably need hotter ashes.
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ANZAC BISCUITS

These weren’t made by the Anzacs at Anzac Cove (a battlefield isn’t exactly the place to come up with new recipes). They were made by women at home during World War I and afterwards, and were sold to raise money for the soldiers. This recipe is from my grandma’s cookbook. She collected recipes most of her life—see the next chapter for more. She probably collected this one in the early 1920s.


half a cup of butter



half a cup of sugar



1 tablespoon of golden syrup



2 tablespoons of very hot water



1 teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda



1 cup of plain flour



2 cups of rolled oats



Melt the butter, sugar and golden syrup in a saucepan. Take it off the heat. Add the water and bicarbonate of soda and let the mixture froth up. Add the flour and oats and mix quickly. Place small spoonfuls on a greased tray and bake in a slow oven (150°C) for about 10 to 15 minutes or till pale brown. Take them off the tray carefully. They’ll get crisp as they cool.

PUMPKIN SCONES

Early settlers added pumpkin to their scones so that they’d stay moist. In hot, dry weather most cakes dried out and turned into rocks almost as soon as they’d been baked. (My son once played cricket with a scone he was served near Alice Springs—it was so hard, he’d have broken a tooth if he’d tried to eat it!)

Adding pumpkin made the scones moister, sweeter—and they look good too.


2 tablespoons of butter or margarine



2 cups of self-raising flour



1 egg



half a cup of milk



1 cup of mashed pumpkin



Rub the butter or margarine into the flour with the tips of your fingers till it’s a bit like small crumbs. Mix the egg with the milk, then add that and the pumpkin to the flour. Mix well.

Roll the dough out on a board (dust the board with a little flour so the dough doesn’t stick) and use a glass to cut out rounds. Place them on a greased tray. Brush the tops with a little milk—this makes them shiny and brown. Bake in a hot oven for 15 minutes or till the tops are light brown. Eat AT ONCE.

Pumpkin scones are good just with butter, or with butter and jam, or jam and whipped cream. My grandma used to toast left-over pumpkin or date scones for breakfast and we’d have them with plum or apricot or strawberry jam.

PS If you want to make date scones, my grandma’s recipe is on pages 132 to 133.

THE 1950s GREAT AUSTRALIAN TOMATO SANDWICH

Butter a thick slice of white bread (if you can get an unsliced loaf, cut it into big, uneven ‘doorstops’). Lay slices of tomato on it. Sprinkle them with salt and maybe white pepper. Cover them with another slice of bread. Cut the sandwich across the middle. Wrap it in greaseproof paper. Keep it in a Globite schoolbag in the hot sun for three hours.

Now eat it.

The bread will be soggy, the tomato will be sort of fermenting and the schoolbag will smell of old tomatoes for the rest of its life. For extra pong, add a squashed banana and a mouldy orange you forgot to eat last week.





CHAPTER 8
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My Grandma’s Cookbook,
1917-1985

My grandma, Thelma Edwards, wrote down recipes she liked in a special book for most of her life. It was just a tall notebook, and the pages are yellow now and some of the ink is fading. Even the recipes she cut out of newspapers and magazines and pasted into her book are brown at the edges, but it is still one of the most precious things I own.

Grandma’s cookbook is really a history of what people ate in Australia from about 1917 to 1985, when she stopped making entries in her notebooks—well, the history of what people like Grandma ate, anyway, whose ancestors had arrived in Australia from Great Britain the century before.

Grandma loved food. Not eating food, really—she just loved cooking food and serving it to other people. I used to love staying with Grandma.

Mornings at Grandma’s place began with ‘early morning tea’ at about 6.30—a cup of tea for her (in a china cup and saucer, with the tea in a teapot—there were no tea bags in those days) and milk for me, or rather cordial, because I hated milk. (We were given free milk at school in those days to make our bones strong, and it sat out in the sun till morning-tea time and smelt DISGUSTING, and I haven’t ever drunk milk since. The school also had a great big bin that all our food scraps were thrown into for the pigs to eat. The pig farmer picked them up on Fridays and by Thursday the pig bin was going glop, glop! glop! as it all fermented.)

But back to early morning tea…

Grandma and I had our early morning tea in our pyjamas, with cheese and tomato on Sao biscuits sometimes, or butter on Jatz cracker biscuits.

Then we’d have our showers, and Grandma would get breakfast at about 7.30. In those days the milkman left bottles of milk on the front step and the baker left great big loaves of unsliced bread wrapped in tissue paper on the front step too. It was my job to bring the bread in before the ants got to it. The bread would be still hot in the centre from the bakery, and if the baker came early enough I’d have the end crust with butter and Vegemite for my ‘early morning tea’.

I’d set the table for breakfast while Grandma was cooking: I’d get out the special coloured ‘breakfast tablecloth’ (Grandma also had a white tablecloth for dinner, and an embroidered white one for afternoon tea), the spoons and knives and forks and plates and a butter knife for toast, and the milk jug and the butter dish. I’d also scoop out two or three different sorts of jam into small, cut-glass jam dishes, each with its own jam spoon.

First of all we’d have cereal (or porridge in winter), or maybe canned or stewed peaches or plums or apricots instead, or both if Grandma thought we were going to be having a big day. Then usually a lamb chop with gravy and fried tomato or mushrooms, or a boiled egg with ‘soldiers’—buttered toast cut into long fingers you could dip into the egg. (Grandma thought you should have meat or egg for every meal.) Sometimes Grandma cooked ‘lamb’s fry’ or another kind of liver, but not often, because I didn’t like it.

Then there was more toast, with lemon butter or home-made jam—apricot jam and marmalade and plum jam and cherry jam. Grandma had a big, dark, wooden sideboard with lots of different jams in it. The sideboard is at our place now, though I keep my jams in another cupboard. But I try to keep as many as Grandma did.

Sometimes instead of ordinary toast we’d have toasted scones from the day before. (You’ll find a recipe for pumpkin scones on pages 120 to 121 and Grandma’s date scone recipe on pages 132 to 133.) Grandma said that scones should always be eaten straight from the oven (she’s right), or toasted if they were more than 20 minutes old, and I still love toasted scones, especially date scones, with plum or blackberry jam.

Then we’d have fresh fruit, maybe an apple or an orange, which we’d eat with a small silver knife on a tiny fruit plate, and then Grandma would wash up while I cleared the table and put the jams away and shook out the tablecloth and folded it up for tomorrow’s breakfast.

Then we’d go on an ‘expedition’.

‘Let’s go on an expedition, pet,’ Grandma would say. It was always an ‘expedition’…and there was always extra bounce in Grandma’s smile when she spoke of expeditions.

Expeditions meant packing the hamper: cold lamb sandwiches with chutney, lettuce and carrot and cucumber salad with slices of orange, and a dressing made from condensed milk, mustard and vinegar, which isn’t quite as bad as it sounds. There was beetroot in a small glass jar, so it didn’t stain everything, and a fresh apple tea cake that Grandma had put on to cook while we ate breakfast, carefully placed in a cake tin. (There were no Tupperware or plastic storage containers back then.)

Then we’d pack fruit, and a Thermos of tea with the milk packed separately in case it turned the Thermos musty, bottles of lemonade for me wrapped in a wet tea towel to keep them cool, jubes and perhaps a few lemon-butter tarts or scones, buttered while they were still hot and wrapped in a napkin to them keep soft, but only if it was a short expedition (to the zoo maybe, or a nearby beach) so the scones would stay fresh.

Grandma’s favourite expeditions were in search of food: to apple orchards or peach orchards or orange orchards to buy cases of fruit, or to a broad, gleaming stretch of water to fish. Grandma would hold both our fishing lines while I ran off to inspect trees and bark and pebbles, but somehow it was always my line that caught the fish.

A favourite expedition was up to the Hawkesbury River to buy oysters, although we never actually bought any, as Grandma decided I probably wouldn’t like them, so we just watched the river and came home. Or, when she came up to Brisbane to visit us, we’d drive up Mount Tambourine for Devonshire tea, or down to Moreton Bay to buy the strawberries that sat on wooden tables by the farm gates—if you wanted any you’d leave the money in a tin next to the berries, or sometimes kids would sit there guarding the fruit. I always envied them because they could eat as many berries as they wanted.

If Grandma and I didn’t go on an expedition, we’d have lunch at home: a salad with cold meat from the night before, and lettuce and canned beetroot and sliced hardboiled eggs and sliced tomato and sliced cucumber and maybe a slice of pineapple too, with bread and butter.

Every few days our expedition had to be to buy more food…to the butcher’s shop, and the fruit shop with its buckets of flowers just outside the door, and the grocer’s shop, and the cake shop for a Neapolitan cake, which was layers of cake and jam and pastry and cream, and maybe we’d buy an ice-cream cone for me, either vanilla or chocolate, because they were the only flavours you could buy in those days, and the only ice-blocks were chocolate and orange and pineapple paddlepops.

Shopping always took the whole morning, going from shop to shop (there were no supermarkets then either; everything had its own special shop), so before we came home we’d stop at a tea shop for a cup of tea and an apple slice for Grandma, and a ‘spider’ for me. (A spider is lemonade or creaming soda or any other soft drink with a scoop of ice-cream in it.) In those days just about every second shop in the Mosman shopping centre was a tea shop. Nowadays every second shop sells takeaway food, but in those days only Chinese cafés sold takeaway food, and I don’t remember Grandma ever buying any.

Lunch kept us going till afternoon-tea time. Then there’d be hot scones, or hot apple tea cake, or sometimes a sponge cake if someone else was coming to share it with us. (Grandma said that sponge cake had to be eaten the same day it was made and we weren’t quite greedy enough to eat a whole one ourselves.) Sometimes Grandma would make rock cakes with lemon peel and sultanas. But it was mostly scones.

Then we put dinner on. I’d peel the potatoes but Grandma peeled the pumpkin, because pumpkins in those days had peel that just about needed an axe to get it off.

Dinner was always a feast at Grandma’s. Mostly it was a roast shoulder of lamb, with a herb and breadcrumb stuffing. There was pork for sale in the butcher’s, and beef too, but except for a rare roast chicken on special occasions our family just ate sheep. (Chicken was very expensive in those days; it didn’t become cheap—and very tasteless—till frozen chickens came onto the market in the 1960s. Read more about the history of chicken on pages 29 to 31.)

The lamb Grandma always cooked was ‘two tooth’—in other words, an older lamb that had had time to grow more teeth. Grandma didn’t like mutton—it was too tough and strong tasting (you can’t buy old, tough mutton nowadays, but it was very cheap back then)—and she said that young lamb didn’t have enough flavour.

With the meat we’d have roast pumpkin and roast potatoes, and gravy made at the end from the meat juices and bits of caramelised pumpkin and potato, simmered in the pan with cornflour and water till it was rich and brown, and boiled green vegetables like beans or peas in winter. (There weren’t any frozen vegetables in the shops in those days, and you couldn’t buy zucchini or a lot of the other green veg we have today.)

Grandma always poured the fat from the roast into the dripping bowl, and that was the fat she used to fry our breakfast chops and to cook the next day’s roast. Very poor families in those days ate bread with dripping instead of butter, which isn’t as revolting as it sounds—good dripping tastes nice and meaty, and is especially good if the meat was cooked with rosemary.

Sometimes we’d have soup before we ate our roast, made by simmering the shank—the bottom of the leg—with celery and carrots and parsley and barley.

Then we’d have dessert, usually stewed fruit and boiled or baked custard. (Ice-cream was pretty rare and expensive too, and even at Grandma’s I only had it as a treat.)

And then, after the washing up, we’d sit back and watch slides of Grandma’s travels, always with a box of chocolates. And then before we went to bed we’d have supper.

(I remember when a boyfriend took me to the ballet once and brought me back to Grandma’s. Grandma was sitting up waiting for us. There was a pot of tea and a jug of cocoa and fresh date scones and toasted lamb and tomato sandwiches and a tea cake and salted peanuts and rock cakes. I don’t know what the poor bloke had expected, but he had to sit down and eat for an hour. Grandma loved feeding men.)

Grandma lived in Sydney in those days, in a tall, damp house overlooking Dutchman’s Hat Bay. The house smelt of musty carpets and furniture polish and overgrown daphne and monstera deliciosa. When she wasn’t cooking, Grandma painted the sun on the trees or the ships on the Harbour, and her paintings hung in long rows in every room in the house.

Grandma taught me how to slice the great tall loaves of bread, which were all you could buy in those days, by dipping the bread knife into hot water then cutting the loaf on its side so you got really thin, even slices (except mine were still ‘doorstops’ every time—only Grandma could cut really thin bread). Grandma taught me to always cover my scones with a clean tea towel as soon as they come out of the oven so the trapped steam would make the tops moister and softer; and to ALWAYS cook pumpkin with my roast dinners (because you can’t make really rich, sweet gravy without bits of burnt pumpkin in it).

I first discovered that food was good to eat with Grandma. (My mum’s cooking in those days was burnt chops or singed sausages and boiled vegies.) Grandma never experimented with food, like we do today. I don’t think she ever had stir-fried veg, or pizza, or Vietnamese food, or a dish of pasta in her life, except for maybe canned spaghetti in sandwiches. Nor did Grandma ever use a shop-bought cookbook. Despite her love of food I don’t think she ever even read a cookbook. She certainly never owned one or borrowed one from the library.

All of Grandma’s recipes were taught to her by her mother or sent to her by her aunts or her sisters-in-law. Sometimes a recipe from a magazine or newspaper was cut out, pasted in her recipe book, or transcribed and sent to yet another female relation. But I’m not sure any of those new recipes were ever used, except perhaps during World War II—there are lots of recipes from that time in her cook book for cakes without eggs or butter, because eggs and butter were rationed, and there wasn’t enough of either to make cakes with.

I suppose one day Grandma’s cookbook should be given to a library for safekeeping—already the pages are yellow and fragile. But I love it too much to be able to make the phone call. Maybe I’ll do it tomorrow or next month, because after all, a photocopy of her cookbook would still give me the recipes, still show me how the handwriting changes over the 80-odd years during which the book was added to. I’ll still be able to see copies of the letters from great aunts, and the copperplate messages from my mother as a child pasted onto the pages, even though they have nothing to do with food, but an enormous amount to do with love and cherishing, which is what Grandma’s cookbook is about, too.

(Mum dear, says one note that my mother wrote when she was about 10, I have left the stamps in the draw for you, both duty and ordinary. The receipt book is there too for both men. Don’t make appointments for Dr Horslay on Friday. Love Val. Those were the years when my grandfather was Superintendent of Callan Park Mental Hospital in Sydney, vigorously overhauling a system of ignorance and neglect while Grandma just as enthusiastically catered for tennis parties and garden parties, and managed the staff, the maids and the gardeners—I think they were amongst her happiest years.)

Adelaide trifle cake is one of the first recipes in her cookbook, followed by tea cakes and Anzac biscuits (see page 119) in ink that has turned brown on paper that is almost brown too, and the handwriting is neat and firm and rounded.

Two pages later there is Christmas cake (she was still making the same recipe 70 years later, and Mum makes it now), marble cake, creamed tapioca and banana custard. And then the recipes of the War years: mock cream and orange soufflé without sugar or cream, or eggless, butterless, milkless cake (with dripping and mixed fruit). The handwriting keeps changing, so I never know if it’s hers as she gets older, or the handwriting of whoever sent her the recipes.

There are no recipes in Grandma’s book for stuffed shoulder of mutton, baked custard, lamb chops with gravy, sheep shank soup, roast chicken or scrambled eggs and tomato—who needs recipes for things you cook every day? Grandma had been taught how to make gravy, scones, pikelets, the perfect roast potato, buttered mushrooms and brawn by her mother, just as Grandma taught me.

By the time Grandma died in the 1990s, Australian eating had changed enormously. There were recipes for spaghetti sauce and quiche and coffee in the last pages of her cookbook, but I don’t think she ever made them.

I inherited Grandma’s dining table, too, and there is nothing that could remind me of her more. It sat in the breakfast room of her old house, laid separately for each meal, so we seemed to be forever setting out the cutlery and gathering it up again, along with the different jams for breakfast, the toast rack or the salt and pepper cruet for lunch, the embroidered cloth for afternoon tea, set diamond-shaped across the table, or the big, cut-glass bowl of fruit (bananas, apples, oranges, the occasional pear) in residence in the odd moments when the table was empty of meals. Her paintings sat above us on the walls, and were changed every few months—a sort of private exhibition—and through the window there was the sharp angle of the Harbour, the wall of trees and houses, the white pier. The boats bobbed and the seagulls wheeled just like in the paintings on the walls.

I’ll never know if Grandma realised how much she gave me—the desperately needed place of security, the flashes of beauty and happiness. Grandma taught me that the essence of a good life is how you spend your days; meals and conversation and watching the birds are as essential to happiness as the other things you achieve.

GRANDMA’S DATE SCONES

(There’s also a recipe for pumpkin scones on pages 120 to 121.)


2 cups of self-raising flour



half a cup of dates, chopped



1 tablespoon of caster sugar



4 tablespoons of butter or margarine



1 cup of milk



extra flour, butter and milk



Put the flour, dates and sugar into a bowl. Rub the butter or margarine in with the tips of your fingers, so it disappears into tiny crumbs in the flour. Now add the milk and mix with a fork till it’s a slightly sticky dough.

Sprinkle the extra flour on a chopping board and roll the dough out till it’s about as thick as two or three fingers together. Turn it over and over in the flour if it’s too sticky to work. All this should be done swiftly and gently—this is not bread dough to be pummelled, or a cake to be beaten.

Now take a glass, dip the rim into flour and use that to cut out rounds of the dough.

Rub butter all over a baking tray or a square cake tin. Put some flour in the tin and roll it around till the flour coats the butter. Now put in the scones side by side. They should JUST touch each other.

Turn the oven onto 225°C. Leave it to heat up for 10 minutes. (If the scones are put in a cold oven they’ll form a crust on top before they can rise properly.)

Brush the tops of the scones with milk. I use a pastry brush, but if you don’t have one, put a little milk into a cup and rub it on the scones with the CLEAN tips of your fingers.

Put the scones into the oven and bake them for 15 minutes. They should be brown on top. Take them out of the oven and cover them AT ONCE with a clean tea towel for 5 to 10 minutes, so the steam moistens the tops of the scones.

Now take them out of the tray or tin and break them in half with your fingers (you shouldn’t cut a scone) and spread them with butter so it melts and soaks into them. Then smear on some jam, then some whipped cream, but butter and jam only are better if you have a really good scone. And if there are any left the next day, toast them under the griller and have them with more butter and jam. And say ‘thank you’ to Grandma too.





CHAPTER 9


[image: image 41]



Weird foods!!!!!!

Humans eat some weird things: the coagulated mammary secretion of cows (it’s called cheese), embryonic chickens (i.e. eggs), rotten milk (yoghurt), sweet insect excretions (honey), live tiny beasties (the yeast in home-made ginger beer)…

Oh, and sometimes we eat other strange things too, like grubs and bugs.

What’s ‘weird’ depends on where you live and who your parents are. The only food that ISN’T weird is the food that you grew up with. Everyone else’s food is just a bit…strange…

So here are some really strange ones—to me, at any rate. (I once gave a piece of pavlova to a guy from Thailand. He tasted it then said, ‘But it’s nothing but sugar!’ He thought pavlova was the weirdest thing he’d ever eaten…)

WITCHETTY GRUBS (inland Australia)

I LIKE witchetty grubs—I wish there were some way of farming them so there were lots more of them. Witchetty grubs are the young of moths like the cossid moth and the white ghost moth, or the longicorn beetle. They are root-eating grubs, very fatty and nutty. I’ve only ever eaten them fried, and they were great, a bit like cream cheese and almonds fried in filo pastry.

HONEY ANTS (inland Australia and South America)

Humans eat several sorts of honey ants. The worker ants collect the honeydew sucked from plant sap and excreted (that’s a polite way of saying it) from insects like aphids and scale insects. The honey ants’ job is to store this sweet stuff in their abdomens (that’s another polite word).

If you want to feed on honey ants you dig down into their nest and find the ants clinging onto the roof of their chamber. They glow in the sunlight, just like bottles of ginger ale. You bite off the abdomen (don’t eat the head—it doesn’t taste at all good) and let the sweet nectar trickle down your throat.

PS Don’t just go out and swallow the first ant you can find! They have to be the right sort of ants or you could wind up sick—or dead.

DOGS (Asia and the Pacific; formerly in South and
Central America); HORSES (Europe—France and
Belgium especially); AND GUINEA PIGS (South America)

In some parts of the world dogs and horses and guinea pigs are pets; in other areas they’re dinner, though they can be pets at the same time! You may think that eating pets is horrible, but if you lived on a farm or small holding until recently just about anywhere in the world, you’d be used to having a pet pig, chicken or lamb that grew up—and then was eaten!

Most families living in the country in England last century bought a piglet every year. The kids fed it and played with it, and probably cried when it was killed in early winter—and then happily ate the roast pork and had bacon for breakfast.

The early Pacific Islanders used to carry dogs with them as food on their voyages. The dogs were fed vegetables like taro and breadfruit to make their meat sweet—a dog fed on canned dog food would probably taste putrid!

I’ve eaten horsemeat in France—it was from a young workhorse or giant percheron, which is a very meaty (as well as strong) horse. The meat tasted like veal—in fact, I thought it was veal till I overheard my hostess whisper to someone not to let me know I’d just eaten horse!

The guinea pigs (also known as cavies) bred for eating are much bigger than your pet guinea pig, too, with a lot more meat on them!

RED ANTS (Thailand)

You only eat the giant red-winged male ants—the white worker ants can sting you. The ants are stir-fried till crisp, and served with rice and pickled vegetables.

DEEP-FRIED CRICKETS AND GIANT SPIDERS (Cambodia)

The giant spiders are bigger than our huntsman spiders and black with long, hairy legs. The legs are crisp after they’ve been fried; the bodies are chewy.

PS Do not eat Australian spiders.

DRAGONFLIES (Bali)

You catch the dragonflies on a strip of palmwood dipped in sticky jackfruit tree sap. The flies stick onto the wood, then you pick them off and fry them in coconut oil.

CROCODILE

I LIKE eating crocodile. I don’t have to feel guilty, as I know that the crocodile would like to eat me even more than I want to eat him.

Most crocodiles on crocodile farms are fed chicken, and so they taste pretty much like chicken too! Wild crocodile is supposed to have a much stronger taste, but I’ve never eaten wild crocodile, just stir-fried crocodile and crocodile hamburger, from minced crocodile meat.

Eating crocodile makes sense in another way, too. Crocodiles can be farmed where other animals can’t be, just like kangaroos are better for Australian soils and grasses than heavy-footed cattle. Sometimes we have to forget the food we grew up with, and look at the plants and animals that are best to grow and breed.

PIGEONS (Europe, North Africa, Middle East, Australia, USA)

If you went to a restaurant in Australia back in the 1930s you’d have seen ‘squab’ on the menu and you’d probably have gone ‘yum yum’ and slobbered gently onto the tablecloth, because in those days pigeon was a real luxury thing to eat—it’s just gone out of fashion in the last 50 years or so, maybe as chicken has become cheaper and more popular, and fewer people breed pigeons.

Many farmers used to keep pigeon houses before that. In fact, keeping pigeons was a great way to pinch your neighbour’s crops and not get arrested—the pigeons would fly over to other people’s fields of wheat and have their lunch, then fly back to your place for the night—and you’d get their manure, which was really good fertiliser, plus eat the occasional bird for dinner—all for free!

A squab is a young pigeon, about 30 days old, and one pair of pigeons can produce about 12 to 18 squabs a year, so even if you didn’t have the space to breed chooks you could have about a dozen pairs of pigeons and still have squab to eat for every Sunday dinner.

Wild pigeons have also been hunted and eaten, and still are, though they are much tougher and their meat tastes much stronger than meat from birds that are raised mostly for eating. The great mobs of North American passenger pigeons, which used to darken the skies on their great migratory flights, were hunted so much that they became extinct in 1900, though cutting down the forests that the birds fed in also helped to destroy them.

Anyway, if you live in a high-rise flat and want to raise your own meat, pigeons are probably your best bet—but when they make a mess on your neighbour’s balcony, don’t blame me!

SLIPPERY BOB (Australia)

This is kangaroo brains mixed with flour and water and fried in emu fat. No, I haven’t eaten it, but it was supposed to be pretty popular squatter food a hundred years ago.

SNAILS (many places!)

Snails are delicious…well, no, to be honest, snails don’t taste of anything much after they’ve been starved and boiled for hours, but the sauce or garlic butter they’re usually served with IS delicious! (I went to a snail market once in Greece where there were great barrels of snails, all crawling out over the edges—I hadn’t realised there were so many snails in the world!)

The best snails for eating are supposed to be the giant snails that live in French vineyards, although any snail can be eaten if it’s big enough, BUT snails also have to be cooked for about three hours to make sure any parasites or diseases they carry won’t infect us, too.

Snails can also eat all sorts of leaves that are poisonous to humans—and if we eat the snails, then we drop dead. So snails have to be fed for three weeks or so on ‘safe’ stuff, like lettuce or bran, then fed for about three days on white bread so there isn’t any slimy stuff inside them when they’re cooked, and then boiled for hours to kill any parasites.

PS Snail soup or snail roasted in the coals after the fire has died down used to be given to kids to stop them bedwetting!

FLOWERS (many places)

Actually you probably eat unopened flowers all the time and don’t realise it: broccoli heads are young flowers, asparagus spears are flower heads, and saffron (the spice that makes rice yellow) comes from the flowers of the saffron crocus. But until tropical spices and sugar became cheap in Europe many flowers were used to give flavour to food: violet flowers were dried and used to sweeten creams and custards, jelly was made from rose petals, and carnations were used to spice wine. (Have a good sniff the next time you pass a bunch of carnations. They smell very spicy, like cinnamon and nutmeg and cloves combined.)

The Australian Aborigines also used to soak gum tree blossoms and other flowers to make a sweet, vitamin-rich drink—but you do have to know which flowers are safe, so don’t try this with any flower you happen to come across—some can kill you!!!!!

BLOOD (many places)

No, I am not talking about vampires here. No matter where your family comes from, the chances are your ancestors ate blood in some form: blood collected when animals were slaughtered and boiled to make a ‘blood pudding’, ‘blood sausages’ enriched with blood, blood to thicken gravies, squares of congealed blood fried with peanut sauce…

In some areas of Africa, blood is drained from the live cattle—it’s a good way to eat the cattle but still keep them alive so they can feed you next month too!

Blood puddings and sausages are out of fashion now—maybe because most of us buy our meat from the butcher or supermarket and no longer know what really happens when animals are slaughtered. We find blood a bit too…well, bloody. But your great-grandparents probably loved it!

SILKWORMS (Southern China)

Silkworms have a very bland taste—a bit like rubbery eggs. They’re cooked in lots of ways; I like them stir-fried in gravy best.

SACCHARIN AND ASPARTAME

These are artificial sweeteners—in other words, they aren’t really ‘food’ at all, as they don’t grow like all the plant and animal foods we eat. (Saccharin is derived from coal tar, and only humans have ever thought that coal tar in any form could be eaten!)

In fact, saccharin and aspartame don’t do our bodies any good at all (and in large amounts they may even be harmful)—but we eat them just the same, in ‘diet’ soft drinks, jelly, jams and other ‘lo-cal’ foods, just because they make the foods taste sweet. (Actually, when you think about it, they’re probably about the weirdest things humans have ever eaten! At least snails are good for you!)

GRASSHOPPERS (Mexico, Middle East)

These are fried or roasted, and they turn from green to red when they are cooked, like prawns. The only grasshopper I ever ate was an accident—I opened my mouth and it jumped down. And don’t try chomping grasshoppers if you find them in the garden; if they’ve been eating any plant that might poison you, you might drop dead, or be really, really sick…

SEAWEED (Northern Europe, China, Japan, Canada, Korea)

‘Oh, yuck,’ you say—except you’ve probably eaten seaweed and not realised it! Carrageen or Irish moss (the seaweed Chondrus crispus) is dried and ground and used to thicken cough mixtures, various lollies, jelly, ice-cream and lots of other foods.

My favourite way of eating seaweed is the dried flat ‘leaves’ of seaweed that are wrapped around rice and pickled fish, meat or vegetables in Japan. I’ve also eaten laver bread, a seaweed that’s collected off the coast of England, Ireland and Wales and boiled for about eight hours then coated in oatmeal and fried and served with bacon and eggs. (The Japanese nori made into sushi is better!)

There are lots of other edible seaweeds, but don’t go munching on anything green you find next time you go to the beach. Firstly, it’s illegal to collect seaweed without a licence; and secondly, it might poison you!

MY MUM’S CHICKEN AND SOMETHING CASSEROLE

(No, only joking, Mum, really!)
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Projects for you to try


	Ask your mum and your grandma what they had for Sunday dinner when they were kids. How has what your family eats changed? (If you can’t get hold of a convenient grandma, ask someone about the same age!)



	Keep a list of what you have for dinner for a week. How many different countries did your dinners come from? When do you think people started eating those sorts of food in Australia?



	Get everyone in your class to bring in a recipe for their favourite meal. What country does each one come from? Did any of your ancestors come from the same country as your favourite tucker?



	If you had to choose a country to live in just because of its food, which one would you choose? Why?



	Ask your grandma or grandpa or anyone else who’s over 50 how the food they eat has changed over their lifetime.



	What native Australian foods used to grow (or might still grow) around your area? Try growing some ‘bush tucker’ plants at your school—and learn how to use them. (See my book How to Guzzle Your Garden for a few tips.)



	What’s your favourite pizza? OK, list everything that goes onto your pizza. How many different places did all those bits come from?



	Lady Williams and Pink Lady are new varieties of apple. Who developed them? When? Where? (I’ll give you a hint—try ringing or writing to the Department of Agriculture in your state.)



	Have you ever thought of breeding a new variety of vegetable or flower? Your school could try it.



HOW TO BREED A NEW SUNFLOWER

Next spring, or early in first term next year, plant about six sorts of sunflowers, all together—small fluffy ones and giant yellow ones and rusty red ones. There are lots of different sunflowers around.

Plant them somewhere sunny, and don’t forget to water them every week and give them a scattering of fertiliser too every two weeks—Neutrog, Dynamic Lifter and blood-and-bone are good ones.

The wind and bees will carry the pollen from the male parts of the sunflowers to the female parts of other
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sunflowers. The seeds (the sunflowers’ kids) will be like you—you’re a mixture of both your mum and dad, and the sunflowers will be a mixture of both their parents too.

When the flowers die and the seedheads on top of the stems look brown and dry, save the biggest seeds from the biggest and best sunflowers.

Next year plant the seeds, and see what develops. Maybe you started off with giant yellow sunflowers and tiny red ones, and now you have one plant that’s a giant red one.

Anyway, choose your favourite flowers. You now have to make sure that they don’t ‘cross’ any more. (Sunflowers will fertilise themselves as well as being fertilised by other flowers, so if you stop the wind or insects from bringing pollen to them, you should get a flower that’s exactly the same as the one the seed came from!)

As soon as the flower head starts to open, cut the legs off some old pantyhose and cover the flower head with them. (Yes, I know it’ll look weird—you should see my garden sometimes when I’m trying to breed new flowers or veg!)

Save the seeds from those flowers. Plant them next year, and you should have bred a new variety of sunflower!

(If you like you can keep crossing some of the other sunflowers, just to see what you get.)

PS Sunflowers are native to the USA (the states of Utah and Arizona) and they’ve been grown for 3000 years. In the past they were mostly grown to eat. (Sunflower seeds are really good, but you need to spit out the ‘hull’ or seed case. Small sunflowers can be boiled and eaten with salad dressing and even the young roots can be eaten (old roots are really tough, though).

Sunflowers travelled down to South America, where the Inca priestesses were crowned with pure gold sunflowers in the temples of the Sun God.




APPENDIX


[image: image 44]



A timetable of the world
and its food

(If you’re not interested in the history of the world and just want to know about the fascinating bits of history that most affect your tummy, then skip this bit!)

WHERE DID GROWING FOOD START?

Well, the answer to that question is ‘lots of different places at lots of different times’; no one just woke up one morning and said, ‘Hey, I know what! I’ll invent farming today! Oh yeah, and maybe domesticate a few cows while I’m at it.’ Humans slowly learnt that they could plant the seeds of the grasses and vegetables and fruit that they ate to make sure that they had even more of them.

They learnt even more gradually that if they watered the crops instead of just hoping it would rain, they’d get more food from them. And even more slowly they learnt that if they fertilised those crops with manure from animals (and themselves), or watered them with algae-rich water (as in Asia), or grew beans or peanuts with them (as in the Americas), their crops would grow much, much better. (Algae and beans and peanuts are ‘nitrogen-fixing’ agents—that is, they have various ways of taking the nitrogen in the air to use as plant food.)

None of this happened overnight. In the Middle East people learnt to plant wild wheat seeds. In South and Central America they learnt to plant pumpkin and potatoes and beans and peanuts. In New Guinea and Malaysia and Indonesia people were learning how to make sugar from sugar cane and sago from the sago palm and, in other parts of Southeast Asia, how to tame the wild jungle chickens and grow rice.

In each of those areas different foods were farmed and eaten and different ways of cooking those foods were invented. And as people moved around the world, either invading someone else’s country or trading with their neighbours or just exploring for sheer adventure and maybe hoping to make a bit of money trading too, those foods and farming methods and recipes moved around the world too.

There have been millions and millions of food journeys and they are still going on today as we discover that someone else’s food is really delicious. Zucchini and sundried tomatoes only really travelled from Italy and other Mediterranean countries to Australia and the US in the past 30 years or so; people in the West only realised how delicious Japanese rice crackers, lemongrass and Asian fish sauce were in the past 20 years or so. Pizza and pasta are so common now you’d think they were always here, racing round on little legs like smaller kangaroos. But till the 1960s hardly anyone in Australia had ever eaten them.

When I was a kid (except when I was at Grandma’s) we ate meat and three veg every night…mostly grilled lamb chops with mashed potato, mashed pumpkin or boiled carrots and fresh (not frozen) peas or beans. (When was the last time you ate THAT?)

We’ll probably never know exactly how and when lots of foods came to be eaten and grown where they are today. Not unless someone wrote down the details and their words have lasted till now, or unless we find other evidence like ancient stone jars still with traces of olive oil, or ancient paintings or sculptures of potatoes that can be dated so we can say, ‘Aha! They must have been growing spuds back then!’

The only way we can really tell when people began to grow wheat and corn and bananas instead of just gathering them from the wild is by finding traces of varieties of corn or wheat or bananas that only grow if they’re planted by humans. (Modern wheat and corn and bananas can no longer just drop their seeds; you have to collect corn seeds and wheat seeds and banana suckers and plant them again.)

The only way that we know whether the meat people ate came from wild animals or farmed animals is by the size and shape of the animal’s bones. When people farm animals they choose the biggest ones with the most meat to breed from, so the animals get larger boned and meatier with every generation.

Sometimes people wrote stories that mentioned farms or markets or someone’s olive crop—and so we can say, ‘Aha! Back in Homer’s time they had olive orchards and olive oil!’, or read Jane Austen’s novels and see what people ate in the 19th century for dinner, or The Diary of Samuel Pepys and see what food was like in Restoration England and how he had ‘a dish of tea, a China drink’ for the first time in his life. Or find a rude statement by King Wu of Jin in China recorded in about 270 AD on the subject of sheep’s milk yogurt (lao) and be able to say, ‘Aha! In China in those days they must have been making yoghurt and keeping sheep for milking!’

Sometimes disasters like volcanic eruptions bury whole towns. When the Mayan village of Ceren in South America was buried in a volcanic eruption about 14,000 years ago its kitchen gardens were buried too, along with store rooms and pottery with drawings of everyday life. So, as modern archaeologists dig it all up, they can work out what life was like back then—and what people were growing and eating.

The table that follows is a very, VERY brief history of how food has moved around the world. (I’d like to do a proper one, but that would take about 130 books and the rest of my life to finish.)

And of course once you have an idea of the history of food, you have a pretty good idea of the history of the whole human race!

2 million BC


Humans are climbing trees and striding across the grasslands, eating wild fruit and meat, and digging for wild roots with sticks.



100,000 BC


Humans are spreading out over Europe and Asia. They’re cooking their meat, but they probably haven’t yet learnt how to fish! [image: image 45]



40,000 BC


Aboriginal Australians begin ‘firestick farming’, burning small areas to encourage green grass to attract kangaroos and other game. But no native Australian animals will be ‘domesticated’ to pull ploughs or carts—you try training a kangaroo! [image: image 46]



20,000 BC


Humans are munching their tucker as far south as Tasmania (there are remains of 20,000 BC cooking fires in Tasmanian caves).



Humans are also walking down into the Americas. At this time all of Africa, America, Asia and Europe is joined together—as so much water is frozen, sea levels are much lower than they will be later on.



From now on people slowly move from Southeast Asia through Polynesia. (One of the final islands settled will be New Zealand, in 21,000 years’ time!) As the population grows and one island can no longer produce enough food for its people, the canoes are loaded with pigs, hens, taro, dogs (for eating), sweet potatoes, breadfruit, cassava and other foods for eating on the voyage and planting when they reach new land.



15,000 BC


For the next 5,000 years people will change from gathering wild rice in Southeast Asia to farming it. At first, rice is grown on dry land all year round, then slowly people learn how to fill the rice fields with water for part of the year to kill weeds. Fish and wild yams are being eaten and other veg are being either farmed or collected from the wild. [image: image 47]



12,000 BC


Over the next 3,000 years sea levels rise as the glaciers melt and the Americas, Japan, Australia and many parts of Southeast Asia become isolated for many thousands of years.



In the Middle East people have started eating wild nuts like pistachios and almonds, as well as the meat they hunt and the roots they dig up. Wild grass seeds have become an important food and people have started camping for a large part of the year near the grass fields to harvest their seeds.



In ancient Egypt (and probably other places too) people are grinding wild seeds into flour to make a sort of porridge, or flat cakes baked on hot stones by the fire; sheep, pigs and goats are kept in herds.



9000 BC


In Egypt and modern-day Iran and Iraq wheat and barley are being farmed; food is stored in grain pits and small camps gradually become towns. People start to have specialised jobs like farmer, hunter and priest, instead of everyone sharing most jobs. [image: image 48]



7000 BC


In South and Central America people are relying more and more on plants like wild maize and mesquite instead of hunting, though they may also be farming potatoes, pumpkins and sweet potatoes.



Cattle are domesticated in Anatolia and north Africa; they are used for meat and milk and blood (see Chapter 9), and also for ploughing and pulling carts. [image: image 49]



Over the next 2,000 years pigs and chickens become domesticated in Asia. Sweet potatoes, avocados, arrowroot and taro are being farmed in Central America. [image: image 50]



In New Guinea complex drainage systems stop crops from rotting.



6000 BC


Ships begin to sail and trade around the Mediterranean Sea, spreading new foods and ideas. Farmers start to irrigate their crops in the Middle East, around ancient Babylon. Farming and irrigation start in Egypt, but farmers are keeping cattle for milk and blood rather than meat. Cats are also kept as pets in Egypt, which means that grain can be stored in big underground pits, as the cats will kill the mice that would otherwise eat the grain.



Wheat-growing spreads to Greece and other Mediterranean countries and also eastwards and northwards to the Indus Valley in modern-day Pakistan and India. The Indus Valley already has a thriving farming civilisation near Mohenjo-daro and Harappa. (Only a short time ago, people thought that this only happened about 3000 BC, but new sites have been dug up that show people were farming and keeping animals much earlier.)

As well as the newly introduced wheat, farmers are growing barley, peas, dates, millet, mangoes, watermelon, soya beans and cotton, and keeping pigs, sheep and hens (for eggs). Trading ports send out ships to the Middle East and Southeast Asia.



In Southeast Asia rice has become a major part of the diet. Farmed and wild rice and sugar cane are slowly spreading from New Guinea and Malaysia up through Southeast Asia and to China. In China, dogs, pigs, sheep, goats and silkworms are farmed and eaten.



5000 BC


Farming is well established in South and Central America. Maize is being grown, and about this time potatoes are being grown too in higher, colder areas, though hundreds of different sorts of potatoes and other roots are still collected from the wild. [image: image 51]



In New Guinea, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia agriculture has really got going—yams, taro, sugar cane and bananas are grown, and the land is being cleared with stone axes.



(While New Guinea was one of the first places in the world to have farming, it didn’t have any animals that could be domesticated to pull wagons or turn wheels, and none of its foods could really be stored over a long time. Once you’ve got stored food you need to invent writing and counting to keep track of it. And you can also afford to have people just sitting around and thinking—and inventing. If New Guinea had had different wildlife and the ancestor plants of wheat or rice, its history might have been very different.)



Buckwheat is being grown in Japan, and oil is being pressed from olives in Syria and Palestine.



4500 BC


Cheese, ghee and yoghurt are being made in Iran, and dates are grown and dried over most of the Middle East. [image: image 52]



4000 BC


Pottery is invented in South America, and now that there are cooking pots, beans can be cooked and maize made into porridge.



3500 BC


Over the next 500 years new towns appear all around the Middle East and Mediterranean and northern Africa and there are 18 large cities in Mesopotamia alone. Most people’s food now comes from farming or herding animals, not hunting and gathering, and olive oil and dried nuts and dried fruit and large silos of grain mean that food can be kept from year to year. [image: image 53]



People’s lives have drastically changed. To begin with, they’re farming, not hunting and gathering wild food. But now they’re living in one place, and their water is being polluted with their sewage, and they’re catching diseases from their animals too—measles from cattle and tuberculosis from cows and goats and flu from pigs and ducks. In the old days humans were too spread out for disease to be carried from group to group—but now for the first time many diseases really get a hold on our lives.



Society has changed, too. There are wars as people fight for land and water. People who own land—or control land—are now much better off than those who don’t, so for the first time there is a real difference in how wealthy different people are. Rich people now have slaves captured in battle, or servants—people who own no land and have to work for someone else for their food. Now that food can be stored, kings can tax their subjects—so much wheat or barley to go into the king’s granaries.

But life changes in more positive ways, too. There are now more people who can spend their lives doing something other than finding food: as well as people fighting in armies or governing their subjects, you now have philosophers and priests and musicians and inventors. And about this time bronze is invented in Mesopotamia and the Stone Age ends, and tools and weapons can really take off…



The farming of olives and grapes and the keeping of sheep and goats have really become established in Greece and other Mediterranean areas, too. In Egypt, people are making bread and beer.



2500 BC


Farming is now well established in China, and rice, wheat and soya beans are grown, together with an enormous number of vegetables and fruits like loquats (Japanese plums), grapes, tiny hairy kiwi fruit, lychees and persimmons; and later on peaches, apricots and many citrus fruits will be imported and grown too. Hens are now kept for both meat and eggs. [image: image 54]



2000 BC


Egypt was united around 3000 BC. By 2000 BC there is a well-established farming system along the Nile River. When the Nile floods each year seeds are planted in the fertile, damp silt. Egypt now has pharaohs who tax their subjects, and has invented paper made of papyrus to keep track of its taxes (and tell everyone about the glorious exploits of its kings). Egyptians now have pet dogs as well as the cats to keep down mice around the granaries. For the next two and half thousand years or so Egypt will be one of the great food-producing nations of the world, eventually supplying the Roman Empire with most of its wheat.



1000 BC


In South America, farmers of the Olmec civilisation are growing cocoa beans for chocolate, pumpkins and gourds, wild and domesticated tomatoes, avocados, cassava, agave fruit, beans and chilli. The Olmecs will be succeeded by the Mayans, who will farm and cook for the next 3000 years.



334 BC


The wheelbarrow is invented (probably) in Athens in Greece, but it doesn’t really catch on for a while—it’s easier to get slaves to do the carrying! The wheelbarrow was probably first used regularly in China. [image: image 55]



200 BC


China is united; by now the Chinese farming system is the most sophisticated in the world. Cooking has become an art form, and the Chinese take pride in transforming ‘savage’ raw ingredients into ‘civilised’ cooked food. The Chinese are growing silk for clothes for the rich and hemp for clothes for the poor.



For the next 600 years or so, the ‘Silk Road’ from China to Rome brings silk, cinnamon, peaches, pears and oranges to Rome, and glass, wool and an extraordinary amount of gold and silver back to wealthy China. Pepper is more expensive than gold! [image: image 56]

For the next 700 years the Roman armies, settlers and administrators spread yellow or white kale, carrots, artichokes, apples, garlic, onions, lettuce, walnuts and other crops through Europe and North Africa. They find food like kale in Britain and bring it back to Rome; the kale is bred to become cabbage, broccoli and Brussels sprouts. [image: image 57]



200 AD


Maize (corn) has spread from South America to North America, and the native North Americans are growing it, as well as many sorts of pumpkins and other crops like giant sunflowers (they eat the seeds and bake the roots), Indian cucumber, breadroot and yam to grind into flour. They’re also gathering wild grapes and other berries, eating American wild rice, hunting game and roasting turkeys. [image: image 58]



570


Mohammed, the founder of Islam, is born, and the army he inspires will carry his religion—and different foods and Arab cooking methods—throughout southern Europe, the Middle East and large parts of Asia and Southeast Asia. [image: image 59]



800


The Moors invade Spain and over the next 300 years or so the foods they bring with them, like rice, bitter oranges, lemons, eggplants and spinach will slowly spread through the rest of Europe. [image: image 60]



The printing press has been invented in China (it will be hundreds of years before it is ‘invented again’ in Europe) and the first cookbooks and farming textbooks are printed.



900


The Mayan society in South and Central America slowly declines, probably due to exhaustion of their land, overfarming, erosion and tree-clearing. The next major South American societies will be the Incas and the Aztecs.



939


Vietnam wins independence from China: Vietnamese food keeps the stir-frying, steaming and other techniques of Chinese cooking, with its own reliance on sweet and sour flavours and fish sauce. Later the French conquer Vietnam and bring an even greater range of techniques and fruits and vegetables. And when many Vietnamese migrate to Australia in the 1970s and 1980s after the Vietnam War, they bring this rich heritage of incredibly good tucker to us.



1000


Polynesians have reached New Zealand, but the hens and pigs don’t survive the long voyage, and New Zealand is too cold for most of their traditional crops to grow. Sweet potato will become the main Maori crop, carefully grown on sunny slopes and protected in deep, warm pits over winter. Even though the Maoris fertilise their fields with burnt brushwood ash, sweet potatoes can only be grown two or three times before the land is worn out. Then new land will be needed—which may be owned by someone else. The Maori women tend the crops; the men become warriors and hunters and expert fishermen. [image: image 61]



1150


The wheelbarrow comes to England as soldiers come back from the Crusades. Christian soldiers from all over Europe make many attempts to ‘rescue’ Jerusalem from the Muslims, though they spend more time fighting each other and establishing their own small kingdoms. By the time the Europeans are driven out, the Crusaders have brought bitter oranges, fresh and pickled lemons, dried fruit, figs, dates, almonds, ginger and other spices and sugar cane back to Europe. The ‘spice trade’ will inspire merchants and sailors to find new routes to India, Africa and Southeast Asia to bring back these precious flavourings. [image: image 62]



1300


Arabs start drinking coffee. Later on they invade the Holy Roman Empire. There’s a story that may just be true that when they were besieging Vienna they left some coffee beans behind. The Viennese made a drink out of them—and loved it—and that’s how the first coffee shops started in Vienna (and then the Viennese developed really delicious cakes to eat with the coffee). [image: image 63]



1400


The kingdom of Malacca is established. It becomes a great trading nation. Chinese merchants and traders settle there; the English arrive in the 18th and 19th centuries (but don’t add much at all to the cooking). More Chinese settle in this period too—and Malaysian food becomes a wonderful mixture of traditional Malay and Chinese techniques and ingredients, also influenced by the Dutch who came with the Dutch East India Company in 1641, and with Indian influences too. Nowadays the food of Malaysia and Singapore is an extraordinarily delicious and varied combination of all these cuisines.



1492


Columbus tries to find a way to the Spice Islands in Indonesia to buy pepper; he accidentally discovers the Caribbean and the Americas instead and brings back corn, chilli and sweet potatoes (plus slaves and a few new diseases). When he sails back to the Caribbean he brings wheat, barley, sugar cane and grape vines. [image: image 64]



1500


Plates take over from ‘trenchers’ of bread at the dinner table; forks begin to be popular and china cups and glasses start to replace wooden mugs. [image: image 65]



1540


The first white sugar refinery is built in London. [image: image 66]



1600 onwards


Spanish and Portuguese invaders establish empires in South America and southern North America, and bring back tomatoes, potatoes, chocolate and sweet potatoes to Europe and cassava to Africa, where it soon becomes a staple food. The Portuguese take peanuts and sweet potatoes from Brazil to Africa, where they also become a staple crop, then the Spanish take them to Malaysia, India, the Philippines and China. The Spanish also bring wheat and millet to South America and force the native peoples to stop growing their traditional crops, like amaranth.



The Portuguese, then the French and English, establish trading ports in India. The English then invade much of what is now India and Pakistan. New foods and cooking methods travel back and forth between the countries—India gets chillies (before that the hottest spice in Indian food was pepper), potatoes, tapioca, tomatoes, lychees, guavas, avocado, passionfruit, pawpaw, cashews, almonds, peaches, pistachios, walnuts and coffee. Many of these, like tomatoes and chillies, play such a big part in Indian cooking that it’s hard to realise how recently they came to India! English cooking gets rice, coconut, bananas, chutneys, ‘English-style’ curries and curry powder and eventually cheap tea and spices. [image: image 67]



Over the next 200 years white settlers bring European food to North America; they also bring slaves captured in Africa. Cowpeas, watermelon, okra and various yams and new varieties of sweet potatoes come from Africa with the slave trade.



The slave traders also bring maize and cassava to Africa and they soon become staple African foods. The English start farming sugar with slave labour in the Caribbean, and for the first time sugar is cheap enough for everyone to use it instead of honey.

Potatoes and cheap sugar change the way we live forever—and what we can drink! Much of Europe is on its ear for a couple of hundred years with the advent of cheap spirits made with potatoes and grains, till gradually people mostly learn to drink sensibly again.



Potatoes have now become a staple crop in Europe—and with all the large potato crops and cheap imported sugar the Industrial Revolution is possible, as fewer people have to be farmers to produce enough food to feed everyone.



From now on, as farming gets more and more productive, towns will get bigger and bigger and more and more people will be employed in making things or teaching or nursing or whatever, instead of growing things. [image: image 68]



1700s


Over the next 100 years white settlers invade Australia and New Zealand and bring wheat, sheep, cattle, horses, apples, grapes, etc. England gets cheap mutton, wool and corned beef.



1800s


Over the next 100 years farmers and scientists in the USA breed much more productive forms of maize, as well as the ‘sweet corn’ that we eat today, which doesn’t go hard and tasteless when it’s ripe. Poorer people in the USA eat ‘hog and hominy’—in other words, pig meat from pigs fed on cheap corn, and ‘hominy grits’ and other corn-based foods, including corn syrup as sweetener—and corn whisky in some areas too! [image: image 69]



Maize has become one of the most important crops in the world, to feed not just people, but also animals like cattle and pigs and hens. Without these new varieties of corn we wouldn’t have cheap beef or chicken or pork or ham or bacon.



1840


For the next 20 years or so famines, revolutions and religious persecution in Europe mean millions of people migrate to the USA, Canada and Australia, and North American food is slowly changed by the introduction of Middle European foods like pickles, sauerkraut, potato salad, pastrami, rye bread, bagels and what will become the hamburger and hot dog.



1846


Baking powder is invented in England; this means that cakes can now be made with self-raising flour instead of lots of eggs or yeast to make them light.



1847


Solid chocolate is invented in England (until then it was just used to make hot chocolate drinks). (‘Sort of’ chocolates had been made hundreds of years earlier by Mexican nuns.) [image: image 70]



1850s


The Australian Gold Rushesbring Chinese as well as European and US immigrants to Australia—and some of the Chinese stay to establish market gardens. [image: image 71]



1860


The first fish and chip shop opens in London.



1869


The first margarine is invented (but it’s pretty disgusting).



1890s


Household ice-chests become common, so food can be kept cold at home. [image: image 72]



The first electric jug is invented.



1900


Canned food begins to be used by ordinary people.



1900-1925


Hamburgers really take off in the USA. [image: image 73]



1920s


Cornflakes and other breakfast cereals become popular. [image: image 74]



1930s


The first ‘snap freezing’ works is established in New York to freeze fish. Frozen food is now much better than it used to be and starts to become popular. Canned food really takes off as well, with canned soups, baked beans, fruit and fruit juices very popular.



1939-1945


World War II. Hamburgers become popular in Australia as the US soldiers stationed here keep asking for them. Refugees from war-torn Europe bring pasta and other great foods to Australia, though it takes a few decades for these to become really popular. [image: image 75]



Early 1960s


My mum and dad buy our first real fridge, with an electric motor—the iceman no longer delivers a big block of ice every week for our ice-chest. The baker starts delivering sliced bread every morning, instead of great big high-topped white loaves with crackly black crusts. A shop opens down the end of the road that sells fruit and vegetables, and Mr Doo, the market gardener next door, retires. But he still grows strange green veg, which he hands over the fence to us, though my mum has no idea how to cook them! (Nowadays you can find them in any supermarket!)



The ‘Oslo lunch’ makes an appearance—wholemeal bread made into a salad sandwich, earnestly recommended by nutritionists for kids’school lunches. It is taken up by those of a mildly bohemian or academic background (the same people who are also sampling the first pastas, espresso coffee and croissants and other southern European delights).



Suddenly there are all sorts of different ice-creams, and ice-blocks around, instead of just chocolate or orange paddlepops and vanilla, strawberry or chocolate ice-cream! (I save up my pocket money and eat too much and get a stomach ache and keep Mum up all night.)



1965-1970


The Hippy revolution! Health food becomes popular and many Australians start eating wholemeal bread instead of white bread, and using brown rice and eating muesli for breakfast. Vegetarian food becomes popular, too, as do lentil burgers. [image: image 76]



Many people eventually go back to white bread and white rice, and packaged muesli in the supermarket gets loaded with fat and sugar to make it taste better, but Australians do think more about how healthy their food is after this.



1971


I eat my first pizza (and pretty soon there are pizza shops all over the place!).



1974


I eat my first baba ganoush and tabouli and stir-fried veg.



2000-?


You have a greater variety of foods cooked in a greater number of ways than ever before for lunch!!!!!! And for the first time scientists rather than farmers are changing the foods we grow, as plants are genetically engineered to be different, rather than bred over many generations. (And so far, sadly too many of these new

‘improvements’ aren’t to make the food taste better or to be better for us, but so large amounts of herbicide can kill the weeds without killing the plants, or so fruits and vegetables can survive long journeys to the supermarket without bruising.)



Many of the ancient places where farming started in the Middle East, Africa and South America are desert now—and even today many of the ways we farm and the clearing of land for farming are causing the soil to blow or wash away, or become so salty that little will grow. But now at least we know how to grow our food so the land can keep on growing food—and the ways we grow our food are slowly changing to more ‘sustainable’ methods. (Well, slowly from my point of view, anyway—but if you look at how long it took humans to grow anything, we’re changing for the better pretty fast!) [image: image 77]



FOOD FOR PHARAOHS, 3,000 YEARS AGO

Three thousand years ago in ancient Egypt, people’s diet was based on bread made from wheat and barley and very low-alcohol barley beer.

Whether you were a workman on the pyramids (which were built by free workers, not slaves) or the pharaoh, bread was your staple food. And there were many different breads: plain round loaves; bread sweetened with honey, figs, dates or Christ’s thorn-fruit (a thorny bush with small red berries that are dried and called ‘jujubes’); bread made out of sprouted wheat, which is sweet/sour and nutty; and bread made into all sorts of fancy shapes or baked in what look liked our flowerpots. (I bake bread sometimes in clean flowerpots—see Chapter 2.)

The pharaoh and other rich ancient Egyptians would have eaten imported beef, roasted or stewed. Everyone else ate a bit of sheep or goat or pig when they could afford it. Most of their food was either bread or pulses, as well as lots of fish, and water birds during the birds’ winter migrations—there were so many birds in winter that their flesh was pickled or salted to eat later in the year.

Both workmen and the pharaoh ate cucumbers, lettuce, leeks, onions, garlic, radishes and wild greens like sorrel and amaranth, as well as fruits like figs, dates, melons and tiny watermelons. Pine nuts and almonds were imported for the rich, and sheep and goats were kept for wool and milk.

The ancient Egyptians didn’t have sugar. Honey and dried fruit and fruit juices were their only sweeteners and honey was only for the very rich.

If you want to eat like a pharaoh, have a meal of cucumbers, bread, roast meat with green salad and chilled watermelon and figs for afterwards—a pretty simple meal, but a good one.

AN ANCIENT CHINESE FEAST

By the 13th century, Chinese food was pretty much like traditional Chinese food today—and it was very good indeed.

China already had restaurants, cheap takeaway fast-food shops, hotels, taverns, tea houses, noodle houses and shops that sold barbecued meats. As well as these, there were giant food markets that specialised in different foods like pork or fish or bean curd, and where goods were paid for with paper money—still unheard of in the West. Ships brought an even greater variety of foods from all over Southeast Asia: spices, fruits, cane sugar and other delicacies.

In Hangzhou, the capital of southern China when Marco Polo visited it, a reasonably well-off person would have served up something like the following dinner to his friends: 12 different soups; 40 different dishes of beef, chicken, goose, pork and seafood (boiled, stewed, roasted, steamed or barbecued); 20 different dishes of vegetables, stewed or stir-fried; about 40 different dishes of fruit or other sweet dishes; about 30 different dishes of dried or pickled fish and other pickles; plus drinks and other dishes cooled with ice.

A royal banquet would have had literally thousands of dishes, but most people (i.e. those who weren’t rich or royal) ate mainly rice. Unlike in the West, where the poor mostly ate dried beans with a bit of bacon or salt fish, or porridge of boiled grains and greens, the average person in China ate about a kilo of rice a day with a few dishes of cheap vegetables, bean curd, mussels or oysters for flavour.

Rice wasn’t just the white stodge most of us know today, though: there was white rice, pink rice, yellow rice, red rice, purple rice, mature rice and green, ‘winter’ rice, fragrant rice, soft rice, hard rice, long-grained rice and fat, short-grained rice. And all the different varieties were cooked in different ways and savoured much more than we do in Australia today.

SOYA BEAN CURD (TOFU)

Cattle and sheep need large areas of land. If your country is getting crowded (as China was even back then), it’s more efficient to grow soya beans for your protein than meat, with maybe some pigs or fish or hens to eat the kitchen and garden scraps.

Tofu is pretty easy to make, once you’ve done it once or twice.


2 cups of soya bean flour (made from ground dry soya beans)



8 cups of cold water



3 tablespoons of lemon juice



Mix the soya bean flour with the cold water. Leave the mixture for half an hour, stirring a couple of times. Pour it all into a pot and bring it to the boil. Keep stirring or it will stick to the bottom. Once it boils, turn the heat off and add the lemon juice at once. Keep stirring for about five minutes. Let the mixture cool.

Now line a colander or sieve with cheesecloth or even a CLEAN tea towel. Tip the mixture in and leave it overnight to set.

Store the bean curd in the fridge when it is set, covered with water. You can eat it as it is, fry it, add chilli sauce or peanut sauce, or cook it in tomato sauce. In fact, there are thousands of ways of cooking it and eating it. (I like small pieces grilled on skewers and served with peanut sauce.)

DINNER FOR AN AZTEC KID IN SOUTH OR
CENTRAL AMERICA BEFORE COLUMBUS

If a mad scientist with a time machine kidnapped me and said I’d have to live SOMEWHERE in the 13th century, I think I’d go to South America—well, from the point of view of food, anyway.

If you were rich in the 13th century you probably ate best in China, but if you were, well, not poor, just average, you ate best in South America.

Maize, or corn, was the main ingredient. The very young cobs were eaten raw, or roasted over a fire or boiled like we eat sweet corn today (though sweet corn varieties were not invented till about a hundred years ago by farmers in the US). And the young corn shoots were eaten too, as a green veg.

Corn was also ground into flour and mixed with water to make a dough for crisp tacos or tortillas (a sort of flat bread) or tamales (a sort of soft, steamed cake).

Corn was also made into porridge, which was what young kids were mostly fed, or the dried kernels were turned into popcorn. (Another favourite snack food was pumpkin seeds left to dry then fried with salt; sauces and soups were also thickened with ground pumpkin seeds.)

When corn was cooked with beans it made a ‘complete’ protein, similar to animal protein, and beans were very much a staple food too. (The corn was usually soaked in a lime solution, which meant that more niacin and calcium were made available.) In colder, higher areas potatoes were a staple too.

And there were many sorts of pumpkins and squash and tomatoes and chillies, and amaranth—its leaves were used as a green veg (except they can be red too) and its seeds were used as grain for grinding and making cakes or porridge. They also had several cactus fruits, avocado, guava, chokos, passionfruit, sapodilla plums, pawpaw, Cape gooseberries, cassava (used for its starchy root), and chocolate to drink, and hairless dogs and turkeys for a bit of meat (meat was expensive in those days).

But good food doesn’t just depend on what you grow—it’s how you cook it too, and the South Americans had the most wonderful range of stews and soups and sauces. We get a hint of their cooking methods in the food at Mexican and South American restaurants now, with tacos and tamales and tortillas, refried beans and guacamole—but that is just a very pale shadow of what the food was like back then.

The South and Central Americans fertilised their crops by what we now call ‘companion planting’—they grew beans with their corn, and the bacteria that lived on the bean roots ‘fixed’ nitrogen from them to feed the beans, and when the beans died they fertilised the next crop of corn. They also grew wild herbs in rows to deter pests and provide a home for other insects that might eat the pests too, so their crops grew well without pesticides.

CORNMEAL MUSH

Modern ‘sweet corn’ has very soft, sweet kernels; maize kernels are harder, and when you dry them you can grind the kernels to make cornmeal. (Modern cornflour is quite different from cornmeal—to produce cornflour the starch from cornmeal is dissolved in water and then dried out to form a very fine white flour for thickening sauces. Cornmeal itself is yellow and much coarser.)

If you grow maize, then dry the cobs of corn and scrape off the kernels. You can make cornmeal, or just cook the kernels in soups and stews. They’re very, very tough, though, so they used to be softened for eating by adding an alkali to the water—either heated limestone or roasted snail shells (minus the snail). You can also buy cornmeal in the supermarket.

This recipe for cornmeal mush is much like the original South American corn porridge that kids ate every day. When the native North Americans started to grow corn they used to make a sort of cornmeal mush, and the new white settlers learnt how to grow corn and make porridge and other corn dishes from them. Until last century cornmeal mush was a common food if you were poor in the USA, and it’s still sometimes eaten today.

Put three-quarters of a cup of water for each person in a saucepan. Turn on the stove. When the water boils, add a quarter of a cup of cornmeal for each person.

Boil it for three minutes, stirring all the time with a wooden spoon so it doesn’t stick. Add more water if you want a thinner mush. Turn the stove off. Take the saucepan off the stove and place it on a heat-proof board and scoop out your mush.

Eat the mush hot with honey and cream, or pour on melted butter and chilli sauce, or tomato sauce. Cornmeal mush can also be left to cool then sliced thinly and fried in butter—lovely.

POPCORN

Popcorn was invented by the ancient South Americans. You need special varieties of corn for it to ‘pop’ and puff up when it’s heated—basically the inside of the kernel is moist and the outside is hard, and when it’s heated the inside bursts open, and you have popcorn. Back in those days there were many different sorts of popcorn—I’ve grown ancient varieties of blue popcorn and red popcorn (they taste just the same as the white ones).

Popcorn is actually good for you as long as you don’t overdo the butter and salt—use canola margarine instead and a bit of black pepper instead of salt, or a dust of chilli if you like your food fiery. Avoid movie popcorn, though—it’s made with saturated fat and filled with enough cholesterol and calories to sink the Titanic. (It’s said that most of Elvis Presley’s bulk was popcorn—or the fat that he ate with it. If Elvis had had a Teflon frying pan he might still be singing!)

How do you make popcorn? Buy a packet of popping corn and follow the instructions on the packet!

When I grow our own popcorn I leave the cobs on the tall corn stalks till they are dry, and hope the bush rats don’t eat the corn before I get it! If I’m not going to pick it for a while I bend the stalks over, as the ancient South Americans used to do, so the rain pours down the outside of the papery-covered corn cobs, and doesn’t get inside the corn cobs so they rot.

When the corn is hard and dry I scrape the kernels off with a knife (this is a good way to cut yourself badly if you’re not careful). Then I heat a little oil in a frying pan with a lid; when the oil is hot I scatter on some dried corn—just enough to cover about a quarter of the pan, because it swells so much. I put the lid on so it doesn’t pop all over the kitchen, then shake the pan madly so the corn doesn’t burn before it pops.

Nothing happens for about five minutes…

Then, ‘pop! pop! pop!’ it all seems to go at once.

So I take the pan off the heat, and eat it hot.
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bulrush bread (NZ) 10-12

butter 13-16

recipe 16



C

cabbage 85, 158

cakes 111-113, 126-127

capsicums 86

carrots 85, 158

celery 86

cheese 18-20, 134, 155

green cheese 19-20

cherries 52-53, 74-75, 86

cherry cider 74-75

drying cherries 52-53

chickens 29-31, 127, 154, 156. 163

chillies 86, 99, 157, 161-162

Chinese 11, 29-30, 46, 49, 51, 54-55, 87, 96, 100, 110-111, 114, 127, 150, 154, 156-157, 159, 161, 165-166

ancient Chinese feast 169-171

in Australia 110-111, 114, 127, 165

soya bean curd (tofu) 170-171

chips 95-96

chocolate 2, 58-65, 157, 162, 164

chocolate mints 64-65

cocoa 60-61

drinking chocolate 59-60

old recipe for hot chocolate 60

simple chocs 62-63

solid chocolate 61-65, 164

cider, cherry 74-75

citrus fruits see oranges

Coca-Cola 75-79

recipe 78-79

cocoa 60-61

‘cock-a-leekie’ soup 111

‘cockie’s joy’ 110

coconut 162

coffee 160, 162, 166

cola nuts 75-76

colcannon 111

Columbus, Christopher 2, 25-26, 86-88, 161, 171

cordials 47-48, 79-81

mandarin cordial 47-48

raspberry cordial 80-81

corn 11, 86, 158, 161, 163, 173-175

cornmeal mush 173-174

popcorn 174-175

cornflakes 165

crickets, deep-fried 136

crocodile 137

Crusaders 44-45, 160

cucumbers 32-35, 158

cucumber drink 35

how to eat a cucumber 34

curry 69, 98-99, 162



D

damper 110, 116

dates 86, 154-155, 160

Depression food 112

dogs 135-136, 154

dragonflies 137

dried fruit 52-53

drinks 5, 47-48, 59-60, 71-84, 156

beer 5, 71-72, 156

cordials 47-48, 79-81

fruit juices 82-84

hot chocolate 59-60

soft drinks 71-79

‘spiders’ 126

dripping (scrape) 113, 128



E

Easter eggs 63

eggs 29-31, 118, 134, 154, 164

egg cooked in the ashes 118

Egypt, ancient 5-6, 21-22, 32, 48, 152-153, 156, 168-169

food for pharaohs 3,000 years ago 168-169

Ericson, Leif 48



F

flat bread 5, 8-9, 109, 116, 152 recipe 8-9

first Australian settlers’ food 110, 116

fish 68-70, 95-96, 113, 151-152, 164

fish and chips 95-96, 113, 164

salt fish 68-70

flowers 139-140

foccaccia 115

fruit juices 82-84

future of food 90-91, 167



G

galah, boiled 110

ghee 17, 155

ginger 74, 79, 160

ginger beer 74, 134

ginger cordial 79

Gold Rush food 110, 116, 165

Grandma’s Cookbook (1917-1985) 119, 122-133

afternoon tea 127

Anzac biscuits 119

breakfast 123-124

cake recipes 130-131

dinner 127-128

early morning tea 123

expeditions 125-126

Grandma’s date scones 132-133

lunch at home 126

picnic lunch 125

shopping with Grandma 126-127

supper 128

grapes 48-49, 156, 158, 161

grass seeds (edible) 4, 109, 152

grasshoppers 141-142

Greeks, ancient 6, 9, 15, 41, 54, 96, 99, 157

Alexander the Great 99

guinea pigs 135-136



H

hamburgers 93-95, 115, 164-165

health food 113-114, 166

Henry VIII 22

history of Australian food 47, 103-133, 138, 143-144 (see also history of the world and its food)

Aboriginal food 108-109

Depression food 112

early farmers’ food 110, 138

early 1900s food 111-112

first white settlers’ food 110, 116

Gold Rush food 110-111, 116

Grandma’s Cookbook (1917-1985) 122-133

lamingtons 103-107

late 1800s food 111

1950s-early 1960s food 113

1960s food 113-114

1970s food 114-115

1990s food 115

today 115-116

World War II food 113, 131

history of the world and its food 147-175

ancient Chinese feast 169-170

Australian food see history of Australian food

dinner for an Aztec kid before Columbus 171-175

food for pharaohs, 3,000 years ago 168-169

timetable 151-167

honey 27, 134

honey ants 135

horses 135-136

hot dogs 164



I

ice-cream 99-103, 126, 128, 166

banana ice-cream 103

gelato 100

ice-cream churns 101

ice-cream shops 100

kulfi 99

Incas 30, 36, 38, 159

Indians 11, 55, 98-99, 153, 162

insects 134-137, 141

Irish potato famine 37-38



J

jam 123-124

juices 82-84



K

kangaroo 109, 138, 151

slippery Bob 138

kiwi fruit 2, 49-50, 156

how to eat a green egg 50



L

lamb 127-128

lamb’s tongue 112

lamingtons 103-107, 112

real lamingtons 105-107

lasagne 98

laver bread 142

lemons 47, 82-83

lemon juice 82-83

lemonade 82-83

lettuce 21-24, 158

growing lettuce 24

lillypillies 89

lychees 86, 156, 162



M

macadamia nuts 89

maize 11, 153-155, 158, 162-163, 173-174

cornmeal mush 173-174

Malaysian food 161

mandarin cordial 47-48

mangoes 87, 154

Maoris 11-12, 159-160

Marco Polo 97, 100

margarine 17-18, 164

recipe 18

Mayas 36, 58, 150, 157, 159

meat, salted or smoked 68-70, 110

milk 13-15, 123, 153

mulberries 87

Muslims 2, 45, 158, 160

mutton 110, 127



N

native Australian foods 88-90

New Guinea, food in 153-154

1950s great Australian tomato sandwich 121

noodles 98, 115

nuts 89, 152, 158, 160, 162

macadamia nuts 89



O

onions 87, 158

oranges 44-48, 156-157, 159

cordial 47-48

orange juice 83-84

orangeade 82

‘Oslo lunch’ 166

ovens 6-7



P

pasta 97-98, 113, 115-116, 166

pawpaws 87, 162

peaches 51-53, 91, 156-157, 162

dried peaches 51-53

peanut butter 57

home-made peanut butter 57

peanuts 38-39, 56-57

potatoes with peanut sauce 38-39

pears 52-54, 157

drying pears 52-53

peas 87, 154

pepper 157, 162

Pepys, Samuel 150

persimmons 87, 156

pigeons 137-138

pineapples 87

pissaladière 96

pizza 2, 7, 96-97, 116, 144, 167

plums 87

popcorn 174-175

potatoes 36-40, 95-96, 153-154, 162-163

chips 95-96

potato rolls 39-40

potatoes with peanut sauce 38-39

projects for you to try 143-146

how to breed a new sunflower 144-146

pumpkins 127, 129, 153-154, 157-158

pumpkin scones 120-121



Q

quiche 96, 116



R

raspberries 80-81, 87-88

raspberry cordial 80-81

recipes

Anzac biscuits 119

barley bread 10-11

beetroot-sugar syrup 28-29

butter 16

cherry cider 74-75

chocolate mints 64-65

chocolates, simple 62-63

Coca-Cola 78-79

cornmeal mush 183-174

cucumber drink 35

drying peaches, apricots, pears, cherries or apples 52-53

eating cucumber 34

egg cooked in the ashes 118

flat bread 8-9

frozen bananas 44

green cheese 19-20

green egg 50

growing lettuce 24

hot chocolate (in the 1600s) 60

lamingtons 105-107

margarine 18

1950s great Australian tomato sandwich 121

old Australian recipes 117-121

peanut butter 57

popcorn 173-174

potatoes with peanut sauce 38-39

potato rolls 39-40

pumpkin scones 120-121

raspberry cordial 80-81

soya bean curd 170-171

sunflowers, breeding 144-146

tofu 170-171

wombat, how not to cook 117

red ants 136

rice 152, 154, 156, 158-159, 162

rockmelons 88

Romans, ancient 2, 6, 9, 30, 32-33, 41-42, 51, 68, 85, 96-97, 157-158



S

saccharin 141

salt 68-70

salt fish 68-70

salted meat 68-70

sandwiches 92-93, 115, 121

1950s great Australian tomato sandwich 121

scones 120-121, 124-125, 127-128, 132-133

Grandma’s date scones 132-133

pumpkin scones 120-121

scrape (dripping) 113, 128

sea beet 28

seaweed 142

silkworms 141, 154

snails 139

soft drinks 71-79

cherry cider 74-75

Coca-Cola 75-79

small beers 71-72

soda water 72-75

soya beans 154, 156, 170-171

soya bean curd (tofu) 170-171

Spanish conquistadors 2, 25-26, 30, 59

spice trade 160

spiders, deep-fried 136

stir-fried food 115, 159, 167

strawberries 88, 125-126

sugar 27-29, 65-67, 141, 154, 160-163

aspartame 141

beet sugar 27-28

beetroot-sugar syrup 28-29

saccharin 141

sugar cane 65-67, 154, 160-163 sunflowers 144-146, 158

breeding sunflowers 144-146

sushi 142

sweet potatoes 88, 90, 151, 154, 160-162



T

Thai food, in Australia 114-115

tofu (soya bean curd) 170-171

tomatoes 25-27, 157, 162

1950s great Australian tomato sandwich 121



V

Vietnamese food 114-115, 159

in Australia 114-115

W

watermelons 2, 54-55, 154, 162

wattle seeds 89, 109

weird foods 134-142

aspartame 141

blood 140

crickets, deep-fried 136

crocodile 137

dogs 135-136

dragonflies 137

flowers 139-140

grasshoppers 141

guinea pigs 135-136

honey ants 135

horses 135-136

Mum’s chicken and something casserole 142

pigeons 137-138

red ants 136

saccharin 141

seaweed 142

silkworms 141

slippery Bob 138

snails 139

spiders, deep-fried 136

witchetty grubs 135

wheat 2-3, 152-154, 156, 161-162

wombat, how not to cook 117

World War II food 113, 131



Y

yams, native 109

yeast 5-6, 164

yoghurt 134, 155
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