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 Enduring Miracle.

Almost daily, in homes around the world, a minor miracle takes place. Bits and pieces of this that and the other - animal, vegetable, mineral  - have come together and been transformed. Maybe salted, sifted, spiced, probably mixed with a moist additive, then subjected to heat treatment. Abracadabra, the result is something new, something that wasn't there before. Something that can please the palate, tickle our nose, strain the trouser button.

The name of this magic is cooking, and there is no end to its marvels and variety. If you were to eat a never-before dish every day for a long life, you still would not have chewed on all that are worth trying at least once. As a pal of Mark Anthony (almost) said about Cleopatra "age cannot wither it, nor custom stale its infinite variety"

Cooking of course goes well back in the story of mankind - even before that biblical gent put fatted calf on the menu for his returning son. And through the ages it has been associated with celebration. In our own day we know that the show is not over till The Two Fat Ladies cook.

Romans revelled in it. Bread and circuses was enough for the poor old plebs, but emperors and the rich gave feasts of wasteful extravagance to demonstrate their wealth, their power, and their exquisite taste. One fellow had an olive stuffed into a nightingale; the bird stuffed into a pig; pig into an ox that was then roasted on a spit. He just ate the olive! But one famous gourmand wore gloves so that could he get at the choicest hot meats before anybody else. One finicky fellow let oysters go putrid and then ate them with honey. Another enjoyed regular suppers of lark brains. Often the Romans would take a mix of meats and pound the lot to a pulp before cooking. They had schools for cooks, and "the Banquet of the Learned" was their equivalent of the Naked Chef cookbook. Choice ingredients came from all the Roman outposts.

But most people through the centuries used ingredients that were readily available, and devised multiple ways of presenting them cooked: Normandy its apples, Italy's olives, and coastal towns their fish. Religion or superstition limited some eating. (At one time frogs were classed as fish, and could be eaten on meatless Fridays) Sometimes the limitation was physical - as with the Chinese who, by and large, cannot tolerate dairy products. 

To compensate, China has a vast range of cooking delights. It's not just stir-fry with peanut oil in the wok. They ladle hot oil over the food till it's cooked, deep-frying, smoke, and steaming, stewing, wind-dried, long-seasoned in salt or in soybean paste, braising in a consomme, and cooking in a master-sauce. There's red cooking, crystal, and many, many ways of cooking rice. Rice grains vary in size and use: short for puddings, medium for risotto and pilau, long for curry.

Curries, of course, vary widely, so much so that the everyday curry powders of India, of Vietnam, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Burma, Pakistan do not have one single ingredient in common.

There's cooking variety as wide as your imagination. Try fish and chips where the washed and sliced potato is left with skin-on, boiled ten minutes, sprinkled with Parmesan and baked in the oven. Lamb cooked slowly with prunes, apple, ginger and a pinch of cinnamon. The Spanish chicken seasoned with Thyme, basted with brandy, topped with fois gras and truffles - all baked in a clay pot and brought to the table with a small hammer to crack the pot open for your startled guests (who may think you're a veritable crackpot!)

In the Basque area of Spain are groups of men who privately cook, eat, drink and carouse behind closed doors. Ladies are admitted once a year - if they are good.

Even before Mrs Beeton published the recipe for the "Benevolent Soup' she made - nine gallons at a time - during the winter of 1858 to give each week to deserving cottagers of a nearby village, England dragged fifty years behind much of Europe in culinary enterprise. Probably lags a bit today, when so many Brits have virtually stopped cooking to patronise foreign restaurants and take-aways. (There are more Indian restaurants in London than in Bombay.)

"Take-away is not a new fad. In Victorian times - when Charles Dickens was alive for instance - many of the poor had no chance to cook for themselves, and scraped up the pence and halfpennies to buy from the street vendors of baked potato, sheep trotters, pea soup, eels, and 'fish and bread for a penny'. Meanwhile the novels of Dickens frequently referred to meals at the inns and private homes: lobster salad, mushroom ketchup, marrow pudding, suet dumplings, sweetbreads, calf's foot jelly and treacle pud.

Ah, so much lovely food to be cooked; so little time left to eat it.

Finally: if you want your name to be blessed in the kitchens of posterity, buy your granddaughter a copy of Arthur E. Grosser's magnificent volume "The Cookbook Decoder, or Culinary Alchemy Explained". Bribe her to study it closely, to do each one of the "autodemonstrations" and relish it's wisdom, then she (and her husband if he's bright enough) will be forever able to cook with confidence, and to devise new delights for the dining table.

The poet George Meredith has warned her "Kissing don't last; cookery do".

Peter Mantle.
Thanks Peter for a very interesting article. 

(Peter is an avid reader tells a good story. He will be 86 in August.)

Ed.
