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INTRODUCTION

When Isabella Beeton first published her Book of Household Management in 1861, confectionery would have been a rare and expensive treat for all but the wealthiest members of Victorian society.

Whereas today we are used to buying sweets from almost every shop and supermarket, for the newly married Mrs Beeton, confectionery was mainly sold in high-class bakers as well as confectioners, as the two trades developed hand in hand over the centuries.

Before her marriage to Sam Beeton, Isabella certainly had shown an interest in sweet making (as well as baking), as she undertook training with the young confectioner William Barnard in the High Street at Epsom. Barnard belonged to a family of shop- and innkeepers and it is perhaps no surprise to us today that Isabella’s family was suspicious of her practical interest as they wanted only the best for their eldest daughter. Isabella had developed a love of pastry making and confectionery while at finishing school in southern Germany, and so her parents indulged the young Isabella in her very modern interest as this was the only sort of culinary training that was thought suitable for young women to undertake.

For the general population, sweets were a treat to look forward to at festive gatherings such as Christmas or Easter. Throughout the country, annual agricultural fairs were made more special by the presence of journeyman sweet makers who travelled from county to county, selling their delights. Candy canes, barley sugar, perhaps even a block of the newly developed Fry’s chocolate would have vied with the best luxuries money could buy. As Isabella grew up, it is very possible that she would have marvelled at sweets on sale at her father’s Epsom racecourse grandstand as the crowds enjoyed their day at the races.
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Virtually all sweets are based on sugar, which was historically prized, partly because of its rarity and therefore its expense. Since the earliest 14th and 15th-century written recipes, honey had been used to sweeten fruit, bread and nut pastes to create some of the earliest British confections. Sugar was reserved for creating magical sculptures and for crystallising fruits and flowers, something that Elizabeth 1 was particularly fond of.

Medieval confectioners and medics considered sugar to be the most perfectly balanced food, and as such afforded it medicinal qualities as it was thought to be able to bring the body back to perfect health. Boiled sugar sweets, strongly flavoured with menthol, aniseed or liquorice (which we still enjoy today) give a hint that sugar has for centuries been considered beneficial to health.

As the worldwide production of sugar grew in the 16th and 17th centuries its use percolated down from the royal court to be used much more widely in baking and confectionery, so that when Isabella was writing her book, it was more affordable and relatively widely available to the home cook.
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Making sweets in Isabella’s day, however, was intensive labour, often requiring great patience and dedication. White sugar came in the form of huge cones, or loaves, of hard crystalline sugar that had to be crushed and powdered to use in preserves or to candy fruit. To make even the simplest barley sugar twist, hardworking housewives had to remove the impurities in the sugar with egg whites.

Around the time that Isabella was writing her Book of Household Management, pioneering chocolatiers like Francis Fry were developing the very first chocolate bars, which Isabella considered special enough to be presented with a range of fruits and nuts at the end of a dinner. Meanwhile, in Switzerland, Rudolphe Lindt and Daniel Peter were taking advantage of Nestlé’s powdered milk to add creaminess to the very first milk chocolate.

The Victorian sweetshop would have contained many of the sweets we still eat today – barley sugars, nougat and chocolate bars to name a few. Walk into an ‘old-fashioned’ sweetshop today and you will almost without doubt be transported back to your childhood. Jars of Everton toffee, sherbet fountains, fruit jellies and mint fondants abound and so many of them are derived from historic recipes. Since Isabella wrote her book, technology has allowed confectioners to appeal to our love of sugar in ever more imaginative ways – but we never forget that simple ‘hit’ that our first taste of confectionery gave us.
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THE RECIPES

Isabella Beeton published many recipes for traditional confections, notably fruit pastes and jellies, which in Victorian England were a means of preserving fruits and nuts with sugar in order to prolong their shelf life in the kitchen. Isabella’s recipes escort the reader through the seasons – from making candied orange slices in the winter, through to summer preserves of raspberry and strawberry, and finally autumnal apple pastes, similar to the Spiced Apple and Cinnamon Pastilles recipes in this book.

Since Isabella’s time of writing, much has changed in the sweetshop – the development of fudge, soft caramels, and the ever expanding range of chocolate available for the home cook to use. This book reflects the evolution of our traditional sweetshop and is packed full of new recipes for you to try at home.

If you have never made sweets before, there are so many simple recipes here that are achievable for the novice cook. Fruit pastes and fresh fruit jellies are delicious and a great place to begin as they require only basic techniques. For the more adventurous, there are tempting recipes for moulded chocolates, nougats and fudges. All the recipes have been devised to work in a simple modern kitchen with little special equipment – so go ahead and experiment. You can be sure that whatever the end result looks like, your friends and family will be glad to help you sample them.

Sweets, in all their variety, have an enduring appeal to young and old alike – and what nicer gift to give than a pretty box of homemade caramels or fudge? Why not enter Mrs Beeton’s sweetshop and see what you can create?
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WHAT IS SUGAR?

Granulated white sugar is derived from two main sources: sugar cane and sugar beet. Until the mid-18th century, sugar cane was the only known source of what we know as sugar, be it brown or white. Other natural sweeteners existed of course, but these – honey, and tree syrups such as maple and birch – are less suitable for sugar work. Only pure sugar, consisting of sucrose crystals, was capable of being melted and then worked into magical clear sheets, moulded into fantastical shapes and spun into webs.

Papua New Guinea is thought to have been the original home to sugar cane plants that, although now extinct in the wild, are cultivated in warmer latitudes as far apart as Mauritius and Jamaica. It is thought that the Persians first perfected the art of refining crystalline white sugar around the 7th century AD, transporting it in large cones (‘sugar loaves’) to the royal kitchens of Europe.

Most of the sugar we use today is still derived from the stems of the giant sugar cane plant, while a smaller portion is produced from the root of the sugar beet – a relative of the white form of beetroot.

Sugar from sugar beets was first manufactured commercially in early 19th century France when the blockade of Napoleonic France resulted in a rush to find an alternative source to cane sugar. Beet is still used for sugar production, and although it is only ever used to make white sugar, has the advantage of being able to be grown in temperate, as opposed to tropical, climates.

In chemical terms, granulated white sugar is virtually pure sucrose, one of many different sugars that exist in nature. It is made up from one molecule of glucose (also known as dextrose) and one of fructose. These two small molecules have the same chemical formula; they are just different shapes and have quite different properties and flavours, fructose being much sweeter. When sugar is heated and dissolved in liquid, the sucrose molecules break into these two simpler sugars.

The confectioner needs to control the way that these two sugars, glucose and fructose, melt and recombine so that the consistency of the end product can be carefully regulated.

Grainy tablet, silky smooth fudge and glassy boiled sweets all have different textures that result from the way the confectioner controls the sugar melting and recrystallisation process.
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WORKING WITH SUGAR

Although early confectioners understood some aspects of the behaviour of sugar, it was only with the development of the thermometer that they were able to codify exactly what happens to a solution of sugar heated to particular temperatures.

As a syrup is heated, and then boiled, water is driven off and the concentration of sugar in the syrup increases. At relatively low temperatures – around 113–116ºC, when there is still a lot of water in the syrup, the syrup will form soft strands when dropped into cold water – the syrup will be thick and jelly-like when cold. At higher temperatures, the syrup will be more firm when cold, up to the point when it will form hard glass-like balls – at around 145–150ºC. When the sugar starts to brown and form caramel, the sugar will be brittle and glass-like and easily burn as there is no more water left in the syrup.

Before the widespread use of the thermometer, cooks devised descriptions of the consistencies of syrups when boiled to different temperatures, such as ‘thread’, ‘soft ball’ and ‘hard crack’ – this is the method Isabella would have had to follow. Typically, a range of temperatures was given for each sugar stage – this is simply because early thermometers were not as precise as they are today. While these ranges can be useful if you do not have an accurate temperature probe or thermometer, in the recipes in this book I will refer only to exact temperatures. The chart overleaf shows the main ones that you will encounter.
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Crystallisation control

Although sucrose is capable of being dissolved in liquids, it is also capable of recrystallising if the solution is strong enough or saturated (meaning that you can’t dissolve any more sugar into it). The temperature at which this recrystallisation takes place determines the speed at which this happens, and also to some extent the size of crystals that form.

Some sweets, such as caramels, have a very smooth texture that can be ruined if the mixture has crystallised; whereas in fondant or fudge making, crystallisation is carefully monitored to ensure that only fine, delicate crystals form. At other times, sweet mixtures are stirred while still very hot which makes large crystals form quickly – in the case of crystalline candies. When making sheer caramels, or brittle spun sugar, it is important not to allow, or accidentally encourage, crystals of sugar or, more accurately, sucrose, to form.

A major consideration for the confectioner, then, is the control of this process, and factors such as the presence of other crystals – which is why a wet pastry brush is used to brush down the insides of the pan during cooking, and why we beat fudges at different temperatures to agitate the syrup.

[image: Image]



[image: Image]

INGREDIENTS

Isabella would be amazed at the sheer variety of sugar, chocolate and other sweet-making ingredients available to us in the 21st century. Most large supermarkets and specialist baking shops now sell many of the items listed below but the online suppliers on here are also good resources.

SUGAR PRODUCTS

Granulated

Virtually pure sucrose, white granulated sugar is suitable for all sweets. It is widely available, and an essential storecupboard ingredient.

Caster

Finer than granulated, and more expensive, caster sugar dissolves more quickly but is otherwise identical to granulated. It is useful for giving fruit pastilles a fine coating.

Icing sugar

This is simply very finely ground, granulated sugar with a little added desiccant to keep it dry. It is used for decorating sweets, or dusting boiled sweets to prevent them sticking together.

Demerara

A light brown sugar with large hard crystals. Originally made in Demerara, Guyana, this sugar contains a small amount of residual molasses. Very useful when a light toffee flavour is required, such as when making caramels.

Muscovado

A soft sticky sugar that contains a large quantity of residual molasses. It is a particularly flavourful sugar that is often used in toffee and fudge making. Dark muscovado is sometimes known as Barbados sugar; a light version is also available. The darker the sugar, the higher the molasses content.
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Soft light and brown sugars

These are interchangeable with muscovado in most recipes. Darker sugars will more easily overcook and burn at high temperatures so are best used for fudge whereas the lighter varieties are more useful when making high-temperature toffees.

Molasses

Black and sticky, molasses is essentially what remains of the cane sugar juice after sugar is refined. Molasses lends a strong flavour to toffees and caramel but it can dominate, so use cautiously.

Golden syrup

Golden syrup is made from white sugar that is heated with an acid to create a mixture that rarely crystallises. A lightly flavoured syrup that is often used in the same way that liquid glucose is.

Liquid glucose

This viscous clear syrup is used not as a sweetener, but to interrupt the formation of sucrose crystals when boiling syrups. It is widely available in small tubes from most supermarkets. Useful for making all boiled sweets and caramels.

OTHER SOURCES OF SWEETNESS

Jaggery

An unrefined sugar that is extracted from the sugar palm. Made in south-east Asia, it has a distinct acid note and is delicious in caramels.

Honey

Produced by bees from nectar, honey comes in a wide variety of flavours. Bees secrete an enzyme that splits sucrose into glucose and fructose, which makes honey both taste particularly sweet and which also causes it to burn more quickly than a sucrose syrup. Sweets containing honey therefore are usually cooked to a lower temperature than those made purely from sugar/sucrose. Nougat is frequently made with a portion of honey.
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Maple syrup

The boiled sap of maple and other trees can be reduced to make a thick syrup. Prior to the introduction of honeybees to the New World, maple syrup was the only source of sugar to the population of North America. As 50 gallons of sap are needed to produce a single cup of syrup, it is rarely made domestically.

Corn syrup

Derived from maize, corn syrup can contain both glucose and fructose, and in sweet production is used to disrupt crystallisation in much the same way as liquid glucose. It is more commonly used in America than in the UK. You can substitute half the quantity of glucose syrup for corn syrup in any recipe.

Fructose

Fructose is sometimes used to replace sucrose in so-called low sugar diets. It is particularly sweet and is rarely used as a seperate ingredient in the domestic kitchen as its health benefits are questionable. Fructose is available in powdered form from health food shops and many supermarkets.

CHOCOLATE AND COUVERTURE

Chocolate that is designed for use by professional chocolatiers usually has a greater proportion of cocoa butter to cocoa, which makes it more fluid, and therefore easier to use when melted. This is known as couverture.

Cocoa mass is the name given to the cocoa and cocoa butter mixture that forms the basis of dark and milk chocolates. Different proportions of these two determine how fluid the chocolate will be when melted.

Dark chocolate

This should contain only cocoa mass and sugar and perhaps a little flavouring such as vanilla. The percentage of cocoa mass is usually indicated on the package and legally must be over 39%. Typically, chocolatiers use cooks chocolate known as couverture with between 60–80% cocoa mass.

Milk chocolate

Concentrated milk is added to cocoa mass to make milk chocolate, which also contains sugar and often flavouring such as vanilla. Milk chocolate typically is softer than dark, and requires delicate handling when used to make moulded chocolates. Milk chocolate melts at a slightly lower temperature than dark chocolate, so ensure that you always heat it carefully.
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White chocolate

Milk is also used in the manufacture of white chocolate, which contains no cocoa solids at all, just cocoa butter, and is usually flavoured with vanilla because cocoa butter has no real flavour of its own. White chocolate is the softest and melts at a lower temperature than its darker cousins. As such it requires particularly careful heating and handling at all times.

Cook’s chocolate

If you want to make fine chocolates such as those shaped in moulds, it is best to use a high-quality cook’s chocolate which is made to be more liquid when melted than the type of chocolate bar you would buy for eating. Avoid cheap cook’s chocolate, especially the types that have vegetable oil or fat added, as these are inferior both in flavour and texture. Suppliers are listed at the back of the book which offer good mail order prices.

OTHER USEFUL INGREDIENTS

Butter

Most of the recipes in this book that use fat specify unsalted butter for preference because it has the finest flavour. As it does not keep for as long as salted butter, only buy what you will use within a week and store any excess in the freezer well wrapped. If you only have salted butter to hand, though, it is a perfectly acceptable alternative.

Oil

A flavourless oil is sometimes used to line tins or to stop your knife sticking to toffees and other sweets when cutting them up. Almond oil is the best for this because it is so light and is available from continental food markets and delicatessens. Sunflower oil is the safest oil to use if you are making sweets to sell or give away as it is less allergenic than nut oils.

Cream of tartar

This is one of the components of baking powder and is an acid ingredient that we use when making syrups as it inhibits the tendency of crystals to form, which would otherwise spoil the texture of your confection.

Citric acid

A sour tasting powder that is used in place of lemon juice in food manufacture and which is very useful when making fruit sweets. A small pinch can be used to sharpen the flavour of boiled fruit sweets or pastilles. It is not suitable for use in dairy-based confections, however, as it will cause milk and cream to curdle.
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Gelatine

This can be bought in either powdered or leaf form, and I recommend the latter as it has little if any flavour.

Pectin powder

A gelling agent that is used in jams and jellies, pectin powder is used to make the fruit pastille recipes in this book. It can be bought in small quantities and keeps well stored in an airtight container. Liquid pectin tends to be more widely available but, sadly, does not give consistent results.

Colourings

We use colours to add interest to our boiled sweets and occasionally to fruit jellies and fondants. The best kind to use are paste colours, which are very concentrated and will not dilute the recipe, unlike liquid colours. It is sensible, then, to use a cocktail stick or the tip of a knife to add these colours in tiny quantities. Paste colours are widely available from supermarkets and specialist cake decorating shops.

Flavourings

For flavouring your sweets, search out the best natural extracts, as opposed to artificial flavourings. Online and high street kitchen shops are a great resource for these.

Decorations

Many supermarkets and specialist baking shops sell a fabulous range of sprinkles, nut nibs, gold leaf and other decorations that can be used for your confections. Try to resist the temptation to buy too many at once, and store in a dark cool place as colours quickly fade if exposed to the light.
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