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Introduction

I was fortunate to catch the end of an era. In my early childhood I used to go on holidays to my great aunt and uncle’s farm in County Tipperary. Even in the 50s, Aunt Lil was still cooking over an open fire and baked a daily loaf of soda bread (which she called cake bread) in a bastible on the hearth. The cream was churned into butter twice or three times a week; I loved watching the butter pats being made and eagerly learned to roll them using wooden butter bats that were far too large for my tiny hands. Aunt Lil and Uncle Bob also killed a pig on the farm several times a year. Even though I was only nine or ten, I was delighted to be part of this ritual and wasn’t at all squeamish; I just accepted it as everyday life. I was perfectly happy to stir the pig’s blood so it didn’t coagulate and wash out the intestines under the fresh spring water from the pump in the yard. I helped to salt the bacon and was fascinated by the sight of the hams hanging high up in the enormous chimney, to smoke slowly over the turf fire. Even then, this sort of work was unfamiliar to many of my friends, whose families had already abandoned these ‘old-fashioned’ ways. But for me, these experiences were magical, and now, more than ever, I realise how lucky I was.

At home in County Laois, even though we were relatively self-sufficient, we weren’t doing things as esoteric as killing pigs. We did, however, have a kitchen garden, a house cow, a flock of hens and regularly fattened chickens for the table. There was always cooking going on in our house. With nine children, by the time we had finished clearing up after one meal it was almost time to start preparing for the next. Mummy baked brown soda bread every day, there was constantly something bubbling on the stove, and during summer and autumn I remember regular jam- and chutney-making sessions. The table was nicely laid for every meal. It was never a question of grab, gobble and go – we all sat down and ate together around the kitchen table – we loved Mummy’s food. It was rare at that time for people to discuss food – they just ate it. But Daddy would always remark on how good something was, and encourage us all to hug the cook. Looking back, I now realise that at a very early age I absorbed the universal truth that the way to everyone’s heart is through their tummy!

I came to Ballymaloe after hotel school in Dublin and there I met Myrtle Allen, who is now my mother-in-law. I feel deeply fortunate that our paths crossed in life. I was inspired by her philosophy and I soaked up everything she said like a sponge. Along with my own mother, she has been the other great influence in my life and my cooking. Even in the late 1960s, when I arrived at Ballymaloe House, Myrtle held an unshakeable belief in and appreciation of the quality of our local ingredients at a time when many were convinced that Italian or French or Californian food had to be better than what we had here at home. Both women had a strong ethic of ‘waste not want not’, as did many of their generation, something I continue to feel strongly about and which is reflected throughout this book.

During the 25 years I’ve been running the Ballymaloe Cookery School, I’ve noticed an alarming loss of skills in many students. The art of thrifty housekeeping has gradually petered out and became strangely unfashionable. Our mothers and grandmothers knew how to eke out a small budget to feed a family, and how to make a delicious meal from meagre leftovers. Given a chicken or a fish, they would have simply rolled up their sleeves and got on with eviscerating or filleting it. It mightn’t have been perfect but they just did it in their pragmatic way. The loss of these and other such skills over subsequent generations is partly a consequence of the availability of convenience foods. Every time we go to the supermarket, an increasing number of items are oven-ready or ready-to-eat: cheese is grated, mushrooms sliced, fruit segmented – if they sold toast we’d buy it.

The actual incident that prompted me to start the Forgotten Skills courses happened in the Cookery School about seven or eight years ago when I came across a student who was just about to dump her over-whipped cream into the hens’ bucket. She was totally unaware that she had inadvertently made butter. I rescued it just in time and in a matter of minutes made it into butter pats, much to the delight of the class, most of whom didn’t realise that butter is made from cream. This reinforced my belief that even many country dwellers have lost the connection with how their food is produced. This is also apparent when lovely, bright inquisitive children come on school tours to visit the farm and gardens. They are always excited by the hens and pigs and cows and all the vegetables, but it’s obvious that many are no longer able to identify even fairly common plants like rhubarb, spinach or elderflowers – and they are longing to learn.

Forgotten Skills courses

Foraging has been a passion and a pastime of mine ever since I was a child – it was part of the natural rhythm of the year and something that we all took completely for granted. Yet in later years, I found that when I came back from a walk with some berries or a bunch of wild greens, students would be intrigued and curious. I realised that the skill of identifying food in the wild, something that I had grown up with, was no longer common knowledge. In the early 1990s I decided to put a foraging course on our schedule called ‘A Walk on the Wild Side with Darina Allen’ and people have been flocking to it ever since.

I started the other Forgotten Skills courses much later, in 2005, in response to the ‘butter incident’ and to questions like, ‘Can you show me how to skin a rabbit or pluck a pheasant?’. These questions came not from ‘old grannies’ like me, but from hip young students, and I realised there was a deep craving among the younger generation to reconnect with these forgotten skills. The series of courses now includes ‘How to Keep a Few Chickens in the Garden’, ‘How to Make Butter, Yogurt and Simple Cheese’ and ‘Growing your own Organic Vegetables’. I make what is hopefully a convincing argument in the vegetables chapter for the benefits of growing your own food, but let me just say here that urban dwellers can still enjoy the pleasures of the country. Even if you live on the 10th floor, don’t deny yourself the thrill of growing. To tend, harvest and eat a crop you’ve planted is a delight to that frustrated farmer in all of us, and you’ll be amazed by the proud glow you get when you survey your shelf of jam or pickles.

Another course that’s caused great excitement from the outset is ‘How to Keep a Few Chickens in the Garden’. I always used to say that you could drive the length and breadth of Ireland and scarcely see a hen, unlike in France, Spain and Italy where, in many rural areas, people still cultivate a kitchen garden and keep a few hens and often rear a few plump rabbits for the table as well. Happily, in a few short years, thousands of people have rediscovered the joy of keeping hens and recycling their food scraps to produce the kind of eggs that are, for many, almost a forgotten flavour.

I remember the day we butchered one of our own organic pigs and utilised every scrap of it in the time-honoured way – it was one of the most thrilling experiences I’ve had at the Cookery School. And as we worked I was delving deep into my store of childhood memories of the process on my great uncle’s farm in County Tipperary. I also remember how intimidated yet excited I felt as we tentatively experimented with salami and chorizo for the first time – we couldn’t wait to taste it – and I could hardly believe how good it was and how easy it had been to make. Our first dry-cured ham was even more tantalising because we had to wait for a whole year to find out whether it had worked or not. When the big moment came, it was a mixture of relief and sheer delight to discover how delicious and flavourful the slivers of our very own prosciutto were. We continue to experiment and enjoy passing on the skills to others on our ‘How to Cure a Pig in a Day’ course.

As the courses developed, we began linking traditional skills and recipes with new ingredients, or new machinery or gadgets that often make the old skills far easier. New ingredients have lifted many of the old recipes into a fresh arena of flavour, which makes them all the more exciting. Tradition grows and changes, but of course we need to start with the tried-and-tested, the wisdom and knowledge that have survived through generations.

Eating good food in season

It’s not easy for young people who are accustomed to finding all manner of fruits and vegetables in their supermarkets year-round to know when things are in season. I remember vividly a student asking me a few years ago, ‘How exactly do you tell when something is in season?’ It was a perfectly logical question from her point of view but I was stunned. It hadn’t occurred to me until then how difficult it is to work it out, particularly for those living in urban areas who are even further removed from the reality of the agricultural year. But when you grow your own or shop at farmers’ markets you will quickly become familiar with the seasons. The fact is that fruit and vegetables out of season always disappoint and are invariably much more expensive. For example, I rarely use tomatoes in the colder months as they are hard and disappointing. I will replace them with something else – I make a salad with winter vegetables instead of tomatoes, while in cooked dishes I might use tinned tomatoes or tomato purée made with tomatoes preserved in the summer. I have a gut feeling that the foods that are in season are the foods our bodies need at that particular time of year. What can be better, for example, than good, strong, iron-rich kale in winter time? And you’ll discover the excitement of tasting the first stalks of rhubarb, broad beans or tart green gooseberries of the year.

At home in Ballymaloe, we often sit down to a plate of food where absolutely everything on the plate, including the butter and cream, is produced on the farm or by our neighbours, so we feel much blessed. It’s rare nowadays to say grace before a meal but I always loved the Quaker concept of silently giving thanks for your food before you eat, and I like to continue that tradition.

There’s no reason why every meal shouldn’t be a celebration. When my mother died, a neighbour came up to me with one of her fond memories. ‘Your mother could never understand people who could sit down at the table with the milk bottle and a pound of butter, still in its wrapper,’ she said. ‘She always laid the table properly, with a little vase of flowers, as if the Queen of England was coming to dine!’

Thrifty cooking

I remember life before electricity – I was nine when electricity came to our village in the Irish countryside. There were no fridges or freezers, and for that matter, no ‘best-before’ or ‘sell-by’ dates either. People bought foods little and often, and used their common sense to judge whether food was fresh or ‘gone off.’ The introduction of best-before dates on packaging started out as a good idea, but in reality this system has served to de-skill us, as it has undermined our confidence and ability to judge for ourselves when food is safe to eat. In the process, we have inadvertently handed over the power to make such decisions to multinationals and food manufacturers who, out of necessity, have to be conservative in their judgement. Consequently, over 30 per cent of the food we buy is thrown into the bin and a high percentage of that is still perfectly safe to eat.

Trust your senses. Look at food. Smell it. Taste it – if in doubt, just have a small taste. A piece of meat that smells a little high might just need a wash. A piece of cheese with mould on it might just need to be trimmed. When I was young, if we came across some mould in a pot of jam we were told to just stir it in – ‘It’s penicillin, it’ll do you good!’ I don’t know if that was true or not, but we survived to tell the tale. Nowadays, provided the fruit was organic, I wouldn’t throw out the jam, I would just scrape the mould off and carry on. But if the fruit was of questionable provenance, I might be a bit more drastic. Strange as it may sound, it can be beneficial to challenge your body with bacteria that will strengthen your immune system. Constantly eating sterile food tends to weaken your resistance, so when you eat something naturally produced with an enhanced bacteria level, it may make you ill.

I’d also like to dispel the idea that food made from leftovers is of lesser value and ought to be served up with an apology. It can give a cook enormous satisfaction to create another appetising meal from the remains of the last. Throughout the book, I’ve included many ideas for using up leftovers in a delicious way.

The other gratifying skill worth reviving is that of knowing how to identify and cook with cheaper cuts of meat. This often involves slow cooking which may sound impossibly time-consuming but remember, it takes time, but not your time. The flavour and melting texture, not to mention the money saved, certainly make the effort worthwhile. I’ve included several recipes to whet your appetite.

A recurring theme throughout this book is the art of cooking from scratch, the value of which can be hard to convince people of these days. When you bake your own bread or make yogurt, there’s a wonderful feeling of satisfaction which is quite unlike the buzz you get from snipping off the top of a packet and reheating something in the microwave.

Reconnecting with the older generation

I’ve been writing this book on and off for several years and one day, when I was scribbling away at the kitchen table, my youngest daughter Emily breezed in and remarked, ‘Mum, don’t you think some of those skills may have been forgotten for a very good reason?’ She may have a point, but now that I’m a grandmother many times over, I’m more aware than ever of the importance of passing on cooking skills to future generations.

There’s a Mother’s Day and a Father’s Day, but grandparents are so often taken for granted and don’t feel as though their skills are relevant any longer. I felt this was such a waste that I started to campaign for a Grandmother’s Day. Slow Food suggested that it be an international Grandmother’s Day in April. There are still some old-timers out there, collecting carrageen or growing traditional varieties of fruit or whisking up their sponge cakes by hand, and we should seek them out before they disappear. The Irish Countrywoman’s Association, for instance, has for years acted as custodian of these traditions, with women sharing favourite recipes, tips for good cultivation and their best cake recipes. Like the Women’s Institute, this organisation has been at the forefront of preserving and handing on the traditional ways. The newer Slow Food movement, which originated in Italy but is now worldwide, also works on preserving and developing forgotten skills.

So many of our happiest childhood memories are connected to food. Picnics by the sea, afternoon tea with Granny, Mammy’s lamb stew or treacle pudding around the kitchen table. How many times have I heard, ‘I remember Aunt Margie used to make a wonderful apple pie. I wish I’d asked her for the recipe.’ So don’t leave it until it’s too late. Maybe even start a little booklet of favourite family recipes and add to it from time to time. It’ll make a terrific and worthwhile present for your youngsters when they eventually leave home.

In the past 20–30 years, many people have concentrated on careers and a certain set of academic skills. The subliminal message coming through our educational system, and in many cases from parents as well, was that cooking and gardening were skills that one oughtn’t to be bothered with and would never need to know. But the path of life doesn’t always run smoothly and so many confident young people who were riding the crest of a wave are suddenly forced to face the reality that they are virtually helpless in a changed situation. So part of the mission of this book is to urge parents and grandparents not to allow any more our young people to leave home without the life skills they need, not only to survive, but also to enhance the quality of their lives. With oil supplies diminishing and energy prices rising, we are likely to need these skills even more in the future.

The other reason for writing this book was to provide a resource for the growing number of farmers and food producers with excellent raw materials who are interested in adding value to their produce. There is also a new generation whose interest in artisan food production has taken them to careers in small-scale cheese making, meat curing or beer brewing. If we want to keep them alive, we need to support them too. I hope this book will be a valuable resource for them all.
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