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Food

MAGGIE LANE

Jane Austen grew up in a houschold where .the provision offf?or;l
was not a simple matter of shopping or pla'cmg orci:;sml:;: :_u ;)}11'6
d planning, hard work and daily contrivance. X
‘f’:;a:dst?lffs cofsumcd in Steventon Rectory were home prod}llced_,
the exceptions being hoaury imported goodfs like tea_, C(,)g?e’ ch :(: :
late, sugar, spices, wine, dried fruit and citrus fruit. kese i fethe
wer,e valued and guarded accordingly: ‘I carry abf)ut the2 ;}8 (1 the
wine and closet’, Jane Austen wrote on one 0ccasion (L, Octo i
1798) and there are several references in her letters to keeping care
their stocks of sugar and tea.
ﬁﬂ;‘}’la; (:g};e(l))l; 1art:ds attached to the benefice of Steventorll v}:zre o.nly
also rented the neighbouring
bout three acres, but Mr Austen : :
;O?Jl—lacre Cheesedown Farm from his patron Th?mas_nght. Foi
nearly forty years, from the Austens’ marriage utl}11t11 their r(-iltuemzlr;
, lied with meat and cereals.
Bath, the farm kept the rectory supplied :
E]?hoigh Mr Austen had a bailiff to supervise the labourersxn 'Ehfl
field, he took an active part in managing 'EIE: 1falr)m: Jargf;r 11;; ;:)
ite i ) ther’s mutton’ (L, 1 Decem .
writes very precisely of ‘my fa : e
i = her mother’s province:
The dairy and the poultry-yard were o ot
i duced household to feed,
by the turn of the century, with a re _ foed,
Ayust:n had three cows in addition to ducks, chicken, gume(zit ﬁf:cl)l\;l
and turkeys (L, 11 June 1799). Potatoes, Vegetables,.herbs azln d:
including grapes, wete grown in the gar'dcn. Beer, wines an m;: i
the latter from the honey given by their OWI;; bees ; zetr}fl:e?a; e
ale: when the family came to leave Stevento.
iarrtljlrfs;:‘ﬂ iron-bound casks’.! Fish and game were broughii( hcirm:e
on occasion by the sporting sons, and various glf;S Ef .fogfl to(;)S 5;;
i i i ily and their friends: -
the wider ramifications of the family
:(I)Irlloi?r%m eGodmersham Park, fish from Sou-tl.lampton. and a:pptllizs
from Kintbury are among the many commuodities mentioned in cz
letters. Those with less ready access to foodstuffs had to be cater
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for: Mrs Austen cured pork for her sailor sons to take on voyages,
while brother Henry in London was the recipient of gifts ranging
from a pot of raspberry jam to nine gallons of mead made by his
sisters,
All this produce had to be converted into meals or, very often,

into supplies of preserved food which would last untl the next
season came round. Vast quantities not only of time but of space
indoors and out were devoted to the cultivation, production and
storage of food. Variety and sufficiency at table depended on just
the right quantities of everything being produced and preserved
in season, and then served to the family judiciously throughout
the year. The household at Steventon fluctuated in numbers over
the years, but including servants and boarding pupils Mrs Austen
often had to feed ten or a dozen people three times a day — an

enormous feat of organisation as well as of sheer labour. Though
the family always kept a cook they did not aspire — as many of
Austen’s fictional families do — to a housekeeper to plan meals,

organise stores and superintend the daily work of the kitchen. This

was done first by Jane Austen’s mother, later by Cassandra, with
Jane herself as subordinate and sometime deputy.

When the family moved to Bath, and took lodgings at the seaside,
this burden was eased; Bath had some of the best shops and markets
in the country, but the cost of food then became an issue ~ as
indeed did its wholesomeness, with no refrigeration or legislation
against the adulteration of food (the first Food and Drugs Act
was 1875). Settling at Chawton brought matters under their own
control again, though there was never the same self-sufficiency as at
Steventon, and they would never again be free of “vulgar economy’,
as Jane Austen called it when wryly comparing their own home-
made orange wine with the French wine invariably served at rich
brother Edward’s house,

Far more than her own heroines, therefore, Austen in her girl-
hood and young womanhood was initiated into the arts of domes-
tic economy. Her observations of life at Steventon would have
impressed upon her consciousness the primacy of food provision
among female duties and occupations. Her mother would have seen
it as an essential part of her daughters’ training that they could man-
age a home, whether they be called upon to make a small income
go a long way or to preside over a full complement of servants.
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f especial duty concerned break-
o Chawm"n, Jafeﬁ::t;gsgg onpsharing at leasf so;:;l of vtvl;;
g Sin lr[cll?lgl with Cassandra, and Cassandrafs tﬁc . agy vy
e b ?rinsisting that Jane had the rest o e day frse
(fwcr bFfiilkgfagre:kfast in Austen’s era \ivas very d;ff:;znabundance
oAd meat, earlier ages, unda
e i Coarsebbfjj ailn:ii sag)lef(?rf;:h under which Victcfn’tls:S 1:51;1:13(—1
Y kMlne}c[ls’RZther it was an elegant light meal o foast and
oo i ffee or chocolate to drink, all takf:x;li) o band-
A teal’l'co Jane’s job would have bee.n to m: eladiﬁS st
SO?ZS?Jtt?i (i(eltri; at the dining-room ﬁre.h Eél;cwr::gd e éried
& even
tLUSEEg toa‘:él r;jz i:i‘ﬁ;t:;;ﬁﬂﬁim the precious tea and sugar,
the chana,

.. . ) d
in a dining-room closct. i the timing of which altere
The chief meal of the day was dltr;nme;: and depended very much

5 during Austen’s life i : l, taking
conslde,faz)gialulzogtion. It was originally a_m1d§2{h I::ighte,cnth
i e of natural light for cooking and catmg-k their dinner later
e rogressed, more fashionable people too ial scale. In 1798
cefénir{e}; c%picd by those lower down ‘thc S}?Clcustomary ioer
Ta ;Lus’ten writes of half past three belfldg.lt- y at five o'clock in
{lan;r at Steventon, but by 1808 ';.h;gygar; D:::riber 1808). There
(4]
ember ) X e
Southampton t(if;qsl (S)flzc)}f; timing of dinner in the ;;veli;lj:gz:vs
e manjlrigf:s in the fragment The W‘{;ms. T?a?nﬂyu;%ne at three,
18 80 €Xp retentious Watson 12 ] i
chIchtly Wlfi]i vﬂ:sji g)lef:[l;r];};.rrass them, arriving just as their servan
and times

ds his rudeness

L f cutlery. Tom compoun:
is bnngl_ng i tr?l{ os ;ltl ei;{lt: the latest dinner hour of Zr;};
by boasting that he dine e at half past four an

din
i Bl,)lljnsif lffllvfa"?gg :%f:il?f( LODdOI'l fashion Iv’ial.'rll bE (S):.E
Norma;i%grgm:l{etween the half past four dinner at Long
N ;htil t at half past six at Netherfield. E——
st dinner hour became later, some susjcen e
i t and dinner. It was some time be (})1 e the S
P 1. In Sense and Sensibility W;llo'ug. yL pd‘ia o
e bfcamc gf:m’eﬁtla.r1 inn, and in Pride and Prte_’]udzce aylris o
o nunfhe‘;ll . r’, also atan inn. Butwhena ].1gh'c.mf:1 ot
Kl'g]Y Orégfﬂl: crnlf thee';J da,y at home, the characters refer simply
in the mi
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meat’, or ‘a collation’. Sandwiches appear a2t Mansfield Parsonage,
with Dr Grant doing the honours of them. There is meat, bread and
hothouse fruit at Pemberley. Except for the most formal occasions,
midday food was served not in the dining-room but wherever the
ladies were sitting. The meal would have occasioned the servants
little trouble, leaving them free to cook the all-important dinner,
Until half-way into the nineteenth century, dinner was served
in the form of ‘courses’ composed of many dishes placed on the
table together. Cookery books of the period often include diagrams
showing how the dishes might be arranged on the table to provide
a pleasing balance. Depending on the number of diners and the
means of the host, several large joints of meat and whole boiled
or roasted fowl, sometimes garnished with a few vegetables, would
occupy the central area, with a tureen of. soup at one end, a whole fish
at the other, and pies, cutlets and so forth in the corners. Each gen-
tleman carved the meat nearest to him and helped his neighbours
to this and other dishes within his reach. Jane Austen mentions one
dinner she attended where a lady’s dinner plate remained empty for
some while because her neighbour neglected her, though she asked
him twice for some meat.
When everyone had eaten enough of this course there would be
large-scale disruption and bustle while the servants carried away
the dishes and brought and arranged another complete course, A
memorable moment in Emma occurs at the Coles’ party, when con-
versation between Frank and Emma i interrupted at an interesting
point: “They were called on to share in the awkwardness of z rather
long interval between the courses . _ - but when the table wag again
safely covered, and every corner dish placed exactly right’ private
conversation can be resumed (2:8). (The Coles have never enter-
tained Miss Woodhouse before, and one can imagine how their
servants have been made nervous with instructions.)
This second course might contain lighter savoury concoctions

such as fricassees and patties, together with a selection of fruit

tarts, jellies and cream puddings. After this the tablecloth would
be taken away and what was

known as ‘the dessert’ set out, The
word was taken from the French desservir, to clear the table, and
bore a meaning quite different from its common modern usage.

Comprising a variety of dried fruits, nuts and SWects, it was a way
of prolonging the meal with titbits which could be eaten using the
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cen dismissed. When Mrs Jennings

fingers after the servants had b S

Seeks to cure I\‘IaIlaﬂneS b[ok n llcal t wit h O‘HCIS
(+
g
OIIUCS aﬂd dIled ChCIIICS Shc 15 deSCIlblIl a ty [)lca]. df:SSﬂI t.
()ften n ! \usten s Nove. d lc €rs h. 1 vitation is to d-tulk

f the Victorians
i is is not the afternoon tea o :

* with neighbours. This isn e Victoriane
v i but a drink taken an hour or two after th : drP tion
e o ould come only for this drink,

. .. w
inner. Sometimes visitors : me only for B o

o s ould be part of a dinner nvitation T . t;g,ldr men

A the port after the withdraw

, having lingered over 't af s
olrfl ﬂ‘.lled?:sr t\{vould enter the drawing room in time t;(zr Itleaa \:}rung s
:le ;s m,adc by one of the ladies of the house, often a ¥
W

Ianlly IIICC Illak t fe Whe Iq()II].S 18 Ilot at I“Imlsfield
€5 he a n MIS
I aIk, ElanI DaShWOOd pl‘eSIdeS at the tea tab].e mn IVIIS |CIlIllIlgS S
LOI!dOn drﬂv"nlg 100m Whlle at Longbollrﬂ, lane ma.kes tlle tea
*

i rs the coffee. .

aﬂcsl Ehzcit:f:}; 'El)l(::ulast meal of the day. It had.once beenn? ;ul:l:i "
cpatfl:l)aut now that dinner itself was becoming an everung

I )

is the
licht refreshments. Itist
ired was a tray of elegant lig : M
that was rcqltlliz wﬁi are most attached to the‘ idea of S}lp}?cé Y eri
OIdFl;-iCha;I(;se Goddard and Mr Woodhouse bcc?u;:e “(:ZC i1'1()r1a]lY
Plinfagls:ion of his youth' (E, 1:3). It was at 8 ba]-_l, V:lt d:r}licepwithout
the . that supper came into its OWI. A private fr;ud g
1"5_"(3 Ouf);vn to supper, was pronouncf{d an mfaa?ff) while Jane
S;‘ m'Lghts of men and women’ we learn in Emma -1c a,t which ‘we
j\ e rtgn herself reports attending a ball for fifty P;,(ZE 20 November
uste 10, supped at 1, & wereat Deane before 5 e ball
2:%5([)1; aSou’p seems to have been the essential c;rripl\f;llesﬁdd Park
. i t the Crown in Emma and a .
i ﬂ'lcll;: lcffsfll:f ]:all, and one of Mr B1-ngley’ s 'cWozl)l comlii;mz
o b date of the ball at Netherfeld s e R
f(l)lr ﬁlxcllnlfavee time to make ‘white soup enough’ for his exp
sno

me W i 1 B eXCC]lent
h-i ntion Of hlte Soup in P de and} Tl‘:’]udzcﬁ 15 41
[ ]

i . Based

le of the way Austen uses food to ﬂlustratdc chal_;zcétz’m =5

z}:latﬁg expensive ingredients veal stock, crlf(::m aI; [fergiﬁval ot

i ioinated in the courtly coo ry o : rgand

th;t;‘ S(Luci Owirllin its name was soupe @ la reine Mr Bincilzz ;(s:tions

?111 oi‘?:usl; acknowledging that only the most cligag S
u'Itnth notions of his house guests Mr Hurst (who

suit the

266

Food

cookery) and Mr Darcy (who can afford a French cook). In this

most passing of rernarks Mr Bingley displays the attractive qualities

of wit, generosity and — slightly more questionable — carclessness
about money.

When Mr Haurst scorns Elizabeth Bennet because she prefers a
plain dish to a ragout, he is condemned and Elizabeth endorsed for
their respective tastes by the narrator. All through the eighteenth
century controversy raged in England about French food, which
was at once fashionable and unpatriotic, held to be suspect and
dishonest like the French character itself. Tn The London Tradesman
of 1747 Robert Campbell railed against ‘Meats and Drinks dressed
after the French fashion’ disguising their ‘Native properties’. Parson
Woodforde complained of a meal eaten out in 1783 that most
of the dishes were ‘spoiled by being so frenchified in dressing’.?
The antithesis of French food was English roast beef, ‘T have more
than once been asked at table my opinion of the roast beef of Old
England, with a sort of smile, and in a tone as if the national

honour were concerned,’ wrote Robert Southey in the guise of a
foreign visitor to Britain in 1807.4

Of all the meals which the characters must consume in Sense

and Sensibifity, the only one of which Austen chooses to specify is
Willoughby’s snatched lunch ata coaching inn in Marlborough. We
know that this consisted of cold beef and 2 pint of porter because he
tells Elinor so, in order to refute her imputation that he has had too
much to drink. But the menu does more than that: it has a moral
dimension. He is behaving honourably and with feeling at last; he
is not so foolish as to starve himselfin his haste to reach Marianne
before she dies, but neither will he waste time {(as General Tilney,
for example, does) by ordering a more elaborate digh. Elinor does
not consciously reflect on this but it undoubtedly contributes to the
reassessment of Willoughby's worth in her estimation and ours.
Some of the sterling character associated with the roast beef of old
England attaches to Willoughby now: he is reformed.

In such ways does Austen use detail sparingly to signify several
things at once. Every mention of. specific food and drink contributes
more than mere local colour to the narrative, Emma is the Austen
novel by far the most laden with references to food, and here they
build up to show us the interdependence of the village community,
where some people have more access to food, through wealth or

26y



Historical and cultural context

occupation, than others. Robert Martin gathers walnuts for Hartiet,
Mrs Martin sends a goose to Mrs Goddard and Miss Bates is the
grateful recipient of apples from Donwell and pork from Hartfield.
TFood in Emma is a metaphor for neighbourly love.

But even in this novel, the heroine and other worthy characters
never talk about food in relation to their own appetites — never
anticipate or remember 2 meal with relish. Across the ocuvre, no
hero, heroine or other character who enjoys the narrator’s approval
ever willingly speaks about food. Elizabeth has to be pressed even to
admitting she prefers plain food. Elinor and Marianne Dashwood
cannot be made to choose between boiled fowls and veal cutlets on
the journey from Devon to London. Catherine Morland is indif-
ferent to the French bread at Northanger. Fanny Price is not to be
consoled for her homesickness by gooseberry tart. It is left to Mr
Elton to enumerate the cheeses and dessert at the Coles’ dining
table, or Mrs Bennet to boast about her soup and her partridges,
or Dr Grant to salivate at the prospect of turkey. And the same
prohibition extends to the narrator herself, With the single excep-
tion perhaps of the pyramid of fruits at Pemberley (symbolic of
the social pyramid which Elizabeth must conquer), any mention
of a specific foodstuff in Austen ;s made by a character who is
thereby condemned for being greedy, vulgar, selfish or trivial. That
Jane Austen herself could write very differently in correspondence
(‘Caroline, Anna and I have just been devouring some cold souse,
and it would be difficult to say which enjoyed it most’, L, 14 January
1796) is merely one of the disjunctions between life and art which
make art the conscious process it is.
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