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Culinary delights not so royal
PAM CASELLAS

ueen Victoria liked her
sorbets served at the
halfway mark of a
12-course dinner and
preferred them flavoured

with - rum. Mad Ludwig II of
Bavaria hated people looking at him
and had imaginary guests to dinner.
Wicked Henry VIII once boiled a
chef alive when two dinner guests
died of food poisoning.
It took two hours for the poor
man to die though history does not
record whether he was lowered into
rapidly boiling water or merely
brought to a gentle simmer. Either
way, it was a hideous price to pay.
Such information comes from a
wonderful book called Eating with
Emperors which covers 150 years of
dining with emperors, kings,
queens, presidents and even a
maharajah. By studying his vast
collection of historical menu cards,
author Jake Smith has come up with
a culinary journey like no other.
Hundreds of menu cards are
reproduced, with some modern
recipes for old dishes and
information about lesser-known
ingredients, such as the ortolan.
In France, diners are forbidden
from eating ortolans, which are very
small and apparently tasty birds.
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Several British royals, including
Edward VII, loved them, too.
The proper way to prepare an

ortolan - brace yourself - is to
trap one and leave it in a darkened
box for a month, sometimes with its
eyes poked out, to gorge itself on a
diet of berries, grapes and small
insects. Once the bird is four times
its original size it is drowned in
Armagnac, a process which draws
brandy into its lungs as a fine flavour
enhancer. The poor creature is then
roasted or sauteed and then goes
whole, bones intact and head still
attached, into the mouth of an eager
diner who bites off the head and eats
all but the beak.
On a grander scale than the tiny
bird, the book also offers a helpful
recipe to replicate the whole stuffed
boar's head from the Christmas

menu of Queen Victoria - first
remove head from carcass, remove
bristles and scrub, paying particular
attention to the snout and ears. Well,
yes. Then it must be de-boned,
soaked for two days, stuffed into its
original shape with suet, truffles,
veal, bacon and assorted goodies and
simmered, much like the
aforementioned cook, for six hours.
Queen Victoria insisted on having
plates removed as soon as she'd

finished eating. Imagine the
scramble down the table as those
served later struggled to keep up.
The book reports that royal eating
was forever changed by war-time
food rationing and the need to set an
example. George V slashed
Buckingham Palace staff by half and
preferred to eat good, solid,
old-fashioned British food such as
Irish stew, cottage pie and roast beef,
accompanied as often as possible by
mashed potato. He also enjoyed a
good curry, courtesy of his time in
India in the navy. His wife, Queen
Mary, had a particular passion for
Eton Mess, that concoction of
strawberries and cream. Her recipe
did not include the more modern
addition of crushed meringue.
The wedding breakfast of the
present Queen was the simplest in
history. It lasted just 20 minutes and
there were three courses - sole,
casseroled partridge and ice-cream
with fruit. The book also covers later
British royals, royal families of
Europe and the Middle East, and
functions at the White House.
Eating with Emperors, by Jake Smith,
Melbourne University Publishing, $59.99
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Restrained: A menu for The Queen
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Cooking For Queen Victoria

Plates removed: Queen Victoria
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