
Synonyms for ‘leftovers’
include, ‘remainders’,
‘surplus’, ‘excess’, ‘overage’,

‘leavings’, ‘refuse’, ‘waste’,
‘detritus’ and ‘uneaten’, where
there is an uncomfortably close
relationship between a positive
good and a disgusting bad. It’s rather like the change in value
from an ice-cream cone in your hand to an ice-cream in your
lap when in reality, the ice-cream has simply changed locations.
A surplus is a positive good, something to manage for the future.
A left-over teeters on the tension between good food and refuse. 

In an arid climate, cereal grains are among the easiest foods
to store. Since farming as we understand it began around 8,000
years ago in Mesopotamia, grain storage must have been
developed to preserve the grain seed from one season to the next
for planting. And presumably the same store would be needed
to hold the surplus for consumption between harvest times.
Under these conditions, therefore, the surplus, or left-over, was
like banked savings for your retirement, or a freezer full of this
summer’s produce.

Recently, a friend sent me a copy of an article in the Atlantic
Monthly: ‘An Economic History of Leftovers’, by Helen Veit.
Although essentially a 20th century American domestic history,
the author posited some interesting observations. For example,
in early colonial life ‘before reliable refrigeration, cooking and
food preservation were barely distinguishable tasks.’ In other
words, the domestic relationship to cooking in 1892 ACE
America was, in principle, essentially similar to the domestic
relationship to cooking in 1892 BCE Egypt or China. Early
recipes and domestic homilies on every continent attest to this.
In warm, dry climates, cereal grains and legumes can be stored
for centuries in dry sealed jars and underground chambers,
while meat and fish have had to be consumed immediately. In
cold climates, the reverse is true, meat and fish can be dried and
frozen for later use, while seasonal fruit and grains are a summer
treat. 

Veit’s other principle is economic stability, a corollary of
plenty. Recent technological advancement has allowed a
consistent surplus of low-cost food and an easy means of

preserving it. In another culture this might have given rise to a
controlled production and more leisure time. In the North
American scheme, this implies a constant cornucopia and a
competitive urge to consume more. While I agree with these
observations, I suggest that Veit has barely touched the surface
of the discussion: surplus and left-overs, I believe, are integral
to all societies, including this post-modern one. 

Clearly, past cultures ‘honoured’ the whole beast and did not
suffer from our western hypocrisy. A scan of early recipes from
around the world quickly verifies that the whole fish, pig, grain
and root was eaten and relished to such an extent that a large
proportion of contemporary comfort foods are still based on the
premise of the off-cut or left-over. Remaining neolithic pottages
of grains, meat and roots were dried or baked into bread which
could easily be carried and kept for a few days. Festive loaves
are filled with dried fruit and spices originally as a means of
storage. Pies were invented when cold, cooked meats, chopped
and re-stewed with herbs and spices and cast into concrete-hard
pastries could be stored for a year. Ditto ‘mincemeat’ where the
preservative was sugar with an air-tight ‘lid’ of suet or lard. Pies
preserve the ‘left-over’ animal or crop as much as marmalade,
corned beef and bacon. Cheese, butter, sour cream and yogurt
are all techniques for preserving excess left-over spring milk. As
for sausages, the ingredients list will generally say ‘variety meats’,
but do you really want to know what that means? 

According to Veit, employing left-overs was a moral
imperative that was undermined by the cornucopia of the
modern market economy. If we examine this theory by working
backwards in time we find that observation is only partially true.
Mrs Beeton’s famous 1861 Book of Household Management,
published at a time of increased income, declining food costs
and greatly increased trade, is scrupulous in promoting a full
and efficient use of foods. She begins her tome with an epithet:
‘to live well in abundance is the praise of the estate, not the
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Leftovers - Brian Crumblehulme

The default assumption seems to be that all animals are disgusting, so we
make an item-by-item list of what’s acceptable, we educate our children
by commonsense and collective neurosis, along with ‘don't eat that’
impulse, we have a ‘dare to eat it’ challenge because it’s good. 

—Adam Gopnik, The Table Comes First, 2011.



person... those who can manage a little well are most likely to
succeed in their management of larger matters.’ Beeton
abhorred waste, even after a thirty-six course Victorian banquet. 

A 1737 recipe for a bushel-sized ‘Goose Pye’ claims, ‘this Pye
is delicious, either hot or cold, and will keep a great while,’ while
a 1393 French ‘Home Companion’ for a wealthy merchant’s wife
includes a wonderful recipe for ‘A Dish for Unexpected Guests’,
all made from previously cooked food. It is interesting, therefore,
to note that the 1910 ‘Left-Over Foods and How to Use Them’
was not published by a chef or domestic cook, but as a
promotion by a refrigerator company. By 1960 refrigerators
were so ubiquitous in North America that Marion Rombauer
Becker even joked about the silliness of recycling food:
housewives were encouraged to throw it away. 

Traditional practices of food preservation frequently altered
the flavour and texture of the fresh original; witness any number
of sauces, wine, canned meats, smoked bacon and hams. Even
compound dishes such as soups and stews often taste better the
next day after the flavours have ‘swapped’. Then with pleasant
irony, commercially processed foods of today will last for
decades if the seal is not broken. Cooked, salted, spiced and
plastic wrapped in an atmosphere of nitrogen, we can recognize
them as foods only by reading the label. And with added irony,
traditional preserved foods, such as pickles and sauerkraut are
now back in fashion: even foraging for dinner has become high
status! 

The modern ‘ick’ factor toward offal (a word with an
unfortunate onomatopoetic sound) is also being turned on it’s
head, with the marketing of ‘challenging foods’ such as insects
and animal parts you would rather not discuss at the table.
London based chef, Fergus Henderson, is a celebrity for serving
the whole beast: roast tongue, deep fried tripe, brains, sliced
heads, heart with beetroot and pickled walnut, spleen wraps,
deviled kidneys, and so on. Henderson challenges the hypocrisy
and ‘absurdity of meat eating, which clings to a few square feet
of animal muscle...’ Yet again, therein lies a twist. 

Industrial agri-farms are justifiably criticized for their
treatment of animals and profligate use of natural resources:

when water is free they will use it all. However, when they own
the animal, they optimize every gram of the carcase except the
lingering ‘moo’. After removing the main meat for steaks, the
rest is processed, disguised into hamburger, sausage meat, pates
and other canned food. Further down the line, the scraps
metamorphose into pet food, soup stock and gelatin, blood and
bones go for fertilizer while the hide is employed to hold your
money and keep your pants up. The profit margin does not
witness an offal disgust. 

In a free market economy, ownership of a resource imposes
a distorted value that places a rock singer higher than a school
teacher and caviar higher than spleen. In a shared and respectful
economy, we might learn to value social workers above
accountants and fresh squeezed apple juice above L’Art de
Martell. 

‘Disgust is always rooted in the perception of asymmetry...
haggis, for instance, is made of sheep’s stomach and sheep’s
lights, but people will eat it because it is comfortably round.
Sausages are allowed in because of their shape. People are
somehow reassured.’—Fergus Henderson, chef. 

Recipes:
Early 5th Century tribal leader Vinidarious the Goth’s dish of
sardines. 
Illustrious Vinithadarjis—a dish of cold sardines:
Make a dressing with ground black pepper, lovage seed,
oregano, dried onions, hard-boiled egg yolks, a little vinegar and
olive oil. Mash or blend until smooth and pour over cold, boiled
sardines. Goes well with yesterday’s baguette and a goblet of
Retsina. 
To make a Drunken Loaf, Elizabeth Raffald, 1782
Take a stale French roll and rasp it very small. Pour a pint of red
wine on it and let it rest for an hour.

Take a large scoop of cold, cooked macaroni, add a walnut-
sized pat of butter and as much cream as it will take to wet it
down. Scrape some Parmesan cheese into it and beat it all
together in a saucepan until it be like a custard. Pour this gently
over your loaf; scatter more cheese over the dish and bake in a
hot oven until it is brown. It is a pretty dish for supper. 0
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