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BRITISH FOOD 

 

The concept of "traditional" English food principally encompasses roasted or stewed meats, pies and sweet 

puddings, which dates back to the diet of the wealthier population, influenced by the royal household and the 

nobility of the 14th-16th centuries, and largely based upon the forest hunting of deer, boar and wild birds. Meat 

was generally cooked in a very plain manner and eaten with bread. As the forests were gradually cut down, wild 

meat was increasingly replaced by farmed meat (beef, lamb, pork and chicken), but still only for the wealthier 

population on a regular basis. Potatoes (brought to Europe from South America by the Spanish) were introduced 

in the late 16th century and increasingly became a principal cheap staple crop and food, gradually replacing bread 

when eaten with meat. After the 16th century establishment of the Protestant church, the Catholic tradition of not 

eating meat on Fridays continued and those who could afford it would eat fish, but most simply did without.  

 

During times of poverty and during the Industrial Revolution (1750-1850) the diet of the working population was 

largely based upon bread and potatoes, supplemented with animal fats, such as dripping and lard. Whole meat 

was for special occasions, but offal (such as liver, kidneys and tripe) and sausages made from minced scraps 

were more affordable. Fish was more readily available near the coasts, especially shellfish such as oysters, which 

were considered poor man's food rather than the luxury food of today. Fruit (mainly apples) and vegetables were 

only available in season, and less so in urban areas.  

 

Bread was baked locally six days a week, all through the day, but not on Sunday. After Saturday night's baking 

was done, local people who could afford meat would bring it to the baker on Sunday morning and it would be put 

into the empty bread oven to be roasted while they attended church. This "Sunday roast" was eaten sliced hot 

after church, sliced cold on Monday, then baked in pastry pies for the following days or minced and used with 

potato in shepherd's pie (lamb), cottage pie (beef), or as faggots (meatballs). 

 

What is now known as "traditional" English cooking was largely established by several writers (including the 

renowned Mrs Beeton) during the later 19th century, in response to a demand for guidance on housekeeping and 

cookery from the women in charge of middle-class households. The recipes were again influenced by the royal 

household (of Queen Victoria), the nobility and the wealthy, whose tastes had in turn become influenced by French 

cuisine, particularly sauces and flavourings.  

 

This style of cooking remained largely unchanged until after World War II, when certain American influences 

began to be adopted. While improved industrial technology had made low cost canned vegetables and fruit 

available to most from the inter-War period, the majority of households still purchased their fresh food on a daily 

basis and cooked according to availability. However when domestic refrigerators became affordable during the 

1960s and then freezers in the 1970s, the ability to store fresh food at home started to significantly alter cooking 

habits and broadened people's interests. 

 

At the end of the 19th century, the development of industrial refrigeration enabled meat to be imported by ship 

from South America and fruit from the Caribbean, adding both to the British diet at a more affordable level. 

However, British cooking remained plain and simple, generally without the addition of spices, herbs, flavourings 

and sauces common in much of the remainder of Europe. This prompted a curious interest in the unfamiliar 

flavours (such as garlic) of Italian and French cooking, when introduced to London by a small number of brave 

restaurants established after World War I. These were joined in the late 1950s by a small number of restaurants 

opened by immigrants from Hong Kong, serving Cantonese food from China. Significant numbers of immigrants 

from India and Pakistan started to arrive during the 1970s and their restaurants also became popular.  

 

The long history of plain food in Britain seemed to have given the British a yearning for the more exciting and 

more highly flavoured food of these various nationalities, encouraged during the 1970s by the new availability of 

low cost air travel, which enabled people to travel to foreign countries and there discover other styles of cooking. 

By the beginning of the 21st century, many of these foods from other cultures had become absorbed into what 

has now become the British way of eating, with versions of Chinese food, Indian curries, Italian pasta and 

American pizza being among the most popular British meals. Fish and chips, generally considered to be typically 

British, actually derives from fried battered fish first introduced by Jewish immigrants in 1860. 

 
 


