




Seasonal Fare 
ur new monthly series by M.G. Watkins (first appearing in Cassell’s Family Magazine in 1875) gives you a 
charming month-by-month look at the Victorian garden and countryside.  You’ll get a glimpse of what you 
might have found if you strolled down a country lane, or what is needed to keep your country garden healthy. 

 So picture yourself for a moment, the proper Victorian country gentleman or lady, strolling down that lane.  
It’s a bit bleak still, but the gorse and the butterbur are blooming, and you may soon glimpse a primrose or two.  
Birds twitter in the leafless trees, and you can almost hear the strains of that Rossini classic, “Call to the Dairy 
Cows” (immortalized in Bambi Meets Godzilla in 1969) in the background.  Seeing a wood pigeon winging 
overhead—lovely sign of spring, that!—you naturally react like any proper Victorian country gentleperson... and 
shoot it.  You then take it home and have it for supper. 
 To the modern reader, this may seem a bit shocking.  To the country person in the 1800’s, it’s food on the 
table and a way of life.  Supplies are getting a bit low by this time, or at least a bit stale.  You’ve been living out of 
the pantry and the cellar for months, and yearn for a bit of variety.  Quite probably the hens haven’t been laying 
during the cold weather, and fresh dairy may be hard to get.  Of course, we could pop over to the supermarket... 
oh, wait, no, it won’t be open until 1948!  (Although there has been a Sainsbury’s in London since 1869, it won’t 
stock groceries until 1903.) 
 There are shops, of course.  Every town and many villages would have a butcher shop, a greengrocer, a 
bakery, a dry-goods shop and many others.  The option of one-stop food shopping, however, is so far in the future 
that your pigeon-shooting Victorian probably won’t live to see it.  (And of course today that one-stop shopping is 
causing many to bemoan the fact that the greengrocer and the butcher and the baker and many other “high street” 
shops are becoming as extinct as yet another bird that Victorian Americans liked to shoot: the passenger pigeon.) 
 Besides the convenience of one-stop shopping, another thing we take for granted today is the assumption that 
we can buy whatever we want whenever we want it.  Seasons don’t matter.  While grocery stores still observe a 
certain seasonality when it comes to specialty items like pumpkins and cherries, most “staple” vegetables can be 
had year-round.  No matter what you want, it’s growing somewhere in the world, and being shipped to a market 
near you.  (Or, quite often, it was grown somewhere in the world months ago and kept in cold storage before 
being offered to you as “fresh” produce.)  And if you can’t get it fresh, you can get it frozen. 
 As another of our new series, “Things in Season, in Market and Kitchen,” points out, the Victorian housewife 
wasn’t so lucky.  This month, veggies are limited mostly to root crops: turnips, parsnips, carrots, onions, potatoes.  
These winter over nicely in a cool pantry or cellar—and they have wintered over.  They were harvested months 
ago, and may be growing a bit tired and tiresome.  Fresh cabbages (savoys), lettuce, and beans are available for a 
price; apples, pears and oranges are imported from Europe.  Now is the time to stock up on Seville oranges, so 
that you can make up your annual supply of marmalade.  As for meat, poultry is “dear” but hares and rabbits are 
plentiful. Small wonder that the cookbooks of the day focused on what to cook based on what was available at 
different times of the year! 
 Our Victorian pigeon-shooter would never have heard of concepts like “sustainability” or “local sourcing.” 
Nor were Victorians, as a rule, noted for their environmental awareness.  However, there’s a good chance that 
much of the other fare on his table was locally grown—quite possibly in his own kitchen garden or hot-house.  As 
for the rabbits and hares, well... let’s just say they’re local as well. 
 Now, I do like being able to buy broccoli or green beans or apples at any time of year, and if I want rabbit, I 
really don’t want to have to bag it myself.  At the same time, we’re being told that the convenience of our 
supermarkets comes at a considerable cost.  The carbon footprint of those mangoes I just bought is far greater than 
the ecological cost of shooting a passing pigeon.  And there are times when I wish I could be more involved in my 
food choices—if you are what you eat, I’d like to have a bit more control over what goes into what goes into me.  
 Our modern sensibilities may cause us to frown upon the Victorian who goes for a stroll and shoots the local 
wildlife. But when our Victorian country gentleman shoots a pigeon, he kills... one pigeon.  Today we’re being 
told that our supermarkets and our food habits are, possibly, killing the planet.  
 Now, I’m not recommending that if you take that country stroll, you take your fowling piece with you.  Enjoy 
the primroses, and leave the pigeons alone!    
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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