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This painting, in the collection of the Maison des Gouverneurs in Sorel, Quebec, depicts the first-

known illuminated Christmas tree in Canada, in 1781. The setting is the museum building itself, 

built as the residence of German general Friedrich von Riedesel and his wife, Baroness Friederike 

Charlotte Riedesel, who imported the custom of the decorated tree from their homeland. However, 

the German custom didn’t spread widely in England and its colonies until after Queen Victoria 

adopted it in 1841. Incidentally, the baroness' diary1 records that she served a "Christmas pie in 

our new house — with which dish the English always celebrate Christmas Day.”  

 
1 Allan Woods, “How a German mercenary in Sorel, Que., lit up Canada’s first Christmas tree in 1781”, Toronto Star, 

December 24, 2017, https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2017/12/24/how-a-german-mercenary-in-sorel-que-lit-up-canadas-

first-christmas-tree-in-1781.html.  



 
 

 

 

Victorian England inspired many traditions still enjoyed in English Canada at 

Christmastime. In the earlier 19th-century decades, Christmas was a low-key morning of 

religious observance followed by a special late afternoon meal. Catharine Parr Traill2 

recalled in 1854: “When first I came to Canada [in 1832], I was much surprised at the 

cold indifference which most people showed in their observance of Christmas day.” 

However, in the 1830s, some neglected customs were being revived in Great Britain and 

North America, and by 1901, when Queen Victoria died, Christmas had evolved into 

the major festival of trees, cards, gifts, carols, stockings and feasts we recognize today.  

 

In York (early Toronto), almost four decades before Victoria was crowned in 1837, 

Joseph Willcock's diary3 notes that after church on Christmas Day in 1800, his dinner 

consisted of “soup, roast beef, boiled Pork, Turkey” followed by "Plumb Pudding and 

minced pies." 

 

William Pope4 describes his family’s 1842 dinner of “roast Venison and Beef—chicken 

pie—Plum Pudding, Mince Pies, etc.” In an 1853 letter, Susanna Moodie of Belleville5 

said their Christmas dinner included “mince pies and … [plum] pudding.” In Ottawa, 

Lillian Scott Desbarats6 says her family’s elaborate dinner of 1892 included “… turkey, 

roast beef, spiced beef … plum pudding, brandy sauce, whipped cream” and much 

more. Such menus are now considered traditional by many Canadians of English 

descent. 
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2 The Female Emigrant’s Guide, Toronto, 1854/55, 221. 
3 Edith G. Firth (ed.), The Town of York, 1793–1815, University of Toronto Press, 1962, 233. 
4 Harry Barrett, The 19th Century Journals and Paintings of William Pope, Toronto: M.F. Feheley, 1976, 34. 
5 Letters of a Lifetime, University of Toronto Press, 1985, 137. 
6 Sandra Gwyn, The Private Capital, Toronto: Harper and Collins, 1984, 477. 



 
 

 

 

 
Front (l-r): Mackeroons, Soft Gingerbread, Hard Gingerbread. Back: Queen Cakes 

 

Demonstration Recipes: 

❖ From Modern Cookery for Private Families (1845) by Eliza Acton. (Modern interpretations 

by Sherry Murphy) 

• The Author’s Christmas Pudding 

• Mincemeat 

• Very Rich Short Crust for Tarts 

• Mince Pies: Entremets (assembly of the Mince Tarts) 

 

Additional Historic Recipes: 

❖ From Modern Cookery for Private Families. (Modern interpretations by Sherry Murphy) 

• Common Raspberry Sauce (to accompany the Plum Pudding) 

❖ From The Frugal Housewife's Manual (1840) by “A. B. of Grimsby.” (Modern 

interpretation by Fiona Lucas) 

• A Rich Plum Cake 

❖ From The Cook Not Mad (1831). (Based on modern interpretations by Elizabeth Baird & 

Bridget Wranich, Setting a Fine Table) 

• Hard Gingerbread 

• Soft Gingerbread 

❖ From The Experienced English Housekeeper (1769) by Elizabeth Raffald. (Based on modern 

interpretations by Elizabeth Baird & Bridget Wranich, Setting a Fine Table) 

• Queen Cakes 

❖ From The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy (1796) by Hannah Glasse. (Based on modern 

interpretation by Elizabeth Baird & Bridget Wranich, Setting a Fine Table) 

• Mackeroons 



 
 

 

 
 

• The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy (1747) by Hannah Glasse 
Among the most useful and authoritative historic cookbooks for its period. Glasse, who lived 

from 1708 to 1770, offers clear and practical directions for making a wide range of dishes. Her 

book was extremely popular in England and North America, and was reproduced in numerous 

editions. Her recipes frequently turn up (uncredited) in much later cookbooks. 

 

• The Cook Not Mad (1831) 
James Macfarlane was a successful bookseller and printer in Kingston, Upper Canada, in the 

1820s and 1830s. He printed The Cook Not Mad in 1831, complete with the unaltered patriotic 

republican preface of its original publisher in Watertown, New York. When reissued in the 1970s, 

this obscure book of American provenance was labelled as “Canada’s first cookbook,” thus 

bestowing on it an unearned erudite stature. More accurately, it was the first English-language 

cookbook with a Canadian imprint because it was an exact copy of an American book. The two 

differences are wording on the title and copyright pages. 

 

• The Experienced English Housekeeper (1769) by Elizabeth Raffald 
Mrs Raffald was the cook in several genteel households and operated a confectionary business in 

Manchester, England, and hers is an important 18th-century cookbook that continued to be 

printed for many years. It was used in Canadian kitchens. 

 

• The Frugal Housewife's Manual (1840) by “A. B. of Grimsby” 
Written by an educated but anonymous farm woman who named herself after the Niagara 

Escarpment village where she presumably lived. (She called herself “A Canadian Lady” in her 

book advertisements.) Printed in Toronto, it is the first English-language cookbook composed by 

a Canadian woman. “A. B.” didn’t write the 100 entries for cooking, baking and gardening, 

however; she collated them from other sources (not all identified). Her Rich Plum Cake is a 

paraphrase of one in Colin Mackenzie’s Five Thousand Receipts (London, 1823; Philadelphia 1825). 

 

• Modern Cookery for Private Families by Eliza Acton (1854) 
The renamed, revised and enlarged edition of a successful earlier (1845) book. Some 

commentators consider it the greatest 19th-century cookbook. Its author, Englishwoman Eliza 

Acton (1799–1859), was a modest poet and former teacher who liked to cook, and who realized 

she could earn an income through her recipes. Acton wrote from her own practical experience for 

middle-class housewives and their servants, without the usual cribbing from other recipe 

authors. Modern Cookery was widely available from Canadian bookstores throughout the second 

half of the 19th century. 

 

• Setting a Fine Table (2013) edited by Elizabeth Baird & Bridget Wranich 
A unique compendium of 31 historical desserts and drinks from the officers’ kitchen at Fort York 

National Historic Site in Toronto, with modern versions for contemporary cooks. It is available 

for sale through the new Toronto History Museums store at toronto.ca/museumshop, with 

proceeds going towards Fort York.



 
 

 

Suet puddings have a reputation for heaviness and indigestibility, but Eliza Acton recommends hers as “remarkably 

light” due to the use of breadcrumbs. As usual, her directions are clearly written, so most cooks today can follow 

them. Perhaps the exception is “tie [the ingredients] tightly in a thickly floured cloth.” Understood by all were the 

unwritten actions of dampening and flouring the pudding cloth, bundling the cloth’s four corners and tying them 

with string, immersing the pudding in boiling water, then carefully unwrapping it. Crowned with holly on a serving 

platter, ideally the pudding ball stood proudly, without flattening, as it was carried aloft to the dining table. 
 

Over and over again during the 19th century, diarists, letter writers, journalists and novelists all across the country 

remarked on the familiar and esteemed plum pudding on the Canadian Christmas table. Sisters Catharine Parr Traill 

and Susannah Moodie—like countless other colonists—remembered them from their Sussex childhood, and served 

them every year. Indeed, the association of this dish with Christmas hearkens back centuries, continuing even today. 

T ’ U

a
Original Receipt: 

To three ounces of flour, and the same weight of fine, lightly-grated bread-crumbs, 

add six of beef kidney-suet, chopped small, six of raisins weighed after they are 

stoned, six of well-cleaned currants, four ounces of minced apples, five of sugar, 

two of candied orange-rind, half a tspful of nutmeg mixed with pounded mace, a 

very little salt, a small glass of brandy, and three whole eggs. Mix and beat these 

ingredients well together, tie them tightly in a thickly-floured cloth, and boil them 

for three hours and a half. We can recommend this as a remarkably light small rich 

pudding: it may be served with German, wine, or punch sauce. 
 

  



 
 

 

THE AUTHOR’S CHRISTMAS PUDDING 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• 4 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) suet 

• 6 oz or 1 cup (250 mL) raisins 

• 3 oz or ¾ cup (180 mL) all-purpose white flour 

• 3 oz or ¾ cup (180 mL) breadcrumbs 

• 6 oz or 1 cup (250 mL) currants 

• 2 apples, peeled, cored & minced = about 4 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) 

• 5 oz or ⅔ cup (160 mL) granulated white sugar 

• 2 oz or ⅓ cup (80 mL) candied orange peel 

• ¼ tsp each nutmeg & mace, ground  

• ½ tsp salt 

• 3 eggs 

• 4 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) brandy 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Shred the suet. 

2. Weigh and chop raisins. 

3. Rinse currants thoroughly, soak in warm water for 5 to 10 minutes, then dry on a 

tea towel. 

4. Peel, core and mince apples. 

5. In a large bowl, combine flour, breadcrumbs, suet, raisins, currants, apples, 

sugar, candied peel, spices and salt. Stir well. 

6. In a small bowl, beat eggs until light and frothy. Add brandy, blend well and add 

to the flour mixture. 

7. Grease the pudding mould well with butter and lightly flour the inside, shaking 

out any excess. 

8. Place filling evenly into the mould. Set it into a pudding bag or into the centre of 

a square pudding cloth and tie it up tightly with butcher’s twine to enclose it 

securely. 

9. Tie the enclosed pudding to a pot handle or sturdy wooden spoon laid across the 

top of the pot to keep it from touching the bottom. (Alternative: Place the 

enclosed pudding on a heatproof trivet or pot lid.) 

10. Boil for 3 hours. 

  



 
 

 

Colonial references to mincemeat tarts are almost as common as plum puddings. Listed in a Toronto grocery 

advertisement in The Globe on December 24, 1860, were nine kinds of raisins, two of currants, four nuts and three 

candied citrus peels. All were ingredients for mincemeat tarts to be made at home. Like plum puddings, mincemeat 

benefits from being made weeks in advance; the flavours and texture ripen with time. Or housewives could avoid the 

effort in buying them from a baker or confectioner, as other advertisement show. 
 

M
w

Original Receipt: 

To one pound of an Oxford-tongue, boiled tender and cut free from the rind, add 

two pounds of fine stoned raisins, two of beef kidney suet, two pounds and a half of 

currents well cleaned and dried. Two of good apples. Two and a half of fine Lisbon 

sugar, from half to a whole pound of candied peel according to taste, the grated rind 

of two large lemons, and two more boiled quite tender, and chopped up entirely, 

with the exception of the pips, two small nutmegs, half an ounce of salt, a large tsp 

of pounded mace, rather more of ginger in powder, half a pint of brandy, and as 

much good Sherry, or Madeira. Mince these ingredients separately and mix the 

others well before the brandy and the wine are added, press the whole into a jar or 

jars and keep it closely covered. It should be stored for a few days before it is used, 

and will remain good for many weeks. Some persons like the flavouring of cloves in 

addition to the other spices; others add the juice of two or three lemons, and a larger 

quantity of brandy. The inside of a tender and well roasted sirloin of beef will 

answer quite as well as the tongue. 
 

Ingredients: Of a fresh boiled ox-tongue, or inside of roasted sirloin, 1 lb.; stoned raisins and minced apples—

each 2 lbs.; currants and fine Lisbon sugar, each 2½ lbs.; candied orange peel, lemon or citron rind, 8 to 16 oz.; 

boiled lemons 2 large; rinds of two others grated; salt ½ oz.; nutmegs 2 small; pounded mace, 1 large tspful, 

and rather more of ginger; good Sherry or Madeira ½ pint; Brandy ½ pint. (Obs.) The lemons will be 

sufficiently boiled in from one hour to one and a quarter. 

 

 



 
 

 

MINCEMEAT 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy 

• Makes enough for 20 tarts 

 

INGREDIENTS  

• 6 oz or ¾ cup (180 mL) roasted sirloin 

• 4 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) suet 

• ½ lb or 2 cups (500 mL) currants 

• 2 lemons 

• ½ lb or 1½ cups (375 mL) Sultana raisins, minced  

• 2 lbs or 2 to 5 apples 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) granulated white sugar 

• 5 oz or ⅔ cup (160 mL) mixed orange & lemon candied peel 

• 1 Tbsp candied citron peel 

• 1 Tbsp ginger, ground 

• 1 tsp each of cinnamon & nutmeg, ground 

• 1 tsp salt 

• 4 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) each of brandy & sherry or port 

 

INSTRUCTIONS (Combine ingredients in a large bowl as they are ready.) 

1. Rinse currants thoroughly, soak in warm water for 5 to 10 minutes, then dry on a 

tea towel. 

2. Boil one lemon briefly; remove seeds and chop into small pieces. Grate the rind 

off the other lemon and reserve it. 

3. Grind or finely chop meat. 

4. Shred suet. 

5. Mince the raisins. 

6. Peel, core and mince the apples. 

7. Mince candied orange, lemon and citron pieces. 

8. In a large bowl, combine one by one the meat, suet, currants, lemon and rind, 

raisins, apples, sugar, candied peel, ginger, cinnamon, nutmeg, salt and liquor. 

Stir to combine after each addition. 

9. When the mixture is complete, each cook takes a turn to stir and make a New 

Year’s Wish! 

  



 
 

 

w
Original Receipt: 

Break lightly, with the least-possible handling, six ounces of butter into eight of 

flour. Add a dessertspoonful of pounded sugar, and two or three of water. Roll the 

paste, for several minutes, to blend the ingredients well, folding it together like puff-

crust, and touch it as little as possible. Ingredients: Flour 8 oz.; butter 6 oz.; pounded 

sugar, 1 dessertspoonful; water 1 to 2 spoonsful.} 

 

VERY RICH SHORT CRUST FOR TARTS 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy 

• Makes enough for 20 tarts 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• ½ lb or 1½ cups (375 mL) all-purpose white flour  

• 3 Tbsp (90 mL) granulated white sugar 

• 6 oz or ¾ cup (180 mL) butter 

• 4 to 5 Tbsp ice water 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). 

2. Combine the flour with the sugar in a bowl. Cut butter into the flour or break up 

pieces of butter into the flour, and with your hands rub in the butter with the 

flour mixture until it resembles oatmeal.  

3. Immediately blend the ice water into the flour and knead briefly until you have a 

smooth ball of dough. 

4. Chill for a few minutes, then roll out to ¼ inch thick; cut with cutter (larger size 

for bottom and smaller for top). 

5. Line muffin tins, leaving the edges flush or a touch over the edges.  

6. Fill each with mincemeat, leaving ¼ inch around the edge. 

7. With fingers dipped in water, brush edges of each filled tart and place a pastry 

lid on each, pinching edges around the tin. 

8. With a small knife, cut a slit in middle of pastry on each tart. Brush tops of tarts 

with beaten egg yolks to give colour (optional). 

9. Bake for 25 minutes or until the pastry looks golden. 



 
 

 

T  U
Original Receipt: 

Butter some tin patty pans well and line them evenly with fine puff-paste rolled thin; 

fill them with mincemeat, moisten the edges of the covers, which should be nearly a 

quarter of an inch thick, close the pies carefully, trim off the superfluous paste, make 

a small aperture in the centre of the crust with a fork or the point of a knife, ice the 

pies with cold water and sifted sugar … or not, at pleasure, and bake them half an 

hour in a well heated but not fierce oven: lay a paper over them when they are 

partially done, should they appear likely to take too much colour. 

w
MINCEMEAT PIES: ENTREMETS 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy 

• Makes enough for 20 tarts 

 

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). 

2. Assemble pie dough for a double-crust pie (or use the recipe for Very Rich Short 

Crust for Tarts). 

3. Grease small individual baking tins or muffin tins. 

4. Roll about half the pastry into a disc about ¼ inch thick. 

5. Cut into rounds with a mug or pastry cutter and fit into each tin. Repeat until all 

tins are lined with pastry. 

6. Into each lined tart tin, drop 1 Tbsp of mincemeat. 

7. Roll out more pastry to the same thickness (¼ inch). 

8. Cut out circles or shapes with smaller cookie cutters. (These are the tops for the 

filled tart shells.) 

9. Break 2 eggs into a small bowl, beat lightly with a fork and, using a pastry brush, 

brush top rims of pastry with beaten egg, position the top crust and pinch edges 

together, or else drop shapes on top of filling. 

10. Brush tops of tarts with sugar-water or beaten egg (optional). 

11. Slit the centre of each top crust and bake for 25 minutes or until the pastry is 

lightly browned.  



 
 

 

T U
Original Receipt: 

Put three ounces of sugar broken into small lumps, and a wine-glassful and a half 

of water into a small stewpan, and boil them for four or five minutes. Add half a 

pint of fresh ripe raspberries, well mashed with the back of a spoon. Mix them with 

the syrup, and boil them for six or seven minutes; the sauce should then be quite 

smooth and clear. The quantity of it with these proportions will not be large, but 

can be increased at pleasure. 

 

Obs.—We have generally found that the most simple, and consequently the most 

refreshing fruit-sauces have been much liked by the persons who have partaken of 

them; and they are, we think, preferable to the foreign ones—German principally—

to which wine and cinnamon are commonly added, and which are often composed 

of dried fruit. Their number can easily be augmented by an intelligent cook; and 

they can be varied through all the summer and autumnal months with the fruit in 

season at the time. 

 

COMMON RASPBERRY SAUCE 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• ½ cup (125 mL) water 

• 3 oz or ½ cup (125 mL) granulated white sugar 

• ½ pint or 1¼ cups raspberries 

• 2 Tbsp brandy or sweet wine (optional) 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. In a medium saucepan, boil the water and sugar for 5 minutes. 

2. Mash berries with the back of a spoon, until smooth. 

3. Add berries to the syrup and boil for another 7 minutes. (If you wish, you may 

pass the sauce through a sieve to make it clearer.) 

4. When cool, add brandy or sweet wine (optional). 

  



 
 

 

A Rich Plum Cake is part of the British tradition of "great cakes" for special occasions that the colonists brought with them to 

Canada. Plum is an old word for dried fruit, so this is a traditional fruit cake with an almond icing covered with a hard egg-white 

icing, later called royal. Such a cake may have been served at Toronto’s incorporation party on March 6, 1834. Maybe Toronto’s 

first mayor, William Lyon Mackenzie, officially cut a similar ceremonial cake. 

 

Plum is the old word for dried fruit. We’d call this a Rich Fruit Cake today. For centuries, such cakes appeared at festive 

community events, like weddings and, of course, Christmas. While sometimes unadorned, they most often had a cover of hard 

white icing that was decorated with colourful ribbons and candies, sugared fruits, petals and nuts, and small sugar sculptures. 

Many cakes featured a layer of almond marzipan too. 

 

T U
 

Original Receipt: 

Take one pound of fresh butter, one pound of sugar, one pound and a half of flour, 

two pounds of currants, one of raisins, a glass of brandy, ten eggs, a quarter of an 

ounce of allspice, and the same quantity of cinnamon. Melt the butter by stirring it 

until it comes to a cream, then add the sifted sugar, stir it till quite light, adding 

the allspice and ground cinnamon. First beat the yolks of the eggs a quarter of an 

hour and work them in; the whites must be beat to a strong froth before they are 

added; as the paste must not stand to chill the butter, or it will be heavy, work in 

the whites gradually; then add an orange peel cut in very fine strips, then the 

currants, stoned raisins, and the brandy, and dredge in the flour slowly. Bake this 

cake in a suitable tin dish; one with straight sides is the best, as it does not leave a 

flaring edge to scorch. This cake ought to bake three hours in a hot oven; put several 

folds of paper under it to keep it from burning, and when the top is brown enough 

cover it. When taken from the oven put it on a thin cloth and set it on a sieve or 

basket lid, without any covering, that the steam may evaporate. You will find that 

this, and all other large cakes, will be much lighter from this usage. 

 

Iceing for Cakes: 

Put one pound of sifted loaf sugar into an earthen basin, with the whites of three 

new-laid eggs; beat them together until it becomes quite white and light; dust the 

cake over with flour, and brush it off by way of taking the grease from the outside, 

which prevents the iceing from running; put it on smooth with a broad knife, and 

ornament it according to fancy. The iceing must be put on as soon as the cake comes 

out of the oven. Care should be taken not to brown the iceing while drying it. Put 

it on three or four times, as it will be smoother than when all laid over at once. 

 



 
 

 

RICH PLUM CAKE 

• Modern interpretation by Fiona Lucas 

• Makes about 60 pieces 
 

Notes: 

1. Eggs used to be smaller, so use ten medium or eight large eggs for the cake, and 

six medium or five large for the icing. (Ten medium eggs equal a pound.) 

2. Don’t literally “melt the butter” for the cake, but start with soft butter that’s 

easily creamed. 

3. Raisins had to be individually destoned (deseeded) before agricultural scientists 

figured out how to reduce the seeds’ size. 

4. Loaf sugar is refined white sugar. It was once processed into a hard cone called a 

loaf that required cutting, pounding and sifting into a suitable powder. 

5. Nowadays, a recipe is likely to stipulate that the whisked eggs be folded in last to 

keep most of their leavening action. 

6. The “several folds of paper under” the cake protected its underside when sitting 

on the oven’s hot brick floor. 
 

INGREDIENTS 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) very soft butter 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) granulated white sugar 

• ¼ oz or 4½ Tbsp allspice, freshly ground in a spice grinder 

• ¼ oz or 4 Tbsp cinnamon, freshly ground 

• 1 orange, peeled, pith removed and “peel cut in very fine strips” 

• 10 medium eggs, separated (whites & yolks) 

• 2 lb or 5 cups (1.25 L) currants 

• 1 lb or 2½ cups (625 mL) raisins 

• ¼ cup (60 mL) brandy 

• 1½ lb or 6 cups (1.5 L) all-purpose white flour 
 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Butter and flour a straight-sided round 29 cm (11½ in) cake pan. Line the bottom 

with a circle of parchment paper. 

2. Preheat the oven to 325˚F (160˚C). 

3. Rinse currants thoroughly, soak in warm water for 5 to 10 minutes, then dry on a 

tea towel. 

4. Stir the butter until it “comes to a cream.” 

5. Stir in the sugar “till quite light.” 

6. Blend in the spices. 



 
 

 

7. Beat the yolks to a pale yellow cream (4 to 5 minutes with an electric beater) and 

blend into the butter mixture. 

8. Beat the egg whites “to a strong froth” (stiff peaks), also about 5 minutes, and 

fold half into the batter. 

9. Stir in the orange peel, currants, raisins, and brandy. 

10. Dredge in the flour a cup at a time. 

11. Gently fold in the remaining stiff egg whites.  

12. Pour the batter into the prepared pan and smooth the surface. 

13. Bake for about an hour, then cover with parchment paper to prevent over-

browning. 

14. Bake for another 1½ to 2 hours, or until the cake is a dark brown and has pulled 

away from the sides of the pan. A knife inserted in the middle should pull out 

clean.  

15. Cool on a rack for about an hour. Turn out onto the rack, so the bottom becomes 

the flat top. 
 

ICING (The quantity is doubled.) 
 

INGREDIENTS 

• 6 medium egg whites 

• 2 lbs or 7 cups (1.75 L) icing sugar 
 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Before applying the icing, dust the cake with flour to neutralize any surface 

grease. Brush off excess flour. 

2. Beat the icing sugar with the egg whites until thick, white and spreadable, about 

10 minutes. 

3. Apply a thin layer of icing over the top and sides of the warm cake and let it 

harden for a few minutes in a cool oven (140˚F/60˚C) without browning. 

4. Repeat a second and third time. 

5. Decorate elegantly with coloured candies and sugared nuts. 
 

 
The Rich Plum Cake before icing 



 
 

 

a
Original Receipt: 

No. 129. One pound of butter, one of sugar, one pint of molasses, one teacup of 

ginger, three tsp of pearl ash, flour enough to make a stiff dough, spice as to your 

taste. 

 

HARD GINGERBREAD 

• Modern interpretation (half the original recipe) based on Setting a Fine Table, 

edited by Elizabeth Baird and Bridget Wranich, with research and testing by 

the Volunteer Historic Cooks at Fort York (Whitecap Books, 2013) 

 

Notes: 

• Pearlash (refined potash, or potassium carbonate) was an early chemical 

leavening agent. It is still available in some German delicatessens. It needs to be 

dissolved in milk or water; otherwise it is not distributed through the dough 

well. In the mid-1800s, baking soda replaced pearlash. 

• The gingerbread dough was pressed into mounds or stamped with cutters into 

shapes of animals, flowers, birds and men. 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• ½ lb or 1 cup (250 mL) unsalted butter, softened 

• ½ lb or 1 cup (250 mL) granulated white sugar 

• ½ pint or 1 cup (250 mL) fancy molasses 

• 4 cups (1 L) all-purpose white flour 

• 2 Tbsp ground ginger 

• 1 tsp each of allspice, cinnamon & nutmeg, ground 

• 1 tsp baking soda 

 

  



 
 

 

HARD GINGERBREAD 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). 

2. Cream butter to a soft smooth texture; add sugar in 2 or 3 parts to butter. Mix 

with wooden spoon until smooth. 

3. Add molasses, spices and baking soda. Stir again until blended. 

4. Slowly add flour in small amounts, ½ cup (125 mL) at a time until dough is well 

mixed and stiff. 

5. Form 2 or 3 balls of dough, place in fridge for 30 minutes or freeze until ready to 

bake. 

6. Flour a board and roll out dough to about ¼-inch thick. Cut into shapes with 

cookie cutters. 

7. Place on parchment paper-lined cookie sheet about 1½ inches apart. Bake for 8 to 

10 minutes. 

 

 

 

 
 

  



 
 

 

T U 
Original Receipt: 

No. 126. Soft Gingerbread. One pound and a half of flour, half a pound of sugar, 

half a pound of butter, one pint of molasses, four eggs, one teacup of milk, two tea 

spoons of pearlash, one ounce of ginger, one of cinnamon, one nutmeg, one pound 

of currants. 

 

SOFT GINGERBREAD 

• Modern interpretation by Sherry Murphy & Sarah Hood, based on research 

and testing by the Volunteer Historic Cooks at Fort York 

 

INGREDIENTS

• ½ lb or 1 cup (250 mL) butter 

• ½ lb or 1½ cups (375 mL) granulated white sugar 

• 4 to 6 eggs, separated (whites & yolks) 

• 1 pint or 2 cups (500 mL) molasses 

• About 6 cups (1.5 L) all-purpose white flour 

• 1 oz or 2 tsp baking soda 

• 1 oz or 2 tsp each of ginger, cinnamon & nutmeg, ground 

• 1 cup (250 mL) milk 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) currants 

 

INSTRUCTONS 

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). 

2. Butter a 9”x 9” cake pan or muffin tins for about 15 muffins. 

3. Rinse currants thoroughly, soak in warm water for 5 to 10 minutes, then dry on a 

tea towel. 

4. Cream the butter until very pale, soft and fluffy, then combine it with the sugar. 

5. Beat the egg yolks until very pale and at least doubled in volume, then combine 

them with the butter-sugar mixture and add the molasses, mixing well. 

6. In a separate bowl, combine flour, baking soda, ginger, cinnamon and nutmeg. 

7. Add the dry to wet ingredients in three parts, alternately with the milk. 

8. Beat the egg whites until they hold stiff peaks; fold gently into the batter. 

9. Gently fold in currants; do not overwork. 

10. Fill cake pan or muffin tins. 

11. Bake for about an hour (½ hour for muffins) or until a toothpick inserted into the 

cake comes out clean.  



 

w
Original Receipt: 

Take a pound of loaf sugar, beat and sift it, a pound of flour well dried, a pound of 

butter, eight eggs, half a pound of currents washed and picked, grate a nutmeg, the 

same of mace and cinnamon. Work your butter to a cream, then put in your sugar, 

beat the whites of your eggs near half an hour, mix them with your sugar and butter. 

Then beat your egg yolks near half an hour and put them to your butter, beat 

exceeding well together. Then put in your flour, spices and currants. When it is 

ready for the oven bake them in tins and dust a little sugar over them. 

 

QUEEN CAKES 

• Modern interpretation based on Setting a Fine Table, edited by Elizabeth Baird 

and Bridget Wranich, with research and testing by the Volunteer Historic 

Cooks at Fort York (Whitecap Books, 2013) 

• Makes 24 muffin-sized cakes 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• ½ lb or 1 cup (250 mL) currants 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) butter, softened 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) granulated white sugar 

• 8 medium eggs, separated (whites & yolks) 

• 1 lb or 3 cups (750 mL) all-purpose white flour 

• 2 tsp each cinnamon, mace & nutmeg, ground 

• 2 Tbsp superfine granulated sugar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

QUEEN CAKES 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Grease 24 muffin tins. 

2. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). 

3. Rinse currants thoroughly, soak in warm water for 5 to 10 minutes, then dry on a 

tea towel. 

4. In a large bowl, beat butter by hand or with a wooden spoon until smooth and 

creamy. Add sugar and beat until light and fluffy. 

5. In a separate bowl, beat the egg yolks until thick and light-coloured, about 5 

minutes. Stir into butter mixture. 

6. In another bowl, whisk the flour, cinnamon, mace and nutmeg. Stir into butter 

mixture 1 cup (250 mL) at a time to make a smooth batter. Sprinkle the currants 

over the batter. 

7. In a clean bowl, beat or whisk the egg whites to stiff, glossy peaks. Stir about ⅓ 

of the whites with the currants into the batter. Fold in the rest of the egg whites. 

8. Scrape batter into muffin tins to about ⅔ full. (Should make up to 24 cupcakes.) 

Tap the muffins pan twice to let air out. Sprinkle superfine sugar on top of each 

muffin before baking. 

9. Bake for about 35 minutes. Test at about 25 minutes (with toothpick). Cakes 

should come away from pan on sides (your oven may be fast or slow!) 

10. Loosen edges with a blunt knife and lift out onto a rack to cool. 

11. Store in an airtight container for a few days or freeze for up to two weeks. 

 

 

 

 
  



 

a 
Original Receipt: 

Take a pound of almonds. let them be scalded. blanched, and thrown into cold water. 

then dry them in a cloth. and pound them in a mortar, moisten them with orange-

flower water. or the white of an egg, lest they turn to oil. afterwards take an equal 

quantity of fine powder sugar. with three or four whites of eggs, and a little musk, 

beat all well together, and shape them on a wafer-paper, with a spoon round. Bake 

them in a gentle oven on tin plates 

 

MACKEROONS 

• Modern interpretation based on Setting a Fine Table, edited by Elizabeth Baird 

and Bridget Wranich, with research and testing by the Volunteer Historic 

Cooks at Fort York (Whitecap Books, 2013) 

• Makes about 5½ dozen 5 cm (2-in) cookies 

 

INGREDIENTS 

• 1 lb or 2½ cups (675 mL) blanched almonds 

• 2 tsp (10 mL) orange-flower water 

• 4 egg whites 

• 1 lb or 2 cups (500 mL) granulated white sugar, pulverized finer with mortar and 

pestle or food processor 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Line cookie sheets with baker’s parchment paper. 

2. Preheat oven to 325°F (160°C) = a “gentle oven”. 

3. In a mortar and pestle or food processor, pulverize almonds to a paste with 

orange-flower water; set aside. 

4. Whisk eggs to a stiff froth. 

5. Beat in sugar a bit at a time to create a glossy meringue. 

6. Fold in almond paste. 

7. Drop by teaspoonfuls onto baking sheets. 

8. Bake for 12 to 15 minutes, or until dry, but before they begin to brown.  



 

By Catharine Parr Traill 

 

Oh! the old holly-tree is a beautiful sight, 

With its dark glossy leaves, and its berries so bright; 

It is gay in the winter, and green in the spring, 

And the old holly-tree is a beautiful thing. 

 

It gladdens the cottage, it brightens the hall, 

And the gay holly-tree is beloved by all; 

It shadows the altar, it hallows the hearth, 

An emblem of peaceful and innocent mirth. 

 

Spring blossoms are lovely, and summer flowers gay, 

But the chill winds will wither and chase them away; 

While the rude blasts of autumn and winter may rave 

In vain round the holly—the holly so brave. 

 

Though the "fine old English gentleman" no longer now is seen, 

And customs old have passed away as things that ne'er have been, 

Though wassail shout is heard no more, nor mistletoe we see; 

They've left us still the holly green, the bonny holly-tree. 
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