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This article considers the social circumstances supporting Received 3 August 2018
wider restaurant use and the problems encountered as this Accepted 16 September
became established in 1930s Britain. A documentary research 2018

approach was used to collect the perspectives of those who KEYWORDS
witnessed, at first hand, these changes in British society and Food culture; social change;
food culture. The data comprise accounts in the contemporary restaurants; consumer
literature and period newspaper reports. In the 1930s, signifi- market; 1930s

cant social and economic changes supported a much broader

demand for restaurants. New types of customer were attracted

and many were exposed to a cuisine which bore little relation-

ship to their meals at home. Unfamiliar dishes along with a

menu language and service practices derived from the tradi-

tional élite food culture created social settings offering embar-

rassment for the unwary. Restaurant guides and dining advice

were published for those wanting to dine with greater con-

fidence and provide insight into social attitudes at the time.

Introduction

For many people in Britain, eating out is now an unremarkable and probably
quite regular occurrence involving anything from an informal chain restau-
rant lunch to an 4 la carte dinner in a far more exclusive setting. It is difficult
to characterise frequency accurately because dining-out behaviour may vary
for a number of reasons and the most comprehensive surveys tend to
aggregate eating out with takeaway meals (Prior, Phillips, & O’Driscoll,
2014). That said, it is clearly far from unusual to eat a meal in
a commercial establishment; a recent analysis of of United Kingdom (UK)
survey data indicated that 41.0% of young adults (19-29 years) ate out at least
once or twice a week and, for other adult age groups, the proportion was
between 20.1% and 27.6% (Adams et al., 2015). Such familiarity with cafés
and restaurants is a recent phenomenon and this article examines the history
of how British people first engaged with ‘eating out’ in the inter-war years,
particularly the 1930s.

Actually, in one way or another, people have always been able to ‘eat out’
(i.e. away from their normal residence or the home of another person), and the
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ancient wayside inns and market town taverns bear testimony to the needs of
travellers and traders over the centuries. More recently, in 1920s and 1930s
London for example, changing demand meant a profusion of places where
clerks and other city workers could eat quickly in the middle of the day, and
where ... ‘most of the people you meet have some favourite spot to recom-
mend - either for its good service, its cooking, or its reasonable charges’
(Hughes, 1931, p. 73). The lunchtime needs of early 20™ century office work-
ers, often commuting from the suburbs, had been recognised by ABC restau-
rants and, more famously, by J. Lyons & Co. with their teashops and, from
1909, their Corner House restaurants (Bird, 2000). With a widely-recognised
white and gold fascia for the brand and an empbhasis on fast, cheerful service
for cheap meals these became popular favourites ... ‘stimulating a buoyant
demand from aspiring middle-class customers’ (Burnett, 2004, p. 193). Indeed,
the ... ‘spread of eating out to the lower middle classes was one of the
important social phenomena of the time’ (Burnett, 1966, p. 235). People all
over the country knew of Lyons Corner Houses even when there were none
locally: newspaper reports and advertisements for trips to London made
a point of saying that lunch would be there (e.g. Exeter and Plymouth
Gazette, 1930a; Dundee Courier, 1938; Hull Daily Mail, 1936).

Britain had been characterised by marked class-related differentiation in
culinary tastes with ... ‘the food of the elite and aspiring upper-middle class
British families [having] a distinctly French flavour’ (James, 1997, p. 76). Even
ordinary white collar households had been little affected by these influences but
this was to change with circumstance and aspiration: another food narrative was
emerging by the 1930s. This decade was an important watershed in British social
history; people were emerging from the shadows of war and its economic legacy:
new industries and an expanding service sector underpinned an enthusiasm for
new leisure opportunities. In this, restaurants attracted new types of customer —
neophytes — who were confronted by unfamiliar dishes with a menu language
and the service practices of the well-established French food culture. How people
learned to cope in new dining settings that were simultaneously daunting and
attractive, is an intriguing footnote to the massive social and economic changes
of the period'.

Interwar social change

In many ways, World War 1 (1914-1918) had been a social and political
watershed; among its casualties was diminished confidence in the cultural
architecture that had been taken for granted at the turn of the new century
and through the Edwardian era. Although the war had been won on foreign
soil, the peace of the 1920s remained contested with rich and poor experien-
cing changed social and economic circumstances. Not only had so many
families been devastated by loss of life and injuries, in post-war Britain the
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established values were more frequently questioned. Voices of authority were
less convincing to those who had survived military service, or escaped
domestic service for the munitions factories. Politically, with the ... ‘ancien
régime massed to defend the status quo’ (Blythe, 1964, p. 26), the impact of
war-damaged economies on everyday lives was differentiated by social class.

Those who had hoped for a more equitable social landscape in the aftermath
of war now saw... ‘vitality and style return to middle-class life and their own
lives reduced to a bewildering prospect of human negation’ (Blythe, 1964,
p. 182). There were also the effects of age and gender. World War 1 had drawn
men from the labour market for military service and provided opportunities
for young women, in large numbers, to engage with employment in offices and
factories rather than domestic service. After the war, there were problems not
only of resentment about gender competition caused by military demobilisa-
tion but a desire among middle and upper class households to re-establish
patterns of domestic service (Lewis, 1980). Although this ‘servant problem’ had
existed at the turn of the century, the scale of the post-war exodus for other
types of work prefaced a number of cookery books offering stylish recipes for
households left with fewer servants, or simply without staff,”> and became
a preoccupation in newspaper columns’. Substantive dependence on domestic
service and the problems of recruitment and retention were not restricted to
the very wealthy ... ‘the pattern repeated itself, albeit on a more modest scale,
right throughout the upper middle class. You did not normally invite people to
a meal at a restaurant, you invited them to lunch or dinner in your home, and
the meal would be cooked and served by your domestic staff .... Cheap
domestic service was the foundation upon which this structure of social
intercourse was based’ (Branson & Heinemann, 1971, p. 157). The servant
problem was seen to be ... ‘directly responsible for the establishment of new
restaurants in all parts of London, a leading estate agent said’ (Dundee Evening
Telegraph, 1926, p. 6). It perplexed the more populous ‘professional classes’
across the country and, in the newspapers, there was a demand for ...‘a return
to the old ways ... Always a ‘return’ — none of them wanted to go anywhere
except backwards. But 1910 had no charms for the young, and particularly not
for young women’ (Cutforth, 1976, p. 10). Such sentiments had variable
impact; the post-war hedonism of the ‘bright young people’* was in marked
contrast to the lives of most, but a narrative of changed ways was something
that many were aware of in the declamatory newspaper stories of the day
(Taylor, 2007). As ever, reported excesses seemed all the more attractive
framed in the disapproval of establishment voices.”

Through these years, and into the 1930s, the UK was beset by the paradox of
economic decline and change: old industries faltered dramatically but new ones
emerged offering hope. The period was not one of continuous economic depres-
sion but this certainly was a backdrop to the post-war experiences of those who
depended on the older, heavier and extractive industries. Towns heavily reliant on
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one industry or, as was often the case, with an interdependence of major and
minor employers, quickly succumbed to high levels of unemployment with few
opportunities as ... ‘all the traditions of the area, all the specialized skill, seem[ed]
to cling to the dead industry’ (Wilkinson, 1939, p. 263). Clustered industrial
locations meant that employment effects were unremittingly grim and protracted
in large areas of the country — Northern Ireland, Wales, Scotland and the north of
England particularly — while light manufacturing and service industries provided
opportunities elsewhere, although often for a very different kind of employee. In
1934, Jarrow, in the north of England, had 67.8% unemployment but St. Albans,
in the south, just 3.9% (Stevenson & Cook, 1977). For those who could make the
move ... ‘there were extensive migrations into the more buoyant economies of the
Midlands, London and the South-East’ (Pugh, 2008, p. 98). Although little was
done officially to support this transformation ... ‘by one means or another
a million workers moved from the North and Wales between the wars, represent-
ing four per cent of the labour force’ (Pugh, 2008, p. 99). New industries — national
electricity supply, vehicles and chemicals in particular - provided possibilities for
both work and the development of consumer goods and ... ‘even the “ailing
giants” showed a measure of revival by the middle and late thirties, most marked
in steel and shipbuilding, with stabilisation in the case of coal and textiles’
(Stevenson & Cook, 1977, p. 13). While there are reasons to see the economic
changes of 1930s Britain as profoundly damaging to communities and individuals
alike, the situation across the country was nuanced and, in or out of work, life
moved forward in new ways and, in this flux, changed patterns of sociability
emerged. In general terms, there was increased leisure time from shorter working
weeks and the establishment of paid holiday entitlement; increased real wages
and, in response, increased public and private sector leisure provision. Although
sometimes masked by other narratives ... ‘the sheer expansion of the range and
output of leisure activities must temper, or even destroy, any view that the thirties
was a decade of depression’ (Thorpe, 1992, p. 102).

Out and about in the 1930s

For all, the rapid expansion of cinema and radio brought different perspec-
tives and a new focus for popular discourse. Over the decade, BBC radio
became a public institution welcomed into the domestic domain by so many
households: ‘its voice is heard nightly, giving information, news, entertaining
and instructing, preaching even, with different accents yet always the same;
the voices of the nine million who listen merged into one voice, their
collective voice echoing back to them’ (Muggeridge, 1940, p. 43). The
British film industry was prolific with the ‘second highest national output
in the world’ (Ryall, 2011, p. 46). Film going was immensely popular and ...
‘by 1937 twenty million people attended cinemas each week. It was estimated
that 40 per cent of the people attended once a week and 25 per cent twice
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a week or more (Branson & Heinemann, 1971, p. 251-252). Notably, the
cinema was to bring images of far-off places and life styles that contrasted
sharply with the everyday life experienced but also served more prosaic
functions, ‘sixpence would buy three hours of blissful escape ... [with] ...
warmth and privacy unattainable at home ... For nearly everybody, the
cinema was the anaesthetic of the age’ (Cutforth, 1976, p. 82). However,
there was another cultural dynamic in that period - the popularity of dancing
to live music — with regular events even in modest village halls as well as in
the newly-built dance halls found in most towns (Pugh, 2008).

This interest in dancing was a diffusion of élite leisure patterns that had
caught on just before World War 1, had been amplified by the new opportunities
for sociability emerging from those war years, and was now spreading to a wider
post-war constituency (Williams, 1992). The conditions of detachment from the
old order and engagement in change were important, but so to was the hint of
notoriety provided by engagement with the new order of social life. In the 1920s,
wealthy young people who ostentatiously dined and danced had been seen as an
‘outrage against the common decency of the ‘little man’ (Margetson, 1974, p. 46).
The popular press became ‘feverish in its denunciation of the ‘bright young
people’ and their idiotic goings-on’ (Cutforth, 1976, p. 10). Perversely, this
publicity attracted younger city and suburban middle class imitators in much
larger numbers as a consequence - often driving to the fashionable new ‘road-
houses’ where drinks and dancing were welcome entertainments®. Such was the
novelty that ... ‘everyone is commenting just now on the amazing vogue enjoyed
by one or two restaurants in the West End of London. Everybody thinks it is the
correct thing to go there, and the tables and dance floors are crowded with
notabilities’ (Portsmouth Evening News, 1932, p. 8).The convergence of music,
dancing and dining was evident in programming for radio stations. For example,
between 10.30 and 12.00 p.m. on 1 February 1933, Northern Region listeners
could hear Roy Fox and his Band from the Kit-Cat Restaurant (Leeds Mercury,
1933, p. 6). Between10.30 and 11.30 p.m. 10 August 1937, those Northern
Region listeners could also hear ‘Bram Martin and his Dance Orchestra with
Gene Crowley from the Holborn Restaurant’ (Leeds Mercury, 1937, p. 6).

Thus, the structural maladies of post-war society were manifest in their
distractions: ‘the post-war generation had to rely on its own devices, and
these turned out to consist largely of gin and jazz (Cutforth, 1976, p. 7-8).
Already, by the 1920s, there was a wider popularity for dining and dancing.
Dinner-dances were an important event on the social calendar for compa-
nies, leisure clubs and the various political, old-school and ex-service asso-
ciations that had grown up’. More generally ... ‘the craze for dancing has
made an enormous difference to restaurants. Most of them have felt bound
to provide centre floor dancing during the evening ... One can now eat
dinner or supper, and dance for the highest or the lowest price’ (Hooton-
Smith, 1928, p. 12). London was described as now being ... ‘strewn with
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restaurants; each one with a character of its own’ (Hooton-Smith, 1928,
p. 11). For those not familiar with the emergent London social scene,
Mr. Cochran of The Trocadero was described as having provided ... ‘exactly
the right kind of show for a popular restaurant and has managed to make it
a show which can be enjoyed by the aesthetic and tired businessman alike’
(Western Morning News, 1930, p. 8). For a different clientele, or on
a different night, at the Restaurant Boulestin ... ‘the table is the thing, and
no vibrations of the concert-hall or the dance-hall distract from interest in
good food’ (Burke, 1937, p. 24).

Although accommodated by different dining experiences, there was a solid
trend of increasing demand. In evidence to the Royal Commission on
Licensing on behalf of the Hotels and Restaurants Association, George
Reeves-Smith was to say that ... ‘owing to social changes, to the entirely
different views now held in regard to taking meals in public restaurants and
to the domestic servant difficulty, a large proportion of the public of every
class in London and on the road now took their meals in hotel and restau-
rants’ (Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer, 1930, p. 4). Simone Prunier
recalled the suggestion, in 1934, that she establish a Prunier’s restaurant in
London ... T had more than once been told by business people who travelled
regularly between the two countries how flourishing the restaurant trade was
in England... London had no restaurant like Prunier’s, and business was far
better there than it was in Paris, with its war scares and its perpetually
changing governments and its internal troubles’ (Prunier, 1957, p. 210). By
1937, the London restaurant trade had developed sufficiently to provoke the
complaint that pre-war expectations about the ease of booking, and about
space around the table, were now frequently to bring disappointment even
though there were many more restaurants and greater choice of cuisine.
‘Since the coming of petrol transport, central London receives every day
not only its constant people, but a large section of the seven Home
Counties. And the restaurant business has not kept pace with petrol.
Wherever you may be in town at lunch-time, dinner-time, or after the
theatre, you will find every kind of restaurant well filled’ (Burke, 1937, p. 12).

Dinner, with or without dancing, as a ‘night out’ in metropolitan hotel
restaurants had, since the 1920s, been fashionable among the social élite, as
had several smart restaurants in the St. James’s area of London. The London
Nights column of a popular magazine was to say ... ‘dozens of smart
restaurants of la jeunesse dorée are full every night, where you can find
men and women in evening dress enjoying themselves thoroughly.
Certainly there is money about and an air of optimism, to the envy of foreign
capitals’ (The Bystander, 1933a, p. 51). Conditions were now right for the
pleasures of dining out to be extended more regularly to other sections of
society. For a current perspective, going to a hotel or restaurant for a meal
might seem unremarkable, as might the diffusion of what is now
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commonplace knowledge but, in the 1930s, it was necessary for these new-
comers to first confront the cultural carapace of a catering industry which
took the social élite as its reference group. French culinary infiltration since
the early decades of the 19" century had primarily been for the benefit of the
aristocracy and the London metropolitan élite. Chefs as distinguished as
Marie-Antoine Caréme, Louis Ude and Alexis Soyer had established the
tradition and later Auguste Escoffier, in particular, consolidated the reputa-
tion of French cuisine in Britain for those who dined in the great houses, or
in London’s most expensive hotels.

The French culinary reputation was such that an early British gastronomy
text had commented that while Britain was ... ‘immeasurably superior both
in the quantity and quality of our fish, our venison, and our game, yet we
cannot compare, as a nation, with the higher, the middle, or the lower classes
in France, in the science of preparing our daily food” (Kirwan, 1864, p. 61).
Later, the same contrast was made between ‘dear dyspeptic old England’ ...
[and France] ... ‘peopled with cooks worthy of their hire and proud of their
craft and skill’ (Morton Shand, 1930, p. 14). This narrative was embedded in
Marcel Boulestin’s Simple French Cooking for English Homes: T am also
assured that many English cooks find cooking a tedious drudgery; perhaps
that is because they have no imagination, or are not given a chance of
showing initiative. It must certainly be extraordinarily dull to send up boiled
potatoes and boiled cabbage meal after meal’ (Boulestin, 1923, vi). This book
was designed for the cook or, in view of the ‘servant problem’, perhaps the
lady of the household wanting to emulate restaurant dishes, as was Ruth
Lowinsky’s Lovely Food published a few years later. “The menus and recipes
in this book are all cuisine bourgeoise of rather a high order. They should be
well within the range of even a young cook, if they are read to her and
carefully explained and she has any gift for cooking ... It is amusing to
compare them with the elaborate, costly and exotic specialities given by
London’s best restaurants which come at the end of this book. These are
haute cuisine and any cook who successfully accomplishes their preparation
may be proud of herself, as they are the work of French chefs’ (Lowinsky,
1931, p. 1). The ‘natural’ association of cuisine and language was also to be
accepted because ... ‘the art of good living, and its inseparable hand-maid the
science of cooking, have reached their greatest perfection in France ....
Hence the official language of Gastronomy is the French language, not the
ordinary French language which is taught in schools, but French culinary
language, which has rules of its own...” (Simon, 1929, p. 111). Restaurants
aspiring to be fashionable were strongly influenced by French culinary
culture and, even in 1920, it had been said that ... ‘as everybody is well
aware, the French cuisine is established “de rigueur” at all first-class hotels
and restaurants; and menus as well as “La Carte du Jour” are always printed
or written in French at these establishments’ (Rey, 1920, iv).
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There were two related dimensions here: the growing fashionability of ‘foreign
food’ and the language of menus. Foreign influences were sometimes viewed with
great suspicion. One provincial newspaper recounted that ... ‘a woman invited to
dine in Soho, London’s quarter, refused the invitation because she had a horror of
eating snails, or seeing others eat them” (Nottingham Evening Post, 1929, p. 3).
The London Letters column of a regional newspaper mentioned the long-
established restaurant, Simpson’s in the Strand and reassured readers that ... ‘a
foreign atmosphere is never allowed to penetrate here’ (Tamworth Herald, 1933,
p. 7). Reassurance was also available for diners at the Catford Greyhound track
restaurant where the host ...‘would rather die than allow any foreign food to be
served in his club’ (The Bystander, 1933b, p. 51). Equally forthright was Ernest
Hunter, a visiting Australian delegate for the Queensland Chambers of
Commerce who, to his obvious delight, had mostly been fed on British Empire
produce with the bill of fare in plain English at regional receptions. He was less
charitable about the capital ... ‘but why, when I am dining in a London hotel or
restaurant, am I placed in the humiliating position of having to call somebody to
explain to me what there is to eat? Surely the English language is good enough for
English people to describe an English meal?” (Exeter and Plymouth Gazette,
1930b, 4).> Commenting on the English language menu at Simpson’s in the
Strand, Burke opined that this ... ‘should be done in all restaurants in England
for all dishes save those whose titles do not admit of a short translation, or are
untranslatable’ (Burke, 1937, p. 27). Foreign food and foreign ways were more
alluring than such voices might suggest. For many, all that remained was to learn
how to engage with these social and culinary novelties.

Much to learn

Historically, although advice and instruction about ‘best practice’ in dining
behaviour had become an established literary tradition, in large part this
involved diffusion from the established upper classes of society to provincial
nobility and, thereafter to a wealthy but socially-aspirant bourgeoisie (Elias,
2000). By the 1930s, there was also an established literature to explain the
meaning of French culinary terms. For example, Nancy Lake had promised ‘to
afford some assistance to ladies in the daily difficulty of what to order for
dinner and how to describe it’ (Lake, 1926 edition, ix). However, this book had
been in print since well into the 19™ century and was designed primarily to
help hotel keepers, cooks and housewives to understand what French menu
terms meant rather than to directly guide diners in restaurants. Another book
of the period sought to minimise the effects of the ‘servant problem’ and
suggested the possibility of recreating, in one’s own home, dishes from famous
London restaurants. Nevertheless, here was also a guide for when ‘either the
cook is “out” or the housewife feels she needs a rest. It is then that the
restaurant looms large...” (Atkinson & Young, n.d., p. 10). To address the
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possibility of a restaurant visit, there was an appraisal of the most fashionable
establishments in London which, as well as looking at the contemporary
restaurant scene, did so in a modern concise style compared with the earlier
and more expansive works of Nathaniel Newnham-Davis (1899, 1914).

Similarly, Eileen Hooton-Smith (1928) had ably charted the characteristics
of fashionable restaurants in London, and ‘Diner-Out’ (Alfred Manning-
Foster) took the same basic approach but with some more general commen-
tary on restaurant culture (along with cigarettes and cigars). However good
his advice, Manning-Foster was not really writing for the novice. To ensure
a good dinner his secret was to .... ‘always insist upon having a few words
with someone in authority. There is nothing like going to headquarters; so
I will not be put off with a waiter, not even with that important personage,
the head-waiter, although I take care to get him on my side if I can at the
start. I see, if possible, the manager or the maitre d’hotel....He is [then] on
his mettle. The reputation of his house is at stake. I get the best’ (Diner-Out,
1924, p. 5). Similarly, when Sir Francis Towle, the hotelier, was asked how
a diner might ensure the best that was on offer he said they should ... ‘ask the
Head Waiter. He will tell them, for he is the only connoisseur to-day. He has
to be, so many people rely on his judgement’ (The Era, 22 July 1937). In the
same vein, there was the need to avoid financial embarrassment after the
meal. “To visit a restaurant where everything is just beyond your means is
a miserable way of spending an evening .... It does much good to enter
a restaurant, firmly retaining your hat and coat, and ask to see the carte and
the wine list before settling down to a seat. Your hat and coat surrendered,
you are a lost man’ (Bunyan, 1937, p. 465).

Although all this was good advice for experienced diners, the problem for
newcomers to restaurant dining was primarily one of gaining sufficient
confidence to cross the threshold and face the unfamiliar language of
menus and ‘continental’ dishes served by staff far more comfortable with
the intricacies of both. Even today, to eat out in a restaurant is an event that
can be pleasurable or disastrous in any number of ways, and confronting or
avoiding embarrassment is an ever-present thread running through the
experience even for the relatively confident diner. Reflect, then, on the
British diner of the 1930s who would have had little experience to draw on
in the selection of a restaurant, understanding the language of the menu and
the gastronomic codes embedded in it, or the nuances of the waiter’s art.
Ambrose Heath, emerging as a prolific food journalist, writer and occasional
broadcaster in the 1930s (see Lyon, 2015; Lyon & Ross, 2016) produced
a different kind of restaurant guide to meet the new circumstances of the
period. Heath’s foreword reveals a mission somewhat different from books
designed as restaurant guides (perhaps with a little ‘wisdom’ on the side).
Heath focused on the novelty of the restaurant experience for many at that
time. ‘Of the thousands who enter restaurants and hotels every day for
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luncheon or dinner, how many are there who know what they want to eat or
how to order it if they do’ (Heath, 1936, ix)? The pleasures of dining-out
were now available to many but entering a restaurant could be ... ‘like a visit
to a foreign country. Everything, however delicious, however charming, is
alien to them. Even the language of eating and drinking is not their own’
(Heath, 1936, ix). The purpose of his book was framed in terms of the social
confidence that apparent familiarity with food and drink in a restaurant
setting would bring. ‘The businessman likes to entertain his clients in the
proper manner; he wants to appear quite at ease in the luxury of dining out.
Another wants to make a good impression on his wife, his fiancée, a favourite
aunt, a rich uncle’ (Heath, 1936, x). He was to suggest that ... ‘as far as
I know, there is no popular book on this subject, primarily because the
subject up till nowadays has never been a “popular” one’ (Heath, 1936, x).
On a personal note, Heath mentioned that, as a child at the turn of the
century in the fashionable Hampstead area of London, it had been very
unusual to hear his parents or anyone else speak of having been to
a restaurant: ‘Middle-class people never, or very seldom, went out at night
to dine in the West End” (Heath, 1936, p. 29). Now that had all changed and,
to benefit from the profusion of restaurants ... ‘with their illimitable bills of
fare’ (Heath, 1936, p. 29), there were things to learn about the pleasures of
dining out.

For a man of great culinary experience, Heath’s book was commendably
prosaic; it provided a very basic introduction to dining out, the various courses
and what dishes might be encountered in luncheon and dinner menus. Equally
important for the novice, there were recommendations for drinks to accompany
different courses and dishes. The book set out to reassure and nowhere more so
that in a chapter on the meaning of terms used to describe dishes. The publish-
er’s back-cover endorsement highlights this ... ‘dictionary of dishes and gastro-
nomical terms which reduces the flowery terms of the menu to an honest
English description of their ingredients...” (Heath, 1936, n.p.). While this may
have been exactly what book buyers were looking for, Heath, like André Simon,
was much in favour of traditional terms for dishes since it meant that ...
‘gastronomes all over the world are able to recognise certain dishes by their
names and, as the majority of these dishes have had their origin or invention in
the French kitchen, they are known by their French name’ ... ‘to have some such
standardisation of names is essential’ (Heath, 1936, p. 53).

Armed with guides and words of reassurance, diners were to embrace the
restaurant experience as something special but, perhaps even more importantly,
as something quite commonplace. Undoubtedly, wider exposure to French
cuisine extended British food culture and, in the challenge it posed, raised
culinary expectations for British dishes as well. Perhaps with more conviction
than certainty, Florence White, founder of the English Folk Cookery
Association, was to write that ... ‘there is no reason why the famous French
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cuisine and our fine traditional English cookery should be bitter rivals. Both are
absolutely distinctive, but equally good in their different ways, and there is plenty
of scope in the world, even in England, for both’ (White, 1932, p. 12).

The 1930s restaurant in retrospect

For many in Britain now, the restaurant is so much a part of everyday life
that it is easy to forget that, just within living memory, a visit would have
been daunting even if an attractive proposition. Perhaps Finkelstein
(1989, p. 67) has it right when he describes dining out as ... ‘entering
another social universe, one which has been styled and is controlled by an
anonymous other’. If the elements are familiar, if the staff are accommo-
dating, then we are less likely to notice our dependence. For all the
apparent familiarity and informality of modern restaurant dining, there
is an underlying structure of social expectations locked into the transac-
tion, and ...“from the first steps into the restaurant to the moment when
the bill is settled, the diner, the restaurateur and waiter are united in the
manufacture of an abstract event’ (Finkelstein, 1989, p. 56). In the 1930s,
most diners would have had limited experience and, far from calling the
Head Waiter over to ensure faultless service, would have often been
overawed by the surroundings and the demeanour of staff.” One of their
problems, but not the only one, was the language of the menu. However,
this seems to have been symbolic of their difficulties. In this, British
diners were not alone: in the United States, similar questions had been
asked but much earlier. Andrew Haley (2003, 2011)) charted recurrent
American voices demanding menus in English: even the word ‘menu’ was
challenged by some. These voices became more strident in the early 20"
century and their battle for English language menus had largely been won
by the 1930s. As in Britain, French cuisine and the restaurant practices
associated with it had been both an important ... ‘symbol and a vehicle of
élite culture in the 19™ century’ (Haley, 2011, p. 216). However, the
circumstances in which the menu language was questioned were different
in Britain and the United States. That challenge was earlier, and expressed
by a middle class latterly more inclined to expect restaurant adaptations to
their needs rather than the reverse: their ... ‘era of imitation ended in
disenchantment’ (Haley, 2003, p. 26). Here, at least in the 1930s, it seems
that the middle class expected to adapt, to learn how to dine in a style
mediated by restaurants with established views on French-inspired tradi-
tions of cuisine and service. In the longer term, and with a different
cultural journey, we have ended up in virtually the same position with
predominantly English language menus,'® a range of cuisines from which
to choose, and the normalisation of dining out.
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Notes

1. Wherever possible explanations and opinions from the time are used to characterise
the period. Contemporary newspaper coverage of events, social and economic change
provide an invaluable bridge not only to the immediate reactions of journalists, but to
the actual words and reporting style they thought best conveyed these things to their
readers at the time. Two digital archives were used for this purpose: The British
Newspaper Archive [http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/] and The Times
Archive [https://www.thetimes.co.uk/archive/].

2. For example, one introduction read ... ‘ big houses are being closed and large staff are
disappearing rapidly, so if we still wish to enjoy the finest cooking, it must be re-
arranged on a greatly reduced scale ... So this little book has been compiled, consisting
only of such high-class recipes as are well within the capacity of any plain cook ....
Most of them are actually the recipes of French chefs’ (Hope-Thomson, 1935, p. 9).

3. For example, employment competition was outlined in an article on The Servant in the
Home ... ‘not only are the industrial occupations of women becoming more numerous
in most parts of the country but the conditions of their employment are being made
more pleasant and therefore more attractive.” ... “The diffusion of light industries and
the starting of those industries in areas from which domestic servants have lately been
drawn are indications that the competition for female labour will not decline’ (The
Times, 1937, p. 15). Another article was to say ... ‘there is the violent aversion from so-
called “service” reinforced by the number of employments competing with it for girls
and young women, to which must be added the impatience of routine and restriction
so general today’ (The Times, 1938, p. 17). For others, such problems were an
opportunity ... ‘Solve your servant problem by advertising in the Telegraph small
ads’ (Derby Daily Telegraph, 1930, p. 8).

4. Although the terms ‘bright young things’/’bright young people’ were to have a much
wider currency for the Bohemian antics of the young more generally, it first applied in
the late 1920s, to a few hundred socialites, wealthy and fashionable men and women in
their twenties: ... ‘fast, rackety and pleasure-seeking — sometimes known to the news-
paper who wrote up their goings-on as “the younger set” but more often filed under the
name by which history now remembers them: the Bright Young People’ (Taylor, 2007,
p- 2).

5. New ways in the 1930s were threatening: the popularity of cinemas attracted the
attention of British churches not only because local authorities circumvented the
Sunday Observance Act (1780) and allowed cinemas to open on Sundays but there
were questions about the way that religious matters were portrayed in film and, more
generally, the possible effects of ‘corrupting’ content on impressionable minds.
Retrospectively, Machin took the view that cinema’s contribution to the decade was
perhaps no worse than ‘an endless diet of triviality’ (Machin, 1992, p. 485).

6. °... their middle class, provincial counterparts were the ‘roadhouses’ which appeared in
the suburbs and on the by-pass roads in the thirties. They were elaborate inns which
provided meals and drinks, dancing, a night’s lodging and an absence of awkward
questions’ (Burnett, 1966, p. 234).

7. For example, the Rochdale Branch of the Wireless Retailers’ Association held a Ladies’
Evening at the Flying Horse Hotel in Rochdale on 5 January 1937. A three-course
dinner plus cheese, biscuits and coffee started at 18.30 with toasts and musical inter-
ludes followed by dancing to the Plaza Dance Orchestra between 20.00 and 01.00 with
a buffet 22.30-23.00 and ices at midnight. Cars were at 01.15 (Menu from the author’s
collection).
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8. In some ways, these sentiments echo the unfamiliar dining experiences of Arthur Kipps
in the H.G. Wells 1905 novel about a man who inherited a fortune. His new circum-
stances took him to uncomfortable social settings ... ‘and each house of refreshment
seemed to promise still more complicated obstacles to food. He didn’t know how you
went in and what was the correct thing to do with your hat; he didn’t know what you
said to the waiter, or what you called the different things ...” (Wells, 2005, p. 213).

9. There is a paradox in this: waiters have defined tasks to perform, this takes time to
learn and there are precise expectations for how the role should be performed (Senn,
1923). However, waiters often had insecure employment and were poorly paid.
Reliance on tips and a fair distribution of the tronc, seems calculated to produce
servility but ... ‘his work gives him the mentality, not of a workman, but of a snob’
(Orwell, 1989, p. 80). Arguably, the distinctions are subtle. ‘In the short interval
between the first courses I watched him [the Head Waiter] as he bowed to various well-
known patrons, his smile a thing of pure charm, the deferential curve of his back
a compliment in itself ... I also noticed that he bestowed the great boon of his
recognition only on the more important guests ...” (Marlowe, 1937, p. 205).

10. Though seldom ‘bills of fare” even on the other side of the Atlantic.
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