
Duff trial
Blar Buidhe 11th August 2015 - most of the day!

We collaborated on a recipe and decided on the must-have ingredients and the must-miss-out 
ingredients.
Definite no - orange peel and oatmeal. Also no need for an extra raising agent because the SR 
flour is sufficient. And no sugar in the cloth, no need to smack it’s bottom.

Ingredients:
24oz SR flour plus an extra ounce for the cloth.
6oz suet
1/2 tsp salt
250g mixed dried fruit
1 heaped teaspoon each of dried cinnamon and dried mixed spice.
Caster sugar 16oz
1 grated eating apple
1/2 pint of milk
1 generous tablespoon each of golden syrup and treacle.
You will need a large boiling pan, with a lid, a sturdy plate to go under the pudding, string and an 
old white pillowcase, tea towel, part of a sheet or doubled muslin to boil it in. Plus tongs or long 
forks to pull out the pudding while it’s hot. And oven gloves to protect your hands. Scissors to trim 
excess cloth.

Method:
The very experienced duff-making ladies chatted about their mothers and their families while they 
worked.
First the dry in ingredients - stirred together, ensuring there were no lumps.
Then the grated apple, dried fruits, suet.
The basic recipe was followed but I noticed that it was largely done by eye and feel. One lady used 
her hands, to feel the mixture. 
I suppose each brand of flour absorbs differently and atmospheric/heat conditions all have an 
impact.
She decided to add extra suet because it didn’t look enough, speckled through the mixture. 
Similarly with the fruit. She knew how it was supposed to look and feel for best effect.
She stirred in the syrup and treacle and enough milk from a pint to bind it to exactly the right sticky 
consistency to be light enough to create a fluffy dumpling but not so soft that it comes through the 
cloth. It was approximately half a pint but this does depend on judgement.
I was asked to stir, as the mixture was getting too firm for frail arms. Not too much stirring, no more 
than needed or it gets too tough.
The cloth was floured but I seem to have left it too wet.
I was duly sent to the door to shake it outside.
flour was sprinkled over but the wetter cloth caused lumps, so I was sent to the door again to 
shake it out.
The mixture was loaded in the middle of the cloth. It mostly held it’s shape. We pulled the cloth up 
and gave it a twist to shape the pudding but I was guided to leave exactly the right amount of 
space for expansion. Too much and the pudding does not hold. Too little and it will either split the 
cloth or seep out of it. 
Unfortunately, I had not prepared with string and I was carrying this poor duff around the building 
on a string hunt. Preparation is key! I had imagined tying the cloth to itself but no, that wasn’t 
considered secure enough.
A large pan of water was boiled. I tried to use a metal plate cover to put under the pudding but it 
kept floating up. I was trying to avoid the plate breaking, as happens sometimes, according to the 
panel of duff experts.
It boiled for 3 and a half hours. I took it out to rest for 20 mins before we pulled the cloth off 
carefully and turned it on to a plate. 
It was excellent and everyone loved it. It smelled of home and Christmas.



Reflection

Again, hand memory and experience was called into action, explanation was evading the lady 
tackling the duff. The feel of the mixture, the colour, smell and texture, consistency was all being 
considered and evaluated without words to explain it. The dozens of times it had been made 
before, created a pattern of memory that was strong through decades. 
The people who contributed to the recipe and the people who tasted it all agreed that this was the 
way they remembered and it reminded them of the duff boiling in their not only own kitchens, but 
their Mother’s, Aunt’s, Grandmother’s and neighbour’s kitchens too. The smell of boiling duff was 
almost as prevalent as burning peat, it seems.
And this time, I didn’t need to air freshen to get the smell out of the curtains, as I did with the 
herring!


