Holiday Dessert “Pud”sibilities 


This holiday season, instead of serving the predictable bundt cake or Christmas cookies for dessert, why not make a traditional English pudding? To Americans, pudding is a light, custard-like dessert, usually made from a box mix. However, to the British, pudding is both the generic name for “dessert” and its own specific dessert: a dense cake or sponge served with a delicious custard or sauce. This lovely, rich, and comforting dessert comes in many different flavors from Chocolate Nut pudding to the fruity Apple Charlotte. 


Pudding has a venerable, lively history, and people for centuries have been enthusiastic fans of this food. When he visited England in 1690, the Frenchman Mission de Valbourg was introduced to pudding for the first time. In delight, he declared, “Blessed be he who inventing pudding! Ah, what an excellent thing is an English pudding!” 


However, Valbourg likely was praising something that was quite different from puddings today. For one, “pudding” originally referred to a way of cooking meals efficiently and economically. Pudding likely was inspired by the sausage-making process; food historians argue that the Latin word “bolletus” (sausage) is where our word “pudding” comes from. Historically, it appears that puddings were originally meat-based concoctions that were often shoved into an animal stomach and then boiled. The well-known haggis is technically a pudding, as well as the long-favored blanc-mange. Puddings were filling meals, especially on cold days, and allowed cooks to stretch their larders in order to feed large amounts of people. Because of this appeal, puddings appeared in many different countries. 


Pudding, however, wasn't destined to stay only as a savory item. Over time, cooks began to create sweet puddings to serve as side dishes or desserts, and by the 17th century, Europeans had a choice between sweet or savory puddings. 


Today while people still eat haggis and black pudding (blood sausage), dessert puddings are more popular, and people tend to equate “pudding” with “dessert”. To the delight of sweet tooths everywhere, there are numerous scrumptious dessert puddings and pudding recipes available.  


Biting into a British sweet pudding might make you understand why the Puritans shunned pudding as being wickedly indulgent. Under Oliver Cromwell, the Christmas pudding, long favored as a Christmas treat, disappeared in England. For its reestablishment and popularity today, we have George I to thank. On Christmas of 1714, the newly instated king, freshly arrived in London from Germany, was served Christmas plum pudding for the first time. Enthralled, the king quickly became a pudding fan, and today he is still remembered as “The Pudding King”. 


The Christmas plum pudding George I tasted is perhaps the most well-known sweet pudding in existence. However, the name can be misleading because the recipe doesn't call for plums! In earlier centuries, “plum” could mean several sorts of dried fruits. Both “prune” and “plum” come from the  Latin word  “pruna”, so it is easy to see how confusions could occur.


Plum pudding, as a Christmas tradition, has its own set of traditions and rituals accompanying it.  The process of making a Christmas pudding stretched for several weeks. Four or five weeks before Christmas, the family would gather for a “stir up Sunday” to mix up the pudding; traditionally everyone in the house gave the batter a stir for good luck, making a wish at the same time. Typically, people would add small tokens such as thimbles or small coins to the mix, which diners would discover on Christmas day. After being mixed up, the pudding would then be steamed for hours. When done, it was a very heavy, dense, cake-like concoction. Sometimes the pudding was put in a “pudding bag” and left hanging from a hook for weeks to enhance the flavor. In fact, it is said a well-made Christmas pudding can be set aside for a year before being eaten, and some families make their Christmas pudding a year in advance. To serve, the cook simply steams the pudding to warm it up and tops it with the traditional sprig of holly. The pudding might also be soaked in brandy, then lit so that it is brought to the table flaming merrily.


Another common pudding that many people have heard of is Spotted Dick, a name that causes many an American eyebrow to rise. However, nothing randy is intended in the name. “Dick” was the 19th century generic British name for a dog, equal to our “Rover”; the pudding's currant-studded appearance was said to resemble the coat of a spotted dog.


These are just two of the many wonderful puddings available today. Some recipes such as Plum Pudding can be more complex and require more preparation, but a great many pudding recipes are not that difficult to make. Often, you don't need special equipment to make a pudding. Most puddings today are steamed, so equipment often involves a pot with a rack; usually a small cooling rack on the bottom of a large pot is sufficient. While there are lovely pudding tins and molds available that allow you to create eye-pleasing pudding shapes, most puddings can be cooked in everyday metal or glass bowls. 


Below is one easy pudding recipe for you to try. It is baked, so it doesn't require any special equipment, and you can find the ingredients in any grocery store. This favorite, Sticky Toffee Pudding, has been popular for decades. Its creation might have occurred over a century ago, depending on who you ask!


Tip: make sure that you don't substitute anything in this recipe. Use real butter, full-fat cream, and real vanilla extract. 

Sticky Toffee Pudding

For the cake 

4 tablespoons unsalted butter

¾ cup sugar

1 egg – beaten

1 ¾ cups flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

1 teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon vanilla extract 

¼ teaspoon sweet spice (ginger, cloves, or mace work well)

1 4-6 ounce box of chopped dates 

2 cups boiling water

For the sauce 

12 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 cups packed brown sugar

1 cup of heavy cream 

heavy whipping cream for garnish

Cake Directions 

1. Preheat oven to 350. Take a regular casserole dish or 10x3 cake pan and grease it generously. 

2. With an electric mixer, beat the butter and add sugar, a little at a time, until it is fluffy. 

3. Sift the baking powder together with 2 tablespoons of the flour. Mix the egg into the flour. Add to the butter and beat until well mixed. 

4. Sift the spice and the rest of the flour together. Add to the flour, a little at a time, until well mixed. 

5. Pour the boiling water in a bowl and add the vanilla and the baking soda. Add the chopped dates and let them sit for a minute or two. 

6. Carefully add the water mixture to the batter, stirring slowly until well blended. The batter will be very runny. 

7. Gently pour the batter into the casserole dish. The best way to do this is by pulling the oven rack out, putting the dish directly on the rack, then pouring the batter into the dish.    

8. Bake for 30-35 minutes or until an inserted toothpick comes out clean. 

Sauce directions 

1. Melt the butter over medium heat, add the sugar and whisk until well blended.

2. Add heavy cream and bring to a boil – whisk until sauce is thick (about three minutes). 

Make whipped cream. When the cake is done, pour the sauce over the cake. Serve cake immediately with a generous dollop of whipped cream on top of each serving. Makes 8-10 servings.   

