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ABOUT THE BOOK

This delightful book tells you everything you ever wanted to know about pies – from their surprising beginning in Ancient Egypt, through their adoption by the Romans to their journey to becoming a popular British classic.  Did you know that originally the pastry on pies wasn’t eaten? Or that what we call pies were once termed ‘coffyns’ or ‘coffers’?  Pies reveals these curious facts and is packed with snippets and trivia that will inform and amuse anyone from the avid cook to the culinary novice.

Some of our most famous and well-loved dishes are pies – from mince pies at Christmas, to regional specialities which have become national favourites like the Melton Mowbray pork pie and the Cornish pasty. Jane Struthers takes a look at the origins of these classics and includes easy and accessible recipes for you to try in your own kitchen. From mouthwatering recipes to surprising facts, Pies is packed full of material as appealing as a sumptuous Bakewell Tart or a hearty Steak and Ale pie.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Jane Struthers is a keen cook specializing in all forms of baking.  She is also a devoted organic gardener who grows a wide range of vegetables and fruit in her cottage garden in rural East Sussex.  Jane Struthers is the author of twenty books including Britain from the Air and Literary Britain and Ireland.
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The Power of Pastry



He koude rooste and sethe and broille and frye, Maken mortreux and wel bake a pye.

Geoffrey Chaucer, THE CANTERBURY TALES





Whether you’re eating a sophisticated game pie or a simple apple pie, there is something wonderfully comforting and homely about biting into succulent, crisp pastry. Perhaps that’s why humans have cherished pies for thousands of years and show no signs of stopping, despite the faddish diets that come and go.



A PIE BY ANY OTHER NAME

When is a pie not a pie? In Britain, a pie sometimes has a bottom but always has a pastry top. When it’s topless, it’s called a tart. However, in the United States, a pie is usually what the British call a tart.



The History of Pies

Pies date back thousands of years to the Ancient Egyptians who are thought to have been the first people to enjoy them. Their pies were rather different from those we know today in that they were made from oil, which makes for a rather floppy pastry suitable only for flat pies. The Ancient Greeks are said to have eaten a form of pie too, although details of these have long since been lost. And the Romans also ate pies, using two sorts of pastry. One, made from flour, oil and water, was only used to encase meat and poultry before baking, to seal in the juices, and the pastry itself was not eaten. The other, a richer style of pastry, was wrapped around small birds to be served at banquets, and was eaten.

When the Romans invaded Britain and other parts of Northern Europe, they took their cooking techniques with them, including those for making pastry. Over time, oil was gradually replaced with lard and butter, leading to the sort of pastry with which we’re more familiar today.

Medieval pastry – known in Britain as huff paste – was eaten by servants only; their employers would discard it, its sole purpose being simply to create a solid container for the pie’s ingredients. The flour itself was stronger than before, often made from coarsely ground rye, and suet was mixed with hot water to create an early form of hot-water crust pastry. Considering that clean water was something of a luxury and therefore people’s hands were often dirty, perhaps it is just as well that most pastry cases were thrown away!

Huff paste could be moulded into a variety of tart shapes, called ‘coffyns’ or ‘coffers’. One benefit of these early pies was that they preserved their meat contents for up to three months (if sealed with clarified butter) and protected them from contamination. Large preserved pies were often made by country dwellers and sent as gifts to their friends in towns.

Pastry gradually grew more tempting during the seventeenth century as the ingredients became more refined and sophisticated, with small sweet tarts made from egg custard and fruit being particularly popular. They looked elaborate and the ingredients were chosen for their vivid colours, in the fashion of the time. Tarts that combined sweet and savoury flavours were also in great demand.



HOW THE PIE GOT ITS NAME

[image: images]

The name ‘pie’ is thought to be derived from ‘magpie’; a magpie is an inveterate collector of different objects and early pies contained a mixture of ingredients. Pasties on the other hand were made from a single ingredient, whether sweet or savoury.



EATING HUMBLE PIE

Today, when we talk of ‘eating humble pie’ we refer to having to abase ourselves in some way. But between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, the phrase was used literally. Umble pie was made from umbles (also called ‘numbles’), which are deer offal. What umbles lacked in delicacy, they made up for in economy. As a result, servants and other underlings were given umble pie, while venison was served to the lord of the manor and other members of the gentry.

EEL PIES

Another popular dish from the past was eel pie. Both plentiful and nutritious, with a high fat content, eels were often served this way. In fact, Twickenham Ait in the River Thames, which was rich in eels, became so famous for the pies served there that its name was eventually changed to Eel Pie Island.


EEL PIE ISLAND

Upon this ait a house of entertainment has been erected; and here the river steamers are accustomed to land great numbers of holiday folks, desirous of the delights of pure air, and solicitous to banquet upon eel-pies, for which the tavern is famed.

John Fisher Murray, 1853



MAIDS OF HONOUR

The small, individual curd tartlets known as Maids of Honour are the geographical cousins of eel pies, as they are thought to have originated in nearby Richmond and Kew in Tudor times. There are various theories about how the tarts were given their name, one being that they were named after Elizabeth I’s ladies-in-waiting at Richmond Palace.


He did give us the meanest dinner (of beef, shoulder and umbles of venison …) that I ever did see, to the basest degree.

Samuel Pepys, 13 September 1665



Maids of Honour

Serves 12

600 ML / 1 PINT WHOLE MILK

15 ML / 1 TBSP RENNET

225 G / 8 OZ PUFF PASTRY

1 EGG, BEATEN

10 G / ½ OZ BUTTER, MELTED

50 G / 2 OZ CASTER SUGAR
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This recipe is made over 2 days.


	On the first day, make the junket by heating the milk in a saucepan until just warm. Take off the heat and stir in the rennet. Allow to set for 2 hours, then tip the junket into a muslin bag and leave to drain overnight.

	On the second day, place the curds in the fridge for several hours, until very firm. Preheat the oven to 200˚C/400˚F/Gas Mark 6, then roll out the puff pastry and use to line 12 large, greased bun tins. Prick the pastry with a fork. Turn the curds into a bowl and mix in the egg, butter and sugar. Spoon the mixture into the pastry cases and bake for 30 minutes until risen and just set.
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The Fine Art of Pastry



TO MAKE SHORT PAEST FOR TARTE

Take fyne floure and a cursey of fayre water and a dysche of swete butter and a lyttel saffron, and the yolckes of two egges and make it thynne and as tender as ye maye.

A PROPER NEWE BOOK OF COKERYE, SIXTEENTH CENTURY




Part of the pleasure of eating a pie lies in the pastry. For the perfect pie, you need the perfect pastry. It should be a suitable foil for the flavours it will enclose, and it should also be made from the best ingredients. Cutting corners by choosing cheap flour and fat will betray you in the taste and often also in the texture.

Making Perfect Pastry

There are some golden rules when making most forms of pastry.


	First, your pastry must be kept as cool as possible (although hot-water crust pastry needs different treatment, as described in chapter seven). So, the fat you use needs to come straight from the fridge, the water should contain some melting ice cubes and your hands must be cool, too.

	The second rule is to handle the pastry as little as possible so that you avoid overworking the gluten in the flour and making the dough heavy. You are not kneading bread!

	Lastly, never stretch the pastry to fit the pie because it will shrink back during cooking. Instead, if necessary, create the desired shape or size by joining together some pastry offcuts.

	Pastry does benefit if it rests before being rolled out. Ideally, you should wrap the ball of dough in greaseproof paper and leave it in the fridge or another cool place for at least 30 minutes.



FIRST TAKE YOUR …

Pastry calls for very simple ingredients. Ordinary shortcrust pastry is made with flour, fat, water and a pinch of salt. For a sweet pie, you can use the same recipe or make pâté sucrée, in which a little sugar is added to the pastry mix and a beaten egg substituted for the water.

Puff pastry, in which the cooked pastry separates into deliciously buttery, wafer-thin layers, can be made at home but it’s a laborious process. Good-quality, ready-made puff pastry is so easy to get hold of these days that there is little point in making the stuff yourself.

Normally, pastry is made with plain white flour. Avoid self-raising because it will make the pastry rise. You can use wholemeal flour, or a mixture of equal parts white and wholemeal, but the result will be much heavier.

When it comes to choosing the fat, butter gives the best flavour. Alternatively, you can use a half–half mixture of lard and butter or lard and margarine. For vegetarians vegetable shortening is an option instead of lard.

LET IT ROLL

Once you’ve made the dough, and preferably left it to rest for a short while, it’s time to roll it out. In an ideal world, you would use a marble slab as your rolling surface, chosen for its ability to stay cool. However, you can also use a large chopping board. Always make sure that your surface is clean and does not smell of any other foods – garlic and onions in particular tend to linger.

Now, dust the surface with a little flour, then place the pastry dough on it. You can also dust the rolling pin if the dough is a little sticky. If you’re making a pie with a top and bottom crust, cut the dough into two pieces (roughly a third and two-thirds of the whole, the larger piece being for the bottom crust).

Pat the dough into a rough semblance of its finished shape. Now begin to roll it out. The secret is to roll the pastry away from you only, not to move the rolling pin back and forth. When you want to roll the pastry in another direction, simply turn the slab or board.

Once the pastry is the required shape and size, transfer it to a greased pie dish by carefully draping it over the rolling pin and then laying it in the dish. At this stage it will probably overlap the edge. Now roll out the second piece of pastry, if using. Arrange your chosen pie filling in the dish, then dampen the pastry rim with a little water and lay the second piece of pastry over the filling to form a lid. Trim off the excess pastry around the dish, then pinch the two layers together with your thumb and forefinger. Cut a few slits in the lid with a sharp knife, to let the steam escape during cooking, and decorate the lid with pastry offcuts made into attractive shapes. Brush the pastry with a little milk or beaten egg. Your pie is now ready for baking.

Shortcrust Pastry

275 G / 10 OZ PLAIN FLOUR

PINCH OF SALT

150 G / 5 OZ CHILLED BUTTER, CUT INTO DICE

ABOUT 55 ML / 2 FL OZ CHILLED WATER
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	Sift the flour and salt into a bowl. Add the butter, lightly rubbing it into the flour, using your fingertips. When the mixture resembles breadcrumbs, sprinkle over a little water at a time, stirring the mixture with a knife until it starts to form a ball. It should be fairly dry and crumbly, but able to hold together. Cover the dough and let it rest for 30 minutes.

	Dust a cool, clean, flat surface with flour and roll out the pastry into the desired shape, as described on here.

	This recipe makes enough pastry for a 22-cm (9-in) flan dish, to cover a 1.2-litre (2-pint) pie dish or to make the top and bottom crust for an 18-cm (7-in) plate pie.



Pâté Sucrée

200 G / 7 OZ PLAIN FLOUR

PINCH OF SALT

100 G / 3½ OZ BUTTER, DICED

50 G / 2 OZ CASTER SUGAR

1 LARGE EGG, BEATEN


	Rub the butter into the sifted flour and salt as for shortcrust pastry on the previous page. Stir in the sugar. Add the beaten egg and incorporate into the mixture with a knife. You shouldn’t need to add any water. Form the dough into a ball, wrap in greaseproof paper and chill in the fridge for at least 30 minutes before rolling it out.

	This recipe makes enough pastry for a 22-cm (9-in) flan dish or will make about 24 open tartlets.





ROLLING PINS

A rolling pin is an essential piece of equipment for the pastry cook. Today, they are normally made from wood but in the past they could be much more elaborate, as sailors would carve decorative patterns in them. Very often a sailor, about to be separated from his sweetheart, would give her a rolling pin as a parting gift, perhaps in the hope that she would think of him every time she



GLAZING OVER
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