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INTRODUCTION





Out of season quinces are impossible to obtain and even in season they are usually only available at the more inspired farmers’ markets and a few selective shops. This seems a sorry state of affairs for a fruit which is delicious in both sweet and savoury dishes, can easily be preserved and will enhance a room with an unmistakable yet delicate fragrance.


The easy solution is to grow your own quinces and the purpose of this book is to encourage everyone to do exactly that. Quinces grow on attractive trees which never become unmanageably large and will improve any garden. They can even be grown in containers. In late spring the trees are covered with the most exquisite, fragrant blossom. This ranges from white to pale pink and is set against a backdrop of furry grey-green leaves. The blossom does not last long, but while it is in flower there is little that can rival it. The trees themselves grow in a twisty, slightly mad, but attractive manner, although some varieties can be trained against a wall in an espalier or fan. The fruit appears in late summer and ripens towards the end of autumn. In northern Europe the fruit never ripens sufficiently to be eaten raw, but is so delicious once cooked that this really does not matter. The trees are highly productive and fairly unfussy as to where they grow, in particular, the cultivar ‘Meech’s Prolific’ certainly lives up to its name. The trees self-pollinate which means you only need one to get fruit. They are largely disease-free, fruit reliably most years and will live to a great age, enhancing your garden and providing you with a scrumptious crop in return for little input.


Quinces were reputed to be the fruit which Paris gave Aphrodite and it was said that quince trees grew up wherever she walked. They may have been the infamous fruits on the Tree of Wisdom in the Garden of Eden. Much later Edward Lear’s Owl and Pussy-cat dined on them at their wedding feast. They originally came to Europe from central Asia where they still grow wild in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains in Turkmenistan and Iran. They have been used in Persian cooking for over 2,500 years, but probably reached Britain in the thirteenth century where they appear in recipes for pies sweetened with honey.


Quinces are deliciously sweet and scented when cooked. They contain a high level of pectin and can therefore easily be made into jams and jellies. Originally marmalade was made from quinces coming from the Portuguese word for the fruit, marmelo. A little goes a long way and the addition of a few slices will transform sweet and savoury dishes. They combine particularly well with apples and pears, but will also go with almonds, oranges and even mulberries, if you can get them. They can be made into cakes, tarts, biscuits and custards. They are used in many Mediterranean and central Asian savoury dishes including chicken, pork and all types of game. They can be stuffed with meat and used to flavour savoury tarts. There is so much more to them than just the jelly and membrillo commonly found in delicatessens.


Even before you cook with them quinces can be used to scent a room. Once ripened, they are an attractive golden colour and will keep in a bowl giving off a delightful fragrance.


The first part of this book gives a brief history of quinces to put them into context in both the kitchen and the garden. A section on growing quince trees follows which gives all the information you need to select and care for a suitable cultivar. The final part covers storing, cooking and using the fruit, in both modern and historic recipes. Do not be put off by the fact that they usually need to be cooked, so do lots of other ingredients and the rewards for cooking quinces are enormous.



















THE STORY OF THE QUINCE





The earliest known quinces grew wild in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains between Persia and Turkmenistan. This seemingly inhospitable area is actually very fertile and many fruits thrived. A knobbly, irregular-shaped variety still grows wild in this area. The valleys below formed many of the ancient trade routes and quinces spread rapidly westwards and eastwards. To the west they were carried along the old trade routes, reaching the Middle East and then the Mediterranean as Golden Apples, flourishing as they went. To the east they were taken across the deserts of the Silk Road and thence to China where they arrived as the Golden Peaches of Samarkand.


They quickly became very popular and were credited with both mythical and medicinal powers. From ancient times right up to the late Middle Ages quinces were, in most places, more widely used and better known than apples. Related to both apples and pears, it is sometimes hard to identify quinces in classical literature, especially as the Greeks tended to use the term melon to refer to both apples and quinces, but it is likely that most golden apples mentioned were actually quinces as they would have been more widely cultivated and better known, particularly in the Levant and southern Europe. It is important to remember that the quinces of central Asia, the Middle East and south America can often be eaten straight from the tree. Quinces were also favoured because it is only comparatively recently that the people of the West have developed such a sweet tooth. Many other regions of the world still appreciate astringent flavours and historically these tastes would have been the norm as sweeteners other than honey were rare and expensive.


One of the quince’s earliest possible claims to fame is the Judgement of Paris in Greek mythology. Eris is the Greek goddess of strife and in a foolish miscalculation she was the only god not invited to the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. Understandably furious, she barged into the wedding ceremony and threw down a fruit inscribed ‘For the most beautiful.’ This fruit was described as a golden apple and was, almost certainly, a quince. Hera, Athene and Aphrodite each claimed the fruit, so Zeus decided that the matter should be settled by Paris. Hera offered him empire, Athene guaranteed military glory and Aphrodite promised him the most beautiful woman in the world. This was Helen, who was unfortunately already married to Menelaus of Sparta. Paris gave the fruit to Aphrodite and she in turn helped him win Helen, thereby sparking off the Trojan War. The main result of this episode for quinces is that ever after they have been regarded as Aphrodite’s fruit. They are associated with love and fertility and it was believed that the trees sprang up wherever she walked, alongside the better known flowers.


The quince’s link with Aphrodite ensured it an unofficial place in wedding ceremonies. In 594 BC Solon was elected chief magistrate of Athens. He was a politician, but also a poet and although he is described by George Forrest in The Oxford History of the Classical World as being ‘self-centred, self-righteous and just a trifle pompous’ he at least kept written records and concerned himself with more than simply amassing power. He tried to establish peace and democracy by writing a new law code and instituting social and political reforms. In due course he set down the format for wedding ceremonies and the quince’s part was officially recorded. From then on quinces have been part of the Greek wedding ceremony and are often baked in a cake with honey and sesame seeds. This is said to symbolize the couple’s enduring commitment to each other through good times and bad. The fruits are often thrown to the bride and groom as they go to their new home and the bride is presented with a quince to ensure fertility. One myth says that pregnant women who indulge their appetites in generous quantities of quince will give birth to industrious and highly intelligent children. Edward Lear was following an ancient precedent when he included quinces in the Owl and the Pussy-cat’s wedding feast.
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The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea


In a beautiful pea-green boat,


They took some honey, and plenty of money,


Wrapped up in a five-pound note.


The Owl looked up to the stars above,


And sang to a small guitar,


‘O lovely Pussy! O Pussy my love,


What a beautiful Pussy you are


You are,


You are!


What a beautiful Pussy you are!’


Pussy said to the Owl ‘You elegant fowl!


How charmingly sweet you sing!


O let us be married! Too long we have tarried:


But what shall we do for a ring?’


They sailed away, for a year and a day


To the land where the Bong-tree grows


And there in a wood a Piggy-wig stood


With a ring at the end of his nose,


His nose,


His nose,


With a ring at the end of his nose.





‘Dear Pig, are you willing to sell for one shilling


Your ring?’ Said the Piggy ‘I will.’


So they took it away, and were married next day


By the Turkey who lives on the hill.


They dined on mince and slices of quince


Which they ate with a runcible spoon;


And hand in hand, on the edge of the sand,


They danced by the light of the moon,


The moon,


The moon,


They danced by the light of the moon.


(Edward Lear (1812–1888), Nonsense Verse)











Golden apples or quinces also feature in the myth of the twelve tasks of Heracles. As the eleventh task he had to fetch the fruit from the golden apple tree in Hera’s sacred garden on the slopes of Mount Atlas. The tree had been Mother Earth’s wedding gift to Hera and she had created her divine garden around it. Guarded by the dragon Ladon and surrounded by a high wall, scrumping from the garden was clearly a formidable task. Ladon was curled round the base of the tree and Heracles had to shoot him with an arrow, before persuading Atlas to fetch the fruit. This proved surprisingly easy, as Atlas was carrying the globe on his shoulders and Heracles offered to support it for him in return for the fruit. This was a popular tale for sculptors and artists and the scene of Heracles supporting the world while Atlas brings him the golden apples can be seen on a white-ground vase in the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. On this vase the fruits do look remarkably knobbly, giving further support to the idea that they were actually quinces, rather than apples. There is also a splendid statue of Heracles in the British Museum in London, showing him standing in front of the tree with three golden apples in his hand. Again, the fruits could easily be quinces, rather than apples.


There are records of quinces being cultivated 5,000 years ago by the Mesopotamians and from 100 BC onwards they were popular in Palestine long before apples. It is quite likely that the fruit in both the Garden of Eden and the Song of Solomon were quinces rather than apples.


The Romans also cultivated quinces, particularly for their medicinal qualities. There is a terracotta quince in the British Museum which is over two thousand years old. It was made in Apulia in southern Italy between 300 and 250 BC and was obviously originally part of a collection as a pomegranate has also survived. The fruit is life size and you can really see the knobbliness. Cato, in his farming manual of 202 BC, On Agriculture, included a number of recipes and recommended growing three types of quince: Strutea, Cotonea and Mustea, a variety which ripened well. Pliny, a Roman naturalist in the first century AD, praised their medicinal virtues, claiming, among other things, that they warded off the evil eye. He mentions the Mulvan variety, which was the only cultivated quince at the time that could be eaten raw. Quinces also featured in The Satyricon, by Petronius. Written around 65 AD this was a huge work of which only a small part survives. It is an amusing literary portrait of Roman society at the time and follows the adventures of two scholars as they wander through the cities of the Mediterranean. In Rome they go to a dinner given by Trimalchio, a vulgar freedman who has considerably more money than style. The whole event becomes more and more tasteless, culminating with a dessert including ‘Quinces, with thorns implanted to make them look like sea urchins.’ It is not clear whether this dish is actually eaten, but quince dishes were obviously well known enough for Petronius to use them in his book. The Greeks and Romans preserved quinces in honey, giving rise to the name melimelum from the Greek for honey apple. In turn this evolved into the Spanish marmello and thence membrillo which is probably the best known use for quinces nowadays.


An early use for quinces which has now largely vanished was marmalade. Many fruits contain pectin, which allows them to set as jam or jelly when cooked. This quality was first discovered in quinces by the Romans, who cooked the fruit prior to preserving it. Quinces were the only fruits that needed cooking first and for a long time it was assumed that they were the only fruits that would set in this way. The resulting conserve was popular on the Continent and came to Britain in the sixteenth century via Portugal as marmelada, from the Portuguese for quinces, marmelo. It was expensive and recipes soon began appearing in British recipe books, again only using quinces. Similar preserves had been made since Roman times, but it is only with the arrival of marmelada that they become really popular. The name soon became marmalade and until the eighteenth century this usually meant a conserve made with quinces. Gradually, other fruits were used and over time oranges or citrus fruits were used for marmalade and other fruits for jams or conserves. Britain is the only European country to make this distinction; elsewhere marmelada and related words refer to fruit preserves of all types.


The Greeks themselves were always great quince producers and developed a variety which was superior to the traditional Strythion. It came from the Minoan port of Kydonia or Cydonia (now Chania) in Crete and although the fruit was smaller and more astringent it had more flavour. Gradually the name for all quinces changed from Strythion to Cydonia and this is the Latin name by which tree quinces are now known, to distinguish them from the flowering or Japanese varieties (Chaenomeles). The original Latin term for the fruit was cotoneum and this, in turn, has evolved into the French coin or coings. In England in the Middle Ages the Old French name coyn or quoyn was used but by the fourteenth century the words had merged and the name quince was widespread.


Quinces probably travelled to Britain from France where they were widespread. The Emperor Charlemagne may not have introduced them to the region but he certainly recognized their value, as demonstrated by his order, in 812, that they were to be planted in the royal garden. They certainly grew in more southerly climes and it is from early medieval times that one of the only poems exclusively about quinces dates. Its author was Shafer ben Utman al-Mushafi, vizier to Caliph Al-Hakam II of Cordoba in Andalusia until his death in 982. The poem was rediscovered by the Spanish scholar Emilio García Lopez in 1928 and this translation by A.L. Lloyd was one of the many fine and apposite quotations included by the late Jane Grigson in her Fruit Book of 1982.











It is yellow in colour, as if it wore a daffodil


tunic, and it smells like musk, a penetrating smell.







It has the perfume of a loved woman and the same


hardness of heart, but it has the colour of the


impassioned and scrawny lover.







Its pallor is borrowed from my pallor; its smell


is my sweetheart’s breath.







When it stood fragrant on the bough and the leaves


had woven for it a covering of brocade,







I gently put up my hand to pluck it and set it


like a censer in the middle of my room.







It had a cloak of ash-coloured down hovering over


its smooth golden body,







and when it lay naked in my hand, with nothing more than


its daffodil-coloured shift,







it made me think of her I cannot mention, and I feared


the ardour of my breath would shrivel it in my fingers.











Quinces were first recorded in England in 1275 when King Edward I planted four at the Tower of London. It is possible that he was influenced in this by the Dictionarius of John of Garland which had been written in 1250. This provided an inventory of a good Parisian garden and included quinces as one of the required fruits. The trees planted at the Tower cost sixpence each. A modern equivalent is hardly possible, but think £15. In 1292 more trees were planted at Westminster. These were priced at forty-one shillings for 100 (think more than £1,000), which is cheaper per sapling, but the variation may simply be due to the bulk purchase. Chaucer mentions them, using the term coines, a variation of the French coings. They were certainly well known in England by the fourteenth century, with cookery books including recipes for quince pies and preserves. From then until the end of the nineteenth century quinces feature more prominently than apples in most English cookery books. They make fewer appearances in Scottish books, but this is possibly because the trees were associated with the warmer climates of southern Europe and were considered too delicate to survive. Most people were probably unaware that the trees originally came from considerably colder regions in central Asia.


Quinces rapidly gained popularity in the Middle Ages. They were easy to preserve and, as well as being delicious, they were credited with a number of medicinal qualities. The fact that they had to be cooked did not matter, as raw fruit was regarded with suspicion and felt to be potentially dangerous to one’s health. This was largely based on the fact that when there was a glut people tended to overeat and make themselves ill. Fresh fruit was not really regarded as safe until the eighteenth century and till then the prudent way to eat it was to cook it first with sugar and spices to preserve it, or make a purée which could then be baked in pies. Quinces’ popularity was further increased as, along with oranges and pomegranates, they were regarded as protection against plagues in general and the Black Death in particular. Quince paste, or chardequynce as it became known in England, featured at the end of many meals as it was attractive, tasted good and did you good. The paste was frequently set in moulds and could be gilded for special occasions. This paste was also called cotoniak or paste of Genoa, with quiddony or quiddoniak referring to a translucent jelly which was similar. In France it was called cotignac, with the best being Cotignac d’Orleans. This was boiled with sugar to form a clear jelly which was an attractive ruby colour. It was then poured into small round wooden boxes to set. These were often presented to visiting royalty when they passed through outlying towns and villages. In 1429 Joan of Arc was presented with a gift of cotignac when she arrived at Orleans to liberate it from the English. Ever since, cotignac has been made in moulds of her likeness.


Medieval cooks at the highest levels in royal and aristocratic households undoubtedly had a reasonable knowledge of the other characteristics of each dish as well as its taste. Remedies and festival recipes had close links and the cooks would have ensured that the humours of the various foods matched. It was considered important that the four humours (sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric and melancholic) were balanced within a meal and although this wasn’t particularly scientific it did make rough sense and most medieval banquets were actually quite well balanced and nutritious even by today’s standards. For their medicinal qualities, quinces were frequently included at the end of banquets.


The menu from the coronation of Richard III in 1483 survives and the last named dish on it is ‘Quynces Bake.’ The recipe states that the quinces should be cored, filled with sugar and ginger and baked in a pastry coffin. Quinces and ginger went together well and were both regarded as aids to digestion. Sugar was felt to be good for the stomach and so this would have been an ideal end to a heavy feast. (See page 40 for a modern variation of this recipe.)


The Tudor aphrodisiacs, in the recipe section on page 95, would have offered much the same benefits to the digestion – with the added advantage of helping in bed later on in the evening. Quince marmalade was regarded as an aphrodisiac and often had almonds added to encourage fertility. Its reputation in Tudor times was so great that it was served to Queen Mary, who was desperate to conceive a son once she had achieved the throne in 1554 and married Philip of Spain. Unfortunately, it failed, and although the reputation persisted, the status of marmalade fell somewhat during the seventeenth century if the equivalence of ‘marmulet madams’ with prostitutes is any guide. In 1727 Edward Ward remarked ‘More marmulet madams will be met strolling in the fields than honest women.’


Another sixteenth-century queen, Mary, Queen of Scots, also used quinces, but this time to combat seasickness when crossing from Calais to Scotland in 1561. Quinces were long regarded not only as an aid to digestion but also as a prevention against sickness. In 1579 William Langham wrote in The Garden of Health that marmalade ‘is very good to strengthen the stomach and to keep the meat therein till it be perfectly digested.’


Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries quinces remained popular in Britain, being added to pies and tarts and made into sauces to accompany game. John Parkinson, botanist to King Charles II, said ‘there is no fruit growing in the land that is of so many excellent uses as this, serving well to make many dishes of meat for the table, as for banquets, and much more for their physical virtues’. ‘Quynces Bake’ still appeared at banquets and was reputed to be a favourite dish of Sir Isaac Newton. In 1611 John Tradescant had imported the ‘Portingall’ or ‘Portugal’, which has remained one of the best varieties up to the present day (it is now usually known as ‘Lusitanica’). By the middle of the seventeenth century demand outstripped supply and quinces were imported from Flanders. At this time it was common to store quinces for as long as two years in a barrel, submerged in perry or ale. Periodically the alcohol could be removed and drunk and the fruit topped up with fresh alcohol, as necessary.


Popular as they were, quinces rarely featured in literature. Juliet’s nurse mentions that quinces will be eaten at the wedding feast, but Shakespeare’s most famous quince, Peter Quince, the carpenter in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, sadly has nothing to do with the fruit. His name derives from quines or quoins, the wedges which carpenters use to steady the pieces they are cutting.


By the nineteenth century, the balance had changed and there was such a surplus of quinces in Sussex that the fruit was made into wine. This was partly because horticultural methods had improved, but also because the quince was beginning to lose its status as more soft fruit was grown.


In North America there were no native quinces, but they were introduced by the European settlers and by 1720 they were thriving in Virginia. Here the Reverend W.W. Meech raised a variety which is still grown today: ‘Meech’s Prolific’, a tree which lives up to its name. Gradually they spread south and became extremely popular in Latin America where in some areas they had been introduced directly by Spanish and Portuguese settlers. Here they were eaten raw, partly because the climate produced sweeter fruit and also because the population was used to more astringent tastes. Today, some of the largest commercial quince plantations are in Paraguay where the trees do well.


By the beginning of the twentieth century quinces had lost much of their allure and mystery. With the decline of servants and the quickening pace of life they were increasingly regarded as too much bother to cook and so fell out of favour. The trees were still planted in gardens, but as a result of the plant-hunters in Victorian times so many more species were available to gardeners and orchardists and, with the wider choice, the trees also became scarcer. In the twenty-first century the assumption that quick is best has been questioned and a new emphasis on home-grown produce has meant that many old varieties are coming back into favour. It is to be hoped that quinces will benefit from these changes.
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