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Advance Praise for Borough Market: Edible Histories



‘The story of Borough Market mirrors the British food revolution. This book tells that story; deliciously, ingredient by ingredient.’ – William Sitwell


‘This is the perfect book for those moments when you find yourself in the kitchen wondering about how a particular ingredient found its way into our everyday culinary lives. It’s as enticing as Borough Market always is, as witty as Mark Riddaway always is, and packed with the kind of knowledge I love.’ – Angela Clutton


‘Fascinating and entertaining – a pleasure to read.’ – Claudia Roden


‘It’s so important that Borough and the food community are supported, and what better way of spreading the word than through the stories and histories of a most historic market that has become a unique beacon of good things.’ – Jeremy Lee


‘This book is for lovers of food and markets and history. It’s also a book that everyone who eats should read. It is fascinating, informative and entertaining. Mark Riddaway effortlessly guides us through Borough, telling the story of the market and its produce with ease and grace.’ – Kay Plunkett-Hogge


‘Mark Riddaway’s Edible Histories is thoroughly researched and engagingly written and belongs on the shelf of anyone interested in food history. Even if you are not interested, this is the book that will get you started.’ – Mark Kurlansky









ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Mark Riddaway is an award-winning writer, editor and publisher. Through his independent publishing company, LSC Publishing, he has launched, edited and written for a host of highly regarded magazines and websites, covering subjects as diverse as food, culture, weather, parenting and the Marylebone district of London. His involvement with Borough Market began more than a decade ago, and since 2012 he has been the editor and publisher of Market Life, the Market’s bi-monthly food magazine, which among numerous accolades was named Best Food Magazine or Section by the Guild of Food Writers in both 2018 and 2019. In 2020, Mark’s regular columns in Market Life earned him a place on the Guild’s shortlist for its food writing award.
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INTRODUCTION



‘Know where your food comes from.’ 
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‘KNOW WHERE YOUR FOOD COMES from.’ For almost a decade now, I’ve had the great pleasure of writing for and editing Borough Market’s magazine, Market Life. Throughout that time, the call to better understand the provenance of our food has been put out again and again by just about every food producer, merchant, chef, campaigner and food policy expert whose thoughts have been shared through the publication’s pages. In fact, challenge me to distil the essence of Borough Market into six words or fewer, and this entreaty is probably the closest I’d get to a satisfactory solution. Either that or: ‘Try the x [x being the most recent purchase to have made angels dance upon my tongue], it is amazing,’ (although this would usually bust my six-word limit by demanding a colourful adjective, Anglo-Saxon in origin, inserted before ‘amazing’). 


Borough, London’s most famous food market, is a wonderfully chaotic place populated by a kaleidoscopic cast of traders, but it’s a collective bound by a common thread: the ability to shine a light into – and build bridges across – the deep canyon that too often separates us from the source of our food. In recent decades, the increasingly monolithic, impersonal nature of the British food industry has cut us off from the world of farmers, bakers, fishermen and cheesemakers – and despite the convenience it brings, that’s really not a good thing. If you don’t know who made your food, if you don’t understand the method of its production or the long, mazy route it travelled to get to you, it is hard to know what harm it may have caused and whether you’re being completely short-changed by its taste. Because of this disconnect, it’s all too easy to presume you’re eating something pure and wholesome when really it’s fifty per cent ultra-processed rubbish and fifty per cent marketing. You can be gulled into thinking that all salmon is a bit slimy, that cheddar cheese is a dull, plasticised mass, and that carrots don’t taste of very much. And in extreme circumstances, as recent history has shown, you can be led to believe you’re eating British beef when you’re actually eating Romanian horse. 


Borough’s approach – like that of many farmers’ markets and independent shops – is to shorten those byzantine supply chains and bring conversations about quality, sustainability, waste, environmental degradation and fair pay out into the light. Shop here and there’s a high chance that the person serving you produced the food with their own hands, or is employed directly by the people who did. Traders who aren’t producers themselves are on close speaking terms (and probably eating and drinking terms) with the people who supply them: a connection forged through a shared obsession with the food in question. Visit their stalls and they’ll tell you, with infectious enthusiasm, everything you need to know. They’ll give you the confidence that what you’re buying satisfies both your conscience and your palate.


If you want to eat well, there’s no such thing as too much knowledge, just as (to my mind at least) there’s no such thing as too much cheese. While markets like Borough clearly can’t provide all the answers to the problems within our food system, they can at least help us figure out what the right questions are.


This book takes that healthy hunger for knowledge and runs with it, back through the centuries. It started with the idea that a modicum of enlightenment – and a great deal of entertainment – could be found in learning not just how a particular ingredient found its way to a market stall or supermarket shelf, but how its forebears passed through space and time to exist in this form, in this place, in this moment: knowing not just where our food comes from, but where our food really comes from. 


The seeds of its creation were planted a few years ago with a suggestion by the Borough Market team that we commission a food historian to write a regular column about the past life of some of the ingredients available at the Market. But why, I asked, with persuasive logic, would we fork out for an established professional historian when we have, right here in the room, a man obsessed with both food and history who would attack such an undertaking with breathless enthusiasm? And so, excited by the thought that my master’s degree in medieval history (attained decades earlier as a way of delaying for a year the inevitable upgrade of my part-time office temp job to a full-time one) might prove against all the odds to have been a useful vocational qualification, I started researching the history of the potato. Ever since then, I’ve been buried up to my neck in classical medicine, medieval farming, Elizabethan herbalism and Victorian horticulture. 


Through my Market Life column, I’ve explored the biographies of almost forty different ingredients, and the journey of discovery has been a source of near-constant delight – something I hope comes across in my writing. It’s the richness of it all that blows my mind: food is fundamental to the mundane passage of our daily lives, but it also drives many of the grand narratives of human progress. The history of food is the history of everything, big or small. It’s the history of science, medicine and philosophy. It’s the history of war, migration, cultural exchange, trade, colonisation, enslavement and environmental destruction. It’s the history of celebration and self-indulgence, of hunger and grim sustenance. It’s the history of disgusted expressions and aching stomachs. All human life is here, licking its plate clean, laughing and farting.


These stories now make up about ninety per cent of my dinner table conversation. Put any food or drink in front of me and there’s a high chance it’ll trigger some rambling disquisition about the key role played in the evolution of the strawberry by a French spy whose surname was Strawberry; why hunters tended to shoot wild turkeys from the lower branches of a tree first; or the deep unease felt by sixteenth-century Persian rhubarb merchants at the prospect of Europeans drinking tea. If all goes to plan, you’ll soon be rambling on about these things too.


Edible Histories is a collection of some of my favourite stories, not necessarily history’s most important foods (potatoes, bread, salt, cod and citrus fruits would demand inclusion if that were the case), nor those that I most enjoy eating (although definitely some of those), but a somewhat free-wheeling selection that offers a good spread of ingredients and a balance between depressing narratives and lighter fare. Much to my relief, the book has given me the space to get deeper into these tales than the magazine’s tight word limit ever allowed (honestly, trying to condense six thousand years of the onion into a few hundred words was as hard as condensing six thousand onions into an average-sized cooking pot, and drew tears just as readily). Still, these essays barely touch the surface. 


My intention has been to produce something fast and fun, seasoned with the merest soupçon of profundity. If anything stays with you beyond a few interesting facts to share at the dinner table, I hope it’s the sense that what we choose to eat and drink does matter. Europe’s appetite for coffee played a significant role in the disgusting institution of slavery, the human costs of which continue to accumulate. Completely unconsciously, every Briton who fell in love with tea in the seventeenth century helped in some small way to precipitate a revolution in America, a war with China and the ruthless exploitation of India. The Catholic Church’s penchant for dried fish financed the rise of the Dutch empire, while Venice was built on the medieval belief that spices not only made food taste good but enhanced the strength of men’s erections. No matter how trivial an individual’s shopping and dining habits may have seemed in the moment, their aggregation had the power to shape history. Our appetites dictated what was grown, reared or pulled from the seas and what was propelled around the planet – and that in turn had a profound impact on the world. 


Today, we hold the same power to shape the future as those Restoration tea-drinkers unknowingly wielded. If we let our old apple varieties disappear because of the supermarkets’ insistence upon humdrum sameness, they’ll be gone forever. If we continue to eat too much cheap, intensively reared meat, there’s a good chance that when history is being written from the arid Mad Max-style wastelands of the future, that choice will appear somewhat less reasonable than it does now. If we pull fish from our seas in a manner that isn’t sustainable, our descendants, denied the pleasures of a vinegary bag of fish and chips, won’t judge us kindly. In short, it’s good to know where our food comes from because, if we do, we’ll have a much better chance of knowing where it’s headed.
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APPLES
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WE BEGIN, AS AT LEAST one other major book does, in the Garden of Eden. 


Picture it now: Eve, naked and pensive beside a tree, forbidden fruit in hand; a snake, its tongue flickering, goading her to take a bite. If your homeland happens to be Britain – or plenty of other places besides – the fruit you see won’t be a banana. It’s not a strawberry, a pear or a plum. It’s an apple.


This familiar tableau tells us more about the apple than it does about Eden. In the original text of the Bible, the forbidden fruit was just that: a fruit (peri in Hebrew). Jewish scholars generally pointed towards contenders better suited to a Levantine setting – a citron, a grape or a fig – and in the greatest of all biblical paintings, Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel fresco in Rome, it’s a fig tree around which the serpent is coiled. And yet, from the medieval period on, barely a single depiction of Eden created north of the Alps, from The Last Judgment by Hieronymus Bosch (c.1482) to John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) to the stained glass windows of just about every church, has featured a fruit other than an apple.


And it’s not just in Eve’s hand that the apple has endured as a symbol of sin, sex, knowledge and beauty. Think of the golden apples stolen by the Greek god Atlas; the Apple of Discord, which sparked the Trojan wars; the youth-giving apples of the Norse goddess Idun; the poisoned fruits of Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1485) and the Grimm brothers’ Snow White (1812); those shot from various innocent heads by the Danish Palnatoki, the Northumbrian Adam Bell and the Swiss William Tell. Even accounting for the fact that in many European languages the word for an apple was once applied more generically to any fleshy seed-bearing fruit, it is fair to say that neither the peach nor the quince ever came loaded with quite the same allegorical punch.


That we see apples in our imagined paradise is partly a product of that resounding cultural echo, partly a reflection of their polished beauty but mainly because, as the centuries passed, we became increasingly used to seeing them everywhere: in our orchards, in our woods and hedgerows, in our markets. We placed an apple into Eve’s hand because in northern Europe, where an apple can be bought on any day on every high street, what else could possibly spring to mind?


The real story of the apple began not in the Garden of Eden but on the slopes of the Tian Shan, a mountain range that rolls across central Asia. Although shrinking in the face of relentless development, it remains a place of stunning biodiversity, including in some forested areas a multitude of extraordinary wild apple trees. It was in the Kazakh sector of the range, in 1929, that Nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov, the brilliant Soviet plant geneticist (far too brilliant for Stalin, who had him thrown in prison, where he died in 1943), claimed to have uncovered the birthplace of Malus domestica, the domesticated apple. Vavilov wrote: ‘It is possible to see with our own eyes that we are in the centre of origin of the cultivated apple, where wild apples were difficult to even distinguish from those which were being cultivated. Some of the wild ecotypes in these forests were so superior in quality and size that they could be taken directly from an orchard to market without anyone knowing the difference.’ He was right. Those wild apples, a species known as Malus sieversii, have been shown through DNA analysis to be the principal ancestors of all the domesticated apples that spill from supermarket shelves and works of religious art. 


As these beautiful fruits were dispersed and domesticated beyond the Tian Shan, they met with other wild apples whose DNA inveigled itself into the gene pool. Conspicuous among these was the crab apple (Malus sylvestris) – plentiful and widely dispersed but forbiddingly hard and astringently tart (as the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder wrote, its sourness ‘will even take the edge off a knife’). Recent excavations at a gravel quarry in Worcestershire uncovered a fire pit containing stone axe-heads, flint tools, barley grains and a large quantity of charred crab apples dating from around 2900–2600 BCE, all of which were chucked into the flames with some ritual purpose in mind – an early indication that the cultural significance of these brutally acidic fruits far surpassed their usefulness as a food. Their significance would live on in Britain’s pagan myths and rites, vestiges of which linger today in Yuletide wassailing and Halloween apple bobbing.


In stark contrast, the scions of Malus sieversii were so big and sweet that growing and eating them would prove far preferable to lobbing them into fire pits, hence their gradual dissemination. The Tian Shan mountains are close to some of the most important trade and migration routes through the wide lowlands that join Europe with Asia, later known as the Silk Road, and it was along these arteries that apples made their way into the great kingdoms of the Near East. They appeared in the law codes of the Hittites of Anatolia (c.1650–1500 BCE), which determined the financial penalty for anyone whose brush fire accidentally set light to an apple orchard (six shekels per tree, with a discount if the culprit was a slave), and on a tablet from the Assyrian city of Nuzi, dating from around the same time, which made reference to a man called Tupkitilla selling his orchard in exchange for three sheep. 


The ancient Persians were experts in horticulture, and the apple enjoyed a prominent place in their gardens. In the Persepolis fortification archive, a set of clay tablets filled with administrative records from the reign of Darius I (509–493 BCE), apple pips were listed conspicuously among the thousands of fruit seeds sent out to five royal estates. Centuries later, Strabo, the Greek geographer and historian, described the apple’s role in Persian weddings, alluding to its importance as a symbol as well as a food. ‘Marriages are celebrated at the beginning of the vernal equinox,’ he wrote. ‘The bridegroom passes into the bride-chamber, having previously eaten some apples or camel’s marrow but nothing else during the day.’ Today, occasions on which camel marrow is suggested as a straight swap for apple are few and far between.


It was through Persia that apples made their way to ancient Greece, where they quickly became part of the cultural language. In The Odyssey, Homer imagined ‘the most delicious apples’ growing in the orchard of King Alcinous, a place where ‘the fruits never rot nor fail all the year round, neither winter nor summer’. The Greek essayist Plutarch, in his Moralia (c.100 CE), later offered a compelling explanation for Homer’s admiration of apples: ‘No other fruit unites the fine qualities of all fruits as does the apple. For one thing, its skin is so clean when you touch it that instead of staining the hands it perfumes them. Its taste is sweet and it is extremely delightful both to smell and to look at. Thus, by charming all our senses at once, it deserves the praise that it receives.’ Remember that the next time you’re biting distractedly into a Gala. 


It wasn’t just the apples of the Near East that migrated to Greece, but the knowledge needed to cultivate them. Among the many reasons for the species’ success is its remarkable genetic variability – a quality known as heterozygosity. Plant all the seeds found within an apple and each tree that results will display different characteristics. This variability means that pips from the most delicious apple in the world have the potential to grow into trees whose fruits are a crushing disappointment. Conversely, an incredible new variety can emerge entirely at random – but, because planting its seeds would trigger another roll of the genetic dice, extending its life beyond that of a single tree requires skilled intervention. Some apple varieties can root from cuttings but, for the most part, the more complex art of grafting – the fusing of the shoots, buds or branches of one tree with the roots or trunk of another – is required for an apple’s qualities to live on.


Exactly when and where this ingenious technique first emerged is lost to us. On the Nature of the Child, written around 420 BCE by a follower of the Greek physician Hippocrates, mentioned plants being grafted, as did Theophrastus, a protégé of Aristotle, in his Enquiry into Plants (c.350–287 BCE), but its genesis clearly pre-dated such references. Plutarch would later produce a particularly enjoyable description of some extreme inter-species examples: ‘Soclarus … showed us trees which had been fancified in all sorts of ways by what is called grafting; we saw olives growing upon mastic trees and pomegranates upon the myrtle; and there were oaks which bore good pears, plane trees which had received grafts of apples, and figs grafts of mulberries, and other mixtures of trees mastered to the point of producing fruit. Then the rest of the company began to tease Soclarus for raising, as they said, classes and specimens more marvellous than the sphinxes and chimaeras of the poets.’


When Pliny wrote The Natural History (77–79 CE), the art of selectively grafting apples was so developed that Romans were able to choose from a long list of well-established varieties gathered from around the empire, known either for their origins – the Amerina (from Amelia in Umbria), the Syricum (‘Syrian’), the Grae (‘little Greek’) – or their defining characteristics – the seedless Spadonium (‘impotent’), the swollen Pulmoneum (‘lung-shaped’), the fast-fading Pannuceum (‘shrivelled’) and the schoolboy’s favourite, Orthomastium (‘pert-breasted’). Wealthy Romans were enthusiastic consumers of fresh fruit, which tended to be presented with great display at the end of a meal, and the apple was one of the stars of the show. So set did it become as a way of rounding off a dinner, the phrase ‘ab ovo usque ad mala’ (‘from the egg to the apples’) was used to mean ‘from the beginning to the end’.


One of the benefits of the apple’s genetic diversity is that some varieties fruit early, others late; some need to be eaten soon after picking while others benefit from being stored for a while, their flesh mellowing and sweetening in the process. Columella, a contemporary of Pliny, described several types that would thrive if stored in a cold loft, ‘in a very dry place, where neither smoke nor noisome smell may come,’ packed in ‘small chests of beech, or of lime tree also, such as senators or judges’ robes are laid up in, but somewhat larger’. His one caveat was that, as is sadly true of the world far beyond apples, ‘when different kinds are shut up together, they disagree with one another and are much more speedily corrupted and spoiled’.


It was the Romans who introduced the Malus domestica to Britain, France and Spain, and the tools they used – the knives and hooks required for pruning and grafting – have been uncovered at many Roman sites across the northern parts of the empire. When the Romans left, the importance afforded to fruit cultivation in the kingdoms they left behind slowly faded. Across Europe, the art of horticulture was kept alive by monks, for whom its synthesis of learning and labour was considered a virtuous one, and later by the Moorish conquerors of Spain and Sicily, the Islamic world having inherited and enhanced the ancient Near East’s deep love and understanding of gardens and orchards. Some wealthy landowners, too, remained wedded to the apple’s charms. Capitulare de Villis, a management manual for the royal estates of Charlemagne, king of the Franks, demanded the planting of apple trees, including several specific varieties (‘Gozmaringa, Geroldinga, Crevedella, Spirauca’) and a few broad categories: ‘Sweet ones, bitter ones, those that keep well, those that are to be eaten straightaway, and early ones.’ For the most part, though, in the Romans’ wake, the apple became a fruit of the woodland rather than the orchard, consumed in large quantities but mainly through forage rather than fabrication.


As the monastic orders expanded rapidly in the twelfth century, and their horticultural skills were carried far and wide, European fruit growing experienced a renaissance. It was the French who led the way in identifying, propagating and commercialising the most enticing varieties of apple, including the Rouviau, the Blandurel and the Costard. In 1292, the English royal household of Edward I imported three hundred pounds of Costards from France, each one costing four times as much as the unnamed native apples recorded in the same document. After cuttings were brought across the Channel and grafted into English orchards, the Costard would lend its name to the generic word for a fruitseller, which would endure in markets like Borough until deep into the twentieth century: costermonger. 


The French influence on the English taste for apples can be seen in John Lydgate’s epic poem ‘Henry VI’s Triumphal Entry into London’ (1432), which described displays of fruit trees ‘fulle of fruytes lade, / Of colour hevynly.’ Among the rare and exotic fruits on show, alongside ‘orenges, almondis, and the pomegernade,’ Lydgate included two French apple varieties, ‘Pypyns’ and ‘Blaunderell’. Other apples with French origins – ‘Costardes,’ ‘Pomewater and ‘gentyll Ricardouns’ – were listed among the ‘fruytes which more comune be’. Only one of the varieties mentioned in the poem had emerged from England: the Queening or Quoining, the name of which alluded to its angular ridges being like those of a ‘quoin’, an old spelling of ‘coin’. Another early native of these shores was the Pearmain, so called for its pear-like shape. Exchequer records from 1204 noted that the lord of the manor of Runham in Norfolk was liable for an annual tax of two hundred Pearmains and four hogsheads of cider – a transaction that, to the modern reader, appears definitively East Anglian. 


Beyond the spacious confines of the monasteries and manor houses, apples were unsuited to the system of open fields that dominated the medieval landscape. The land from which peasants drew their sustenance consisted of vast, unfenced common fields, narrow strips of which were tended to by individual families. As the cultivation of large, slow-maturing fruit trees was simply not practical within these slim plots, the only apples eaten by the poor were nameless and semi-wild, gathered from trees that grew haphazardly on the forested perimeter of the village. The apple’s gradual move from the margins only really began when this communal system of agriculture began to be wiped out by the progress of enclosure: the slow transformation of the English agricultural system from one of common lands to one dominated by larger, more capitalistic farms on which the establishment of fruit trees became a viable option. 


This was particularly true in the west of England. In the counties of the south-east, the flat landscapes and light soils lent themselves to intensive arable farming and the production of soft fruits for sale in London’s voracious food markets, but in the wet, rugged westerly regions, where cereals flourished less readily, apple trees and livestock offered a complementary combination: trees provided natural barriers and shelter for the animals, cider provided both income and in-house intoxication, and the pomace from cider making – the mulch left behind after pressing – could be used as a nutritious form of animal feed. 


It wasn’t until the Tudor period that commercial apple orchards began to be established away from the cider centres of Devon, Somerset, Gloucestershire and Herefordshire. Richard Harris, Henry VIII’s fruiterer, set up a royal fruit collection at Teynham, east Kent, in 1533, when he ‘fetched out of Fraunce a great store of graftes, especially Pippins, before which time there were no Pippins in England’. Harris’s collection became ‘the chiefe mother of all other orchards,’ and Pippin – a word used to describe a late-keeping, fine flavoured apple – established itself as one of the defining terms in the English apple lexicon. The expansion of organised fruit growing was accelerated by the arrival in England of green-fingered Protestant refugees from France and Flanders, many of whom settled in Kent and Surrey.


In his famous encyclopaedia of plants, The Herball (1597), the Elizabethan botanist John Gerard made brief mention of these orchards. ‘The tame and grafted apple trees are planted and set in gardens and orchards made for that purpose: they delight to growe in good and fertile grounds. Kent doth abound with apples of most sortes.’ This he contrasted with the abundant but more chaotic apple trees found in the ‘pastures and hedge rowes’ of Herefordshire’s mixed farms, including one estate with so many apples that not only did the staff drink nothing but cider, which was also used as a currency to pay the tithe to the parson, but the pigs who scavenged on fallen fruits had become surprisingly fussy: ‘The hogs are fed with the fallings of them, which are so many, that they make choise of those apples they do eate, who will not taste of any but of the best.’


As the presence of apple trees in England’s farms, market gardens and orchards multiplied, so too did the abundance of varieties, the naming of which became a very English artform: a beautiful blend of poetry and profanity. John Parkinson, later made royal botanist to Charles I, listed and rated in his Paradisi in Sole (1629) more than fifty distinct types, while also dismissing ‘twenty sorts of Sweetings, and none good’. His roll call included the Bastard Queene (like the Queene apple but less tasty), the Leathercoate (a small, sharp, winter fruit), the Cat’s Head (‘took the name of the likeness’), the Cowsnout (as bad as it sounds), the Old Wife (better than it sounds), and the Woman’s Breast (a pleasing echo of Pliny). 


The best sorts of apple, wrote Parkinson, are good ‘at the last course for the table, in most men’s houses of account’. This presentation of apples at the end of a meal, alongside other sweet treats – an echo of the Roman way – was the reason why sweet apples, eaten raw rather than cooked into puddings, became known, somewhat confusingly, as dessert apples. The idea that a good apple might be enjoyed straight from the hand was, though, one that for many centuries had remained strangely dormant. Throughout the medieval period, raw apples were widely considered dangerous. There was some logic in this: excessive consumption of fruit can lead to an upset stomach, which could easily be mistaken for the ‘fluxes’ associated with deadly fevers. Throw in the associated mythos of sin and temptation, and the fact that most old apple varieties, including the Costard, were intensely sharp, and it’s easy to see why munching one fresh from the branch would be best avoided. 


Instead, apples tended to be cooked. As John Gerard wrote: ‘Rosted apples are alwaies better than the rawe, the harme whereof is both mended by the fire, and may also be corrected by adding unto them seedes or spices.’ Spices were beyond the reach of most people, but the roasting or baking of apples was commonplace. In William Langland’s Piers Plowman (c.1370–90), one of the great medieval poems, a list of simple foods with which the very poor would attempt to ‘plese’ the looming presence of Hunger included ‘baken apples’. In London, ‘coddled’ apples, cooked until soft and pulpy, were created in bakers’ ovens after the bread had been made, and were hawked on the streets with the cry ‘hot codlins hot’. 


The rich could afford to splash out on cinnamon and nutmeg. A recipe for appulmoy – a sweet apple sauce with almond milk and spices – appeared in The Forme of Cury (c.1390), a collection of recipes from the court of Richard II. In the same book, a recipe for ‘tartys in applis’ made clear that apple pie, now a symbol of America, is really as English as, well, just about every other kind of pie – in it, apples came baked in a pastry ‘cofyn’ with a delicious combination of spices including saffron and figs, raisins and pears. A similar English recipe from around 1425 included the rather more questionable addition of ground-up ‘samon, or codlynge, or hadok’. Usually without the fish, that combination of apple and spice has remained integral to English cookery ever since. 


The growing appeal of dessert apples did nothing to dent the popularity of baked apples and apple pies, but it did feed a new interest in apple cultivation, certainly among the elite. In the grounds of stately homes, perfectly coiffured apple trees, grown from dwarf rootstocks, trained into elegant shapes – pyramids, cylinders, bells – and laid out in pleasingly formal displays, provided fruits that could be served on silver platters to wealthy guests and cooed over for the subtlety of their perfume. There was a patriotic edge to this fetishisation of fruit, English apples being, of course, so much better than anyone else’s. In the nineteenth century, this would feed into the Arts and Crafts movement, an aesthetic reaction to industrialisation, which promoted a romantic, nostalgic vision of rural life, in whose hands the apple – wholesome, beautiful and ancient – became something of a totem. 


But for all the esteem in which English apples were held by people with a penchant for silver fruit platters and William Morris textiles, out in the real world apple trees were beginning to disappear. Many of the old Kentish orchards had been turned over to the more profitable production of hops for the burgeoning beer industry, and as a result, the apples sold at market tended to be small, blemished, jumbled up and unnamed, produced mainly in mixed farms or market gardens whose keepers could afford very little of the studied care applied by the gardeners of the gentry. 


In stark contrast, apples shipped from abroad were increasingly appealing. In the USA, where fruit growing benefited from endless space, scientific methods, commercial savvy and, through the American Pomological Society, strong organisation, vast resources were thrown at the production and export of a small portfolio of brightly coloured fruits whose visual appeal more than compensated for any paucity of flavour. By the 1870s, Yankies, as they were known, were being sold by costermongers across the length and breadth of Britain. Canada, too, got in on the act in a big way. 


It wasn’t until the Royal Horticultural Society finally began to focus on the coarse subject of commerce, freeing itself from the obsessions of the country house set, that a concerted effort was made to organise and promote English apple growers. In 1883, the RHS organised an Apple Congress at its Great Vinery at Chiswick – an incredible gathering of the tribes. Before the show, the committee viewed, identified and logged a staggering 1,545 varieties of British apple and set about trying to unravel the Gordian knot of synonyms that led to the same variety being known by different names in different parts of the country (and possibly in different parts of the same hamlet). Based on a questionnaire, the Congress published a list of the sixty best dessert apples and sixty best cooking apples, with the aim that growers would focus their efforts on the most worthy varieties. The winner in the dessert category was the King of Pippins – anything less would have been embarrassing – and in second place was the Cox’s Orange Pippin, a newcomer grown from a seed planted by Richard Cox, a retired brewer in Slough. In the decades that followed, English orcharding soared back into prominence, with the Cox increasingly dominant. 


British growers tended to focus on early eating apples, which could be picked before foreign arrivals flooded in, and cooking apples, which no other country – unsteeped as they were in a culture of puddings and pies – bothered to produce. As the great British pomologist Edward Bunyard put it: ‘The best English apples by long training know how to behave in a pie; they melt but do not squelch; they inform but do not predominate.’ The most famous of these emerged around 1810, when a resident of a modest cottage in Southwell, Nottinghamshire – probably Mary Anne Brailsford – planted some apple pips in its rear garden, producing a tree laden with unusually large and flavoursome fruit. In the 1850s, a young apple enthusiast called Henry Merryweather asked the cottage’s then-owner, Matthew Bramley, for permission to take a cutting, and it was in the homeowner’s honour that the fruit would be named: Bramley’s Seedling. After winning a prestigious certificate at the 1883 Congress, the Bramley caught the attention of commercial growers and quickly started to corner the market.


The decades that followed the RHS Congress saw a significant revival in the quality of English apples. The Anatomy of Dessert (1929), Bunyard’s beautiful survey of British fruit, essayed almost a full year of extraordinary apples: the Gladstones of late July; the Irish Peach, whose ‘fresh acidity with slight spicy aroma accords well with the warm August days’; the arrival in November of the beloved Cox, the ‘Chateau Yquem of apples’; December’s Blenheim Orange (‘The man who cannot appreciate a Blenheim has not come to years of gustatory discretion; he probably drinks sparkling Muscatelle,’) and the similarly refined Orleans Reinette, ‘whose brown-red flush and glowing gold do very easily suggest that if Rembrandt had painted a fruit piece he would have chosen this apple’; the misnamed May Queen, which came in January, ‘crisp and crackling, with a savour of nuts or almost of the earth’; the late winter apples of February and March, which too often appear like the ‘aged and wrinkled harridans who till the Continental fields,’ but if properly handled can display ‘the plump turgescence of youth’; the season finally ending in early summer with the likes of the Rosemary Russet, ‘an aristocrat in every way’. 


‘It is evident,’ wrote Bunyard, ‘that each nation has the fruits that it deserves.’ Where we are now, then, would make him weep for the country’s soul. As Britain revelled in a glorious diversity of apples, other countries were focused on producing a small number of highly consistent, attractive, but slightly humdrum varieties, and as the twentieth century unfolded, it was these varieties – Granny Smith (from Australia), Golden Delicious (from the USA, then France), Gala and Braeburn (both from New Zealand) – that offered the output and homogeneity demanded by the supermarket system. The UK, for all the riches of its historic apple culture, now imports three-quarters of its apples, and many once-famous natives have all but vanished. Even the Blenheim, described by Bunyard less than a century ago as ‘one of the best known of our apples,’ its renown outstripping that of the palace that shares its name, is rarely seen today. Thanks to global production and controlled atmosphere storage, which keeps fruit in a state of suspended animation, supermarkets can sell the same ten or so international apple varieties all year round, while the rest struggle to find a home beyond organic produce boxes and specialist food markets like Borough. 


So, while the apple is still one of our pre-eminent fruits, the romance has all but gone, killed by globalisation and industrial production. Had the forbidden fruit been something tired and grainy, or crudely sugary, picked thousands of miles from Eden and shipped across the world, there’s a chance the mother of mankind would have been sufficiently unimpressed to turn it down.
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