CHAPTER ONE

AN INTRODUCTION TO
POTTAGES, BROTHS AND SOUPS

Trereis no dish, perhaps, that comes to table, which gives
such general satisfaction as well prepared soup: let the appe-
tite be vigorous or refined, an excellent soup will invariablv
prove grateful to it therelore, it should be the province of the
cook constantly to be in a position to produce 1t at a short
notice.

Frederick Bishop (1862). p. 638

study of soup provides many permutations in the search for a

lefintion. Everyone understands what a soup’ is. but arriving
ata simple description is not casy. It can range from a clear consomme
or other light concoction to start a meal, to a thick mixture of meat
and vegetables that is a meal in itself. Soup has an important part
in the etiquette of dining, and in the evolution of the presentation
and service of food to the table. Several writers who dipped into its
mix of history and ingredients came up with the same recipes and
opinions, which they published as their own work, but it never fails
to produce a nourishing dish.

‘Soup’ is said to derive from the French soupe which describes
both a sop (a picce of bread soaked in liquid) and then by extension
the liquid wself. However, when French terms are used on a menu.
1Uis polage thatis the word chosen to translate the English “soup’.
‘Pottage” was used in England from medicval times, and dishes with
this name are similar to those later called soups. In its origin. this
word refers to something cooked in a pot, which covers many forns
of tood.

A thick cereal based pottage can take the origins of soup back
into prehistory, for an important element of prinmtive dict was a
kind of porridge or frumenty enrviched with a wide variety of herbs
and seeds. The basic cereal was soaked in water, and as techniques



advanced it was boiled or cooked to burst the gram and thicken the
liquid. Leaves of many plants were added, some now considered
weeds. such as nettles, plantain and docks. Flax seeds (linsced) gave
oil, and fat from meat could be included. An early grain used in
Britain was barley, followed by oats and rye. Vegetables like beans
and peas were introduced. The dish could evolve once earthenware
provided cooking vessels, and the eventual ereation of metal caul-
drons meant a rapid boiling process could be achieved.

The Roman cookery book attributed to Apicius gives some
recipes for pottages (Pudtes) thickened either with hulled spelt, wheat
flour or bread crumbs, with oil and spiced meat added. A ceveal
pottage in Anglo-Saxon times could be contrasted with the thinner
liquid of broth.

Whereas recipe books now divide recipes into savoury and
sweet, or meat, {ish, vegetables and dairy food, the medieval recipes
came under the headings of Pottages (eaten with a spoon), Leches
(food that could be cut into slices and eaten with the (ingers) and
Baked meats (savoury or sweet items wrapped i pastry and baked
i an oven). The method of eating using a spoon for the pottages,
and a knife to cut slices of meat to be conveyed to the mouth by the
fingers. with bread to soak up the juices, persisted in England well
into the seventeenth century, and conditioned the presentation of
tood. Knife and fork sets became fashionable in the later part of that
century, and recipes and menus from the carly eighteenth century
began to reflect the changes. It may be no comcidence that the term
‘soup’ began to be used in England at the same time.

Some form of soup under the guisc of potrage or a boiled meat
in broth had always taken its place at the beginning of a meal, as can
be seen from the formal menus presented i medieval recipe manu-
scripts. The first course began with Boars Head, or Frumenty with
venison (frumenty being a wheat-based pottage), and the second
item was In most cases a pottage such as Bruet ol almyne, Bruet of
Almondes or potage de Blandesore. There are also recipes lor sops,
bread soaked in a liquid, but these dishes do not figure in the
recorded menus of formal meals. They were more an occasional
snack, something that could be caten fivst thing in the morning, or
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taken quickly after work or a journey before the main meal was
ready.

The same ordering of the courses of a meal was still proposed
when printed cookery books became available in the later sixteenth
century, intended for smaller scale domestic use. A Proper newe Booke
of Cokerye (c. 1557-8) gave the order of items (o be served at meals,
with a pottage or stewed broth starting the lirst course of dinner
and a pottage or sewe in the same place at supper. A suggested
menu for dinner began with Brawn and mustard followed by
Capons stewed or served in a white broth. On fish days. a salad with
hard boiled eggs was paired with a pottage of eels and lampreys.
The same pattern was followed by A Booke of Cookiy (1584). In the
carly seventeenth century, John Murrell started the first course of
a Feast for Summer with a Grand Salad and a boiled capon, and a
Winter Feast with a Collar of Brawn, a salad and a boiled capon. A\
‘small common Service” began with a boiled capon or chicken, whilst
on fish days a dish of butter accompanied Rice milk. Robert May.
although publishing The Accomplisht Cook in 1660, was a product of
the culinary practice of the carly 1600s, and his grander menus
started with brawn, followed by capon in stewed broth, or stewed
broth of mutton. More ordinary menus started with a Scotch
Pottage or Skink, Pottage of Capon, Barley pottage or Rice pottage.
Some ol these dishes appeared under the name of soup in the
cighteenth century recipe books.

The word “soup” as we understand it began to emerge in the
mid-sceventeenth century, Robert May did provide three recipes for
‘Soop” but they are not soups in the usual sense (Mav, p. 426). Thev
begin a section on buttered vegetables, which are first boiled and
then ‘stewed’ with butter, white wine and spices, and served on
sippets ol bread. In May's recipes, and those of his contemporarices,
stew’ is used as a verb and the word had not vet become a noun to
define the end result of gendly cooking meat and vegetables in a
broth or gravy. His ‘soop’ recipes are part of Section XX, ‘Potages
for Fish-Days’, which includes Barley Pottage, Gruel Pottage,
Frumenty, Milk Pottage (oatmeal in milk), Pease Pottage. Onion
Pottage. caudles and possets, so they are vet further examples of the
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