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spice trail
Daring, danger and wealth beyond one’s wildest dreams – discover  

the exuberant history of some of our favourite winter flavours 

photographs s t u a r t  ove n d e n   words a n n a - m a r i e  j u l y a n   recipes e l e a n o r  m a i d m e n t  &  ka t i e  m a r s h a l l

food styling n a t a l i e  t h o m s o n   styling r o b  m e r r e t t   illustrations o l i v i a  w h i t w o r t h



52  myWaitrose more of what you love • november 2015 november 2015 • shop at waitrose.com  53

e
very November the waft of 
freshly baked gingerbread, 
cinnamon-infused mulled 
wine and richly spiced 
fruitcake ushers in the festive 

season with an agreeable familiarity. Spices 
such as nutmeg, cloves, allspice, cinnamon 
and ginger are intrinsic to the winter 
holidays across the northern hemisphere, 
imbuing the short, cold days with warmth. 

However, the history of these now 
commonplace spices weaves a web of 
daring deeds, enterprise, war, conquest and 
brutality, not to mention inordinate wealth. 
In the 16th century a cargo of cloves docked 
in London or Lisbon could be worth  
ten thousand times its original price in the 
remote Spice Islands of Eastern Indonesia 
(today’s Maluku Islands). Little wonder 
men risked life and limb to find them. As 
Giles Milton notes in his compelling book 
Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, ‘A small sackful [of 
nutmeg] was enough to set a man up for 
life, buying him a gabled dwelling in 
Holborn and a servant to attend to his needs.’

Fragrant spices such as cinnamon and 
star anise had long been prized by the 
ancients for their purifying, medicinal and 
culinary powers. Over the centuries, myths 
were woven around their origins, tall tales 
invented by Arab traders and middlemen 
who retained a profitable monopoly and 
vested interest in hiding their true source. 
Cinnamon was reputed to grow in deep 
glens writhing with deadly snakes, 
delivered to Arabia by large birds; cloves 
came from an island off India, sold by 
genies. Cities such as Venice, Genoa and 
Alexandria grew splendidly rich off the 
back of the overland spice trade, thanks to 
this monopoly and their strategic positions 
at the gateway between east and west.  

For centuries it was a well-kept secret 
that true cinnamon (as opposed to the 
similar but inferior-quality cassia bark), grew 
in just one place in the world, the far-off 
island of Sri Lanka. Likewise, nutmeg and 
cloves could only be found on a few tiny 
volcanic atolls rising from the waters of the 
East Indies. Precious black pepper, used as 
legal medieval tender, originated on India’s 
southwest seaboard where it grew on vines 
in the Malabar and Travancore forests. 
Cardamom, meanwhile, grew wild in 
southern India and Sri Lanka. 

Author John O’Connell notes in The 
Book of Spice that ginger from South China 

ingredients
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Eight spices from around the world have been blended with  tangerine oil to make 
Waitrose’s exclusive festive mix. Waitrose Ground Signature Spice (£1.99/40g)

AllSpicE from 
mEXico
The dried unripe berry  
of a tree native to cuba, 
Guatemala, Jamaica, 
Honduras and southern 
mexico that goes by many 
names. English traders 
chose to call it allspice in 
the 1600s due to its complex 
flavour, which resembles 
a blend of cinnamon, cloves 
and nutmeg. 

GrEEn cArdAmom 
from GuATEmAlA 
The third most expensive 
spice in the world, 
cardamom’s pale, oval pods 
are sweet, pungent and 
highly aromatic. pods come 
from a tall, herbaceous 
perennial plant native to 
the Western Ghats in the 
south of india. The spice 
was introduced to 
Guatemala in 1914 and has 
since thrived there. 

GinGEr from indiA
now the largest producer 
of ginger in the world, india 
was exporting this hot 
underground stem  
(or rhizome) to Europe as 
early as the 1st century Ad. 

cinnAmon from 
mAdAGAScAr 

cinnamon’s smooth, 
pale-brown quills are the 
paper-thin rolled bark  
of a bushy tree, part of  
the laurel family. often 
confused with cassia, 
cinnamon only grows in  
Sri lanka, madagascar  
and the Seychelles – cassia 
cannot be labelled 
cinnamon in the uK.

clovES from 
mAdAGAScAr
The powerful, aromatic 
flower buds of a tree  
from the myrtle family, 
cloves are now grown 
across Asia but are 
believed to be indigenous 
to the maluku islands in 
eastern indonesia. 

nuTmEG from 
indonESiA 

Sweet and spicy, nutmeg 
is the seed of an 
evergreen tree indigenous 
to the Banda islands (part 
of maluku) in indonesia, 
once known as the Spice 
islands. The glossy tree 
produces both nutmeg 
and mace, which grows, 
net-like, over its shell.

STAr AniSE  
from cHinA 

This dried, star-shaped fruit 
comes from a small tree 
native to southwest china, 
where it is picked by hand or 
knocked from the tree with 
bamboo sticks. Strong, sweet 
and liquorice in flavour.

BlAcK pEppEr  
from viETnAm 
This pungent spice is 
prepared from the  
small, round berries  
of a climbing vine. 
Extensively cultivated  
in tropical regions, the 
vietnamese climate has 
made it the world’s 
largest grower of pepper. 
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could be found on enormous Chinese junks 
(ancient sailing ships), which plied their 
trade in the China Seas and Indian Ocean 
between the 13th and 16th centuries. Less 
fussy about where it grows than other spices, 
the root spread and flourished in new 
locations, making it one of the cheaper spices 
- hence the ubiquity of English gingerbread 
and counterparts including German 
lebkuchen and Norwegian pepperkaker. 

At home, expensive and rare spices 
became a status symbol for the very rich; 
Elizabeth David termed them ‘the jewels 
and furs and brocades of the kitchen and 
the still-room’. The fall of Constantinople  

to the Turks in 1453, however, severed 
overland trade connections with Asia, 
launching a great age of seafaring. Europe’s 
lust for spices opened up the world. 

Christopher Columbus failed to find 
Indian black pepper in the New World,  
but he did stumble upon allspice, which 
was rather optimistically named pimienta 
(the Spanish word for pepper). Portuguese 
naval explorers Vasco da Gama and 
Ferdinand Magellan played a major role in 
discovering new ocean routes for the spice 
trade, linking Europe and Asia.

In the 17th and 18th centuries the  
British East India Company and Dutch 

East India Company staked conflicting 
claims over the world’s spice-growing  
areas, driving out the Portuguese in  
the process. In a brutal game of colonial 
expansion, territories were seized,  
native populations subjugated and  
spices jealously guarded. By the end  
of the 17th century, the Dutch had  
achieved almost a complete monopoly;  
only to be broken in 1770 by lone 
Frenchman, Pierre Poivre, who managed  
to smuggle clove and nutmeg plants out  
of the Spice Islands to establish new 
plantings. By 1796 the wheel had turned 
again, with the British gaining control  

of almost all of the Dutch Republic’s 
colonies in the East Indies.

As spices, though still expensive, became 
increasingly available, they were used less 
as an indiscriminate opportunity to 
demonstrate wealth via the kitchen, instead 
being put to use with a little more skill and 
discretion. Puddings, cakes, pickles and 
wines became the chief focus – the foods we 
now associate with Christmas. “Spiced 

foods used to be served through the year, as 
show-off dishes, demonstrating hospitality 
and wealth,” explains historian Annie Gray. 
“Most of our so-called Christmas dishes 
derive from feast foods served during the 
autumn or winter in the medieval and 
Tudor periods, so spice would naturally 
have been in them. Things like gingerbread, 
mince pies, brawn and plum pudding.” The 
word ‘plum’ refers to raisins and currants, 

exotic ingredients held in the same esteem 
as spices such as cinnamon and nutmeg.  
If ordinary folk were lucky, they might get  
a taste at a Christmas, Easter or wedding 
feast paid for by the wealthy.

These days we take for granted the ready 
availability of spice, yet the modern-day 
spice trail still leads around the world. It’s 
not warring seafarers that affect our supply 
now, but rather global warming, increasing 
demand from a growing Chinese middle 
class and the threat of natural disaster. The 
world of spice is much changed, but the 
modern trail ends, as it always has, in the 
exotic smells wafting from a hot oven.

‘Expensive and rare spices became  
  a status symbol of the very rich’
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makes about 30-40
prepare 25 minutes, plus chilling
cook 40 minutes

•  100g unsalted butter, softened
•  80g golden caster sugar,  

plus 2 tbsp extra for sprinkling
•  1 orange, zest
•  1 egg
•  200g plain flour, plus extra for dusting
•  ¼ tsp baking powder
•  2 tsp Waitrose ground signature spice
•  25g ground almonds
•  25g chopped mixed peel
•  50g currants

1 Using electric beaters, cream 
together the butter and sugar for  
3-4 minutes, until pale and fluffy, then 
beat in the orange zest and egg. Sift 
the flour, baking powder, spice and  
a pinch of salt over the top, then add 
the remaining ingredients and mix 
everything together to an even dough. 
Flatten into a puck, wrap in cling film 
and chill for at least 1 hour, or until firm.
2 Preheat the oven to 180˚C, gas  
mark 4. roll the dough out on a lightly 
floured surface to the thickness of a £1 
coin. Using festive cutters, stamp out 
biscuits and transfer to a parchment-
lined baking sheet. re-roll any scraps

 until you have about 30-40 biscuits.
3 Sprinkle the biscuits with the extra  
2 tbsp sugar and bake, in batches, for 
15-18 minutes (depending on size), until 
crisp and lightly golden. Cool on the 
trays for 3 minutes, before transferring 
to a wire rack to cool completely.

per biscuit (35) 506kJ/121kcals/5.4g fat/ 
2.9g saturated fat/16.3g carbs/8.5g sugars/ 
0.5g fibre/1.7g protein/0.1g salt

ingredients
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Serves 8 
prepare 30 minutes, plus  
chilling and cooling
cook 1 hour 25 minutes

•  700g pumpkin (or butternut squash) 
flesh, cut into 2cm cubes 

•  3 eggs, beaten
•  150g golden caster sugar
•  2½ tsp Waitrose ground signature spice 
•  ½ tsp flaky sea salt
•  340ml evaporated milk
•  ½ tbsp icing sugar, for dusting

SWeeT SHorTCrUST PASTrY
•  250g plain flour
•  125g unsalted butter, chilled  

and cubed
•  50g golden caster sugar

1 Start by making the pastry. Put the 
flour in a large bowl and rub the butter 

in with your fingertips until it resembles 
fine breadcrumbs. (Alternatively, pulse 
together in a food processor.) Stir in the 
sugar, then mix in 4 tbsp cold water until 
it just comes together, adding an extra 
1-2 tbsp water, if needed. Knead briefly 
until smooth, flatten into a puck and 
wrap in cling film; chill for 15 minutes.
2 meanwhile, steam the pumpkin (or 
squash) for 25-30 minutes, until very 
tender; if you don’t have a steamer, use 
a colander set over a pan of boiling 
water, covered. Set aside to cool slightly.
3 Preheat the oven to 200°C, gas mark 6. 
on a lightly floured surface, roll the 
pastry to the thickness of a £1 coin and 
use to line a 3cm-deep, 22cm loose-
bottomed tart tin. Cut off the excess 
pastry and push up the sides so they’re 
just higher than the side of the tin. 
4 Line the case with baking parchment, 
fill with baking beans and place on a 
baking sheet. blind bake for 15 minutes, 
until golden on the edges. remove the 

parchment and baking beans and 
brush the pastry base with a little of 
the beaten egg. return to the oven for 
10–12 minutes, or until the pastry is 
golden and crisp. Set aside to cool.
5 Whizz the pumpkin (or squash) in  
a food processor (or push through a 
sieve) to make a smooth purée. Transfer 
to a large bowl and beat in the sugar,  
2 tsp signature spice and the salt, 
followed by the evaporated milk and 
remaining egg, until combined. Pour into 
the cooled tart case; bake for 15 minutes.
6 reduce the heat to 170°C, gas mark 3, 
and bake for 25 minutes, until set with 
just a slight wobble in the centre. Set 
aside for 5 minutes, then remove from 
the tin and cool on a wire rack. mix the 
icing sugar with the remaining ½ tsp 
spice and dust over the pie. Serve 
warm, with whipped cream, if liked.

per serving 1886kJ/450kcals/20g fat/ 
11.8g saturated fat/57.4g carbs/33.1g sugars/ 
1.8g fibre/10g protein/0.6g salt

ingredients
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Find everything  
from Waitrose 

Signature Spice mince 
pies to mulling mixture 

in store now


