
CORNISH PASTIES 

Ask any foreigner about English food and he will probably sigh, shrug his shoulders and say, 

“hurrumph” in a very disparaging (verging on the insulting) tone of wordless voice.  And yet, while 

English (sorry, should I be saying British?) food can indeed be horrendous – especially to the well-

trained, demanding Latin palates - the exact same dish can be ... well, maybe elegant isn‟t the word, 

but certainly satisfying, warm and filling in a non-stodgy way, and downright wonderful.  The 

Americans have a lovely term for what is pleasant, and good, and uncomplicated and fills you up in a 

perfect way – they call this “comfort food”.  What could be more comforting than a pie?  Or a pasty? 

Be it steak and kidney, or venison, here at any rate is some trivia, some history, and a smattering of 

probably useless but nonetheless interesting information.  Read through and you will really deserve 

the recipe at the traditional end of the article ! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pasties go back a long way... probably originating in 

England around the 13th century. Originally eaten 

by the wealthy upper classes and even royalty they 

came with all sorts of fillings such as venison, beef, 

or lamb and went as far as to include seafood - eels 

or salmon. Rich gravy was a must, and sometimes 

dried fruit, as was the fashion in the late middle 

ages (don‟t forget, early Christmas puddings 

contained meat in addition to all the dried fruit). 

The Cornish pasty arrived somewhat later on the scene.  Cornwall 

of the 18th century was known for its tin mines; in a logical fashion, 

along with mines come miners. The latter needing sustenance and 

not being able to get home for lunch, the pasty (or pastie) was a 

logical choice.  It consisted of beef mixed with potatoes, onion and 

turnip, all wrapped in a crust.  Very often pasties had a savoury end 

and a sweet end, somewhat like a two-course meal.  It was filling, 

easy to carry, and when wrapped in a towel, it remained if not hot, 

at least warm for several hours.   

There was quite a wide crimp, or crust around the 

pasty which was not for show, but served a life-saving 

purpose !  It made the pasty easy to hold in hands 

that were worse than grimy, having mined for tin all 

morning.  Any mining expert will tell you that where 

there is tin, there is also very often arsenic, which (if 

you know your Agatha Christie) you will recognize as 

being a highly poisonous substance.  The crust was, 

therefore, discarded after the pasty had been eaten. 



 

LITERARY PASTIES THROUGH THE AGES... 

 

 

 

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Cornish mining industry that had actually 

started in the early bronze age, began to decline 

in the mid to late 19th century, even if the last 

mine didn‟t close until 1998.  Naturally miners 

needed work, and sought out jobs all over the 

world – the USA, Australia, South America and 

South Africa, taking with them families, and 

logically, the tradition of Cornish Pasties.  There 

are now small pasty shops all over the world, and 

in The Upper Peninsula (Michigan, very close to 

the Canadian border) there are even fast-food 

pasty chains that serve hot pasties with thick 

gravy on the side ! 

From Chrétien de Troyes, written in old French in about 

1170... (translated, fear not!) 

Then Guivrey opened a cupboard.      

And drew forth two pasties.           (pastez in the original) 

"Friends", quoth he,"come taste     (tastez in the original) 

a little of these cold pasties! “        (ditto first explanation) 

Robin Hood -  mid 15th century 
They filled in wyne and made hem glad, 

Under the levys smale 

And yete pastes of venyson  (and ate pasties of 

venison) 

That gode was with ale 

Shakespeare  1584 - 1605 
The Merry Wives of Windsor – act 1 scene 1  

Falstaff – Mistres Ford, by my troth, you are very well met.  

By your leave Good Mistress 
Page – Wife, bid these gentlement welcome.  Come we have a 

hot venison pasty to dinner.  Come Gentlemen, I hope we 

shall drink down all unkindness 

Alls Well that Ends Well – act 4 scene3 

Parolles – I will confess what I know without constraint – if 

ye pinch me like a pasty I can say no more 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the lyrics and the RIGHT melody :    

www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvfdueZecVk 

 

Samuel Pepys  1633 – 1703 

There are 46 dates in the Pepys‟ diaries that make 

mention of the Pasty.  The large majority of these 

were “venison pasties”.  Note the scathing remark 

when such was not the case... 
January 1659 “...I went home and took my wife and went 

to my cosen, Thomas Pepys, and found them just sat 

down to dinner, which was very good; only the venison 

pasty was palpable beef, which was not handsome.” 

September 1660 

“...we dined at the Bullhead upons the best venison pasty 

that ever I eat of in my life and with one dish more it 

was the best dinner I ever was at.” 

In earlier centuries pasties were made with a hard durable 

crust formed from rye flour. This was so tough and 

resilient it did not crack easily and was very well suited for 

pasties which were to be sent long distances as gifts - 

venison pasties, for instance, were popular wedding gifts 

and were even sent abroad. (don‟t forget – no refrigeration 

in those days...) The crust was used as a cooking vessel, and 

called a Coffyn. (no such thing as a pie pan in those days...) 

If a bird was to be an ingredient, the legs of the bird would 

be left outside the pasty or pie, and were used as handles. 

By the eighteenth century this inedible sealing crust of rye 

paste had given way to a shorter wheaten pasty paste. 

What did not change was the fact that they were always 

very ornate and had incredible decoration .   

Pasties were served at banquets and on other such festive 

occasions, and sometimes live birds would fly out of the 

“coffyn” so as to amuse the guests.  This can but bring to 

mind one of the most famous nursery rhymes, Sing a Song 

of Sixpence.  (there are those who claim that the rhyme 

was a coded message concerning Blackbeard...) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvfdueZecVk


  

 

 

 

 

       

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

             Crimp on the side                Crimp on the top 

So, HOW exactly do you make a pasty ?  There 

must be a million different recipes for pasties, 

but the following, simple one has never let me 

down. However, I have never tried to use venison 

neck or breast... 

First you need to make the pastry.         

(if you can‟t be bothered  or are pressed for 

time, you could always break down and buy 

one ready made...) If not, you will need : 

125g chilled and diced butter 

125 g lard 

500g plain flour 

1 egg, lightly beaten 

For the Filling you’ll need : 

350g skirt steak or chuck (flanchet) 

1 large onion 

2 medium potatoes 

175g swedes (rutabaga) 

1tbsp ground black pepper 

Salt to taste 

1. Rub the butter and lard into the flour with a pinch of salt using your fingertips or a food 

processor, then blend in 6 tbsp cold water to make a firm dough. Cut into 4 equal parts, then chill 

for 20 mins.  

2. While the pastry is chilling, it‟s time to make the filling.  

3. Chop the meat and the onion quite finely. 

4. Peel and slice the potatoes                                                                                * 

5. Peel and dice the swede. 

6. Heat oven to 220C/fan 200C/gas 7.  

7. Mix together the filling ingredients with 1 tsp salt. 

8. Roll out each piece of dough on a lightly floured surface until large enough to make a round about 

23cm across - use a plate to trim it to shape.  

9. Firmly pack a quarter of the filling along the centre of each round, leaving a margin all around.  *  

10. Brush the pastry all the way round the edge with beaten egg, carefully draw up both sides so that 

they meet at the top, then pinch them together to seal.  Here you can „crimp‟ to your heart‟s 

content! The big question is, crimp on the top, or on the side?  Up to you... 

11. Lift onto a non-stick baking tray and brush with the remaining egg to glaze.  

12. Bake for 15 mins, then lower oven to 180C/fan 160C/gas 4 and cook for 40 mins more until golden. 

Serve straight from the oven!  (Alternately, if your other half is in the dog house, wrap the pasty 

in a tea towel, and send it with spouse to the bottom of a mine...) 


