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All kinds of nougat.


  Introduction


  
As a child, living only 38 km from Montélimar, I was given a white and red cardboard box shaped as a kilometer marker "Main Road National7"; the box was filled with nougat from Montélimar. It was the time, before motorways, when both Northern and Southern entrances to the town were full of gas stations and shops displaying the white and red colours of Montélimar nougat.
  

  
Nougat used to be what is called in France a local product: a confectionery strongly associated to a place. So nougat was produced only in Montélimar, a wealthy town known throughout the world for its nougat. And tourists coming from the North via the Nationale7 (one of the main transversal roads in France) on their way down to Riviera for holidays, would make a stop in Montélimar to buy nougat (and occasionally the "pogne of Romans", the second-best local product from the Drôme region).
  

  
When later the motorway opened, the town of Montélimar slowly declined as gas- stations and shops closed down. Nowadays, you can buy your gas or your nougat in supermarkets. So the nougat-makers had to adapt. A few confectioners turned into manufacturers, making nougat which they mass-marketed. Liquid nougat was then invented and is now known world-wide. Nougat museums opened then, yet does nougat originate from Montélimar? Has it ever been so?
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The nougat from Montélimar needs to be protected from counterfeiting by obtaining a PGI (Protected Geographical Indication). Indeed, nougat has been strongly associated to Montélimar ever since the 17th century and even more so in the 19th century. However the history of French local products is full of surprises.
  

  
To begin with, we are confronted with the very concept of French local products (produit du terroir), as is commonly said in touristic marketing.
  

  
What does the word terroir imply? Trying to define it starts with semantics and ends up in politics. Along the way, very controversial people can be found, such as Vidal de la Blache, a geographer (late 19th century), or others like Charles Maurras, Maurice Barrès and Philippe Pétain (20th century). So we would rather close the access for sheer fear. Can the word terroir be objectively applied beyond the realm of grape-growing? 
  

  
It is easy enough, in the 21st century, to feel that the word "local product" applies to a picodon from Drôme, a chestnut from Ardèche, a Morteau sausage, the Brie cheese from Meaux and the nougat from Montélimar. In short, this designation refers to an authentic local or regional product that is rich in history, in its human context, and that is especially used in touristic flyers in order to draw tourists into discovering uncommon tastes.
  

  
Yet, translating the word terroir into another language is not a simple matter: English people talk of "local specialities", while the Germans and Spanishes say "Regionalprodukte" or "productes regionales", and the Italians would prefer "prodotti tipici". Could the concept of terroir be exclusively French?
  

  
We may now question this. Could the ideas we have in mind be wrong? Is what we learned in childhood still valid? Where does real history and legend stand? 
  

  
This mere questioning, which at first seemed anecdotic but in the end is sheer jest, drove me into an exciting tour of food history all over Europe, in search of Roman times and Medieval cooking. I discovered exotic and delicious foods, tart or sweet and sour flavours; unknown spices such as grains of paradise, long pepper, mace, galingale roots… I discovered products that had fallen into oblivion: verjuice, sapa, hippocras… I discovered unknown cookbooks: De re coquinaria, Liber de coquina, Viandier, Forme of Cury, Du fait de cuisine, Opera... I enjoyed discovering ancient and forgotten Master cooks: Maître Chiquart, Maestro Martino, Robert de Nola, Cristoforo da Messisbugo, Bartolomeo Scappi... all of them as great and famous in their times as contemporary three-star chefs nowadays.
  

  
Then, I wanted to discover the true story of Montélimar nougat. As the word nougat is said to derive from the Latin nux gatum (nut cake), I looked into the works of Apicius and found two recipes for "upside down patina", but nothing like nux gatum. Then one day, in a 15th century Tuscan book, I found a recipe for nucato. And one for ma’qud in a 13th century Arabian-Andalusian book. Then one for torrón in a 15th century Catalan book. And all these recipes came closer to Montélimar nougat than the Latin patina. Finally, I was lucky to meet Liliane Plouvier from Brussels, a specialist of European Food and Confectionery history, and thanks to her I discovered the medical origins of confectioneries.
  

  
Travelling through the origins of nougat, I discovered two different and parallel ways of approaching its history: on the one hand, the history of European gastronomy, and on the other hand, the history of confections, which would necessarily lead me to the history of medicine and pharmacopedics. And that’s how I found that nougat was previously used as medicine! 
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  2 – Did it all start in Montélimar?
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Montélimar is the capital city of nougat. So everybody says, from the inhabitants to books on confectionery, the gourmands, even the Web itself! Look on the Web for the word "nougat" and clearly, the result is Montélimar. Well if it is written, it must be true... musn't it? 
  

  
The story of "Montélimar nougat" is enhanced by a few legends, the most famous of all being that of Auntie Manon, an old spinster living in Montélimar at the end of the 17th century. Auntie Manon was an excellent cook and she used to treat her nephews with an excellent dessert made of almonds and honey. The sweet was so delicious that the children would often tell her Tante Manon tu nous gâtes (meaning, you are spoiling us).This "tu nous gâtes" in due time gave its name to the confection. The recipe was passed down to a niece of Auntie Manon, telling her that the candy would be called "nougat".
  

  
The second legend, less famous, is told at long length by Jean Durand in his book Le Nougat de Montélimar. According to it, in the 11th century, Adhémar Le Rouge, Lord of Montélimar on returning from the first Crusade in 1097, was accompanied by an Arab cook called Mohamed, together with a crocodile. The crocodile is then said to have been thrown into the river Roubion, which runs through Montélimar. Adhémar might have wanted Yolande Martial, one of the maids of his wife Gertrude des Baux, to marry Mohammed. His wife refused such an alliance, preferring another man, a French cook this time. It was then suggested that Yolande would marry the cook who would make the best nougat. Jehan Morin, the Frenchman, made a crisp nougat, which Gertrude enjoyed, while Mohammed made a nougat as mellow as a loukoum, which Adhémar enjoyed, too. To decide between the two, the crocodile jumped out of the river Roubion, greedily stuffing itself with Jehan’s nougat, but Mohammed’s nougat was so chewy that it stuck the animal’s jaws together, which enabled the inhabitants of Montélimar to capture it live.
  

  
Yet it is also told that the guests preferred Morin’s nougat. The crocodile, it is said, wolfed down what was left over of this nougat, not eating Mohammed’s. The inhabitants of Montélimar then would have captured the crocodile and thrown it into the Rhône, which carried it to Tarascon where it became the famous monster Tarasque !
  

  
This story was published as late as 1909 by Mirabel-Chambaud, a resident of Montélimar, in his book La Véridique histoire du nougat de Montélimar. It is quite interesting as it refers to a soft Arab nougat and a hard Montélimar nougat, the origin of which is not explained.
  

  
This legend leads us directly to another one, which might be historically valid, as it refers to the etymology of the name. Since everyone in search of the origins of nougat seems to know it and believe it, it might be authentic.
  

  
According to it, the word nougat would come from the Latin nux gatum, a cake made of honey and walnuts. It might have been made as far back as Greco-Romans antiquity, and would have been introduced in Gaule when the Romans colonized it. Nougat would have sailed up the Rhone from Massalia (Marseille) to settle in Montélimar. Nux gatum then became nougo in the Provençal language.
  

  
At least this legend explains the origin of a nougat from Provence, while referring to a Mediterranean know-how, as did the previous legend.
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  Almond tree in Drôme


  
So nougat might have been a walnut and honey pastry. Later, by the end of the 16th century, walnuts could have been replaced by almonds, thanks to Olivier de Serres. He was an agronomist gentleman living in Ardèche, who introduced almond trees at his estate in Pradel, near Villeneuve de Berg, in the Bas Vivarais region set in southern Ardèche. His development of almond tree growing could have ensured nougat production in Montélimar.
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  3 – Nougat in Italy: Torrone or copeta
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Pasta does not originate in Italy but in the Middle East. Yet Italians created over 300varieties of pasta. Similarly, nougat does not originate in Italy but the number of different varieties of nougats is higher there than in any other country.
  

  
Starting with a mere mix of honey and/or sugar, dried fruits, completed or not with egg whites, in Italy nougat took shape as torrone, copeta, cubbaita, cumpittu, mandortarlo, pignolata, gelato.
  


  Torrone


  
Torrone is available as Cremone torrone, Piedmont torrone, Sardinian torrone, Benevento torrone; Copeta comes from Basilicate, Lombardy, Piedmont or Siena, etc.
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  Torrone


  
Only 4 different sorts of nougat can be found in France: from Montélimar, Provence and Corsican nougats, and the Catalan touron. Italy, however, has managed to diversify its production. We identified approximately thirty different torroni from various regions. Torrone is produced in 11Italian regions, from northern Italy (Lombardy, Piedmont, Venetia) to southern Italy (Calabria, Sardinia, Sicily), via Campania, Marchia and Abruzzes. Torrone has been labelled among the Prodotti Agroalimentari Tradizionali Italiani (Traditional Food Products of Italy), delivered by the Italian Agricultural Ministry. As in France, torrone exists both in a soft form (morbido) and a hard one (also called friabile or croccante), as white torrone (with egg whites) or black torrone (without). Classico torrone is often crunchy, whereas the French version is soft.
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  4 – Turrón and nougat in Spain
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Excerpt:
  


  Origins of turrón


  
The legend of original turróns without egg whites has been believed by many people. I was told that, in the 16th century, the first turrroneros (turrón makers) from Jijona were farmers from the region of Jijona. They used to work their land from January to September, would harvest almonds and honey in September, then in October they would make the turrón in order to sell it during the months of November and December in Spain's major towns and especially in Barcelona and Madrid. It is said that turron was sold at the entrance of houses, called portales, under covered wooden stalls which were easy to set up or close down. The local paupers or children would serve as town-criers announcing the nougat sales.
  

  
Those turroneros were competing with local confectioners and pastrycooks and in order to prevent conflicts between them, an agreement seems to have been settled. According to it, the use of suggar was forbidden to turroneros whose could only use honey to make black nougat. Despite the agreement, they continued using sugar and added egg whites to make the sugar undetectable, thereby preventing the pastrycookers and confectioners from controlling them. White turrón is said to have been born this way!
  


  [image: Vendeur de turron d'Agramunt]

  Street turron seller in Agramont (1929)


  
This pleasant chronology could apply to France where almond harvesting does actually take place in September, whereas the harvest is done earlier in Spain. Yet, such an approach does not take into account the fact that Andalusian Arabs had brought more than mere marzipan to Europe: they had known nougats long before.
  

  
In fact, looking back for the origins of turrón we are more likely to find them in Spain than in Italy. Whereas in Italy we had to make do with references from 16th century menus, in Spain, precisely dated recipes are easily found.
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  5 – Other nougats from the Mediterranean and beyond


  [image: nougat_chapitres]



  
France, Italy and Spain are the main producers of nougat. Yet other Mediterranean countries do produce and eat it, though perhaps in smaller quantities.
  


  In the Western Mediterranean


  
Ties have been found between Andalusia and Italy concerning Sicilian cubbaitta. Andalusian qubbayt became qubbajt in the island of Malta. Located between Sicily and Tunisia, Malta is the best place in between the two worlds. In the 9th century, the island belonged to the Arabs, as did Sicily. Then in the 12th century, it belonged to the Normans of Sicily, then again to the Aragoneses of Sicily, and ended up being dominated by the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem (The Knights of the Hospital, which in the 15th century became the Knights of Malta). From these different colonizations, Malta kept a language half-way between Arab and Sicilian, the Maltese, a Semitic language based on the Latin alphabet. And it also kept the qubbajt, a white nougat made with hazelnuts, or a black one with almonds and sesame seeds. It is a small-scale confectionery production which, like most Mediterranean nougat, is consumed during festivities.
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  Map of nougats


  
When Muslims and Jews were expelled from Al-Andalus during the Reconquista, Muslims and a part of the Jewish community took refuge in northern Africa, taking with them a number of culinary traditions from Al-Andalus. Some recipes for present-day pastries and sweets are still close to those contained in the Anonymous Andalusian Cookbook or in the Fudalat al-Khiwan. Was nougat part of this Arab-Andalusian inheritance? Maybe it is. But since French colonizers brought their nougat with their culinary traditions, it is not so easy to find out whether north African nougat, be it Jewish or Muslim, comes directly from Andalusian nougat or whether, in time, it has been modified by French nougat.
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  6 - The nougats of the origins
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Excerpt:



  Halva


  
Indeed, in the Middle East, in spite of different languages and alphabets, a word seems to prevail: halwa (or ḥalwā) in Arabic; helva (Turkish) or halva (in European languages).
  

  
We already noted when considering koz helva, that halwa is a generic name for sweets, confectionery, and even at times all kinds of desserts, in Arab culture as well as in places of the Ottoman Empire. The Turkish words halawiyyat or hülviyyat are sometimes used as substitutes for the name halwa although they retain the same meaning. 
  

  
Nowadays, halva is no longer a nougat. It becomes a cake when made with semolina and butter. It is closer to white nougat when combined with natif, i.e, beaten egg whites or infused and beaten soapwort roots (Saponaria officinalis). Halva often turns into black nougat when it is made of sugar and dried fruits. Turkish helva and Arab halwa are part of the confectioneries presented at the meals which break the Ramadan fast.
  

  
The most famous halva throughout the Eastern Mediterranean is tahini halva or halawa tahinia (made of sesame). More commonly, it is a black nougat made of a sugar syrup and tahini (sesame paste), and some citric acid (E330). The sugar syrup may at times be replaced by honey or even sweetened milk. It may also be flavoured with a lemon juice, vanilla, coffee, chocolate, cardamom and so on. Sometimes almonds, walnuts or pistachios may be added. It is often sprinkled with sesame seeds. It is heavily blended and cooked at 180°C. Its consistency may vary from soft caramel to dry and crumbly like the Jijona turrón. Halva made with honey is stickier than the halva made with sugar.
  

  
Such modern halva must not overshadow the original helva which blossomed as far back as the 15th Ottoman Empire. At that time, as many as twenty or so different recipes could be found in ancient cookbooks, running from nougat recipes to fried doughnuts - thus revealing how important helva was. 
  

  
In the account books of the Ottoman Sultanate, a section on helvahâne was appeared in the 16th century under Suleiman the Magnificent. The section includes passages on confections, spices, fruits and other such products used for sweets and candies as well as medicines (elixir, theriac, fruit paste). This section on confectioneries in the Court book started with 181products under Suleiman's reign and reached 342products under his successor, SelimII.
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  7 – Prior to Nougat


  [image: nougat_chapitres]



  
A careful reader might have noted the two more surprising elements in this "biography" of nougat. In the chapter about Montélimar nougat, we followed the medicinal track, with the pignolat of Doctor Nostradamus and the apothecaries (pharmacists) from Montauban, the Bonis brothers. While in the chapter on the origins of nougat, we found nātif in books on dietetics written by two doctors: Ibn Butlān, in Baghdad, and Ibn Halsūn, in Andalusia.
How can a Mediterranean confectionery be at the same time linked to health and medicines? Isn’t sugar dangerous for one’s health?
  

  
Does not an excessive consumption of sugar lead to tooth decay and obesity? The saccharophobia of today's society seems to have forgotten the medical origins of sugar and confectioneries.
  

  
Sugar cane (sarkara in Sanskrit) comes from India and China. It late was cultivated in Persia and in the regions of Khuzestan and Balochistan. The Arabs propagated sugar cane production throughout the Near East (Palestine, Syria, Egypt). In the 9th century, it was brought to Spain (around Andalusia and València) and to the Mediterranean islands (Cyprus, Crete, Malta and Sicily).
  

  
Alexander the Great (356-323 BC), on his way to India, found the reed which produces honey without the help of bees. Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD) described sugar, too, in his Natural History. Yet only honey was used in pastry-making and cooking in Greek and Roman antiquity.
  

  
At first, only honey was used throughout the Mediterranean Basin. Honey was used for salted dishes (it was used very often in ancient Roman cooking) as well as desserts. Oribasius, a Greek doctor in the 4th century, praised honey pastries for being easier to digest than cakes without honey.
  

  
In antiquity, doctors encouraged their patients to take medicines that they prescribed. To improve the taste of such medicines, which were based on bitter plants, of varying degree, a number of doctors, from Hippocrates to Galen, added honey to their pharmaceutical preparations, thus taking after the Babylonian habit of producing medicines meant to be licked. According to the historian Liliane Plouvier, Babylonian medicines, that were to be licked, were drugs given to patients under a preparation pleasant to lick: honey, butter, lard or oil. These medicines were named nasabu (lick) in Akkadian. The Hippocratic Corpus took after this process. Some medicines were associated to grease, honey, or sticky flavoured ingredients (myrrh, squills or galbanum).
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  Hippocrates and Galen - 12th century 


  
Hippocrates and Galen had already presented remedies based on honey and almonds for their nutritive values. Almonds were employed in medicine against pleurisy and cough, often associated with pine nuts. In the 2nd century, Galen imagined a remedy against coughing, the ékleton békhikon, which could be considered as an ancestor of black nougat: sweet almonds, pine nuts, grilled flax seeds, tragacanth gum, iris, cooked honey. A few centuries later, Anthimos, a Greek doctor at the service of the Merovingian king ThierryIst, a son of Clovis, borrowed that very idea: almonds are good… Finely ground and skinless, mixed with first quality honey, they perfectly fit the... consumptive. 
  


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  Recipes


  In chronological order


  
    Patina versatilis vice dulci: Nut Custard Turn-Over - Roma - Antiquity


    Pignolia nuts, chopped or broken nuts [other varieties] are cleaned and roasted and crushed with honey. Mix in [beat well] pepper, broth, milk, eggs, a little honey and oil.


    Apicius, De Re Coquinaria, n°143


	Translation: Joseph Dommers Vehling, www.gutenberg.org, 2009.


    Koptoplacoûs - Greece- Antiquity


    Take some Thase walnuts from Pont almonds, poppy seeds and have them carefully roasted; then grind them in a clean mortar, mixed them together, grind them properly with skimmed honey, pepper and blend well the whole: the paste will turn black due to pepper; flatten the paste square, then grind white sesame and mixed it with skimmed honey so as to make two flat and round pastries in the middle of which the previous black paste will be carefully put.


    Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, XIV, 14


    from a french translation done by Lefebvre de Villebrune (1789-91)
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  Athénée de Naucratis, Deipnosophistes (Le banquet des Sophistes), 3esiècle, traduction Lefebvre de Villebrune, Lamy, 1739


  



  In Belgium


  Lancelot de Casteau, Ouverture de cuisine, 1585.


  Chapter to be continued in the complete book...


  Including: What about nougat?, Conclusion, Acknowledgements, Illustrations and photos, Index and Notes.


  Buy the book



  End of the excerpts from the book.


  To buy the complete book: TAMBAO livres.
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