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‘A tremendous fuss is made about the difficulty of shelling and skinning chestnuts. It is really 

very easy...’  Elizabeth David1 

All over New Zealand a bounty of chestnuts is available for free to anyone who can be 

bothered picking them off the ground. Unlike, for example, wild mushrooms, they can’t kill 

you, they might just prick you a little until you learn how to get through the burr.  Or you can 

simply buy chestnuts, at lower prices than in many other countries, yet growers, and others, 

report that only newish immigrants get excited about them. Maybe we should blame 

cookbook writers, and the English language. And yes, ok, the shelling problem. 

Why the English language? I may not be the first to think this, but I’ve come to the 

conclusion that the ‘nut’ in ‘chestnut’ confuses English speakers. The Southern 

European/Latin-based language terms, and the Japanese and Mandarin root words for 

chestnut are nut-free. I asked several people from these backgrounds whether they think of 

chestnuts as nuts. They don’t, and have trouble allocating them to a food category: ‘a 

chestnut is just a chestnut’ is the common reaction. French and Italian cookbooks classify 

them as fruits. My 2011 edition of the huge Silver Spoon cookbook also says that chestnuts 

help to counter ‘stress intellettuale’.  

New Zealanders of English-speaking backgrounds, on the other hand, think of chestnuts as 

nuts, expect the oiliness and crunch of nuts, keep them on a bowl on the kitchen counter like 

nuts, and use them in recipes as if they were nuts. Some older cookbooks show this clearly by 

including chestnuts in end-of-meal nibble sections, to be prepared exactly as if they were 

other nuts2. 

 

The old names for chestnuts in English, chesten or chisten, derived from early French 

chastaine. The Japanese word, kuri, is easy to say. There are French and Italian terms for a 



really good chestnut, marron/marrone. Maybe chestnuts are due for a pig/pork, or Chinese 

gooseberry/kiwi renaming, despite the technical correctness of calling them nuts. My current 

favourite is H.M. Ngata’s te reo Maori translation: katania (ratina). Ratina i.e. Latin could be 

dropped, and the kiwi katania could join its cousins in the castagna/castanea/kesten family. 

 

My local Katania grove, on the banks of the Waikato. 

 

I have recently conducted a fairly extensive recipe search in current and older English, 

French and Italian language cookbooks for chestnut recipes. I have also searched online for 

recipes from China, Japan, Italy and France, some of the main chestnut-loving nations. 

My French, Italian, Spanish recipe books are full of cakes, soufflés, candies, jam, ice cream, 

chocolates, biscuits, creams, confits and caramels, pancakes and fritters, and quite a few 

savoury soups, casseroles and purees.  There are numerous Italian chestnut flour recipes, 

most popular being the traditional cake castagnaccio, and variations on pancakes and fritters. 

The flour is also added to fresh egg pasta and gnocchi, or made into a type of polenta.  

However, directions in European cookbooks for removing the pellicle often don’t work here. 

The best, and most easily accessed methods for preparing New Zealand chestnuts come from 

online Japanese recipes, many of which are available in English.  There are many versions of 

kurigohan, a simple and very satisfying savoury rice and chestnut dish, and monburan the 

elaborate Japanese version of the Italo/French Mont Blanc/Monte Bianco dessert. The wealth 

of other chestnut dishes of China, Japan and Korea seldom seem to be included in English 

language books. 



The library of the University of Waikato (Hamilton campus) has a good collection of early 

New Zealand cookbooks. While not as extensive as the historical cookbook collections at 

Otago and Canberra, which I hope to get to one day, it has many of the best-known books 

from early colonial times onwards, and lots of community and fundraising cookbooks from 

the Waikato and beyond. It also has several histories of New Zealand cooking, which are 

silent on chestnut matters. The old cookbooks display an astonishing diversity of ingredients 

and preparations, from swan and opossum to curried roast tripe and tripe roly poly.  However, 

very few chestnuts lurk on these pages: maybe one recipe every twenty books, often with no 

information on chestnut preparation, or otherwise unreliable.   

In 1962, for example, New Zealanders were embracing a wider variety of recipes, as shown 

in Rosa Peacock’s Cosmopolitan Dishes for New Zealand Tables. She includes flambé 

‘Cherries and Chestnuts with Brandy’, made with fresh cherries, and ‘Chestnuts and Fresh 

Fruit Dessert’, with strawberries, apricots and Chinese gooseberries (kiwi). While kiwi and 

chestnut season may occasionally overlap, perhaps the cosmopolitan element of these dishes 

comes from the use of out-of-season imported fruit. [Rosa Peacock, Cosmopolitan Dishes for 

New Zealand Tables, (Wellington, Paul’s Book Arcade, 1962), p. 45] 

 

 

 

Early recipes sometimes include chestnuts in roast turkey stuffing, like the one in Mrs E.B. 

Miller’s ‘all proved recipes’, with butter, pink colouring, sugar and pureed chestnuts.  

Alternatively, stuff turkey with ‘eighteen truffles, if procurable’.  [Elizabeth Brown Miller, 

Economic Technical Cookery Book: being all proved recipes, and given at various classes, 

(Dunedin, Mills, Dick and Co., 1916), pp.94-5]  



 

Roast turkey tends to be a Christmas dish, when chestnuts are well out of season here, so they 

are about as likely an ingredient at the average table as 18 truffles: they disappear from most 

later recipes. In 1955, The Journal of Agriculture Cookery Book had 28 stuffings, from 

oysters to oatmeal, from feijoas to Chinese gooseberries, but no chestnuts.  [The Journal of 

Agriculture Cookery Book: Containing 624 Recipes And Additional Information Relating To 

Food Planning And Preparation Selected From The New Zealand Journal Of Agriculture, 

(Wellington, A.H. & N.W. Reed, 1955), pp.149-154] 

My best finds at the University of Waikato (after looking at most of the pages of most of the 

books, as thoroughly indexed cookbooks are a recent invention) are Mrs W.F. Kent-

Johnston’s soup in a fundraising cookbook called originally Everyday Recipes: tried and 

tested by Mrs. W.F. Kent-Johnston, but reprinted as The Diocese of Waiapu Cookery Book, 

and a chestnut pudding in Colonial Everyday Cookery.   



Mrs Kent-Johnston donated the proceeds of this reprint of her book to the 

rebuilding of Napier’s St John cathedral after the 1931 earthquake.  She 

shells the chestnuts, puts them in warm water, brings them almost to the 

boil, and peels them while warm. She sounds like she has actually handled 

New Zealand chestnuts. She then boils, sieves, and seasons them with stock, 

milk, cayenne, salt and mace. [Nan G. Kent-Johnston, Everyday Recipes: 

tried and tested by Mrs. W.F. Kent-Johnston, (Napier, The Daily Telegraph 

Co. Ltd., 1953), p.2] 

 

 

The chestnut pudding is in the ‘vegetarian cookery’ section of Colonial Everyday Cookery, 

which was a very successful cookbook and went through many reprints. The 1955 edition has 

a ‘vegetarian cookery’ section. This includes a chestnut pudding and also mentions a chestnut 

flour used by the Italians “which supplies a large nitrogenous element”.  The ‘pudding’ is a 

sweetened, vanilla-scented puree served in a glass dish, decorated with angelica, almonds and 

glace’ cherries. [A Professional Cook, Colonial Everyday Cookery, (Auckland, Whitcombe & 

Tombs, 1955), p.132] 



 

 

 

 

Looking for a long history of absence in Colin Spencer’s wonderful book, British Food 2, I 

found instead a reference to tarts made of chestnut flour, saffron-tinted, filled with pine nuts 

or pistachios, wine, sugar, honey, ginger and cloves, from the reign of Edward 1 – about 1280 

– sophisticated cooking carried from Persia via Sicily with the Norman invasions. It may not 

be a coincidence that at this time the term for chestnut in England, at least at the tables of the 

Norman nobles, would have been chasteine. 

The one new dish that I am cooking regularly after searching for chestnuts both in books and 

people’s memories, is my Corsican friend Claire’s frittelle. Claire couldn’t remember her 

mother’s exact recipe, but she confirms that my version, made with several types of New 

Zealand chestnut flour, is very close to the frittelle of her childhood. It is a super-simple 

recipe that you can vary endlessly. I had this a few days ago as little warm sandwiches, some 

filled with slices of blue cheese, some with barbecued mushrooms. 

 



CHESTNUT FLOUR FRITTELLE 

Allow 50-100 g flour as a quick snack for 2, or per person as a meal.  Eat frittelle on their 

own; fry with sheep or goat milk haloumi; top with ricotta, jam or honey; or prosciutto, 

sausages or mushrooms.  

 

Chestnut flour 

Water 

Salt 

Vegetable oil 

 

 

 

 

 

Blend chestnut flour with a pinch of salt to a smooth paste with a little water. Add more water 

until you have a firm batter for thick frittelle, or the consistency of cream for thin ones. 

Heat a little oil in a non-stick frypan until it spits when you flick a drop of water into the pan, 

but don’t let it smoke.  Claire’s mother would use a good centimetre of oil, but you can get 

away with just a spoonful, or even no oil, in a good non-stick pan.  Make small pancakes, 

cooked for 1-2 minutes each side, or until cooked through and maybe a little charred (even 

thin ones should still be a little moist and chewy on the inside). 

Pop on kitchen paper to absorb excess oil.  Eat at once or keep warm. 
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