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Curator’s Choice 
Crimping a Pie's Style! 

By: Rebecca Morehouse, 
State Curator 

Have you baked a pie lately? Most likely not. These days most people buy their pies 
from a bakery or a grocery store. For the home pie bakers among us, have you ever 
used a pie crimper to seal and finish the crust? I’d guess no. Pie crimpers, also 
known as jaggers, jagging irons, jiggers, coggling wheels, or dough spurs were kitch-
en tools used to lattice pastry crust and add a decorative edge while sealing in the 
pie's juices (Snodgrass 2004) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Pie crimper shaft (left) from 
the Bennett's Point site in Queen 
Anne's County, MD and a crimper 
wheel (right) from the Josiah Henson 
Birthplace site in Charles County, 
MD. 

Any small knife could be used to trim pastry but by the sixteenth century, 

brass crimpers were being manufactured for wide use in household kitch-

ens. Early versions of a crimper had a spoon bowl on one end and a cutting 

wheel, often jagged or toothed, on the other. The spoon bowl was eventually re-

placed with shapes, such as crescents, leaves, stars, or hearts to decorate the crust 

and to seal the pie's edges or with pinchers to pinch the crust closed (Figure 2). 

Some crimpers also included a fork for pricking crust to allow steam to escape 

(Snodgrass 2004). Except for the replacement of the spoon bowl, crimpers re-

mained largely unchanged for almost 400 years before they fell out of regular use 

in the mid-20th century (Sambrook and Brears 1996: 146). 

Figure 2: Examples of pie crimpers (nos. 1-5) (Sambrook and Brears 1996: 147). 

Most people think of pie as a traditional American dessert, but pie's history 

can be traced as far back as ancient Egypt. In 6000 B.C., the Egyptians 

began making "galettes," or what we would think of as a rustic freeform pie, 

filled with honey. By 1300 B.C. bakers for the pharaohs were adding nuts and 

fruit to their pies (What's Cooking America n.d.). Later in the 5th century B.C., 

the Greeks created their own pie pastry using flour and water, which is even 

mentioned in the plays of the Greek writer Aristophanes (BBC n.d.). 

This pastry, not intended to be eaten, was wrapped around meat and acted 

as a cooking vessel to seal in the juices and flavor. The Romans learned pie-

making from the Greeks and brought the recipes home with them. They includ-

ed oysters, mussels, lampreys, and other meat and fish in their pies. Recipes for 

pies made their way across European over the Roman roads and, by the 12th 

century, pies were a staple of the European diet (BBC n.d.). 

The early European pies, like the Greek and Roman versions, were primarily 

meat pies with a crust that was purely functional. Built to be architectural-

ly sound and lacking seasoning or fat, these bland, solid dough boxes were 

known as "coffyns" and had to be cracked open in order to scoop out the meat 

filling (Chavez-Bush 2018; Gross 2015) (Figure 3). This type of pastry didn’t just 

serve as a baking dish, it also served the practical purpose of preserving the food 

within and allowing for easy transport (Clarkson 2009). Fruit pies, as we know 

them today, were first made in the 16th century, and the first cherry pie was 

made for Queen Elizabeth I (American Pie Council 2019; BBC n.d.). 

Figure 3: Still Life by Pieter Claesz, 1625 (Art Institute of Chicago n.d.). 

Pie came to America with the first English 

settlers. The early colonists cooked their 

pies in long narrow pans calling them "coffins" as 

in England. It was during the American Revolu- 

tion that the term crust, like the hard, outer sur-

face of bread, began to be used (BBC n.d.). As 

Americans moved west, they made the best use of 

the resources available to them, turning vegeta-

bles such as rhubarb, green tomatoes and onions, into sweet desserts that re-

minded them of home (Gross 2015). Pies became such an important part of the 

pioneer diet that was often served at every meal. They soon became the favorite 

of contests at county fairs, picnics, and other gatherings throughout the coun-

try, which has led to our ubiquitous use of the phrase "as American as apple 

pie." 
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum. 
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