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1

Introduction

C. M. WOOLGAR, D. SERJEANTSON, AND T. WALDRON

Food and diet are rightly popular areas of research, central to understanding
daily life in the Middle Ages. In the past twenty years their study has changed a
great deal and a multi-disciplinary approach has become essential to encompass
the historical, archaeological, and scientific record. During this time, historians
have opened up sources in new ways; zooarchaeologists and archaeobotanists
have processed and assimilated archaeological material from a wide range of
sites; and scientific techniques, applied to the medieval period, have begun to
allow an assessment of the cumulative impact of diet on the human skeleton.
Nonetheless, the wide variety of information about diet and nutrition has rarely
been drawn together. Even for a single country this project is a daunting task, yet
it is one that is crucial to establishing how much more is now known about
changes in patterns of eating, the general levels of nutrition and the consequences
for health and life expectancy. This is the first ambition of this volume. At the
same time, the interchange between the methodological approaches of historians
and archaeologists has produced important developments and is equally central
to this book. Looking at both strands together, we can reassess the state of our
knowledge of this complex subject and see where deficiencies lie in our approaches,
planning research accordingly.

To this end, the text brings together much original and unpublished research,
marrying historical and archaeological approaches with analyses from a range
of archaeological disciplines including archaeobotany, archaeozoology, osteo-
archaeology, and isotopic studies. The volume covers the whole of the Middle Ages
from the Early Saxon period up to ¢.1540. Inevitably, the greatest contribution
to the period before 1066 has come from archaeology, while the emphasis for the
historical essays lies in the period between 1066 and the Reformation. From the
eleventh century onwards, the contributions of the historians and archaeologists
complement each other. While the focus of the volume is England (Fig. 1.1),
reference is made to wider European developments, although research in com-
parable depth is not available for many parts of the Continent.



2 Woolgar, Serjeantson, and Waldron

wﬁv

Lindisfarne

Newcastle upon o
Tyne

Brompton Bridge o

Wharran;Percy

Bolton Priory ¢ York o

®Towton ® Beverley
Methley o
Flixborough® ~ Barton-upon-

Humber

eLincoln

Q \ -~ eWarrington

[
Chester

Tutbury g Wisbech \“~/gCastle Rising

Shrewsbury ® CaMnocke Leicesterg ~ Crowlande ‘e ®King's Lynn g Norwich
Dudley ® Maxstoke Peterborough® 5 TZE”OFS .Hmﬁ'hzm |

Maidwelle ~ ®Lyveden Drandongyg  —minaerciay

Kenilworthe o gfluntingdon —es/" -

I °

Wellingborough® West  Blackbourne” ¢ °
Fé"’;’;'{?g 9 9 Cotton ~ Hundred Bury  Framlingham
o Evesham St Edmunds

°
° ° :
Hereford Abbey Royston A c.ton Ipswich

[)

Milton Keynes

Eynsham ¢ g Oxford
Abingdon® g Cuxham

oBristol  Ramspury ~ \WestminstergelLondon

°
Kennington
Faccombe
°
Potterne Netherton ° . ® Canterbury
Dunster o Glastonbury Bletchingley

o o Downtong eWinchester
Rimpton Southampton
Beaulieu

Taunton

Portchester

Launceston Bridport Pevensey
)

Exeter®

®Carisbrooke
> Tavistock®
0 50km
|

South Pool 1
0 30mls

Fig. 1.1 Map of England showing selected places referred to in the text

The contributors to this volume are members of an informal group of historians,
archaeologists, and archaeological scientists, the Diet Group, which has met in
Oxford over the last decade to pursue the study of food, diet, consumption, and
health in the past. The different disciplines not only bring different kinds of data,
but also different approaches and styles of scholarship and presentation. A com-
bination of these is now a virtue essential to the achievement of a holistic view of
this subject.
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The study of medieval food and diet

Food has been perennially of interest in the study of the Middle Ages, but the
context of that research has changed. Its presence in the collections of recipes and
descriptions of banquets, prominent in the works of eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century antiquaries, is markedly different in emphasis from its place in the dis-
cussion of living standards, prices, and wages of twentieth-century social and
economic history and in the great regional studies of the 1950s and 1960s that
considered the nutrition, calorific intake, and the vulnerability of populations to
starvation. In England, the survival of large numbers of documents for the admin-
istration of landed estates (or manors) from the thirteenth century onwards has
led to a concentration on production in medieval agriculture, rather than the
consumption of food; but in the last two decades there has been a significant
change in perspective. Outlines of diet in late medieval England were succinctly
mapped by Christopher Dyer;! detailed studies, such as Barbara Harvey’s work
on the monks of Westminster, have shown the rich potential of monastic
sources;? work on large numbers of manorial accounts has produced new con-
clusions about regional patterns of production, marketing, and consumption;?
and new examinations of sources, such as household accounts, have broadened
the material available for the study of diet.* Alongside conclusions from much
other work, it is now possible, from historical sources, to make a wide range of
statements about consumption.

The analysis of archaeological plant and animal remains with a view to
demonstrating food production and consumption was almost unknown before
the 1960s. It was then a decade before the techniques were applied to medieval
sites. There were very few excavations in medieval towns before the 1970s, and
it was not until that time that the importance of consistent recovery of plant and
animal remains was recognized. The earliest reports on medieval bone assem-
blages were published in the 1970s;® and it was only in the 1980s that attempts
were made to address general issues associated with the medieval food economy
and the theoretical problems of intepreting finds from complex sites.® No survey
has been attempted before on the scale of the chapters here.”

The systematic analysis of human bones from medieval sites for direct evidence
of the consequences of diet is also a very recent development. Some results are
brought into the discussion here, but further work is necessary to underpin com-
parative work, such as the criteria to be used for diagnosing diseases associated
with malnutrition, for example, scurvy and rickets; to unify the approach to

! Dyer (1983). 2 Harvey (1993).

3 Campbell, Galloway, Keene, and Murphy (1993); Campbell (2000).

4 Woolgar (1992-3; 1995). 5 e.g. Kings Lynn: Noddle (1977); Exeter: Maltby (1979).

¢ Grant (1988); Bourdillon (1988); Serjeantson and Waldron (1989); O’Connor (1992).

7 Since the mid-1990s, English Heritage has commissioned surveys of environmental archaeology of
the prehistoric and historic period in England, a vast undertaking as far as animal remains are concerned.
These surveys form the basis for some of the chapters in this book.
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determining final achieved height; and to develop reliable methods for estimating
body weight and changes in weight over the adult lifetime. The application of
archaeological science to the medieval period has much to offer, but work is at
an early stage. The analysis of stable isotopes as a means of identifying the major
foodstuffs that contribute to the human skeleton has been developed only since
the 1990s. The discussion in this volume is one of no more than a handful of
cases, some in France and some in England, where the technique has been applied
to the medieval period.

The evidence and its limitations

To unite and interpret this wide range of evidence is far from straightforward.
In terms of historical sources, we know most about agricultural production and
the seigneurial economy. We need to look beyond this, however, to discover
information about consumption, particularly for the peasantry and urban
populations. Even the evidence for the great households or monasteries is not
uniformly spread: it is much stronger for churchmen, especially from the late
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, and for widows, than for secular lords;
and some major monasteries have left little historical record. There are also
clusters in the documentation: little is available for the period before ¢.1200;
there is much less again after ¢.1430 and it is less systematic in both form and
content. There is also an uneven geographical distribution: the information in
some categories of document, such as manorial accounts, is at its best for estates
where land was managed directly, rather than by leasing out farms, a practice
that varied both spatially and temporally. The net has therefore to be cast wide
for information on diet, from accounts to wills, records of markets, chronicles,
and collections of miracles. None of this evidence may be typical in itself—single
accounts or isolated references may be difficult to interpret in a wider context—
but cumulatively it both provides a wide range of information and demonstrates
general patterns.

The chronological perspectives of historians and archaeologists exhibit
important contrasts. Historians may discuss some aspects of consumption at a
daily level, with a view that might encompass monthly, seasonal, and annual
arrangements, as well as the longer term; archaeologists deal in tens to hundreds
of years. In the surveys in this book, only those archaeological assemblages
which could be dated to within 200 years have been considered. Since the dating
of most deposits is based on pottery, the styles of which changed slowly, with old
pots remaining in use, it is likely that archaeological data will continue to be
analysed within this pattern. This has the advantage of showing trends over the
longue durée, but misses short-term fluctuations which may have been of con-
siderable importance to human health, such as the consequences of famine.
Sometimes, in particularly fortunate contexts, deposits can be dated more
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closely,® butit is exceptionally rare for any deposit to be identified as a single episode,
while the historian may not uncommonly have evidence for an individual feast.’

Archaeologists base their interpretations of human behaviour on physical
remains. In this volume, these are mostly those of plants and animals, along with
human skeletons from excavations of cemeteries. Other materials can be inform-
ative in relation to social and cultural aspects of food: the size and shape of
pottery vessels, for example, can suggest how consumption changed from food
shared on communal dishes to presentation on individual plates; different patterns
of food preparation can be determined from the use of new styles of cooking
vessels, such as frying pans; arrangements for food presentation are implicit in,
to take one example, the use of chafing dishes, and the quality of vessels for serv-
ing food tells us much about the context in which food might form an element in
conspicuous consumption.'? The emphasis of this volume, however, is on the use
of archaeological material in a quantitative and comparative framework to
indicate overall patterns of diet and nutrition.

Physical remains have to be interpreted in the light of patterns of disposal,
preservation, and recovery. Historical records and biological and ethnographic
models can help with the first, as they illuminate cultural processes. To take the
remains of bones as an example: in towns and in other households distant from
the processes of food production, people often put rubbish from food prepara-
tion and meals into pits which were rapidly covered. If bones were discarded
elsewhere, into general refuse layers, they might suffer the attention of dogs and
other scavengers before they became buried, and for this reason fish and bird
remains are found in greater quantities in pits than in general layers of rubbish.
Where kitchen floors have survived (Plate 1.1), they often exhibit an accumula-
tion of rubbish. Features such as latrines and cesspits, which may preserve a
range of bones and environmental material well, needed an investment to create
them. In towns in the later Middle Ages, rubbish was carted away from the
households where it was generated, and dumped outside the town, sometimes
into rivers, where deposition will have occurred at points where there was silting.
Deposits that have been transported in this way usually lack the bones of small
animals. Few bone remains are found in villages. For example, at Dean Farm,
Cumnor, a fourteenth-century cottage was excavated, with archaeological mate-
rial mostly found in ditches. A large quantity of pottery was recovered, but very
little animal bone.!! This could suggest that the peasants ate very little meat, but
it may reflect the fact that bones were discarded onto the dungheap, the contents
of which were later spread on the garden or carted to the fields. Material from
some archaeological contexts is therefore more likely to document consumption
by some social groups than by others.

8 See Chapters 8 and 9. 9 See Chapter 10.
10 Brown (2002); Hinton (2005: 185, 234-6, 255). 1 Jones (1994a).
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Plate 1.1 A succession of kitchen floors at Eynsham Abbey, thirteenth to fifteenth centuries.
Each time the floor was relaid, a dense layer of debris, including small bones and eggshell, was
preserved. Photograph: © Oxford Archaeology.

The way material is preserved is equally complex. Acid soils normally destroy
all bones, while in neutral, chalky, or alkaline soils larger bones and those of
mature animals survive better than smaller bones and those of immature animals.
In suitable sediments, pits dug for rubbish and rapidly filled tend to preserve
bones well. The ratio of birds and fish to the larger animals is therefore dependent
on the deposit. Soils which favour the survival of small fish bones, for example,
are anaerobic sediments, such as those often found in cesspits where there has
been no disturbance and little water percolation.

These biases are most relevant at the level of an individual assemblage: they
have been mitigated in this book by the selection of the groups of bones which
can be interpreted most reliably. For this reason the surveys of the larger mammals
(cattle, sheep, pigs, and deer) draw on a wider range of sites than those of birds
and fish. The number of published bone assemblages is now very great, with the
surveys of the larger food animals based on hundreds of samples—which may,
nevertheless, represent relatively few animals—and we can now have confidence
in the general trends they display.

At a further level, interpretation needs to consider questions of recovery. One
has to assess the sites that have been excavated and why that work has been
carried out: have the requirements of rescue archaeology, for example, privileged
or disadvantaged some classes of site ? Is there now a suitable range of sites for
assessment ? The process of excavation itself also requires scrutiny. In excavations
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of medieval sites in England it is usual to retrieve finds by hand and to take limited
samples of the sediments for sieving. These last are not a constant proportion of
the whole deposit excavated and can be very small. While this has been seen as
the best compromise, faced with decisions about the overall area which it is
desirable to excavate or the levels of post-excavation processing that may be pos-
sible, inevitably some information will be lost as finds may be sacrificed. The
implications for the study of diet are important: it can, for example, have an
impact on the relative numbers of large and small mammals retrieved—cows as
opposed to sheep, red deer as opposed to roe deer; but the loss when deposits are
not sieved is greatest for birds, fish, and other environmental evidence, particu-
larly archaeobotanical material.

Archaeologists working with food remains have always attempted to take
into account the historical evidence for food production and consumption.
Inevitably they have relied on secondary sources, but assessing the value of these
is difficult without experience in the interpretation of historical documents.
Some zooarchaeologists have turned to primary historical material to answer
specific problems,!? but this is usually impractical. Few reports explicitly tackle
the question of why the numbers of livestock referred to in accounts do not cor-
respond to the archaeological evidence;!* many do no more than acknowledge
anecdotal scraps of historical data as a context for discussion. The tensions
between archaeological and historical evidence merit careful consideration.!* This
volume makes apparent a number of cases where these differences arise and
where resolution may remain a matter of debate.

Equally, historians recognize that it is difficult for them, trained in different
methods of analysis, to interpret archaeological data, especially reports on animal,
human, and plant remains. To what extent can any sample be taken as represent-
ative? Are filters at work, such as differential survival and preservation, which
will bias the results in ways not made explicit? Individual historians, including
the contributors to the present book, have made greater or lesser use of archaeo-
logical data in the past, according to taste and experience. This recognition was
part of the initial impetus for the formation of the Diet Group, together with the
acknowledgement by archaeologists that their work required the context of
historical knowledge.

This book therefore comes at a point of reappraisal. To obtain a much greater
understanding of the evidence, we need to consider together the literature and
sources of all disciplines involved. In order to cover this breadth, a group of con-
tributors has been required, and the book has had to focus closely on diet and
nutrition. The volume is divided into two parts. The first surveys foodstuffs,
combining both historical and archaeological evidence, to give an up-to-date
synthesis across a wide range of materials. The second section contains a series of
short studies examining the evidence for the effects of diet, the cumulative

12 Biddick (1989). 13 e.g. Jones (2002). 14 Albarella (1999); Coy (1996).
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impact of foodstuffs, group diets, the consequences of social distinction, virtue,
and religion, as well as seasonal patterns of consumption and the effects of diet
on health, mortality, and the skeleton. It looks as well at two further categories
of evidence: the direct evidence from human bones, and the assessments that can
be made at a macro-level from the point of view of diet and demography. There
is much that might be written about medieval foodways and anthropology,
about diet, social competition, and display. Some aspects are addressed in the
thematic studies in the second part of the volume, but the book does not aim
to be comprehensive in its coverage of these topics. It has focused largely on his-
torical material in these discussions, with the intention of stimulating further
work; and it also outlines some of the contributions that archaeological science
and the study of human bones can make to the debate. Indeed, it is our hope that,
beyond reappraisal, the volume will lead to new directions in the research and
study of diet.



PART 1

SURVEY OF FOODSTUFFS
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The Consumption of Field Crops in
Late Medieval England

D. J. STONE

It is hard to avoid platitudes when describing the place of grain in medieval diet,
for in both absolute and relative terms it towered over any other foodstuff. This
may not have been the case in every part of medieval Britain, as Gerald of Wales
informs us in his Description of Wales of ¢.1200,! but for the vast majority of
people in England grain provided the bulk of their calorific intake. It has been
estimated that at the start of the fourteenth century grain accounted for up to
80 per cent of a harvest worker’s calories and 78 per cent of a soldier’s; even
among the lay nobility of medieval England, grain provided 65-70 per cent of
their energy intake.?

Medieval people consumed grain in three main ways: as bread, as ale, and—
among the poorer sections of society—in pottage, a thick soup. On balance,
bread was the most important—the monks of Westminster Abbey, for instance,
gained 35-46 per cent of their calories in this way at the turn of the sixteenth
century’>—but, for many, ale was not far behind. The basic allowance for these
monks was a gallon per monk per day, and great households consumed ale in
vast quantities: Henry de Lacy bought an average of 85 gallons of ale a day for
his household in 1299, while at Framlingham Castle 78 gallons were consumed
per day in 1385-6.* A sharper picture of consumption per person emerges from
the allowances of food and drink given to lay folk who retired to monastic houses.
At Selby Abbey in 1272, for example, Adam of Fleyburgh and his wife Emma
received two white loaves, one brown loaf, and two gallons of ale every day.’

We have a great deal of written information about the production of crops
from the thirteenth century onwards and this has understandably been the focus
of much historical work, but we know less about the consumption of these

! Quoted in Hallam (1988d: 841). 2 Murphy (1998: 120).

3 Harvey (1993: 57).

4 Harvey (1993: 58); Woolgar (1992-3: i. 164-7); Ridgard (1985: 109).
5 Hallam (19884: 826).
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foodstuffs at that time. The main aim of the present chapter is to explore the
documentary evidence that survives for the consumption of grain, looking in par-
ticular at the types of crops that were consumed, the process of turning grain into
bread and ale, consumption at different levels of society, and how the consump-
tion of bread and ale varied over time; it is in these areas that historical evidence
has much to offer that cannot be gleaned from other sources. Archaeological
evidence, especially archaeobotanical evidence, is crucial to our understanding of
field crops and plants for the centuries preceding this and broadens our interpre-
tation of plant foods in the later medieval period. While this chapter therefore
focuses on the historical evidence for field crops for the period 1250 to 1540 and
the next chapter looks at the evidence for horticulture in broadly the same
period, Chapter 4 reviews the archaeobotanical evidence for both over a longer
timescale.

From grain to bread and ale

Table 2.1 shows the main field crops cultivated in medieval England and their
major uses. Medieval documents are usually precise when it comes to distin-
guishing one type of crop from another, but unfortunately provide only rare
glimpses of the botanical diversity that doubtless existed within each of these
categories. For example, although in the early sixteenth century Fitzherbert
mentioned seven different types of wheat,® manorial records uniformly refer to
wheat by only one name: frumentum. For other crops, there is occasionally more
information. Spring-sown barley, referred to as ordeum, was grown to a much
greater extent than its winter-sown variety, bere, but the latter was not unknown
and at Wisbech was divided into two types, hastibere and rackbere.” Similarly,
oats (avena) were sometimes divided in manorial accounts into large and small
oats, the latter probably being synonymous with ‘naked oats’ or ‘pillcorn’.® As
we see in Table 4.3, which shows the species found on excavated medieval sites,
the types of cereals identified by estate managers and farmers did not correspond
exactly with the botanical species. The different types of wheat, for instance,
may refer to mixtures of bread and rivet wheat, but may also refer to different
landraces of wheat. Similarly, the two types of oats recognized may correspond
to the two botanical species, common and bristle oats, but may refer to landraces
of the common oat, which was much more prevalent. Peas (pisa), beans (faba),
and vetches (vicia) were all cultivated in this period as well, the last mainly for
fodder and probably not for human consumption. Peas were occasionally dis-
tinguished by their colour, presumably when dry: white, black, green, and grey.’
Medieval farmers commonly planted mixtures of these different crops, particularly

¢ Skeat (1882: 40-1); see also Chapter 4.
7 Polbere is also mentioned and may be synonymous with rackbere: CUL, EDR D8/1/5-6.
8 Finberg (1951: 95-7). ® Campbell (2000: 228).
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Table 2.1. The composition of the medieval crops referred to in documents and their uses

Sowing Nature Crop Composition Main uses
season
Winter Pure  Wheat Bread, ale
Rye Bread, thatch, fodder
Winter barley Ale, bread, fodder
Mixed Maslin/mancorn  Wheat/rye Bread
Mixtil Wheat/winter barley Bread, ale
Spring Pure  Oats Pottage, fodder, ale, thatch,
bread
Spring barley Ale, bread, pottage, fodder
Legumes (Beans, peas, Fodder, nitrogen-fixing,
vetches) pottage, bread, vegetables
Mixed Dredge Spring barley/oats ~ Ale
Bulmong/harascum Oats/beans/peas Fodder, nitrogen-fixing, pottage
Mengrell/ Oats/legumes Fodder, nitrogen-fixing, pottage
pulmentum (inc. vetch)

Note: See also Table 4.1.

winter-sown ‘maslin’, a mixture of rye (siligo) and wheat, and spring-sown
‘dredge’, a mixture of barley and oats.

The written record is more explicit about the uses to which the various
crops were put. Much as today, wheat was considered the premier bread grain,
producing the whitest and lightest loaf, though almost all the other crops were
used for this purpose as well. Rye—which could successfully be grown in
comparatively adverse environments—and maslin were used to produce loaves
of a darker hue and inferior value, while barley and oats were milled and baked
to produce coarse, cheap bread; even dried and ground-up peas and beans were
used in the cheapest of loaves. In terms of ale production, barley was thought
to produce the best malt and was used in quantity for this purpose, although
other grains, especially oats—which were more tolerant of growing conditions
than any other crop—and dredge, were used as well. Ale brewed from malted
oats was particularly common in the north and south-west of England, although
it appears to have been something of an acquired taste: in the sixteenth century
Cornish ale was said to be ‘lyke wash as pygges had wrestled dyrn’.'® Wheat
was occasionally malted for ale as well during the Middle Ages, producing a
far superior brew. The main cereal ingredient of pottage was usually oats,
small oats (avene minute) being easy to turn into oatmeal without need of a
mill, though husked barley might also be consumed in this way. Peas and beans
were often added to pottage, but at Cuxham in 1289-90, peas were simply
provided ‘as vegetables for the famul’, the permanent staff on the lord’s
demesne farm.!!

10 Fox (1991: 304). 11 P D. A. Harvey (1965: 78).



14 D. J. Stone

Pottage was comparatively simple to make, while the production of bread and
ale was more complex. The first stage in bread making is to mill the grain, pro-
ducing coarse flour on the one hand and bran on the other. Wheat flour was
sometimes then sieved or ‘bolted’ to make certain types of bread, every bushel of
wheat producing an estimated 34.5 b of fine flour.!? Nevertheless, medieval
methods of milling—and perhaps also the different botanical characteristics of
the crop—produced a coarser, less absorbent flour than today, and the water
content of medieval dough was consequently comparatively low.!3 Only the
wealthiest households and demesne farms baked bread in their own purpose-
built bakehouses; even Dame Katherine de Norwich paid to have her loaves
baked in 1337 at 4d. per quarter.'* In great households, baking was done in
batches, six times a month in Alice de Bryene’s household in 1412-13 (averaging
297 loaves each time), but more frequently in larger households: the Abbot of
Peterborough’s kitchen, for instance, baked more than eleven times a month in
1371 (averaging 410 loaves each time).!> The quality of the bread was chiefly
affected by the crop from which the flour was derived. Yet various qualities of
bread could be produced from wheat alone, depending on the quality of the
grain, the extent to which the flour had been sieved, and the amount of bran that
was discarded (Plate 2.1). In Alice de Bryene’s household, 89 per cent of wheaten
loaves produced were white, the remainder black, probably having a much
higher bran content.!'® The nature of the bread also depended on oven tempera-
ture. At Westminster Abbey, ten faggots were used as fuel to make 100 loaves of
standard wheaten bread, but in making high-quality wastel bread, the biscuity
texture of which required a much hotter oven, thirty faggots were required per
100 loaves.!”

Medieval loaves not only differed in nature, but they varied considerably in
size and weight too. For example, the loaves distributed to paupers by Katherine
de Norwich in 13367 were comparatively small, each probably weighing 1.22 1b
on average. Bread baked for customary workers on demesne farms was generally
bigger and heavier: in the early fourteenth century, the loaves baked for harvest
workers at Wisbech weighed 2.88 Ib each, while those for plough boons at
Hinderclay weighed 3.58 1b.!® The weight of loaves also varied over time. This
was chiefly a result of the assize of bread of 1256, under which the cost of a loaf
to the buyer remained the same from year to year through a system which
ensured that the weight of a loaf changed in inverse proportion to the price of
grain. Thus, when the price of wheat stood at 4s. per quarter, the assize dictated
that 284 wastel loaves should be baked from a quarter of wheat, each weighing

12 Prestwich (1967: 537). 13- Campbell, Galloway, Keene and Murphy (1993: 191).

4 Woolgar (1992-3:1.203-25). 15 Dale and Redstone (1931: 1-102); Greatrex (1984: 56-83).

16 Dale and Redstone (1931: 1-102, 128). 17 Harvey (1993: 59).

18 Woolgar (1992-3: i. 179-227); CUL, EDR D8/1/5-19; Chicago University Library, Bacon 416,
435-44. These weights have been calculated on the assumption that a bushel of mixed grain produced
57.6 1b of coarse bread: Campbell, Galloway, Keene, and Murphy (1993: 191).
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Plate 2.1 The Feeding of the Five Thousand, a detail from the Westminster Abbey Retable,

¢.1270-80. The round loaves were typical of the bread in aristocratic households and else-
where. Photograph: © Dean and Chapter of Westminster Abbey.

on average 1.48 Ib; but when the price of wheat stood at 6s. per quarter, 453
wastel loaves were to be baked from each quarter, each loaf weighing 0.93 1b."?
When we have data about the number of loaves baked for private consumption
rather than for sale, variation over time is also evident (Table 2.2). In general the
weight of these aristocratic wheaten loaves lay between that of today’s large and
small loaves, though it seems to have become increasingly fashionable to serve
loaves that were at the lower end of the scale.

To produce ale, grain was first soaked to allow it to germinate and release
natural sugars, and then heated in a kiln to prevent further germination; at
Cuxham, the demesne had a separate malting oven, which was slower burning
and thus cooler than the bread oven.?? Then in the brewhouse, which at Hanley
Castle was equipped with large vats and a lead-lined cistern,?! the malt was

19 Davis (2004: 479). 20 P.D. A. Harvey (1965: 37-8). 2 Woolgar (1999: 144).
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Table 2.2. Approximate weight of wheaten loaves baked for eleven great households

Year Household Loaves per quarter Approximate weight
per loaf (Ib)

1240-2 Bishop of Lincoln 180 1.53

1299 Henry de Lacy 235 1.17
1336-7 Dame Katherine de Norwich 281 0.98
1337-8 Bishop of Bath and Wells 256—64 1.05-1.08
1370-1 Abbot of Peterborough 237 1.15

1378 Earl of March 275 1.00
1381-4 Bishop of Ely 272-96 0.93-1.01
1382-3 Sir William Waleys 253 1.09
1385-6 Countess of Norfolk 256 1.08
1412-13 Dame Alice de Bryene 297 0.93
1431-2 Earl of Oxford 312 0.88

Note: The weight per loaf has been calculated on the assumption that each bushel of wheat produced
34.5 Ib of fine flour and that the weight of water added to make dough was cancelled out by the loss of
weight during baking.

Sources: Dale and Redstone (1931: 1-102); Greatrex (1984: 56-83); Ridgard (1985: 106); Woolgar
(1992-3:1.165-7,180-225,256,259-61; ii. 539); Woolgar (1999: 124).

crushed and mixed with hot water to allow the sugars to dissolve; finally the
liquid was drained off, cooled, and allowed to ferment. Ale did not have good
keeping qualities and was thus brewed regularly, although the frequency varied
from one household to another, from on average 2.7 times a month in Katherine
de Norwich’s household in 1336-7 to 6.4 times a month at Bolton Priory in
1307-8.22 It has been estimated that the brewhouse at Castle Acre Priory was
capable of making 700 gallons of ale at each brewing, while those belonging to
Katherine de Norwich and Alice de Bryene produced approximately 130-40 gallons
a time.?? Several strengths and qualities of ale were often produced—for
instance, three at Dunstable Priory**—though in general much depended on the
number of gallons brewed per quarter of malt. Between 50 and 75 gallons of ale
per quarter was usual, although there is some suggestion that a taste for stronger
ale developed in the later Middle Ages: in the 1330s, for instance, two house-
holds produced 60-75 gallons per quarter; in the 1380s, two other households
were producing 53-6 gallons per quarter; and in 1500 the monks of Westminster
Abbey produced 45-50 gallons per quarter.”’ Indeed, the strongest ale in the
later Middle Ages may not have been dissimilar in strength to some modern beer;
after all, in Piers Plowman, Glutton collapsed drunk with just over a gallon of ale
inside him.?® Nor is this the only recognizable feature of medieval drinking, for
medieval ale was also cheaper the further north you were: on a journey from
Hertfordshire to Scotland in 1378, the Earl of March was able to buy a gallon of

22 Woolgar (1992-3: 1. 180-226); Kershaw (1973a: 147).

3 Wilcox (2002: 51); Woolgar (1992-3: i. 180-226); Dale and Redstone (1931: 1-102).

24 Hallam (1988d: 827).

25 Bennett (1996: 18); Woolgar (1992-3:i. 180-226, 259-61); Ridgard (1985: 108); Harvey (1993: 58).
26 Schmidt (1992: 53—4).
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ale for 2d. between Royston and Pontefract, for 1/4d. between Boroughbridge
and Newcastle, and for 1d. between Morpeth and Jedburgh.?”

The nature of bread and ale before the Black Death

The bread consumed by the great lay and ecclesiastical lords of medieval
England was made almost exclusively from wheat. Although they sometimes
had to make do with maslin, wheat was also the bread grain of choice among
lesser lords: Lionel de Bradenham’s household received 18%-25% quarters of
wheat a year from his only demesne farm of Langenhoe; and the lord of High
Hall manor in Walsham-le-Willows had ‘white bread’ stolen from his bakehouse
in 1344.28 Lower down the social ladder the balance shifted markedly towards
other grains, especially at the beginning of the fourteenth century, a time of great
pressure on resources and immense social stress. Even in London, bakers of
brown loaves outnumbered bakers of white in 1304, while a resident of Lynn
seems to have consumed mainly rye bread.?’ For peasants in the countryside,
white bread must have been a rare treat at this time. Harvest workers in some
counties, such as Oxfordshire and Sussex, were given wheaten bread, but in
many parts of the country harvest loaves were of a lower quality. Bread for har-
vest boons at Mildenhall was composed chiefly of maslin and rye and at
Hinderclay mostly of rye and barley, but on other manors barley bread was the
norm: barley made up 94 per cent of the harvest bread at Sedgeford in 1256, and
was the only bread grain given to the harvest boon workers at Crawley and
Bishopstone in 1302.%° Similarly, in 1328, a maintenance agreement for a retired
peasant from Oakington laid down that his annual grain allowance should
consist of two bushels of wheat, two of rye, four of barley, and four of peas, all
of which was probably consumed as bread or pottage.?!

Even so, maintenance agreements and harvest bread are unlikely to be rep-
resentative of the normal diet of most peasants; a more accurate sense of the
nature of their bread intake can be gained from the provisions given to famuli on
demesne farms. In 1346-7, famuli at Cuxham were given grain composed of
50 per cent curallum, the poorest part of threshed wheat, 29 per cent barley, and
21 per cent peas; in 1297-8, the famuli at Wellingborough received 45 per cent
rye, 33 per cent barley, and 22 per cent bulmong, a mixture of oats, beans, and
peas; in 1324-5, the bread consumed by famuli at Framlingham must have been
even coarser still, their allowance made up of 70 per cent barley, 25 per cent
beans and peas, and 5 per cent curallum.>* Alms payments provide some insight
into the crops consumed by the poorest members of medieval society. Katherine
de Norwich provided wastel bread for the poor on Good Friday 1337, but most

27 Woolgar (1992-3: i. 247-56).

28 Woolgar (1999: 124); Britnell (1966: 380-1); Lock (1998: 274).

2% Campbell, Galloway, Keene, and Murphy (1993: 26); Hanawalt (1976: 118).

30 Dyer (1994b: 83, 88); Chicago University Library, Bacon 416, 436-44; Page (1996: 75, 89).
31 Dyer (1998b: 55-6). 32 Harvey (1976: 423); Page (1936: 77); Ridgard (1985: 71).
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alms were of a much more lowly form: a pottage made from peas was given in
alms at Wellingborough in 1321-2; beans were given to the poor at St Leonard’s
Hospital, York, in 1324; while in 1346 the alms payments made by Norwich
Cathedral Priory consisted of 46 per cent barley, 23 per cent peas, 23 per cent
rye, and 8 per cent wheat.3® Despite its standing today, bran was baked into
bread either for horses or for the very poor.3*

A similar diversity is apparent in the character of ale consumed during this
period. Massive quantities of barley were clearly malted for brewing, for manorial
accounts show barley being processed on demesne farms and either sent for the use
of the lord’s household or sold at market, and other accounts record barley malt
arriving at the estate centre. The Norwich Cathedral Priory manors of Sedgeford,
Martham, and Hemsby, for example, malted 33, 57, and 70 per cent of their avail-
able barley (after deduction of tithe and seed), and the Priory’s granger annually
accounted for up to 2,020 quarters of barley malt received from the estate in the
late thirteenth century.? Even some wheat was malted for ale, for instance for the
Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral in 1286,%¢ but such an extravagant use of
this grain was probably rare at this time. A considerable proportion of the ale
brewed before the Black Death was in fact derived from inferior grains. In provid-
ing for their servants as well as for themselves and their guests, many great land-
lords malted a mixture of grains: in 1297-8, for example, the malt sent from
Wellingborough to Crowland Abbey consisted of 40 quarters of dredge, 32 quarters
of barley, and 30 quarters of oats; and in 1287 Glastonbury Abbey received
328 quarters of barley, 364 quarters of wheat, and 825 quarters of oats from its
estate for making ale.’” Though lords were invariably keen to maintain the high
quality of the bread that they ate, some even growing wheat in environments
ill suited to its cultivation, more were prepared to compromise in terms of the
quality of ale. The canons of Bolton Priory, for example, grew wheat for their
bread, but made their ale almost entirely from oats, which—though inferior to
barley as a brewing grain—could be grown in the most testing conditions.3

Compromise in this respect was even more of a feature lower down the social
scale. While good-quality ale was clearly consumed by some country folk, we
should not assume that this was generally the case. It is unsurprising to find oaten
ale on the manor of Cockerham in the 1320s, but even in Norfolk the rent paid
by a twelfth-century tenant of the abbey of St Benet of Holme included six times
as much malted oats as malted barley.?” In fact, by the beginning of the fourteenth
century many rural poor may not have drunk ale on a regular basis at all. Quarter
for quarter, ale provides considerably fewer calories than bread or pottage, and
many peasants may have been forced by their circumstances to consume grain in

[
@

Woolgar (1992-3: i. 223); Page (1936: 130); Ashley (1928: 104, 106).

Richardson and Sayles (1955-83: 1. 258).

S Campbell (2000: 200, 223). 36 Campbell, Galloway, Keene, and Murphy (1993: 203-4).

7 Page (1936: 76-7); Campbell, Galloway, Keene, and Murphy (1993: 203-4); Hallam (1988c: 368).
Kershaw (1973a: 146). 39 Bailey (2002: 66); Hallam (1988b: 294).
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as efficient a form as possible. Indeed, the Oakington maintenance agreement
of 1328 would not have provided sufficient calories if all the barley had been
consumed as ale.*’

Patterns of consumption naturally have important implications for crop
choice and vice versa. Wheat, for instance, would probably have been found to
a much greater extent on demesne farms than on peasant land. Indeed, in the
1283 tax returns for the village of Ingham, wheat comprised 12.8 per cent of the
lord’s crops, but only 0.4 per cent of the peasants’.*! Generally, peasants focused
their attentions on inferior bread grains. On the Bishop of Winchester’s manor of
Burghclere, for example, payments made by peasants for grinding their corn at
the lord’s mill in 1301-2 included 158 bushels of maslin but only 2 bushels of
wheat.*? In many areas, peasants must have made their bread and pottage from
barley. On a Hampshire manor of Winchester Cathedral Priory in 1338, wheat,
barley, and oats were all important crops on the demesne, but the issue of the par-
sonage, presumably consisting largely of tithe corn collected from villagers’ lands,
contained twice as much barley as either wheat or oats.*> Peasant payments for
grinding corn sometimes provide a clear indication of how this barley was con-
sumed; in Hampshire, for instance, some malt was ground in preparation for
brewing, but a much larger amount of unmalted barley was often milled into
flour.** Equally illuminating are the cropping data for the 1,238 households in the
Suffolk Hundred of Blackbourne assessed for the 1283 tax (Fig. 2.1). Barley was
hugely prominent in both Breckland and non-Breckland households; some may
have been sold or given to the lord as rent in kind, but much was probably con-
sumed as bread, for it is notable that the wealthier the household the lower the
proportion of barley and the higher the proportion of wheat or rye. Barley may
have made comparatively coarse bread, but its flour extraction rate was virtually
identical to other grains and its yields were often considerably higher than those
of other crops: on the demesne of Hinderclay (also in Blackbourne Hundred) net
barley yields before the Black Death were 31 per cent higher than wheat yields.*

The significance of these points extends beyond our understanding of diet and
farming. Most historians agree that the population of medieval England peaked
at between five and six million in 1300, but—based on the amount of grain, and
thus calories, that the country could produce—Bruce Campbell has challenged
this, arguing that the population at that time cannot have been higher than 4-4.25
million.* However, his calculations are based on demesne yields and cropping
proportions, and on the assumption that all barley and dredge was brewed for ale
(ale has a kilocalorie extraction rate of 30 per cent, rather than 78 per cent for
barley flour). It now seems probable that peasant yields were significantly higher
than those from demesnes,*” and peasants produced and consumed crops in

4 Dyer (1998 56). 41 Bailey (1989: 141). 2 Page (1996: 117).
3 Hallam (1988c¢: 357). 4 Page (1996: 241, 247,274-5, 316, 326).

45 Campbell (2000: 215); Chicago University Library, Bacon 416, 423-65.

46 Campbell (2000: 386-410). 47 Stone (2005: 262-72).
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Fig. 2.1 Proportions of field crops in peasant households in Blackbourne Hundred in Suffolk,
1283. Top: 280 Breckland households; bottom: 958 non-Breckland households
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different proportions from lords. By using assumptions that take account of these
differences, a new population estimate of nearly 5.5 million is reached, which fits
very well with orthodox demographic estimates (Table 2.3).

Change over time

The consumption of bread and ale changed considerably over time, even in the
short term. In great households, bread consumption could vary significantly
from meal to meal and day to day. In 1412-13, for example, Alice de Bryene’s
household consumed more bread at meals on fish days: an average of 1.14 1b of
bread was consumed per person per meal on Sundays, Mondays, Tuesdays, and
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Table 2.3. A re-estimate of national grain output and the population it was capable of feeding,
¢.1300

Wheat Rye Barley Oats Total
and rye and dredge
mixtures
Percentage national 16.7 19.1 48.0 16.2 100.0
grain area®
Total national grain 1.04 1.19 2.99 1.01 6.23
area (million acres)
Net yield per acre 1.32 1.14 1.81 1.09
(qtrs)®
Total net grain output 1.37 1.36 5.41 1.10 9.24
(million gtrs)
Kilocalories per 644,480 620,160 534,336 482,688
quarter
Total net kilocalorie 885,091 841,260 2,892,160 531,002 5,149,512
grain output (million)
Uses® 100% bread 100% bread 50% ale 57% pottage
40% bread 10% ale
10% pottage 33% fodder
Food extraction rate 0.80 0.80 0.56 0.60
Total net food output 708,073 673,008 1,619,610 318,601 3,261,448
(million kecal)
Less 10% 637,265 605,707 1,457,649 286,741 2,935,303
wastage
Total daily supply of 1,746 1,659 3,994 786 8,042

kilocalories (million)
Total population in millions capable of being fed at 1,500 kcal per person per day 5.46

Notes: This table uses the framework in Campbell (2000) for estimating population, but adjusts his assumptions
in the following ways:

2 National grain area takes account of peasant crop preferences, using the 1283 tax returns for Blackbourne
Hundred (Suffolk), the pre-plague yield figures for the East Anglian Breckland and for Hinderclay (Suffolk), with
a weighting of 80% peasant land and 20% demesne land.

b Net yields per acre are inflated by 11% to reflect higher peasant yields, on the assumption that yields on half
yardlands would have been 10% higher and those on smaller holdings 25% higher than those on demesnes; the
weighting of size of tenant holdings is taken from the Hundred Rolls of 1279-80.

¢ The use of grain reflects the likelihood that peasants consumed much of their barley as bread and pottage, and
that some oats were brewed into ale.

Sources: Campbell (2000: 222-4, 392-3); Miyoshi (1981: 53); Bailey (1989: 103-5); Chicago University
Library, Bacon 416, 423-65; Dyer (1998a: 119).

Thursdays, but this increased to 1.36 1b on Fridays. However, as many members
of the household may have had only one meal on Fridays, the amount of bread
they consumed per day was probably higher when meat was eaten. Likewise, the
consumption of bread at each meal increased steadily during Lent, when the
household abstained from meat (Fig. 2.2), although for the same reason
consumption per day may often have been reduced at this time. Nor did the
nature or consumption of ale remain constant over the course of a year. In this
household, ale was made half from barley and half from dredge between 3 October
1412 and 11 January 1413, but just from barley between 12 January and 1 March.
Then a stock of ‘new’ barley and dredge was begun, and the half and half mixture
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Fig. 2.2 The consumption of bread in the household of Dame Alice de Bryene, February to
May 1413
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Source: Dale and Redstone (1931: 36-68).

was resumed.*® The quantity of ale consumed by a household also fluctuated
during the course of a year, rising considerably during the Christmas period. For
example, in the Bishop of Salisbury’s household, 42 gallons of ale were con-
sumed daily between 1 October and 24 December 1406, but from Christmas Day
to Epiphany this rose to 100 gallons.*

Harvest failure, of course, prompted sudden changes in patterns of consump-
tion, notably during the Great Famine of 1315-17. At Bolton Priory, the amount
of grain provided for making bread and ale plummeted at this time and its
composition was adjusted: bread for these monks was normally made out of
wheat, but in 1315-16 13 per cent of their bread was made from mixed grains
and in the following year 21 per cent.’® Lower down the social scale the problems
were magnified and the response more dramatic. The grain allowance for famuli
at West Wratting changed from 65.9 per cent rye, 25.6 per cent wheat, and
8.5 per cent barley in 1313 to 45.5 per cent rye, 43.4 per cent barley, 7 per cent
beans, and 4.2 per cent wheat three years later, while harvest workers at Wisbech
were given only bread made from winter barley in the years 1314-20.%! Significantly,
crimes of desperation were common in these years. In a case from 15 March
1316, a Norfolk plasterer was accused of breaking into the house of a fisherman
to steal just a pennyworth of bread.’? Later on that year, at Wakefield, a father
and son attacked and drew blood from Thomas son of Peter to steal just three
sheaves of barley.

The Black Death of 1348-9 brought rising standards of living for many of the
survivors and ushered in an era of significant changes in consumption. Qualitative

4 Dale and Redstone (1931: 1-102). 4 Woolgar (1992-3: i. 264-320).
50 Kershaw (1973a: 144-7). ST Palmer (1927: 66); CUL, EDR D8/1/1-4.
52 Hanawalt (1976: 99). 33 Bailey (2002: 231).
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change is evident at the highest levels of society: in the 1380s, the Bishop of Ely
had fresh bread baked for him every day; in 1416-17, the household of Robert
Waterton of Methley baked considerable quantities of pain-demaine, the loaf of
medieval kings; and by the end of the Middle Ages, the monks of Westminster
Abbey not only consumed wheaten bread, but on special occasions wastel bread
and sometimes enriched buns as well, and by then their ale was made almost
exclusively from barley malt.** But the transformation was more emphatic for
workers. In 1394, one Lincolnshire ploughman was given fifteen loaves of bread a
week, seven of them made from wheat.’> Harvest workers at Sedgeford received
more ale and ate much higher-quality bread: in 1256 they received 2.8 pints of ale
per person-day and their bread was composed mainly of barley; by 1424 they were
each getting 6.4 pints of ale a day and their bread was entirely wheaten.’® The diet
of the famuli also improved: at Cuxham, for example, the use of peas and curallum
ceased at the Black Death and the provision of pure wheat increased.’” In village
markets, too, the quality of wares improved. In 1374, for instance, ‘cokett’, ‘treat’,
and ‘wastall’ loaves were all being sold in Pershore.*® According to Langland, even
beggars now turned up their noses at bread made from beans, holding out
instead for the finest breads and best ales.>’

People’s expectations were clearly increasing, a phenomenon which is most
readily appreciable in terms of ale consumption. At Appledram, for example, more
ale had to be bought in 1354 ‘because the reap-reeve would not drink anything but
ale in the whole of the harvest-time’.?° The general quality of the drink itself also
improved. Barley consolidated its position as the main malting grain, although
some high-quality wheaten ale was also produced: in the last quarter of the fourteenth
century, 15 per cent of manors in the ten counties around London malted wheat,
while on the estate of Tavistock Abbey, wheat malt was even produced for farm
labourers at Christmas and Easter.! Hopped beer also began to appear in the later
Middle Ages. While it never threatened the dominance of ale in this period, it is
indicative of changing consumption that two barrels ‘de Holond beer’ were
bought for the daughters of the Duchess of Clarence in 1419-21, and that the
Duke of Norfolk purchased 562 Ib of hops in 1481 to make his own beer.®? In fact,
brewing became increasingly professional at this time, and alehouses a more
permanent feature both of the landscape and of people’s lives.®3 In 13635, even
the statutes governing a chantry in Chesterfield had to be amended so that “Where
the ordinances say that the chaplain shall totally abstain from visiting taverns,
this is to be understood as meaning that he shall not visit them habitually.®*
Increased consumption meant increased production as well. At Castle Acre Priory,

3% Woolgar (1999: 124-5); Harvey (1993: 58-9).

35 Penn and Dyer (1994: 185). 3¢ Dyer (1994b: 83).

57 Harvey (1976: 423, 440, 456, 466,475,489, 538, 584).

5% Dyer (1998b: 68). 59 Schmidt (1992: 73). % Dyer (1994b: 96).

61 Campbell (2000: 218); Finberg (1951: 100).

2 Woolgar (1992-3: ii. 672); Woolgar (1999: 128). 63 Clark (1983: 20-38).
¢ Horrox (1994: 306).
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BoE

Plate 2.2 The kilnhouse in the grain-processing complex at Castle Acre Priory, ¢.1360-1400.
Adjacent were a granary, malthouse, and brewhouse. Photograph: C. M. Woolgar.

the grain-processing complex, including a malthouse and kilnhouse (Plate 2.2),
was expanded in ¢.1360, presumably in part as a commercial enterprise, while
sales of malt from Bromholm Priory brought in £54 4s. 8d. in 1416-17.%
Changes in the consumption of both bread and ale were also reflected in
agriculture. Nationally, the proportion of demesne land under rye and maslin
shrank from 17 per cent at the start of the fourteenth century to 7 per cent a
century later, while the proportion of land occupied by brewing grains rose from
18 per cent to 27 per cent. Indeed, in 1391-2 all of Merton College’s local
demesne at Holywell was under barley, presumably to make ale for the fellows
and undergraduates.®® Similar changes in the cultivation of bread grains
occurred on peasant land. In contrast to the low proportion of wheat and high
proportion of inferior bread grains found around 1300, tithe corn at Oakham in
the early 1350s contained 22.5 per cent wheat and 2.9 per cent rye.®” In 1380,
40 per cent of one 12.5-acre holding at Hesleden was devoted to wheat.®®
Probably the clearest indication of change in peasant consumption and produc-
tion comes from the proportions of corn ground at the lord’s mill. On the Bishop
of Winchester’s estate, the mills on the manor of Taunton had produced 15 per cent
wheat, 31 per cent maslin, and 53 per cent malt in 1301-2, but in 1409-10 this
had changed to 24 per cent wheat, 15 per cent maslin, and 61 per cent malt.

65 Wilcox (2002: 47); Redstone (1944: 59-61). 66 Campbell (2000: 240, 291).
§7 King (1991: 217-18). 68 Tuck (1991: 178).
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Likewise, the Bishop’s mill at Downton produced 8 per cent wheat, 40 per cent
malt, and 50 per cent barley at the start of the fourteenth century but 15 per cent
wheat, 58 per cent malt, and 25 per cent barley a century later.®” Similarly, the
accounts for the manor of St Columb show that by the mid-fifteenth century
‘wheaten bread predominated in the diet and barley had partially replaced oats
in brewing’.”°

The later Middle Ages saw many shifts in the consumption and production of
field crops, but change was not always wholesale or swift. In parts of the south-
west, for example, the malting of oats for ale and the baking of rye for bread
persisted, seemingly out of preference rather than as a result of environmental
constraints.”! Similarly, both brown and white bread were made in the Abbot of
Peterborough’s kitchens in 1370-1 (although a large number of the brown
loaves were doubtless consumed by the Abbot’s forty-nine mastiffs), and was
sold by the bakers of Tamworth and Leicester in the fifteenth century. Even in the
early sixteenth century, the monks at Thetford Priory consumed bread made
from 55 per cent wheat, 43 per cent rye, and 2 per cent barley.”? In this context,
we should not forget the subtlety of Chaucer’s characterization of grain con-
sumption, for while the Cambridge scholars in the Reeve’s Tale took wheat and
malt to be milled, the friar in the Summoner’s Tale begged for ‘a bushel whete, or
malt, or rye’, and the poor widow of the Nun’s Priest’s Tale still made do with
‘milk and broun bread’.”3

Conclusion

While documentary evidence allows us to reconstruct agricultural production in
late medieval England in great detail, manorial records, household accounts,
and other sources, including surviving grains themselves, cast considerable light
on the consumption of field crops. It is well known that grain, whether con-
sumed in the form of bread, ale, or pottage, contributed more to the calorific
intake of medieval people than any other foodstuff, but it was also the case that
the nature and scale of consumption varied significantly from person to person
and over time. Indeed, for much of the Middle Ages, wheaten bread and ale
brewed from barley were chiefly the preserve of relatively high social groups.
When pressure on agricultural resources was greatest, at the turn of the fourteenth
century, most of the population would have eaten much coarser bread, made
from barley, rye, and legumes, consumed little ale, and gained a considerable
proportion of their calories from pottage. Even some lords were forced to
compromise on the quality of their ale at this time, though it was only economic

9 Page (1996: 13-14, 69); Page (1999: 11-12, 66).

70 Fox (1991: 308). 71 Fox (1991: 303).

72 Greatrex (1984: 56-83); Davis (2004: 487); Dymond (1995-6).
73 Quoted in Ashley (1928: 96-7).
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disasters such as the run of poor harvests in the 1310s that compelled them to
reduce the quality of their bread as well. Documentary sources allow us to glimpse
daily and weekly variations in the consumption of bread and ale, too, but by far
the most significant temporal shift was the longer-term change in the aftermath
of the Black Death. The standard of living of many people had improved by the
late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and this is reflected not just in the greater
quantity of bread and ale that they consumed but also in its superior quality.
In the higher echelons of society there is even evidence that fresh bread was
consumed on a more regular basis and that the strength of ale increased as
production could afford to employ more grain. These variations in patterns of
consumption naturally affected agricultural production. Because of the nature
of medieval documents it is frequently the case that inferences about consump-
tion are drawn from patterns in production. Yet this brief survey of the historical
evidence for the consumption of field crops suggests that this should be a two-
way process. Most importantly, differing patterns of consumption imply that
the agricultural profile of lords and peasants must have been very different,
a conclusion that has significant implications for our understanding of the
medieval economy at the broadest of levels.
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Gardens and Garden Produce in
the Later Middle Ages

C. C. DYER

The lack of much modern writing about medieval food production in gardens
and orchards, or the consumption of vegetables and fruit, is easily explained.
First, these matters have been dismissed by historians as marginal and trivial;
secondly, full and detailed written evidence can be rather scarce.!

In fact gardens and their produce, far from being small matters best left to anti-
quarians, are essential to any assessment of the quantity and quality of medieval
diets. In considering quantity, in a period of food shortages and potential mal-
nutrition, we must enquire about the contribution that horticulture made to the
total volume of food production. Quality can be measured partly in the sense of
nutritional value, given the current understanding that fresh fruit and vegetables
are an essential component of a healthy diet. The quality of a diet can also be
judged in terms of medieval ideas about balanced eating as defined in the theory
of humours, and the pleasure and satisfaction that were derived from consuming
garden produce. The contribution that vegetables and fruit made to diet cannot
be separated from the cultural importance of gardens, which figure prominently
in medieval literature, and for which there is archaeological evidence.

Documents informing us fully about horticulture, the trade in garden pro-
duce, or the consumption of vegetables and fruit are indeed scarce. Yet almost
every source commonly used by historians of the late medieval period—deeds
and charters, surveys of manors, manorial and household accounts, the records
of royal, seigneurial, and borough courts, wills, and narrative sources, such as
chronicles and saints’ lives—contains at least brief references to gardens and
their produce. Using hundreds of such fragments of data, the subject will be dis-
cussed under four headings: the scale of gardening and access to gardens; the
distribution of garden produce; the contribution of vegetables and fruit to diet;
and the overall significance of gardens and the crops grown in them.

! Exceptions to this dismissive attitude include Harvey (1981); McClean (1981); Harvey (1984);
Macdougall (1986); Brown (1991); Landsberg (1996); Higham (2002).
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The scale of late medieval gardening

As we would expect, the largest gardens, which were most likely to be managed
by full-time specialist gardeners and to produce large surpluses for sale, were
those attached to royal palaces, to the principal residences of great aristocrats,
and to religious institutions, such as monasteries and colleges. An especially well-
documented lord’s garden was that belonging to the London residence of the Earl
of Lincoln in Holborn, for which a financial account survives for the year 1295-6.2
The main function of the house was to provide the Earl with a residence on his visits
to London to attend Parliament and the royal court. It also gave him and his offi-
cials a convenient base for buying imported goods, such as cloth and furs, from
London merchants. The lord and his household’s stay in the capital was made more
pleasurable by the presence of the garden, both for recreation and as a source of
fruit and vegetables for the table. In his absence, which was for most of the time, the
produce could be sold and the proceeds added to the income of the estate.

The garden was in the charge of Robert Gardener, whose wage of 52s. 2d. can
be judged to be similar to that of a carpenter or other skilled artisan who earned
between 2% d. and 3d. per day, assuming that they worked for about 240 days in
ayear.® Unlike most artisans, however, the gardener’s income was guaranteed for
the whole year, and he would have had opportunities for additional earnings
from the sale of produce, seeds, and plants. In addition to this manager, the Earl
paid ‘various workers’ a sum of 41s. 6d., probably for a total of 500 person-days
at about 1d. per day, on such tasks as manuring and weeding the vegetable and
leek beds, and pressing grapes to make verjuice, an unfermented grape juice com-
monly used in cooking for its acidic qualities. A sum of 8s. 9% d. was spent on
buying seed and plants for beans, hemp, onions, garlic, and fruit trees. Mending
the garden fence cost 2s. 6d. Sales of pears, apples, walnuts, cherries, beans,
onions, garlic, ‘vegetables’, verjuice, roses, hemp, and vine stocks amounted to
about £11, which represents a great volume of produce when good-quality apples
fetched 12d. per hundred and onions were usually sold for 4s. per quarter.* We
can confidently state that this garden contained hundreds of fruit trees and at
least an acre devoted to vegetables and vines.

More precise indications of the size of the garden and the scale of cultivation
are given for a country garden belonging to a wealthy churchman, that of the
Bishop of Winchester at Rimpton, which was enlarged at some cost in 1264-6.°
The perimeter hedge, planted on a substantial bank of earth, was 113 perches in
length, suggesting an area of 4 acres, and 129 pear and apple trees were planted,
as well as flax and vegetables.

These two gardens are characteristic of those attached to castles, manor houses,
and monasteries in that they combined the functions of supplying the household
and the market. The balance between these activities would vary from year to year.

2 NA DL 29/1/1. 3 Farmer (1988: 768).
4 Rogers (1866-1902: 1. 223, 418-19, 445-50; ii. 175-7, 379-82). S Hunt and Keil (1959-60).
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A household moving round the country might stay in a particular residence for a
month and eat every apple and onion available. In another year the lord would not
visit the manor house or castle at all, and all the produce would be sold. Even in the
case of a monastic community, the place of residence of which was permanently
fixed, the gardeners would find themselves with gluts of produce in the appropri-
ate season, so they would sell surplus fruit and vegetables.® All gardens were
evidently designed partly to raise money, as among the crops are found flax, hemp,
nettles, madder, teasels, and other plants for industrial use. Beehives were often
kept in gardens, and the honey and wax might be produced for sale.

The most numerous gardens were much smaller than these, and were kept by
almost all householders in the countryside and many town-dwellers. A descrip-
tion of a peasant holding in a manorial survey, rental, or court roll will com-
monly call it a messuage or a cottage, which itself implies the existence of a plot
of ground as well as buildings. Often the phrase ‘a messuage and a curtilage’ or
‘a cottage and a close’ is found, and that again shows that land capable of being
used for growing garden produce formed part of the holding. The boundaries of
these enclosures can be seen fossilized as earthworks in the plans of abandoned
settlements, and they are known to archaeologists as tofts and crofts (Plate 3.1).
In towns a burgage or fraction of a burgage would have land at the back of the
house, part of which would commonly be planted with vegetables and fruit trees.
In addition, in both towns and villages, separate parcels of garden ground could
be rented (Fig. 3.1). As there were approximately a million households in England
in 1300, there must have been a similar number of gardens.

These many gardens did not constitute the mainstay of food production, but
they provided the population with a proportion of their diet. In the case of the
gardens belonging to aristocratic houses the majority were smaller and less care-
fully tended than the Holborn garden of the Earls of Lincoln or the garden at
Rimpton. When most manorial gardens were valued as part of the lords’
demesnes in inquisitions in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries the
sum was usually between 6d. and 3s. per annum, which accounted for no more
than 2 per cent of the total value of the manor. Agricultural production was
largely based on the substantial income to be expected from corn and livestock,
which fetched much higher prices in the market.” The garden aided the major
agricultural operations in that its vegetables were served to the farm servants in
a pottage containing oatmeal or other cereals (Table 2.1) and leeks or onions.?
The manorial garden also contributed to the meals of the lord or lady in their
periods of residence and generated some income with industrial crops, which on
occasion could exceed a pound or two. The labour expended on the garden on
many manors was often hidden from view, as few manors employed a gardener

¢ e.g. Noble, Moreton, and Rutledge (1997: 31, 33, 35-6, 37, 39, etc.); Kirk (1892: 51-8, 73-7).

7 The generalizations about the value of gardens in inquisitions post mortem come from those for
Gloucestershire and Staffordshire: Madge (1903); Wedgwood (1911).

8 e.g. Northamptonshire RO, Finch Hatton MS 519 (reeve’s account at Maidwell) refers to purchases
of vegetables, onions, and oatmeal for the pottage of the famuli in 1290-1.



Plate 3.1 Aerial photograph of the deserted village of Holworth in Dorset, showing earth-
works defining a row of square tofts facing the village street, and larger rectangular crofts,
each at the rear of a toft. There was room for a small garden in the toft, and sometimes the
croft was used for horticulture, though it could also serve as an animal pen. Photograph:
© Crown Copyright/MOD.

alongside the ploughmen, carters, shepherds, and dairymaid. Instead work on
digging plots, planting leeks, or sowing onion seed was a part-time activity for one
or more of the servants. A few labour services were occasionally expended on
garden work and this task might be specified formally as an obligation of tenants.’

Horticulture appears fleetingly in the treatises on estate management written
in the thirteenth century: they tell us that 9 or 10 quarters of apples and pears
could be expected to yield a tun (c.240 gallons) of cider.'® This would help an
auditor check on the accuracy of a reeve’s account if it gave such details. Gardens
and orchards required little expensive specialist equipment; a cider mill and

° For example, on Battle Abbey manors: Scargill-Bird (1887: 6, 8, 10).
10 Oschinsky (1971: 428-9, 474).
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Source: Keene (1985: ii. 583-634, 858-912).

Fig. 3.1 A plan reconstructed from documents of part of the city of Winchester, based on Gold
and Calpe Streets (now Southgate Street and St Thomas Street), ¢.1400. It shows streets, build-
ings, parcels dedicated entirely to horticultural use, here called garden plots, and gardens
which mostly lay at the near of houses.
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press, the most elaborate machinery used, was built at Clare in 1330-1 for 19s.!!
Specialist labour was not usually needed in the garden, and presumably every-
body was aware of the basic techniques of growing fruit and vegetables from
experience of their own small gardens. Grafting fruit trees needed more skill, and
instructional literature was written about this.?

Peasant and artisan gardens were typically small, with as much as a half-acre
in some places; but over most of the country a quarter-acre for each household
would have been the maximum, and some were tiny plots of only a hundred
square yards.!? Larger peasant holdings consisted mainly of grain-growing land
in the fields, but for them the garden was a more significant proportion of their
assets than in the case of the lords’ demesnes—for cottagers and townspeople
this could be their only land. Tithe revenues provide a guide to the contribution
that horticultural produce made to the whole economy of a parish, as a tenth of
garden produce was supposed to go to the support of the rector or vicar along
with one in ten of the sheaves, fleeces, and lambs. The value of garden produce
was much inferior to the field crops, as a parish with as much as 8 per cent of its
tithe revenues coming from horticulture was quite unusual, and often a large
proportion of that figure derived from flax and hemp.!* If the proportion com-
ing from fruit and vegetables is calculated, it often falls between 1 per cent and
6 per cent. The sums given can be tiny: at Deddington in 1432-3, out of the total
annual tithe revenues of £18 the tithe on onions and garlic was stated to be worth
2d., and it is only by stretching the definition of garden produce to include wax
and honey from beehives (valued at 6d.) that gardens can be said to have made
any significant mark on the tithe income from that parish at all.!?

In some parishes fruit and vegetables can be calculated as producing valuable
tithe revenues; for example, at Stoneham in 1341 the tithe of apples was said to be
worth 13s. 4d., which represents a total income from the fruit for those holding the
trees and orchards of almost £7.1¢ At Stokesay in 1252 garden tithes were valued
at 10s., the same as the tithe on wool, implying that horticulture generated an
income for the parishioners of £5 per annum.!” In an urban context, the 4 quarters
5% bushels of onions and 1,100 heads of garlic collected in tithe from about 400
gardens in Warwick in 1465 were worth 17s. 3d., and (multiplied by ten) represent
for each small unit of production a mean output of perhaps 30 heads of garlic and
a bushel of onions.!® Tithe evidence cannot be taken at face value. In some
parishes, such as Blunham in 1520, the decision was made to charge a standard 1d.
for gardens, so the exact amount was not being calculated.!” The assumption

1'NA SC 6/992/20. 12- Amherst (1894); BL MS Sloane 686. 13 Dyer (1994d: 116-18).

14 To the examples given in Dyer (1994d: 119-21) can be added Dinsdale, in Surtees (1816-40: iii. 239);
Monk’s Kirby, in Lincolnshire Archives, 2 Anc. 2/2/116.

15 St George’s Chapel, Windsor, XV.53.35.v (1).

16 Vanderzee (1807: 126). 17 Rees (1985:213-14). 18 Styles (1969: 80-2).

1 Thompson (1990: 128-44). The custom was set out explicitly in the statement of tithe customs at
Beckford, 1487-8: ‘Everyone that is an householder that hath a garden ought to pay for his onions and all
sorts of herbs and such like a penny at Easter’: Gloucestershire RO, GDR, 40/T2.
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behind such a small figure must have been that collecting tithes from many indi-
vidual gardens would not justify the effort, and we may suspect that these gardens
were more valuable assets than 1d. per annum would suggest.

The crops and plants in individual peasant gardens were sometimes assessed
in terms of money when damage was done to them, and the tenant would bring
a case of trespass before the courts, alleging damages to a certain value. In a
typical case, animals invaded a garden and ate or spoilt vegetables at Hingham
in Norfolk in 1449. The tenant claimed that the damage amounted to 6s. 8d., but
the jury settled for a more realistic sum of 2s. In similar circumstances at Haywood
in Staffordshire in 1409 the produce was valued at 3s. 4d., and servants at
Marham in Norfolk in 1415 were said to have stolen fruit worth 5s.2° These
sums were by no means negligible, especially in view of the relative cheapness of
fruit and vegetables, and are equivalent to a skilled worker’s wages for a week or
two. In major trespasses in Staffordshire involving damage to a number of houses
at once, the number of fruit trees said to have been felled in each garden could
be as many as ten at Agardsley in 1354, or as few as two or three in a town,
Wolverhampton, in 1415.2

We can conclude that gardens were an integral part of the English economy in
the later Middle Ages, and that they reflected the social hierarchy: some aristo-
cratic houses had large, well-stocked, and professionally managed gardens, while
almost all peasants and a considerable number of urban households had access to
smaller parcels of garden ground. Gardens were numerous and commonplace, and
although the quantity and value of their produce was much smaller than that of the
fields and pastures, even the smaller ones contributed to the domestic economy.

Distribution of garden produce

Most gardens were worked by members of the household, and their produce was
consumed directly, so that no money was used to hire labour, nor for sales and
purchases, which has helped to ensure that gardening has left us with few
historical records. Nonetheless fruit and vegetables had some value, and tenants
were prepared to pay good money for a garden plot on the rare occasions that it
was separately rented. A rood (a quarter-acre) of garden at East Bergholt, for
example, was held in the late fourteenth century for 18d. per annum, which was
far in excess of the normal rent for grain-growing land.?? The same high values
were reflected in entry fines and the purchase price of gardens or orchards.?3
Many of those who paid so much for gardens were buying the convenience of
growing fruit and vegetables for their own kitchen, but garden produce was also

traded.

20 Norfolk RO, MCR/B/26; Staffordshire RO, D1734/2/1/427; Norfolk RO, HARE 2199, 194 x 4.

21 Wrottesley (1891: 119; 1896: 58). 22 Suffolk RO (Ipswich), HA6:51/4/4.7.

23 For example at Blickling Hall, Norfolk RO, NRS, 10193; in 1483 Robert Aleyns sold a quarter-acre
of orchard with a cottage for £2 13s. 4d., which is six times the price of arable land in that year.
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Commerce in fruit and vegetables was often conducted on a small scale and
informally, with the result that it can only be glimpsed in the written sources.
We hear of huxters in towns, many of them women, selling fresh fruit from
baskets in the street.?* More specialist male traders, known as leekmongers
and garlicmongers, are occasionally mentioned.?* Lords’ officials and gardeners
were able to buy seeds and plants all over the country. It was possible to obtain
for planting at Eye (the Westminster Abbey manor in Pimlico and Mayfair) in
1327 the seeds of seventeen varieties of plant, including borage, hyssop,
chervil, parsley, and spinach, as well as the ubiquitous onion and leeks. Leek
seed was bought in the small market towns of Rotherham and Sheffield in the
late fifteenth century.?® Young trees and bushes were sold from plots of land
set aside as nurseries, known as impyards.?” Manorial producers regularly sold
apples by the quarter and cider by the tun. Aristocratic and institutional
households would buy apples, pears, strawberries, onions, garlic, and other
vegetables, sometimes from middlemen in towns (London had its fruiterers)
but often directly from the peasant producers. They often bought these in
small quantities for immediate use and no great expense was involved: enough
leeks for a household of more than forty people were bought for a few pence.
Neither growers nor dealers in garden produce had any expectation of earning
large profits.

Not all of the sources of supply of garden produce were local. Many of the
fruits and nuts which were much enjoyed by the wealthier households were
grown most successfully around the Mediterranean, and were therefore
imported in dried or preserved form. These included the various types of dried
grapes, such as raisins and currants, together with figs, dates, and almonds,
which contemporaries categorized as spices, and which are not our main con-
cern here. Regular imports were also made of onions, garlic, and cabbages from
the near Continent. In the customs records and port books they are regularly
recorded at ports such as Exeter, Hull, and Southampton, not as the main com-
modity, but as part of mixed cargoes.?® For example, a ship from Waben in the
Pas de Calais, the Emmengard, brought into Exeter in March 1321 a cargo
mainly of dyestuffs (woad and weld) and potash, together with 121,000
onions.?’ Once unloaded at ports, these vegetables would be sent throughout the
country. When the fifteenth-century aristocratic Stonor family of south
Oxfordshire obtained supplies of garlic, they bought it from London, though it
was collected from Henley-on-Thames, which had regular boat traffic with the
capital.>® The Waterton household at Methley in 1416-17 obtained garlic and
onions from York.3!

24 Sharp (1982: 11); Kimball (1939: 37, 38, 43). 25 Fenwick (1998-2001: ii. 345).

26 Westminster Abbey Muniments, 26873; Bodleian Library, MS DD Weld c.19/4/2—4.

27" At Crowle an ‘orchard’ was called Le Ympe Heye in 1337: Worcester Cathedral Library, E13.
28 e.g. Kowaleski (1995: 230, 243); Childs (1986: 50-1, 55-6); Foster (1963: 39, 67).

29 Kowaleski (1993: 193). 30 NA C47/37/7. 31 Woolgar (1992-3:ii, 511).
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Eating and drinking garden produce

Aristocratic and monastic households were supplied with relatively small quan-
tities of garden produce. At Glastonbury Abbey and Maxstoke Priory, we know
how much came from the monastic garden, and the calculation can be made that
garlic supplies were sufficient for a monk to have three cloves of garlic per day,
and that there were enough apples for individuals to eat one weekly.>? In fact
fruit and vegetables would not have been served daily, but in larger quantities on
occasion; most apples, for example, were eaten in the winter. More often the
accounts will state at irregular intervals that a few pence have been spent on
apples, or pears, or leeks, without details of the quantities. These references are
sometimes so few that one might conclude that these foodstuffs scarcely figured
in the household’s diet at all. This would be misleading as the garden attached to
the residence could have been the main source, but its contribution would not be
mentioned. The Duke of York’s household in 1409-10 at Cardiff and at Hanley
Castle made occasional purchases of garden produce, but in the account we also
find the statement that 8d. was paid in tithe for the onions from the garden,
which implies that at least 10 bushels of onions were grown and presumably
used without record in the castle kitchen.?® This particular household was, in
comparison with others at the time, a large-scale buyer of garden produce, with
recorded purchases of apples and pears totalling 2,150, which may have been
needed to supplement the fruit grown in the castle orchard.

The frequency of consumption of garden produce in an aristocratic household
can be appreciated when a lord went on a journey, not staying on his manors,
and buying all of his supplies. We can follow the Earl of March’s progress in May
and June 1378 as he travelled north from London, buying his food at such places
as Ware, Royston, Huntingdon, and Stilton.** In thirteen days he made nine
purchases of ‘vegetables’, ‘herbs’, onions, and garlic, so these were consumed
regularly, if not every day. The quantities can be judged to have been modest
as they cost between %d. and 4% d. These items were bought as ingredients in
meals, to which they contributed desirable flavours and textures. In these elite
households fruits were especially highly regarded, and would have been the
central element in a dish. They were eaten in the winter, and particularly at
Christmas. The superior varieties of pear, such as warden, St Rule, and jonett,
were luxury items, reserved for special occasions.

All garden produce came to the educated medieval consumer with a health warning.
Vegetables and salads were thought, according to the theory of the humours, to be
cold and would be eaten in conjunction with foods with opposing qualities.?® They

32 Dyer (1994d: 128). 33 Northamptonshire RO, Westmorland (Apethorpe), 4. xx. 4., fo. 3.

3* Woolgar (1992-3: 1. 247-50).

35 NA E 101/624/26 are the King’s fruiterer’s accounts of 1308, which include purchases of 900 pears
and 1,700 apples for the coronation. For fruit as gifts, Ross (2003: 58).

3 Scully (1995: 70-1); Albala (2002: 12, 70-1, 88-9).
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were regarded as difficult to digest. Peaches were said to putrefy in the stomach if
eaten at an early stage of the meal, and to demonstrate the point one English king
died after eating this dangerous fruit.” Garden produce was also associated with
the diets of the poor, and purchases of such vegetables as leeks were often concen-
trated in February and March, that is in the fasting season of Lent. When a treatise
on household management recommended a frugal regime for a member of the
lesser aristocracy, it suggested that ale and wine be supplemented with cider (it was
said to be available without cost, as it came from the lord’s own orchard). Really
wealthy aristocrats would not usually have drunk anything but wine and ale.

When we turn to the less privileged sections of society direct documentation
for vegetable and fruit consumption diminishes, but they probably figured regu-
larly in the diet. Whenever contemporary writers refer to the content of peasant
meals, from Langland and Chaucer to the anonymous authors of shorter works,
they mention vegetables.*” Indirect indications in more objective sources have
already been mentioned: every rural house, even the smallest cottage, was pro-
vided with at least a patch of garden. For a holding of less than 5 acres of arable
land in the fields, a half-acre planted with fruit trees and vegetables could
account for a considerable proportion of the resources of the household. When
a peasant retired, it was not uncommon to reserve part of the garden for his or
her use. Fruit trees, or a share of the fruit, could be specified as belonging to the
former tenant’s share of the holding. Quantities of cider might be mentioned as
part of the retirement package, including an annual allowance of 120 gallons for
a retired couple in Hampshire in 1457.40

Those earning wages expected to eat vegetables regularly. Leeks and other
garden crops were an ingredient in the daily allowance of pottage given to farm
servants working on demesnes. Reeves had to buy vegetables if the garden for
some reason had not been cultivated.*! Building workers in 1431 at Stratford-
upon-Avon were served with vegetables (such as onions) every week, along with
much greater quantities (by value) of bread, ale, and fish over the eight-week
period for which records survive.*?

The peasants and artisans probably shared some of the aristocratic attitudes
towards this type of food. They enjoyed the strong flavours that garlic and mus-
tard could bring to their meals, especially as they could not afford to flavour their
meals with imported spices, and like the aristocracy they took pleasure in eating
fruit. But they probably associated a diet with a high proportion of vegetables
with poverty. Village by-laws allowed the village poor to pick green peas from
the ends of the strips in the open fields.** Peas were mainly harvested after they
had dried in the pod in August or September. The poor would have benefited
from access to green peas in June and July when grain was most likely to be in

37 Albala (2002: 109). 3 Myers (1959: 109).
39 Pearsall (1979: 158-9); Benson (1988: 255, 258-9); Barr (1993: 94). 40 Dyer (1994d: 121).
41 Dyer (1994d: 129). 42 Shakespeare Birthplace Trust RO, BRT 1/3/40.

43 Ault (1972: 38-40).
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short supply and highly priced. It should be added that everyone, including the
wealthiest aristocrats, consumed dishes of fresh peas at that time of year, but the
impression given by the by-laws is that the poor were being given access to an
important source of sustenance, rather than a pleasant side dish. When workers’
wages rose after the Black Death of 1348-9, they expressed their prejudices
against the cheap foods that they had previously been given as part of their
wages, such as cabbages, and as part of that movement, workers in Sussex had
their allocation of cider replaced with ale.*

Peasants who lived near towns adopted a more commercial and specialized
approach to their gardens. Individual gardens might be especially large and
productive. The contents of a garden at Tooting, south of London, in 1397 were
claimed to be worth 10s., and in 1340 in the suburbs of Oxford at Holywell
the crops in a close, including vegetables and herbs, were said to be worth 40s.4
The cultivators of these plots may have eaten more vegetables and fruit than their
contemporaries out in the country, but of course selling their crops in the town
provided their main motivation for production on a large scale. This is the main
evidence, together with the many gardens cultivated by the townspeople them-
selves behind their houses or in separate areas of garden ground, for the urban
consumption of garden produce.*® The concentration of demand came partly
from households, especially in the larger and more densely occupied towns,
which lacked direct access to a plot. Larger towns also contained many poorer
people and wage earners who, as we have seen, included a high proportion of
vegetables in their diet, and a number of large and wealthy households, both
those of merchants, and those of aristocrats in transit.

The significance of garden produce

Did gardens contribute significantly to standards of living? The suggestion has
been made that in the period of high population in the late thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries, when grain prices were high at all times, and in a number
of bad years rose 20 per cent higher than average, garden produce would have
made a difference for the vulnerable smallholders.*” There can be no doubt that
the families of cottagers and peasants with a few acres of land would have appre-
ciated the produce from their gardens in years of poor harvests, and that in the
worst years cabbage and leeks figured among the ‘famine foods’ that helped to
keep people alive. In normal years the addition of garden produce to a diet in
which cereals and pulses predominated would have made dull food more palat-
able, and improved its nutritional quality. On the other hand, the diet of the
whole population was based on the consumption of the main field crops, and
serious shortage of supplies of basic bread grains and pottage corn could not

4 Pearsall (1979: 159); Dyer (1994b: 96).
4 Gomme (1909: 24); Merton College, Oxford, Muniments 4546.
4 For example, Keene (1985: 1. 151-3). 47 Britton (1977: 157-9).
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have been compensated by handfuls of vegetables. The people who suffered
most hardship were the landless workers and the servants who would have been
laid off in the worst years, and they did not have direct access to a garden.

We might also ask, in the case of the more affluent, whether the relatively
restricted quantities of fresh fruit and vegetables included in their diet impaired
their health. Their consumption must have fallen far below the intakes recom-
mended by modern nutritionists, particularly at times of year when stocks of
fruit from the previous autumn were exhausted and the spring vegetables had
not yet begun to grow. Perhaps they received the minimum quantity of vitamins
necessary to avoid scurvy, but when more detailed medical evidence becomes
available in the early modern period many upper-class patients exhibited scorbutic
symptoms.*

Garden production varied considerably not just between rich and poor, but
also from one region to another, and over time. The size and productivity of
gardens cannot be compared precisely, though the most systematic regional
study yet undertaken, of manorial accounts in the counties around London,
showed that there was a concentration of demesne gardens generating quite high
revenues within a 30-mile radius of the capital.*’ We have already noted the con-
centration of gardening in the immediate vicinity not just of large towns, such as
London and Oxford, but also in and near smaller towns such as Warwick.

The fragmentary evidence for peasant gardens suggests that they played an
important role in East Anglia, where the plots attached to peasant houses were
quite large, and holdings of field land relatively small.’* Apple growing and cider
drinking are well recorded in Hampshire and Sussex, and also in the west. A
twelfth-century description of the vale of Gloucester waxes eloquent on the
abundance of fruit: “You can see the public roads clothed in apple trees . . . bearing
fruits which far surpass others in taste and look.”! The people in the east, south-
east, and west, in the districts of ‘old enclosure’ and a more wooded and pastoral
countryside, may have practised gardening more than their counterparts in the
belt of villages in the Midlands, the north-east, and central southern England.
The latter depended on extensive cereal cultivation in open fields, combined with
sheep grazing, where they had limited space or time for horticulture.

Changes in gardening over time are not easily traced. The commercial growth
which began with the foundation of towns in the tenth and eleventh centuries,
and quickened in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, undoubtedly stimulated
demand for garden produce. Trade encouraged specialization in horticulture in
some places. However it also led to the decline of English vineyards in the face
of competition from the plentiful and high-quality wines from Gascony.>?

4 Lane (1996: 3). 4 Information from Margaret Murphy. 50 Dyer (1994d: 118).
1 Hamilton (1870: 291). The English quotation is from William of Malmesbury, The Deeds of the
Bishops of England, trans. D. Preest (Woodbridge, 2002), 197. 52 Thirsk (2000: 81-3, 116-17).

33 James (1971: 9-10).
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We might expect that these tendencies would go into reverse after 1350 or
1400, with the shrinkage of towns, the slowing down of commerce, and the
scarcity of labour. Indeed gardens can be found reverting to grazing plots
at this time. We cannot be sure about this period as one marking a decline in
gardening, however, as even at the peak of commercial growth so much pro-
duction had been for use rather than sale, and this must have continued. Also
the commercial economy survived the shock, and the market moved in
unexpected ways. The theory of ‘alternative agriculture’ predicts that when
the market for the staple crops such as grain and wool declines, farmers will
develop new products which give better returns, and the example from the
later Middle Ages must be saffron, which needed intensive care to yield a
very valuable spice and dyestuff.’* Saffron gardens are found in that period
over much of south-east England, with such a concentration in and around
the town of Walden that its name was eventually changed to reflect its distinct-
ive crop.

Finally, we must avoid the mistake of concentrating on the utility and com-
mercial value of gardens and their products. Gardens were a great source of
enjoyment and contributed to the quality of life. The aristocracy designed gardens
for pleasure and held social gatherings and trysts in their enclosed spaces. In
towns gardens might be called ‘paradise’, and guilds and fraternities would
arrange for gardens to be laid out next to their halls, where the brethren could
enjoy themselves.*> Fruit was accorded a high status not fully reflected in its mar-
ket price, and when the elite wished to acknowledge and honour their associates
or superiors, they would send gifts of apples, pears, or cherries. The lower ranks
of society were not excluded from this cultural regard for gardens and their pro-
duce. The people of Potterne gave fruit to their lord, the Bishop of Salisbury, in
1406.°¢ A male and female servant in York in 1396 met in a garden, just like
aristocratic lovers, to make a marriage contract.’” We can sense the strong
attachment of peasants to their gardens and their fruit from the retirement agree-
ments registered in manorial courts, or the arrangements for widows made in
wills. They often specified—as well as rooms which the old person would
occupy, food and drink, and access to the hearth and kitchen—a share of the
garden. For example William Spark of Elmley Castle surrendered ‘a messuage
with a garden adjacent’ to Roger Hale in 1470 (the description of the holding is
of interest, as the word ‘garden’ in the records of this manor replaced ‘curtilage’
in the mid-fifteenth century).>® Spark clearly regarded his garden as an important
asset, and the agreement included the provision that he should receive all of the
fruit from the ‘pear tree called a warden tree’, and half of the pears from the ‘pear
genet tree’.

54 Thirsk (1997: 16-17). 35 For example, Nightingale (1995: 417-20).
56 Woolgar (1992-3: 1. 418). 57 Goldberg (1992b: 115).
58 Worcestershire RO, 899:95 BA 989/2/33.
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Conclusion

Gardens were widely distributed through every social rank and every region in
late medieval England. Every family with a small plot of land, which means a
majority of the population, had the opportunity to grow and consume vege-
tables and fruit. Those who did not produce their own could buy garden produce
from huxters or more specialist traders. Vegetable growing in England could not
match the demand, resulting in an import trade. Although the rich may have
eaten more garden produce than can be seen in their records, vegetables prob-
ably provided a higher proportion of the food of the peasants and wage earners.
Horticulture was practised more intensively in town than in the country, and in
woodland landscapes rather than in the open-field districts of the Midlands.
It expanded under the stimulus of commerce in the thirteenth century, and did
not always decline in the period of falling population after 1350.

Garden produce presents us with many paradoxes, as it was both cheap and
highly regarded, commonplace yet not a major component in diet. The wealthy
consumed it on a small scale to their nutritional disadvantage; the lower ranks of
society ate vegetables, drank cider, and thought themselves deprived.
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The Archaeology of Medieval Plant Foods

L. MOFFETT

Unlike the historical evidence for plant foods, which is concentrated in the late
medieval period, remains from throughout the Middle Ages of the plants them-
selves are commonly found on archaeological sites in England. The majority of
these remains are ‘seeds’ in the broadest sense of the term, but can also include
whole fruits, parts of flowers, stems, and even roots and tubers. These can provide
physical evidence of the plants used by people and sometimes this evidence can
also suggest ways in which the plants might have been used or the methods
of processing them for use. Dating of archaeobotanical remains is usually less
precise than that of many historical documents. The information that can be
deduced from archaeobotanical remains, however, is often very different from
that in documents and the two sources can complement each other, to provide
important contributions to the study of medieval agriculture, horticulture, and
the use of wild plants. This chapter focuses on food plants alone, although
mention will be made of straw and chaff remains from cereals.

Preservation of food plant remains

Preservation is a result of the interplay between human actions and natural
environmental conditions and thus deserves some preliminary discussion. Most
organic material decays quickly due to the action of micro-organisms such as
bacteria and fungi. Plant material, therefore, will survive on archaeological sites
only under particular conditions: understanding these is an important part of
interpreting the evidence.

The most common means of preservation, especially of cereal remains, is by
charring during exposure to fire. In an oxygen-rich fire, material tends to burn
away leaving only ash. Under oxygen-poor (reducing) conditions, however,
the plant material may survive as a carbon skeleton, preserving many of the
morphological features of the material, though these are often distorted. Robust

I am grateful to Julie Jones, Angela Monckton, and Liz Pearson for permission to use their unpublished
material. English Heritage supported this work.
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plant material, such as cereal grains and dense seeds, tends to survive best. Oily
seeds, light seeds, and light papery material, such as cereal chaff fragments, are
less likely to survive, though are sometimes found.! Charred material is very
stable and can survive for a long time if not subjected to mechanical damage. It is,
however, physically fragile, so that trampling, freezing and thawing, and other
physical processes may cause it to fracture.

Since charred material is so stable, it can be moved around an archaeological
site by later activities such as digging. Backfilling a pit or a ditch with soil
containing charred plant remains, for example, may result in the residue from
several different activities becoming mixed in one feature. Material reworked in
this fashion is open to misinterpretation, but often the reworking is apparent to a
specialist. Different activities result in different types of charred assemblages.
Interpretation is based on analogies with information derived from ethnographic
studies of modern traditional farming societies,? from early writers on agriculture,’
and from what we know of the biology of the crops themselves. All need to be used
with caution and the more lines of evidence that can be drawn on the better.

Organic material can also be preserved by waterlogging in anoxic conditions,
as in pits, ditches, and wells, where these have been dug below the water table, in
low-lying waterfront deposits, and old river channels. Anoxic conditions prevent
the actions of most micro-organisms and thus greatly slow the rate of decay.
Sometimes organically rich material—not, technically, waterlogged—can survive
in sealed conditions where it is protected from drying and oxygen. Two examples
of this come from late medieval Worcester: the barrel latrine at Sidbury* and
the buried stone floor at Fish Street.’ In both cases, the organic richness of the
material itself helped to maintain wet conditions; and because these features
were well sealed and undisturbed, the conditions were also anoxic.

Waterlogging in general also preserves robust material well and can preserve
more delicate remains than charring. Fruit stones and other food remains, includ-
ing cereal bran, locally growing weeds, household rubbish, remains in faeces,
flooring, bedding, and building materials are all often found in these deposits as
are other organic remains, such as leather, textiles, wooden utensils, and hair.

Mineral replacement of organic material can take place in situations where
there is a high presence of calcium phosphates or calcium carbonates, with
sufficient water to dissolve these minerals and allow them to penetrate into
the organic material. The most common place for this to occur is in latrines and
other damp places where sewage was present. Mineral replacement tends to
preserve robust material best, though sometimes the part that is replaced is the
inside of the seed, forming a mineral ‘cast’, which can be very difficult to identify.
Latrines are the main source of mineral-replaced remains. They are also likely to
be better dated than many pits and ditches; but much of the material found in

! Boardman and Jones (1990). 2 e.g. Hillman (1984); G. Jones (1984); Fenton (1978).
3 Such as Markham (1668). 4 Greig (1981).
5 Miller, Darch, and Pearson (2002).
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latrines is not the remains of food and careful interpretation is needed. Latrines
are also relatively rare: they are found primarily on urban and high-status sites,
limiting their usefulness as an indicator of diet in general.

Soot-covered thatch, also called smoke-blackened thatch, survives in a few
buildings. This happens particularly with structures that had at one time been
open halls, where smoke was able to percolate through the roof instead of being
channelled up a chimney, and where the old thatch was never fully stripped off
when new thatch was applied. The outer coating of soot prevents microbial
decay. Although relatively rare, this material usually provides the best and most
complete preservation of cereals, other field crops, and weeds, and occasionally
other materials such as heather, which was used as an undercoat for the thatch.
Most of the examples are late medieval and occur in southern Britain.®

Straw and chaff are sometimes found preserved in daub in late medieval
buildings. There are few examples of this being studied in detail, but preserva-
tion in some cases appears to be excellent.”

Surveys

Several useful literature surveys cover medieval food plants.® Of particular note
are Dickson’s survey of archaeobotanical evidence for garden plants,” which
encompasses many food and medicinal plants in Britain with site-specific refer-
ences, though she does not include imported food plants or field crops; and that
by Greig, who has surveyed the archaeobotanical record for both pollen and
seeds of edible and useful plants from Britain and Europe from the eleventh to
the eighteenth centuries and compared it with British documentary records.'®
The latter survey highlights some of the different biases in the archaeological and
historical records. A similar pattern can be seen from Tables 4.1 and 4.2, which
list food plants found on selected sites (or groups of sites from the same town)
most of which date from before 1500. Most derive either from latrines or pits
with possible sewage; those from Droitwich!! and the Cowick Moat,!? however,
are from brine pit deposits. The range of garden plants that can be identified
botanically is both wider and more specific than those which the historical
records discussed in Chapter 3 can indicate. The archaeological specimens,
however, do not give any representation of overall quantities available for
consumption or of shifts in taste.

Cereals

Cereals are the most common food plant remains found in archaeological
deposits of all periods, frequently as charred remains. This reflects the ubiquity
of their presence and use, but it is also a result of the circumstances by which they

¢ Letts (1999). 7 Arthur (1960, 1961); Carruthers (1991). 8 e.g. Greig (1983, 1988a).
° Dickson (1995). 10" Greig (1996). 1 Greig (1997). 12 Hayfield and Greig (1989).
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Table 4.1 Food plants other than fruits and nuts from selected sites, mostly pre-1500
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Stone pine (Pinus pinea) X
Opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) X X X
Garden orache? (Atriplex cf. X
hortensis)
Beet (Beta vulgaris) X
Monks rhubarb (Rumex pseudoalpinus) X
Horseradish? (cf. Armoracia rusticana) X
Cabbages, etc. (Brassica cf. oleracealnapus) x
Black mustard (Brassica cf. nigra) X X X X
Brassica spp. and Brassica sinapis X X X b X X X b
Bean (Vicia faba) X X X X X X X
Lentil? (cf. Lens culinaris) X
Pea (Pisum sativum) X X X X
Flax (Linum usitatissimum) X X X X X X X
Chervil (Chaeorphyllum aureum and C. sp.) X X
Coriander (Coriandrum sativum) X X X
Alexanders (Smyrnium olustratum) X
Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) x x x x X x
Dill (Anethum graveolens) X X X X X
Celery (Apium graveolens) b X X b b
Parsley (Petroselinum crispum) X
Carrot (wild ?) (Daucus carota) X X X X X X
Borage (Borago sp.) [pollen] X
Vervain (Verbena officinalis) X
Hyssop (Hyssopus officinalis) X
Marjoram (Origanum vulgare) b
Pennyroyal? (Mentha cf. pulegium) X
Mint (cf. Mentha spp.) X X
Mace (Myristica fragrans) X
Pot marigold (Calendula sp.) X
Garlic (Allium sativum) X
Leek (Allium porrum) X X
Leek/onion/garlic (Allium sp.) [epidermis] X X
Rivet wheat (Triticum cf. turgidum) x x X X
Bread wheat (Triticum aestivum) X X X X X X
Wheat (Triticum spp.) X X X X X
Rye (Secale cereale) X X X X X X X x
Barley (Hordeum vulgare) X X X X X X X X
Common oat (Avena sativa and Avena sp.) X X X X X X X X
Bristle oat (Avena strigosa) X
Cereal bran X X X X X X

Notes: The plant remains were preserved mainly by anoxic wet conditions, though some were mineral replaced. Most of the
legumes and cereal remains (except bran) are charred.

x indicates presence. Rivet wheat includes Triticum cf. turgidum or T. turgidum/durum.
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Table 4.1 Continued

Table Sources: London: tenth to fifteenth centuries, various sites, mostly pits and occupation layers, Jones, Straker, and Davis
(1991); Giorgi (1997). Leicester, Causeway Lane: eleventh to mid-thirteenth centuries, pits and cesspits, Monkton (1999).
Chester, 12 Watergate Street: mid-thirteenth century, rock-pit, probably with sewage, Greig (1988b). Droitwich, Upwich: thir-
teenth century, layers associated with brine pit reconstruction and late/post-medieval layer associated with brine well repair,
Greig (1997). Eastgate, Beverley: twelfth to fourteenth centuries, cesspits and a layer, McKenna (1992). Newcastle, Mansion
House: thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, waterfront deposits, Huntley (1995). Bristol, Redcliffe Backs: fourteenth century, water-
front deposits including sewage, Jones (2000). Hull, Mytongate and Queen Street: fourteenth- and fifteenth-century pits, cesspits,
and layers, Miller, Williams, and Kenward (1993); McKenna (1993). Paisley Abbey: fifteenth-century drains, Dickson (1996).
Worcester, Sidbury: fifteenth century, barrel latrine, Greig (1981). Cowick Moat, Yorkshire: late medieval, moat fill, Hayfield and
Greig (1989). Shrewsbury Abbey, Queen Anne House: twelfth to sixteenth centuries, rubbish deposits and cesspit, Greig (2002).

are preserved. Cereals are annuals in the grass family which produce large seeds
and a high yield of energy per unit of land. Wheat, rye, barley, and oats were the
main cereals grown in medieval Britain. There is archaeobotanical evidence for
two species of wheat and two species of oats, as well as at least two recognizable
types of barley. Their use for food and drink, in bread, pottage, ale, and beer, has
been discussed in Chapter 2, but grain was not the only important product.
Cereal straw was used for animal fodder, bedding (both human and animal),
building materials (daub, flooring, thatch, and insulation), and temper for
ceramics, as well as for fuel or tinder.

It is important to recognize the uses of cereal straw and chaff because much of
what we know about the species of cereals grown in the medieval period is based
on the chaff remains, which can often be identified to species, whereas grains can
often only be determined to genus. DNA studies may eventually broaden the
range of characteristics that can be determined, but these studies are in their
infancy and have so far been applied mainly to issues relating to the origins and
distribution of domesticated crops.!?

Certain characteristics of a crop will influence a farmer’s decision about what
to grow. Yield is one consideration; the quality of the grain may be another. The
height and strength of straw may determine a cereal’s suitability for thatch. The
season of sowing may be important in terms of labour availability or crop rota-
tion. Time taken to mature may determine suitability for sowing as a mix with
another crop. Awns—the spiny ‘beard’ that protects the grain-sheath—provide
important protection from birds, especially for free-threshing cereals such as
bread wheat, rivet wheat, and rye, but they are also a nuisance at threshing time
and can cause choking in animals if eaten in fodder.

Characteristics attributed to certain cereals, such as hardiness and suitability
for soil type, are sometimes used in interpreting archaeobotanical material.
Knowledge of these characteristics is based on modern cereals and needs to be
used with this appreciation. Generally, however, where a particular attribute
(such as tolerance of poor soils) is true of the whole species, and not just
particular varieties, it is likely that this will have changed little through time.
Table 4.3 lists the cereals so far identified from medieval archaeological sites in

13 Brown (2001).
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Table 4.2. Fruits and nuts from selected sites, mostly pre-1500

London

Leicester, Causeway Lane

Chester

Droitwich, Upwich

Beverley, Eastgate

Newcastle, Mansion House
Bristol, Redcliffe Backs

Hull, Mytongate, Qn. St.

Paisley Abbey

Worcester, Sidbury

Cowick Moat, Yorks.
Shrewsbury Abbey

Black mulberry (Morus nigra)

Fig (Ficus carica)

Walnut (Juglans regia)

Hazelnut (Corylus avellana)

Bilberry (Vaccineum myrtillus)
Gooseberry (Ribes uva-crispa)
Bramble (Rubus fruticosus)
Raspberry (Rubus idaeus and R. cf. idaeus)
Bramble/raspberry (R. fruticosuslidaeus)
Dewberry (Rubus caesius)
Strawberry (Fragaria vesca)

Dog rose-hip (Rosa cf. canina)
Rose-hip (Rosa spp.)

Peach (Prunus persica)

Almond (Prunus dulcis)

Sloe (Prunus spinosa)
Bullace/damson (Prunus domestica spp.)
Primitive plum (Prunus domestica)
Wild cherry (Prunus avium)
Sour/morello cherry (Prunus cerasius)
Plum/cherry (Prunus sp.)

Pear (Pyrus communis)

Pear/quince (Pyrus/Cydonia)
Pear/apple (Pyrus/Malus)

Apple (Malus sylvestris)

Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia)
Whitebeam (Sorbus aria agg.)

Wild service (Sorbus torminalis)
Service tree (Sorbus sp.)

Medlar (Mespilus germanica)
Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna)
Grape (Vinis vitifera)

Orange/lemon etc. (Citrus sp.)

Olive (Olea europaea)
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>
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Notes: As Table 4.1. Bullace/damson includes bullace and damson types (Prunus domestica subsp. insititia).

Sources: As Table 4.1.
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Britain and gives a brief note of their economic characteristics;!'* Table 4.1 shows
their presence on twelve sites.

Medieval cereal fields would have looked very different from their modern
counterparts. Plant breeding and the setting of standards for the characteristics
of variety and uniformity are very recent developments. Medieval cereals would
have been much more genetically diverse, so that a single field—even of a single
crop—might show (for example) variations in height, time of flowering,
resistance to disease, and colour. Despite this internal diversity, there would still
have been different races with characteristics in common that farmers would
recognize: these are known today as landraces. Landraces offer a diversity of
characteristics within a single crop, which reduces the risk of serious crop failure
in unfavourable conditions. Under optimum conditions, this is generally at the
expense of maximizing yields; but for farmers in traditional agricultural
societies, the trade-off is well worthwhile, as some harvest is considerably better
than none. This is also one of the main reasons for growing maslins and other
mixed crops. A few late medieval and post-medieval historical records refer to
particular cereal characterstics, such as season of sowing, ear shape, or grain
colour,’® which add to the picture of the diversity of medieval cereals, but cannot
be correlated with varieties that are currently known.

Medieval fields can also be seen to have supported a considerable diversity of
arable weeds. Many of these will have competed with the crop for water, light,
and nutrients. Some, however, especially at field margins, may have been toler-
ated by farmers as a minor food source in their own right, especially for ‘greens’.
The various species of fat hen and goosefoot (Chenopodium spp.), for example,
have edible leaves, and recent experimental work suggests the collection or
cultivation of fat hen (Chenopodium album) in the late prehistoric period.!® This
may also have occurred in the medieval period, especially in times of food
shortage.

Wheats Bread wheat is the commonest wheat found in the medieval period. It
is found on sites throughout England and Wales and into lowland and coastal
Scotland. Grain colour and flour quality vary greatly with different varieties as
do milling and baking properties. Some bread wheats produce very hard grains
with desirable bread-making qualities, while some have softer grains. Modern
millers produce different flours from a mix of different types of grain depending
on the properties desired. Other variable characteristics include the colour of the
chaff, presence or absence of awns, yield, strength and length of the straw, and
the length of the ear. Very short-eared bread wheats are called club wheats.
Rivet wheat (also known as cone, polled, or poulard wheat) and durum wheat
(also called macaroni wheat) are biologically one species, but are sufficiently

14 See also Chapter 2, especially Table 2.1. 15 e.g. Skeat (1882); Plot (1686; 1705).
16 Stokes and Rowley-Conwy (2002).
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Table 4.3. Cereals found on archaeological sites in medieval Britain

Common Botanical Crop Notes
name name requirements
Rivet wheat Triticum Best on rich, well-drained Tall strong straw. Most varieties
turgidum soils. Can tolerate some have long strong awns that
cool conditions but needs discourage birds. Poorer
good summers to ripen flour for bread making than
well. Winter sown (in bread wheat. Resistant to
Britain) and requires a smuts and other diseases.
long growing season.
Bread wheat Triticum Best on heavy and The most variable and versatile
aestivum rich soils. Usually winter wheat species. Some modern bread
sown although some wheats have been bred to grow
varieties can be in fairly extreme conditions,
spring sown. but generally traditional
varieties yield less and are less
reliable than barley or oats
on poor soils or cool uplands.
Different varieties of wheat
grow to different heights, but
generally traditional varieties
are taller than modern hybrids,
most of which have been bred for
short straw. Some varieties are
awned and some not, but are
generally not as well protected
against birds as rivet wheat.
Rye Secale Drought tolerant due to a Tall straw and generally with strong
cereale deep root system and awns. The only cereal discussed
therefore often here which is outcrossing and wind
grown on sandy soils. pollinated rather than self-pollinated
Primarily winter sown, (self-fertile). The most prone to
though spring-sown infection with ergot (Claviceps
varieties exist. purpurea), but otherwise
fairly disease resistant.
Barley Hordeum Generally tolerates Generally a weaker straw than wheat
vulgare poorer soils than and rye and often shorter as well.
wheat and can have Usually with strong awns. Both
a shorter growing six-rowed and two-rowed varieties
season. Winter-sown have been found on medieval sites.
and spring-sown Naked (free-threshing) varieties of
varieties grown. barley exist but have not so far been
reported from medieval Britain.
Common oat Avena Tolerates poor soils and The weakest straw but also the most
sativa short season growing nutritious if used for fodder. The
conditions. Both grain is also the most nutritious for
spring- and winter-sown humans in terms of protein and
varieties exist. calorific value, but oats yield less
than other cereals grown in good
conditions. Archaeological finds of
naked oats have not been reported
in medieval Britain, but would also
be very difficult to identify.
Bristle oat Avena Tolerates the poorest Small grained and low yielding,
strigosa conditions of all. generally grown where no other

crop is worthwhile.
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distinct from each other in terms of agricultural characteristics, grain, and flour
quality often to be discussed as different species, though in fact they interbreed.
Neither rivet wheat nor durum wheat is grown in Britain today. Durum wheat,
grown in warmer climates, is now used for making pasta and biscuits.
Archaeobotanically it is not usually possible to separate rivet wheat from durum
wheat unless whole ears are present. Archaeobotanical remains, therefore, are
usually identified as being possibly of either, though whole ears recovered from
soot-covered thatch confirm the presence of rivet wheat in Britain and have so
far failed to show any evidence of durum wheat.!” Rivet wheat is more likely in
Britain on ecological grounds, as it is more tolerant of cool conditions than
durum wheat, but it is close to its northern limit.

Rivet/durum wheat has so far been found mainly south of a line roughly from
Chester to Ipswich, both in charred assemblages and in thatch.!® It appears to
have been a less common crop than bread wheat, but nevertheless was found
across southern England throughout the medieval period and later. Until
recently there was no well-dated evidence for it before the Conquest, but a radio-
carbon date now suggests that it may have been present in the Late Saxon
period.! Rivet wheat is often found mixed with bread wheat, though medieval
cereal assemblages are so often of mixed cereals that it is difficult to say whether
these two wheats were frequently grown together or merely processed, handled,
and disposed of similarly.

Rye Ryeisavery resilient crop because of its extensive root system. The baking
qualities of rye flour are poorer than those of bread wheat, but mixing the flour
with bread wheat flour will make a lighter loaf. Rye is more difficult for farmers
to manipulate in terms of selection for improving the following year’s crop
because it is outcrossing. A farmer who selects particular ears for seed because
the plant has desired characteristics will find that these characteristics do not
necessarily come true.

Barley Barley with three fertile flowers at each node of the ear is called six-
rowed barley, referring to the appearance of six rows of grains when the ear is
viewed down its length from the top. In varieties where the ear is long and lax it
may appear that there are only four rows of grains. This four-rowed barley was
the type called bere or bigge. In many varieties only one of the flowers at each
node is fertile, however, and this is called two-rowed barley. Most modern
malting barleys are two-rowed, because these types are lower in protein and
higher yielding than the six- or four-rowed types. The six-rowed type, however,
is found most commonly on medieval sites, with two-rowed types identified
much less frequently.

17 Letts (1999: 35).
18 Letts (1999); Moffett (1991a). 19 Moffett (in preparation).
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Barley has both hulled and naked forms. The hulled form appears to have been
the one grown in the medieval period, as it still is in Britain and on the Continent.
Naked barley is often very loosely held in the hulls making it susceptible to birds
and fungal diseases. The tightly adhering hulls of hulled barley mean that it has
to be processed to remove them before it can be used for human consumption.
One means by which this was done traditionally was by pounding the grain in a
mortar and pestle, a process known as hummelling.?’ Loose milling with the
millstones set a grain’s width apart will also remove the hulls. This processing,
however, is not necessary for barley used for malting. Hulled barley and hulled
oats are also better digested by horses if crushed to break the hulls.

Oats Oats are common from medieval archaeological sites, despite the fact
that oats yield less than other cereals when grown on good soils and are more
prone to lodging (a weakness at the base of the stem causing them to fall over).
Archaeobotanical and historical evidence both confirm that oats were not
restricted to areas of poorer soil. It is not always possible to tell whether the oat
found in an archaeobotanical assemblage was a crop or a weed. Cultivated oat
can only be distinguished from wild oat with certainty by the chaff parts, which
are fragile and survive poorly. Large oat grains are often attributed to cultivated
common oat, as the wild species tend to produce slightly smaller grains—though
the majority of grains overlap in size between wild and cultivated oat. Wild oats
(Avena fatua and A. sterilis) are successful crop weeds and may even have been
tolerated by farmers in the past, especially when their crop yield might otherwise
have been poor.

Bristle oat is a small-grained but very hardy cultivated oat. It is seldom grown
except in conditions where nothing else will yield. Finds have been made on
medieval sites in Scotland,?! but this oat was not confined to the north: it has also
been identified in medieval Stafford.?? It is not entirely clear from archaeo-
botanical evidence whether bristle oat was a crop in its own right, or whether,
especially in southern areas, it was a contaminant of common oat.

Mixed cereal crops Mixed crops, such as maslin (winter wheat and rye),
dredge (spring barley and oat), and mixtil (winter wheat and barley), are
frequently referred to in medieval documents, but rarely identified archaeo-
botanically, since it is generally difficult to say that the seeds from two crops
found together were also grown together. Part of the reason for sowing
mixed crops is that it buffers the risk. Should one crop fail or do poorly, the other
may still give a decent yield. It has been argued that proportions of crop
grains cannot be used to identify mixed crops since, even if they were sown at a
ratio of 1 : 1 (which would not necessarily be the case), they were unlikely to
yield at 1 : 1.3 Ethnographic evidence from Greece has shown that post-harvest

20 Fenton (1978). 21 Boyd (1986). 22 Moffett (1988). 23 Veen (1995).
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crop-processing can also affect the ratios of the different cereals in a mixed
crop.?* Statistical analysis of the weeds associated with crops may determine
whether the crops were grown together and, in a case study of prehistoric sites in
north-east England, it has been demonstrated that two crops (emmer and
hulled barley) were not grown together.?* The difficulty of this approach is that
it relies on different pure crops being grown under sufficiently different
environmental circumstances to have different weed floras, and it can only
demonstrate the negative—that two crops found together were not grown as a
mixed crop.

Interpretations Seed assemblages are often very difficult to interpret.
Typically an assemblage might include two or more cereal crops, some arable
weed seeds, and a few fragments of cereal chaff. Sometimes one cereal
clearly predominates, but often this is not the case. Occasionally a few legume
seeds may be present. Although not all medieval assemblages look like
this, this type of assemblage is frequent enough to present a challenge to
archaeobotanists trying to reconstruct crop-related human activities from
cereal remains.

Despite these difficulties there are a few cases where an assemblage has been
thought possibly to have been deliberately sown as a mixed crop. Maslin is
believed to have been found at St Mary’s Priory, Coventry, where a fourteenth-
century pit sample produced mainly grains of free-threshing wheat and rye in
roughly equal amounts.?® Small numbers of wheat and rye chaff fragments and
weed seeds were also identified, and it was noteworthy that the wheat chaff
suggested that both bread wheat and rivet wheat were present. Less certainly,
dredge may be the crop in the malting kiln at Burton Dassett, a fifteenth-century
deserted village in Warwickshire. Grains of barley and oats were present in
roughly equal numbers and both cereals were identified as germinated. They
were presumably charred in the process of roasting malt. Wheat was also present
in the kiln, however, though in a smaller amount and none of the wheat
grains could be identified as germinated. Preservation was poor and many cereal
grains were unidentified. The assemblage is open to various interpretations: it
is not known whether the cereal grains were all burned in the same firing, or
whether they represent an accumulation resulting from several episodes of the
kiln’s use.?”

Drying grain before storage has often been suggested as one way in which a
number of different crops might accumulate and char in the same place—if
grains leaked into the hotter portions of the drying kiln and if the kiln was not
cleaned out between each crop. The grain would not necessarily need to be fully
cleaned at this stage as any remaining contaminants such as weed seeds, bits of

2% Jones and Halstead (1995). 25 Veen (1995). 26 Carruthers (2003).
2 Moffett (1991).
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chaff, and small grit might be cleaned by hand just before the grain was used. It
is far from clear, however, that farmers in late medieval England did ever dry
their grain in kilns. Drying grain for storage is only necessary if the crop is damp
or unripe. The labour involved is very considerable and it seems unlikely that
farmers would dry their harvest in a kiln if air-drying either in the field or in a barn
would suffice. Late medieval documents, though they make frequent reference
to malting kilns, do not mention corn dryers.?® Drying grain before milling,
however, greatly improves both the ease with which the grain can be milled and
the yield of flour. It is also said to improve the flavour. Grain drying before
milling is known to have been practised in the wetter parts of the British Isles in
the eighteenth to early twentieth centuries, especially after wet harvests.?’

It has been suggested that some of the more mixed medieval assemblages, with
many weeds, may be derived not from mixed crops but from thatch.? Although
straw is threshed before being used for thatch, there are always a few grains
remaining in the ears, and many weed plants have been found included in
medieval thatch. If grains and weeds fell out of the thatch, they might be swept
into the household hearth and there become charred. Any bits of straw that fell
would likewise be swept into the hearth, but would be less likely to survive than
the grains and dense weed seeds.

Malt  The roasting of malt is another occasion on which grain is exposed to fire
and the risk of charring. Malt is made from germinated grain, which is then
lightly roasted to stop the sprouts from growing any further, but not heated high
enough to kill the enzymes which are essential in brewing to convert the grain
starch to sugar. The wet grain is heaped on a warm (generally heated) floor and
turned regularly so that germination takes place evenly. Germinated grain with
the sprouts (coleoptiles) still attached is distinctive even when charred. In theory,
malted grain that had become accidentally charred should be easy to detect.
Identification, however, is less straightforward. The coleoptiles detach easily from
charred grain and if these are missing or broken it is impossible, from comparing
the length of the coleoptiles, to tell whether the germination was even. In very
poorly preserved charred grain, it may be impossible to determine whether the
grain had sprouted or not. Medieval maltsters in any case may not have been
overly concerned about the evenness of germination. Brewers may also have
added unmalted grain to provide extra starch.’! Malting and brewing were
commonplace activities and, to some brewers at least, cheapness of production
may have been more important than consistency and quality in the final product.

The twelfth- to thirteenth-century settlement associated with Boteler’s Castle,
near Alcester, had a malting kiln, which mainly contained oats and wheat, rather
less rye, and hardly any barley.3? Oats were insignificant in other features on the

28 C. C. Dyer, personal communication. 2% Bowie (1979).
30 De Moulins (forthcoming). 31 Corran (1975). 32 Moffett (1997).



The Archaeology of Medieval Plant Foods 53

site, where wheat was common, suggesting that oats may have been associated
very specifically with the function of the kiln. This combination of oat and wheat
is found widely in the samples from the suburb at St Mary’s Gate, Derby, with
some grains from one pit having germinated.?® The ‘corn dryer’ had little in it,
however, apart from arable weeds. Two possible malting kilns, one of fourteenth-
and the other of fifteenth-century date, at Dean Court Farm at Cumnor, both
failed to produce any convincing evidence for malting.>* Perhaps charred grains
should not always be expected in malting kilns if the malt roasting was done with
care or the kiln was cleaned regularly. The cereals found in the kilns tend to
confirm that each might be used for malting, either singly or in combination,
much as the historical documentation for the later medieval period reviewed in
Chapter 2 confirms.

Legumes

Legume crops occur widely in charred assemblages, though usually in small
amounts (Table 4.1). Peas, beans, and vetch seem to have been exposed to fire far
less frequently than cereals, though part of the reason for their lesser abundance
may also be simply that they were produced in less quantity. Unless they are well
preserved, the difference between peas and beans is not always easy to discern.
Medieval beans were small and round, and once the external features of the seed
(hilum and testa) are lost, the difference in shape and size is not always sufficient
to separate them from peas.

Vetch (Vicia sativa subsp. sativa) was normally cultivated as a fodder crop that
was probably employed as human food only in times of serious hardship. Like
many legumes, the seeds are bitter and contain neurotoxins. Modern studies on
pigs and chickens suggest that consuming too much vetch is likely to have ill
effects.> Seeds have been found at several sites. The seeds are in general smaller
than peas and beans, but overlap in size with the closely related wild subspecies
(Vicia sativa subsp. angustifolia). Only seeds that are significantly larger than
wild vetch can be reliably identified as cultivated.

Vegetables, herbs, fruit, and nuts

If cereal assemblages are often difficult to interpret, the frequency with which
cereals appear to have been exposed to fire at least ensures their relative ubiquity
and often their abundance. Remains of other food plants, however, seem to have
been rarely exposed to fire. They are more likely to be found in wet, anoxic
deposits, more rarely as mineral-replaced remains.

Vegetables, and some herbs, are particularly difficult to identify as these
are often closely related to wild plants. Carrot, parsnip, celery, and the

33 Monckton (2003). 34 Moffett (1994). 35 Enneking (accessed May 2004).
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relatives of cabbage, for example, all grow wild in Britain in non-edible forms,
but are the same species as the edible cultivated forms. The seeds of the wild
and cultivated forms are indistinguishable. Seeds are the parts of vegetables
most likely to survive, but vegetables grown for food are seldom allowed to run
to seed beyond that needed for the next year’s crop. Estate accounts suggest
that seed was often purchased,?® so it may be that gardeners growing veget-
ables for large landowners did not allow many of their vegetables to mature to
provide seed for the following year. Seed remains of vegetables can therefore be
expected to be rare and are often likely to be derived from wild relatives rather
than crops.

Vegetative remains of vegetables are unusual, but finds have been made of
epidermis of leaf tissue fragments from the onion family at York?” and Chester.®
It has not been possible to separate leek, onion, and garlic from the leaf tissue
remains, but at Chester charred leek seeds were also found, and garlic cloves
were found at Beverley.?

Seeds of herbs—where the seed was the part used—are found fairly often but
seldom in abundance (Table 4.1). Dill, fennel, coriander, celery, black mustard,
and opium poppy are not infrequent in cesspits. Opium poppy seeds may have
been used as a flavouring for bread and cakes in addition to the use of the latex
from the seed heads for medicine. Other herbs, such as savory, hyssop, and
marjoram, are rarer.

Fruit stones and nutshells are much more frequently found than herbs and
vegetables (Table 4.2). Being robust they survive well in anoxic deposits.
Different types of primitive plums such as bullace, damson, and gages, as well
as the wild sloes, can be distinguished from each other. Much depends on how
well preserved the material is and how ‘typical’ the plum stones are. Plums all
interbreed, so the form of their stones is not always distinctive. Stones of the
larger, domesticated plums are found much less frequently. Walnut, wild and
morello cherries, pear, apple, strawberry, grape, and fig are common. Peach,
mulberry, gooseberry, medlar, and raspberry are less common, while the stone
pine and almond found at Shrewsbury Abbey,* the olive stone from
Newcastle,*! and the single Citrus seed from Trig Lane in London** are very
unusual for this period. Wild fruits and nuts would of course have been collected,
including bilberry, bramble, hazel, rose-hips, sloe, rowan and service berries,
and hawthorn.

Stone pine, olive, almond, Citrus, mace, and probably most of the figs and
grapes would have been imported, the grapes in dried form as raisins or currants.
Dried or preserved peaches and walnuts may also have been imported depend-
ing on the demand, as peaches in particular are labour intensive to produce in
England.

36 See also Chapter 3. 37 Tomlinson (1991). 38 Greig (1988b).
39 McKenna (1992). 0 Greig (2002). 4 Huntley (1995). 2 Giorgi (1997).
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Conclusion

Although the range of different food plants became greater in the post-medieval
period,* even before 1500 the archaeological records confirm that some people
had access to a substantial variety of food plants, including some imports. The
twelve sites analysed in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 included some wealthy households,
such as that which used the hunting lodge at Cowick Moat, as well as the abbeys;
others in towns must have belonged to those of modest wealth. The finds from
these last confirm not only that townsfolk ate the vegetables and fruits produced
in their garden plots, discussed in Chapter 3, but also that they were able to buy
vegetables, fruits (including dried fruits), and nuts in the local markets. Wheat,
rye, barley, and oats were ubiquitous; both species and varieties, however, may
have been more local. Rivet wheat, for example, was restricted by its growing
range. Malt was made from all four grains.**

There are relatively few good synthetic studies of the archaeobotanical data
which take into account the diverse range of contexts and other difficulties of
interpretation. It is therefore not clear at present who had access to which foods
and whether there were also regional or local differences as well as social differ-
ences in the use of these foodstuffs. A study of latrines in Amsterdam* has
shown that using archaeobotanical remains to discern social differences is far
from easy. The increasing amount of data available, especially for the late medieval
period, offers considerable potential for integrated studies of archaeological
and historical records of plants which may go beyond simple lists to a clearer
appreciation of the role these plants played in people’s lives.

43 Greig (1996). 4 See also Chapter 2. 45 Paap (1984).
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From Cu and Sceap to Beffe and Motton

The Management, Distribution, and Consumption of Cattle
and Sheep in Medieval England

N. J. SYKES

Introduction

Throughout the medieval period cattle and sheep were, with pigs, the main
meat-providing animals, but the value of their flesh was often outstripped by
demand for their milk, manure, and traction or wool. Since cattle and sheep were
often managed intensively for these secondary products, any study of beef and
mutton consumption must be viewed against the backdrop of the medieval econ-
omy. Between the fifth and sixteenth centuries England witnessed considerable
economic change which surely influenced dietary practices. As the documentary
record does not cover the whole period or the activities of all social classes,
animal bone studies provide one of the best opportunities to ascertain the scale
of these influences. This chapter looks in detail at the archaeological evidence for
cattle and sheep; Chapter 6 centres on the evidence for pigs, combining for the
late medieval period in particular both historical and archaeological material;
and Chapter 7 focuses on the late medieval historical record, especially for
information that is more opaque in the archaeological material, such as the use
of specialized meat products and offal, dietary change, quantities consumed, and
some elements of dairy foods.

In this chapter, cattle and sheep representation, mortality profiles, and
butchery patterns, based on a survey of over 300 archaeological assemblages,
are examined (Table 5.1).! Relative frequencies of the two species have been
calculated from bone fragment counts, a quantification technique that allows
comparison between different assemblages. As the remains of larger animals
tend to be more fragmented than those of small species, however, this method

! The data are presented in Sykes (in press a); examples of the principal sites are referred to in this chap-
ter. The remains of sheep are difficult to separate from those of goats: in this chapter, both species are
referred to as ‘sheep’ unless otherwise stated.
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Table 5.1. Numbers of assemblages for each period and each site type analysed in Figs. 5.1-5.7

Date (in  5th-7th 7th-9th 9th-11th 11th-12th 12th-14th 14th-16th

centuries)
Site type
Rural 19 15 8 9 9 3
Urban 18 35 45 43 21
High-status 14 18 27 26 9

Source: Sykes (in press a).

often suggests cattle to be better represented in death than was the case in life,
perhaps the source of the frequently cited disparity between the archaeological
evidence and that derived from historical sources.? In addition, fragment counts
take no account of differences in carcass size;* thus even where sheep are numer-
ically more abundant than cattle, the dietary contribution of beef may have
surpassed that of mutton.

Economic change

After ¢.400 the urbanism and large-scale production of Roman Britain was
replaced by a localized economy based on mixed agriculture. Most early
medieval assemblages show similar frequencies of species to the Roman period,
with cattle being marginally better represented than sheep (Fig. 5.1). Production
of prime beef and mutton was clearly central to the animal husbandry regime, as
most fifth- to seventh-century assemblages, such as West Stow* and Barton Court
Farm,® contain numerous remains from choice cattle and sheep, slaughtered
between six months and two years of age. Many assemblages also contain size-
able numbers of animals aged under six months which, if not natural fatalities,
hint at dairy production, with juveniles slaughtered to release milk for human
consumption. Calves and lambs continue to be present in similar frequencies on
seventh- to mid-ninth-century rural settlements, such as Pennyland and
Hartigans.® Large numbers have also been recovered from the monastic sites of
Flixborough” and Green Shiel (Lindisfarne),? although here their presence has
been linked to vellum, rather than dairy, production. Despite the presence of
these young individuals, overall there is a shift in cattle and sheep slaughter
patterns from the Early to the Mid-Saxon period, with greater numbers of
animals maintained beyond three years of age. Husbandry regime changes of
this kind have been noted on several sites that span the Early to Mid-Saxon
transition, such as Quarrington® and Eynsham Abbey.!° Their coincidence with

2 A. Grant (1988: 151).

3 Harvey (1993: 228) suggests a single cattle carcass would have yielded 308 1b of meat compared with
31 1b from that of a sheep. 4 Crabtree (1989).

5 Wilson (1986). ¢ Williams (1993). 7 Loveluck (2001: 114).

8 OSullivan (2001: 42). 9 Rackham (2003: 265, 268). 10 Mulville (2003: 348).
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Fig. 5.1 Variation over time in the representation of cattle and sheep: each bar shows the rel-
ative percentage of assemblages in which cattle are better represented than sheep (cattle dom-
inated) or vice versa (sheep dominated)

Percentage
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Note: For sample sizes, Table 5.1.
Source: Sykes (in press a).

the agricultural intensification of the Mid-Saxon period suggests that growing
demands for traction, manure, and wool were satisfied at the expense of prime
meat production.

Emphasis on agrarian output—and the need for draught cattle—increased
throughout the Saxon period, and in most assemblages dating from the seventh
to the mid-eleventh century, such as those from Walton, Aylesbury,'! Flaxengate,
Lincoln,'? and the Cheddar palaces,'® cattle are more numerous than sheep
(Fig. 5.1). Further expansion of arable farming in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries saw cattle kept to a greater age, presumably as plough animals, than in
any preceding or succeeding period (Fig. 5.2). A grain-producing regime such as
this would have struggled to maintain field fertility, and the need for high-quality
manure may, in part, explain the post-Conquest rise in the frequency of sheep,
whose dung has fertilizing qualities superior to that of other animals (Fig. 5.1).14
Growth of the wool industry must, however, have been at the heart of this
move towards sheep-farming. Wool production reached its height between the
late twelfth and mid-fourteenth centuries,'> and sheep—the majority of which
were animals more than three years of age—are more frequent than cattle in
most assemblages of this date (Figure 5.1).

Between the seventh and mid-twelfth centuries, the increasing number of
calves and lambs raised to maturity would have restricted milk yields and may

' Noddle (1976). 12.O’Connor (1982). 13 Higgs and Greenwood (1979).
14 McCormick (1991: 46). 15 Ryder (1983: 455-7).



From Cu and Sceap to Beffe and Motton 59

Fig. 5.2 Percentage of cattle culled in each of seven age classes, mid-ninth to mid-eleventh and
mid-eleventh to mid-twelfth centuries
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have curbed the scale of dairy production, perhaps explaining the scarcity of
dairy farms (vaccaria) mentioned in documentary sources such as Domesday
Book.'® Vaccaries appear more regularly in the historical record from the
thirteenth century onwards!” and a move towards specialized cattle dairying in
the late medieval period is indicated by the documentary evidence outlined in
Chapter 7. This is supported by the zooarchaeological evidence, with cattle cull
patterns demonstrating an overall decrease in animal age (Fig. 5.3). Increased
dairying was facilitated by the advent of the plough-horse, which gradually
diminished the number of cattle required for traction, allowing more calves to
be slaughtered for meat, in turn liberating milk for dairy production.!® After the
Black Death this economic regime became further defined, as population decline
reduced the workforce for arable production, causing large swathes of land to
be returned to pasture.!” Cattle cull patterns for this period, which demonstrate
a high frequency of both very young and very old animals (Fig. 5.3) reflect a
situation where large herds of dairy cows were maintained to adulthood, while
surplus bull-calves were slaughtered for meat. Growing demand for prime beef
and veal in the late medieval period could explain a slight rise in the proportion

6 Lennard (1959: 265). 17 Trow-Smith (1957: 107-8); Britnell (1993: 114).

18 Langdon (1986); A. Grant (1988: 153-60); Albarella (1997: 22).
1 Fryde (1996: 145); Britnell (1993: 156).
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Fig. 5.3 Percentage of cattle culled in each of seven age classes, mid-twelfth to mid-fourteenth
and mid-fourteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries
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of cattle (Fig. 5.1). It has been argued that this change reflects the murrain that
swept the sheep flocks of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, reducing many
by up to two-thirds.?? Historical evidence indicates that wool prices soared as a
result?! and, with fewer sheep, farmers were encouraged to maintain their
animals to a greater age than at earlier times (Fig. 5.4).

Social variation

Against this background of economic change it is possible to consider how pat-
terns of beef and mutton consumption differed between social levels—whether
practices consistently followed commercial trends or varied between groups.
Historical evidence suggests that the upper echelons of medieval society ate more
meat than the poor.?? Animal bone studies cannot confirm this, but differences in
meat consumption can be highlighted when the data are examined by site type.

Rural sites Zooarchaeological evidence is least abundant from farmsteads,
hamlets, and villages, especially after the eleventh century. Assemblages from
these settlements do, however, display some general characteristics relevant to all

20 Lloyd (1977: 11); A. Grant (1988: 154). 21 Grant (1988: 154); Ryder (1983: 455-7).
2 Dyer (1983: 211); Salisbury (1994: 57).
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Fig. 5.4 Percentage of sheep culled in each of eight age classes, mid-twelfth to mid-fourteenth
and mid-fourteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries
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periods. For instance, meat consumption within the rural environment was nearly
always based more on mutton than in any other section of society (Fig. 5.5a). The
assemblages from West Stow,”> Wharram Percy,”* and Marefair®® all contain an
abundance of sheep remains. Reasons for this are difficult to discern, but prefer-
ential export of cattle to consumer, in particular urban, sites would probably have
left the rural population with comparatively more sheep to consume. Even though
the peasant’s diet was largely vegetarian,?® when meat was consumed it derived
predominantly from cattle and sheep: on average their remains account for 75 per
cent to 88 per cent of the total assemblage from sites of this type (Table 5.2).
During the earliest part of the medieval period, production and consumption
were closely linked.?” The majority of fifth- and sixth-century sites considered in
this survey (the most significant being West Stow?® and Barton Court Farm?®)
were largely self-sufficient, with animals bred, butchered, and consumed on, or
close to, the settlement. As society and settlement types diversified, the burden of
feeding dependent urban and high-status populations fell upon the rural
community. Mid- and Late Saxon farmers appear to have produced a surplus
without adversely effecting their own practices of consumption: ageing data

23 Crabtree (1990). 2+ Stevens (1992). 25 Harman (1979a).
26 Dyer (1983); Mennell (1985: 41). 27 Montanari (1999a: 168).
28 Crabtree (1990). 2% Wilson (1984).
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Fig. 5.5 Variation over time in the relative percentage of assemblages in which (a) sheep are
better represented than cattle (sheep dominated) and () cattle are better represented than
sheep (cattle dominated)
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Source: Sykes (in press a).

indicated that the inhabitants of sites such as Yarnton*® and Wharram Percy?!
continued to enjoy tender meat from lambs, calves, and prime-aged animals,
sending their older stock for slaughter elsewhere. From the mid-eleventh century
onwards, however, very young animals (those under six months of age) became
less abundant on rural sites, such as West Cotton?? and Marefair,>* but better
represented within assemblages from urban and high-status sites, such as
Exeter** and Guildford Castle.? This suggests that growing consumer demand

30 Mulville and Ayres (2004). 31 Stevens (1992). 32 Albarella and Davis (1994).
33 Harman (1979a). 34 Maltby (1979). 35 Sykes (in press b).
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Table 5.2. Average percentage contributions of cattle and sheep
remains to vertebrate assemblages from sites of different type and date

Rural Urban High-status

5th-7th century 80

7th-mid-9th century 86 78 58
Mid-9th-mid-11th century 80 79 63
Mid-11th-mid-12th century 75 77 56
Mid-12th-mid-14th century 77 76 57
Mid-14th-mid-16th century 75 80 50

Note: For sample sizes, Table 5.1.
Source: Sykes (in press a).

for veal and lamb gradually induced farmers to market their surplus animals.
Increasingly, the inhabitants of rural sites were left to eat up their old breeding
stock; from the mid-fourteenth to the mid-sixteenth century, over 70 per cent of
all the cattle and sheep they consumed were older than three years of age.

Urban sites Regardless of period, the majority of beef and mutton consumed
within towns, cities, and wics would have been sent on the hoof from the rural hin-
terland,*® confirmed by the general lack of evidence for on-site breeding in most
urban assemblages. Practicalities of rural-urban provisioning probably explain
the cattle-dominated character of most of these last (Fig. 5.5b). The species which
provided the most meat per animal seem to have been favoured for town supply.®”

Cattle outnumber sheep by two to one in many Mid-Saxon emporia, such as
those from Hamuwic®® and Ipswich;* and it has been suggested that beef would
have provided as much as 80 per cent of the meat consumed at Fishergate,
York.* The restricted range of meats has been used to argue that the inhabitants
of these early urban sites had no influence over what they received.*! Lack of
control has also been proposed based on the number of animals aged over six
years within wic assemblages.** The bland composition of the meat diet in wics
has frequently been cited as evidence that these Mid-Saxon emporia were main-
tained by a ruling elite, who forwarded to the towns lower-quality animals they
received as food rent.*3 This theory finds little support from the zooarchaeo-
logical data. Compared with rural sites, the diversity of species in wics is less
restricted (Table 5.2). Furthermore, ageing data indicate that prime-aged
animals are better represented in wic assemblages than those from high-status
sites (Fig. 5.6). The animals recovered from Ramsbury** were no younger than
those from Hamuwic, and many more prime cattle and sheep were present at
Ipswich than the nearby high-status sites of Brandon and Wicken Bonhunt.* In

36 O’Connor (1994: 145). 37 Zeder (1991: 38); Crabtree (1996: 64).

38 Bourdillon and Coy (1980). 39 Jones and Serjeantson (1983).

40 O’Connor (1994: 139). 41 Bourdillon (1994); Crabtree (1996); O’Connor (1994, 2001).
42 Bourdillon (1994: 123). 4 O’Connor (2001). ** Coy (1980: 47-9).

45 Crabtree (1996: 65-7).
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Fig. 5.6 Percentage of cattle culled in each of seven age classes, seventh to mid-ninth centuries
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the light of this evidence it might be argued that the urban population was
provided with many of the better-quality animals, suggesting it had more control
over its supplies than has previously been accepted. The low level of diversity of
species, rather than representing lack of control, may simply reflect the lack of
choice offered by an underdeveloped market.

Growth of commerce went some way to diversify the urban diet and from at
least the late ninth century townsfolk were able to purchase varied meats from
specialist traders, such as the fishermen and fowlers of Aelfric’s Colloguy.*®
Although when aggregated the zooarchaeological data give little impression
of this diversification (Table 5.2), assemblages from individual sites, such as
Fishergate, York,*” show a gradual proliferation in species other than cattle
and sheep. As well as variety of foodstuffs, demands for tender meat were
met increasingly from the mid-eleventh century. This is seen particularly at
Flaxengate, Lincoln,*® where lambs and calves are considerably more abund-
ant in late eleventh- and twelfth-century deposits than in earlier phases. It was
not, however, until after the Black Death, when the ratio of resources to people
became high, that young animals, in particular calves, were sent to towns in
large numbers. At first, consumer demand for veal did not conflict with the
prevailing economy, since the burgeoning dairy industry produced a ready
supply of surplus bull-calves. By the end of the medieval period, however,

4 Garmonsway (1978). 47 O’Connor (1994: 145). 48 O’Connor (1982: 49).
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urban demand was such that it appeared to threaten future stock, forcing
the Parliament of 1532 to legislate against the sale of animals under two years
of age.”’

High-status sites While rural and urban assemblages demonstrate similar,
economy-dictated, shifts in the frequency of cattle and sheep, assemblages from
estate centres, religious houses, manor houses, and castles deviate from these
trends (Fig. 5.5). This is particularly the case towards the later medieval period,
suggesting that the diet of the elite was little influenced by the animal economy
of the time. Distance from production appears to have been a mark of socio-
economic status throughout the medieval period. As early as the seventh century
it is evident that the social elite attempted to shun rural fare, consuming signifi-
cantly less beef and mutton than any other section of society: in most cases
almost half the animal bones deposited at high-status sites were from species
other than cattle and sheep. The upper ranks of society were able to command
greater variety in their diet, consuming larger quantities of pork,’® poultry,!
fish,’2 and game.>?

Meat from animals central to the economy always seems to have been the least
favoured, as not only did the elite eat less beef and mutton than other sectors of
society but the ratio of beef to mutton also tended to differ from the norm. For
the fifth to mid-ninth centuries this is apparent only when the data are viewed at
a regional level (Fig. 5.7), when it can be seen that cattle are fewer in high-status
assemblages from the north and east of the country, for instance, at Brandon*
and the Saxon palaces at Northampton,* compared with rural and urban sites.
By contrast, in the south and west of England, where sheep were generally more
numerous, cattle were more common in all high-status assemblages, as at
Ramsbury®® and Portchester Castle.’” Similar differences can be seen on high-
status sites for the mid-twelfth to the mid-fourteenth centuries. In a period when
sites across the country witness an increase in the frequency of sheep, high-status
sites indicate a contrary trend (Fig. 5.5a). Conversely, in the centuries following
the great murrain, when sheep populations were significantly lower and sheep
ages significantly higher than the preceding period, the elite not only consumed
more mutton®® but also procured greater numbers of young and prime-meat
animals than was the case in the mid-twelfth to mid-fourteenth centuries. In
the mid-fourteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries, 5 per cent more individuals were
slaughtered before four years of age than in the preceding period, a shift made
more significant when viewed against the trends for rural and urban assemblages
(Table 5.3).

4 A. Grant (1988: 153). 30" See Chapter 6. 51 See Chapter 9. 32 See Chapter 8.

33 See Chapter 11. 54 Crabtree (1996). 55 Harman (1985). 56 Coy (1980).

57 Grant (1975).

38 Increased mutton consumption is also indicated by the historical record: Woolgar (1999: 133 and
table 8). See Chapter 7.
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Fig. 5.7 Regional variation in the percentage of fifth- to mid-ninth-century assemblages in
which cattle are better represented than sheep (cattle dominated)
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If the upper echelons of society had control over their supplies, the ageing data
for high-status sites, particularly for the earlier part of the period, are surprising.
It is frequently stated that a wealthy diet is indicated by the remains of tender
young animals,*® but most of the cattle and sheep consumed at the Mid-Saxon
settlements of Wicken Bonhunt,®® Brandon,®! and Lake End Road, Dorney,®*
were more than three years of age (Fig. 5.6). High-status sites dating to the Late
Saxon period, such as Faccombe Netherton®® and Eynsham Abbey,** also
contain adult animals in abundance. Assumptions concerning meat values
should be used cautiously, as there is no single preference applicable to all
cultures in time and space; in many societies the fatty meat from mature animals
is prized more highly than that from young individuals.®® If, however, this was not
the case in the early medieval period, the idea that the Saxon elite were consum-
ing poor-quality beef and mutton is difficult to reconcile with current models of
provisioning. It could suggest that lords and royalty had no choice over the
animals they received in food rent or that they were content to take whatever they
were given, especially since renders were frequently redistributed.®® Redistribution
through commensal hospitality, with the food rents eaten communally, may
underlie the old age of the cattle and sheep represented in high-status assem-
blages. Communal consumption was central to the Anglo-Saxon elite, serving to

59 Ashby (2002: 43); Grant (2002: 20). 6 Crabtree (1996: 65-7).

¢! Crabtree (1996: 65-7). 62 Powell (2002). 63 Sadler (1990).

64 Mulville (2003); Ayres, Locker, and Serjeantson (2003). 65 Crabtree (1991: 174).
6 Hagen (2002: 261-75).
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Table 5.3. Inter-period and inter-site variation in the ages of (a) cattle and (b) sheep, shown as the
relative percentage of mandibles in each age group

(a) Cattle 0-6 mths 6-12 mths 1-2yrs 2-3 yrs 3-6yrs 6-8yrs 8-10yrs
5th/6th century
Rural (n=315) 14 18 15 19 9 13 2
7th-mid 9th
century total% 4 12 30 8 25 14 7
Rural (n=66) 11 18 33 22 12 3 1
Urban (n=621) 4 13 26 24 22 8 3
High-status (n=338) 3 10 15 10 29 22 11
Mid-9th-mid-11th
century total% 4 5 20 31 15 19 6
Rural (n=20) 25 40 10 5 15 5
Urban (n=406) 3 S 20 36 16 17 3
High-status (n=148) 4 1 10 21 15 24 15
Mid-11th-mid-12th
century total % 1 4 13 18 24 24 16
Rural (n=12) 33 34 8 17 8
Urban (n=94) 8 17 23 29 2 1
High-status (n=204) 1 2 10 15 23 25 24
Mid-12th-mid-14th
century total% 11 7 10 20 21 25 6
Rural (n=78) 4 22 S 16 15 37 1
Urban (n=168) 11 7 16 20 23 20 3
High-status (n=178) 14 2 7 22 21 24 10
Mid-14th-mid-16th
century total % 19 1 3 20 29 17 13
Rural (n=20) 15 10 5 15 5 50
Urban (n=157) 26 1 2 17 26 23 S
High-status (n=117) 10 1 3 26 34 10 16
(b) Sheep 0-6 mths 6-12 mths 1-2yrs 2-3 yrs 3—-4yrs 4-6yrs 6-8 yrs 8-10yrs
5th/6th century
Rural (n=440) 10 30 22 8 15 13 1 1
7th-mid-9th century
total % 6 20 16 10 15 21 9 3
Rural (n=232) 8 23 20 11 17 12 8 1
Urban (n=874) 2 14 20 22 14 21 6 1
High-status (n=402) 4 16 12 10 13 30 10 S
Mid 9th-mid-11th
century total% 6 10 20 20 20 16 7 1
Rural (n=42) 10 24 21 14 17 14
Urban (n=631) 6 9 23 22 21 15 3 1
High-status (n=272) 6 11 15 21 21 19 S 2
Mid-11th-mid-12th
century total% 5 6 24 18 16 19 9 3
Rural (n=34) 3 9 18 29 17 12 6 6
Urban (n=639) 5 5 26 17 15 21 10 1
High-status (n=239) 7 8 20 18 17 14 8 8
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Table 5.3. Continued

(b) Sheep 0-6 mths 6-12 mths 1-2yrs 2-3 yrs 34 yrs 4-6yrs 6-8 yrs 8-10 yrs

Mid-12th-mid-14th

century total% 6 7 17 19 21 21 7 2
Rural (n=100) 1 16 22 15 16 18 11 1
Urban (n=845) 4 6 18 19 23 21 7 2
High-status (n=182) 12 6 8 20 16 26 8 3

Mid-14th-mid-16th

century total% 4 5 5 17 23 35 8 3
Rural (n=54) 11 5 7 26 41 6 4
Urban (n=207) 4 3 3 13 19 45 10 3
High-status (n=198) § 6 6 23 27 24 7 2

Note: For sample sizes, Table 5.1.
Source: Sykes (in press a).

define social and political relationships.®” At a more practical level, prior to the
existence of a true market system and in a period when pork was the only meat
preserved regularly,®® feasting was the easiest way of eating the large amount of
perishable meat provided by a single beef carcass.®” It seems probable that at
feasts the old animals were used to feed the retainers, while the higher-status
participants ate the more tender meat. The greater quantity of refuse created by
the retinue would mask the food waste from the high table, producing an assem-
blage with many old animals.

Through the course of the medieval period aristocratic consumption was
increasingly set apart from communal eating.”® Assemblages from the mid-
eleventh century onwards show a corresponding rise in the abundance of young
animals. From the mid-twelfth to the mid-fourteenth centuries 14 per cent of the
cattle and 12 per cent of the sheep consumed on high-status sites were slaugh-
tered by six months of age to be eaten as veal and lamb. On some later medieval
sites neonatal and even foetal animals have been reported. At Guildford Castle,”!
for instance, the remains of at least fifteen sheep or goats, killed within their first
few weeks, were recovered from thirteenth-century deposits. On the basis of
their skeletal representation and the contexts from which they derived, the
remains were food waste rather than natural fatalities. A number of very young
individuals has also been noted in the thirteenth- to fifteenth-century layers at
Launceston Castle,”” Dudley Castle,”> and Eynsham Abbey,”* but at these sites
many were goat rather than sheep. Historical evidence suggests that lambs, kids,
and calves were all popular at high-status feasts;” foetal and neonatal animals
were also incorporated into the fast-day menu.”® Although not permitted under

67 Pollington (2003: 19-31); Magennis (1999: 17-28). 8 Hagen (1998: 39-41).
6 McCormick (2002: 25). 70 Fleming (2000: 3—4); Mennell (1985: 57).
71 Sykes (in press b). 72 Albarella and Davis (1996: 23). 73 Thomas (2002: 204).

74 Ayres, Locker, and Serjeantson (2003: 394).
75 Albarella and Davis (1996: 23); Woolgar (1999: 160); Dyer (2004). 76 Hagen (1998: 89).



From Cu and Sceap to Beffe and Motton 69

the original Benedictine Rule, in the twelfth century dietary laws were manipulated
to allow greater quantities of meat to be eaten in monasteries during periods of
fast: offal was no longer considered meat. Salted, pre-cooked, or chopped flesh
could also be eaten without breaking the Rule.”” By the thirteenth century
consumption of foetal and juvenile animals was also permitted on the basis that

they came from the ‘watery’ environment of the uterus and could, therefore, be
classified as fish.”®

Butchery and cooking

Until the mid-tenth century, butchery on all sites appears to have been undertaken
in a haphazard way. There is no clear archaeological evidence for specialist
slaughter areas or butchers.”” After this point, however, documentary records
suggest that townsfolk were able to obtain beef and mutton from meat markets
and fleshmongers. A charter of 932 mentions a cattle market (hry pera ceap)
outside the city walls of Canterbury, and butchers’ streets are recorded at both
Winchester and York in the tenth century.?? At about the same time, animal bone
assemblages from urban sites show the emergence of standardized butchery
techniques, with meat-cleavers as the main tool.8! Rather than being butchered
on the floor, as seems to have been the case in the preceding period, carcasses
were suspended and split into equal sides, a technique suggesting greater profes-
sionalism and specialist premises with the apparatus for hoisting a carcass.??
While evidence for professional butchery techniques is abundant for Late Saxon
towns, these patterns do not appear in high-status assemblages until the late
eleventh to twelfth centuries.®? Interestingly, these standardized butchery pat-
terns appear at the same time that cattle and sheep assemblages from high-status
sites begin to include a high proportion of meat-bearing elements, perhaps
suggesting that the elite was beginning to purchase ready-butchered joints from
urban butchers.®* The coincidence of these changes with the Conquest deserves
comment. From this point, Anglo-Norman vocabulary was used for choice
meat—bceuf (beef), veau (veal), and mouton (mutton)—while poorer cuts retained
their English names (such as ox tail).?’ These shifts in semantics may reflect changes
in the provisioning mechanism, away from food rents and towards purchases
at market.

Those sections of society unable to buy fresh beef or mutton, and others who
required provisions for consumption during lean times, would have relied upon
supplies of preserved meat. Zooarchaeological evidence for preservation is
difficult to discern, but one example is seen in high-status assemblages of the
Saxon period which contain cattle shoulder blades trimmed in a manner

77 Harvey (1993: 40). 78 Ervynck (1997a: 76). 79 Sykes (2001: 103).
80 Hagen (2002: 315). 81 Sykes (2001: 104). 82 Grant (1987: 57).
83 Sykes (2001: 110). 84 Sykes (2001: 100).

85 Goody (1982: 136); Davidson (1999: 67, 604).
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indicative of brining.3¢ In the post-Conquest period butchery marks suggestive
of hot-smoking become more abundant, especially on cattle bones.®” This form
of preservation produces a more flavoursome meat than brining and, although
its life is shorter, it may have been preferred to salted beef. This type of butchery
is less apparent in town assemblages,®® supporting the argument that the urban
population, having easy access to flesshmongers, had little need for preserved beef
and mutton.’

One method of butchery common to all fifth to mid-eleventh-century assem-
blages, regardless of site type, is bone splitting, with long bones cleaved down the
length of the marrow cavity. This ubiquitous pattern has been interpreted as
reflecting a reliance on stews and soups.”® A practical and economic method of
cooking, boiling would have counteracted the taste of tainted meat, reduced the
salty flavour and leathery texture of preserved beef and mutton,”' and, most
importantly, would have retained the meat juices and fat within the pot. Clear
evidence for marrow extraction is less abundant in mid-eleventh- to mid-twelfth-
century assemblages,” but it is unlikely that stews became unfashionable in
Norman England. Studies of ceramics suggest a proliferation of sagging-based
cook-pots in the twelfth century,”® perhaps indicating a rise in the consumption
of boiled meats. Beef and mutton of this date would have required lengthy
cooking, as the ageing data suggest that animals were, on average, older than
those eaten by the pre-Conquest population. Reasons for boiling beef and
mutton went beyond practicality and taste, perhaps reflecting medieval humoral
theory.”* The theory of the humours also suggested that the flesh of young
animals—veal, lamb, and kid—benefited from roasting.”> In comparison to
stewing, roasting is expensive of both fuel and labour, and consumption of roast
meat must have been a sign of wealth. It may be no coincidence that, with the
mid-twelfth-century rise in aristocratic consumption of juvenile animals,
roasting dishes (or dripping pans) appear more regularly in the archaeological
record.”® Evidence suggests that percentages of burnt bone—probably associ-
ated with this process—also increase on some high-status sites.””

Conclusion

Cattle and sheep account for the majority of bone remains recovered from nearly
all medieval sites, suggesting that between the fifth and mid-sixteenth centuries

86 Sykes (2001: 237). Dobney, Jaques, and Irving (1995: 27) argue that shoulder joints were trimmed
to allow the salt water to permeate the meat.

87 Sykes (2001: 237). Both Lauwerier (1988) and Dobney, Jaques, and Irving (1995: 26-7) have cited
as evidence for the hot-smoking process the meat-hook holes and shaving marks, produced when adhering

dried meat was cut away from the bone. 88 Sykes (2001: appendix Vb).
89 Montanari (1999a: 249). %0 Hagen (1998: 58). °1 Montanari (1999a: 249).
92 Sykes (2001: appendix Vb). 3 Hinton (1990: 130).
94 See Chapter 13. Scully (1995: 44). 95 Scully (1995: 47). % Brown (2002: 135-7).

97 Sykes (2001: 235); Pinter-Bellows (2000: 168).
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meat in diet, particularly that of the lower social classes, was centred on beef and
mutton. Dietary contribution should not, however, be confused with the popu-
larity of these meats, whose consumption was often dictated by economics
rather than personal preference. This is demonstrated well by the trends observ-
able in the assemblages from rural and urban sites, where cattle to sheep ratios
and age profiles can be seen to chart shifts in trade and commerce: the early
medieval need for traction and manure, the high medieval intensification of the
wool industry, and the later medieval move towards prime beef and dairy
production. In terms of the absolute quantities of meat in diet, however, the
archaeological evidence is less revealing than the historical data, especially those
for the late medieval period discussed in Chapter 7.

Power relationships between producers and consumers also influenced what
was served at the table. Originally able to consume prime animals themselves,
the inhabitants of rural settlements were gradually persuaded to send their
choice stock to urban centres, where they could be redistributed, purchased from
markets, or, later, bought from professional butchers. From the late eleventh cen-
tury, many of the great households also began to shop within towns, purchasing
ready-butchered joints of meat to supplement the food renders they received. But
the elite could afford to be selective. Even in the Mid-Saxon period there is good
evidence that the upper ranks of society avoided excessive consumption of beef
and mutton, incorporating a greater variety of meats (pork, poultry, and game)
into their diet. Through time, the pattern of aristocratic consumption became
increasingly defined by its separation from that of the lower classes. In high-status
assemblages, cattle to sheep ratios and the age at which animals were eaten were
frequently contrary to the wider economic shifts, highlighting the desire and
ability of the elite to set themselves apart. Differences in status were maintained
not only by the type of meats eaten, but also by the method by which they were
cooked: rather than ubiquitous stews, the elite, or the upper ranks in elite estab-
lishments, consumed greater quantities of roasted meats, sauced with the
dripping;”® and in the period for which we have good historical evidence, they
consumed meat in much greater quantities.

Cattle and sheep were undoubtedly the mainstays of the medieval animal
economy, but they represented far more than just traction, wool, meat, or milk.
The mechanisms through which they were managed, distributed, processed, and
eaten were often highly complex and linked inextricably to the socio-political
structure of the time. By understanding the changing role of cattle and sheep in
medieval England, we come closer to understanding medieval society itself.

98 See Chapter 13.
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Pig Husbandry and Pork Consumption
in Medieval England

U. ALBARELLA

The tradition of keeping a family pig in a sty at the back of the house—
widespread in the last century—is of long standing.! It was the product of
changes in agriculture and land management through the last millennium, which
caused a series of transformations in the manner of keeping swine in Britain.
Several different forms of husbandry were practised over the centuries, but pigs
always played an important role in economy and society, and, with their meat
and lard, provided key components in medieval and modern diets. Although
they were useful for the production of manure and had unselective eating habits
that assisted in cleaning backyards and town streets, pigs were almost exclusively
reared for their meat. Unlike cattle and sheep, pigs do not provide important sec-
ondary products, such as wool or traction. Pig milk was used in Hittite rituals,?
but such exploitation is unknown in historic Europe. Their inability to provide
as wide a range of products as other domesticates is compensated for by their
productivity as a source of food, in terms of energy intake.® This productivity is
partly a consequence of the fecundity of the species. Even when no selection of
breeds had occurred, nine to twelve piglets—and sometimes more—could be
produced every year.*

Pigs are adaptable animals, which can be reared even on poor-quality land.® In
difficult times for cattle and sheep husbandry, pigs might continue to be a source
of meat.® They were also an important source of fat, in an age when meat, pro-
duced from largely unimproved animals, tended to be much leaner. In addition,

This chapter was written while the author was based at the University of Durham, with the support of the
Arts and Humanities Research Board. Marina Ciaraldi and Naomi Sykes provided valuable comments on
an earlier draft. Becky Roseff introduced me to the work of Flora Thompson.

! Thompson (1939); Dyer (1998a: 196); Wiseman (2000: 46). 2 Simoons (1994: 23).
3 Campbell (2000: 165).

4 Markham in Davis (2002: 47-60); Campbell (2000: 165); Kelly (2000: 81).

5 Wiseman (2000: 37). ¢ Campbell (2000: 167).
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pig meat was particularly suitable for long-term preservation,” a quality that
cannot be overstated. In fact, the lower classes almost exclusively consumed
pork in its preserved forms, bacon and ham.® Archaeologically the distinction
between the use of pork in its fresh and preserved forms is hard to pinpoint, as
animal bones normally derive from a diversity of activities, and only rarely can
they be associated with specific butchery processes; but the distinction is present
in the historical record for the later Middle Ages, and is discussed in Chapter 7.

There is a general consensus among historians that pork tended to be—after
beef—the meat eaten most commonly in aristocratic households.” Peasants
would rely on an almost exclusively vegetarian diet, but what little meat they
could afford was mainly pork.!? Even after the Black Death, when both historical
and archaeological sources point towards an overall increase in meat consump-
tion,!! this situation probably did not change.

The archaeological evidence is not entirely comparable with the historical
sources, as most assemblages of animal bones derive from urban sites, for
which there is only a scanty documentary record. Whether sites are urban or
rural, the archaeological record suggests that pigs tend to be the third most
common species after cattle and sheep, with these last two varying in order of
rank.!? In eighty-seven of a sample of 112 medieval and post-medieval sites
(and phases) from central England, pig remains represent less than 20 per cent
of the total of cattle, sheep/goat, and pig remains.!? The pattern is not dissimi-
lar in other areas of the country.'* Nevertheless, once the different weights of
the three main domesticates are taken into account, there is little doubt that
beef ranks as the meat most commonly consumed; but pork was likely to have
been the second, at least in the early medieval period. This is a generalization,
but it is nevertheless reassuring that historical and archaeological sources
provide information that is—despite difficulties in comparability—by and
large consistent.

Pigs: rise and decline

The heyday of swine husbandry probably belongs to the Saxon period, up to the
Conquest. From the eleventh or twelfth century onwards there seems to have
been a slow but steady decline in pork consumption, in comparison with other
types of meat, and, apart from occasional local circumstances, pigs never
regained the economic significance they had in Anglo-Saxon England.

7 Woolgar (1999: 116); Wiseman (2000: 37).

8 Dyer (1980: 328; 1998a: 116); Rixson (2000: 120).

° Dyer (1998a: 60); Salisbury (1994: 58); Campbell (2000: 103). 10 Dyer (1998a: 154).

1 Dyer (1998a: 158); Albarella (1997: 19-30); see also Chapter 7. 12 Albarella (2005).

13 This percentage is calculated by taking into account only sites where the total number of identified
specimens (NISP) of the main three taxa is greater than 300.

14 A. Grant (1988: 149-61); Albarella and Davis (1996); Albarella, Beech, and Mulville (1997).
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Several authors—relying on documentary evidence—indicate that it was only
after the eleventh century that swine husbandry became less widespread.!®
Trow-Smith goes as far as suggesting that pigs represented the ‘hallmark of
Saxon pastoral husbandry’. Since early Saxon literary sources are scarce and
only a few assemblages of animal bones from Early and Mid-Saxon sites
have been analysed, it is difficult to establish whether the importance of pigs
emerged suddenly after the Roman period or whether there was a steady increase
in their significance. The few sites which provide a chronological sequence
within the Saxon period—such as West Stow,'® Ipswich,!” and St Peter’s Street,
Northampton'®*—do not offer a consistent pattern.

There is clearer evidence that pig bones are found more commonly on Saxon
sites than on later ones. Table 6.1 compares pig frequencies with those of the
sheep, as it has been suggested that the rise of sheep husbandry—among other
factors—caused the demise of the pig.!” Most sites register a decrease in pig
frequencies after the Saxon period (Table 6.1, last column). Portchester Castle??
and St Peter’s Street, Northampton,?! show an opposite trend, but the
occurrence of exceptions is not surprising. Even in the later medieval period
there were a few demesnes where pigs were the most common livestock.??
Wherever possible Saxon (and Saxo-Norman) data have been compared with
those from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, rather than those from the
fourteenth century onwards, demonstrating that a change in pig husbandry
occurred relatively soon after the Conquest. Using more refined chronologies,
Sykes has suggested that this may have happened in the second half of the
twelfth century.??

The decline in pig husbandry continued, albeit gradually. Documentary
evidence from Winchester indicates pork consumption going out of fashion in
the later Middle Ages.?* In the archaeological record, the gradual decrease in pig
frequency during the Middle Ages (and even more so in post-medieval times) was
highlighted by Grant?® and has been confirmed more recently by further
surveys.?® As in the case of the transition between the Saxon period and the
eleventh to thirteenth centuries, on most sites there is a further decrease in pig
frequency between the eleventh to thirteenth centuries and assemblages from the
fourteenth century to the end of the Middle Ages (Table 6.1, last column). More
exceptions occur, however, suggesting that the phenomenon was less universal
than the previous transition. Average percentages for all three main domesticates
from a larger number of sites (including those which are not multi-period)
demonstrate that while numbers of sheep increase steadily, those of pigs

5 Trow-Smith (1957: 55); Harvey (1988: 130); Wiseman (2000: 39). 16 Crabtree (1989).
Jones and Serjeantson (1983). 18 Harman (1979b). 19 Wiseman (2000: 39).

0 Grant (1977). 21 Harman (1979b). 22 Campbell (2000: 167).

3 Sykes (2001). 24 Dyer (1998a: 199-202); see also Chapter 7. 25 A. Grant (1988).
Albarella and Davis (1996); Albarella, Beech, and Mulville (1997); Jones (2002).
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Table 6.1. Number of identified specimens (NISP) of pig and sheep/goat at twenty-one multi-
period Saxon and medieval sites in England

Site Period Pign  Sheep/goatn % Pig
Alms Lane (Norwich) 12th-14th century 159 482 25
14th—early 16th century 113 376 23
Bedford Castle 11th-13th century 294 589 33
12th-14th century 77 152 34
Berrington St. (Hereford) Saxon 492 496 50
11th-13th century 185 387 32
Burystead (Northants) Late Saxon 171 365 32
11th—early 16th century 79 199 28
Castle Mall (Norwich) Late Saxon 277 236 54
Saxo-Norman 216 208 51
12th-14th century 62 133 32
14th—early 16th century 122 308 28
Colchester 11th-12th century 188 178 51
14th-16th century 264 1,042 20
Friar St. (Droitwich) Saxo-Norman 93 103 47
11th-13th century 110 159 41
12th-14th century 292 367 44
Flaxengate (Lincoln) Late Saxon 2,174 6,106 26
Saxo-Norman 2,268 8,406 21
12th-14th century 177 856 17
King’s Lynn 11th-13th century 350 811 30
12th-14th century 764 1,861 29
14th—early 16th century 209 473 31
Launceston Castle (Cornwall) 12th—14th century 464 427 52
14th—early 16th century 765 855 47
Lincoln (various sites) Late Saxon 203 449 31
12th-14th century 42 143 23
Lyveden (Northants) 12th—14th century 35 175 17
14th-early 16th century 121 291 29
Portchester Castle (Inner Bailey) Late Saxon 185 267 41
12th-14th century 220 202 52
St Martin-at-Palace Plain Saxo-Norman 1,140 1,102 51
(Norwich) 11th-13th century 1,433 1,801 44
12th-early 16th century 312 310 50
St Peter’s St. (Northampton) Mid-Saxon 88 228 28
Late Saxon 377 2,006 16
12th-14th century 417 965 30
14th—early 16th century 107 784 12
The Green (Northampton) Late Saxon 137 452 23
12th-14th century 309 2,661 10
14th—early 16th century 133 679 16
The Shires, St Peter’s Lane 11th-13th century 232 661 26
(Leicester) 12th-14th century 256 607 30
14th—early 16th century 215 728 23
The Shires, Little Lane 11th-13th century 77 223 26
(Leicester) 12th-14th century 72 193 27
14th—early 16th century 87 304 22
Thetford Late Saxon 483 1,045 32
Saxo-Norman 687 1,574 30
Walton (Aylesbury) Saxon 331 511 39
Saxo-Norman 396 883 31
11th—early 16th century 292 847 26
West Cotton (Northants) 11th-13th century 318 531 37
12th-14th century 230 826 22
14th—early 16th century 35 309 10
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Table 6.1. Continued

Notes: The percentage of pig of the total of pig and sheep/goat is also shown

Sources: Cartledge (1985); Grant (1979a); Noddle (1985a); Davis (1992); Albarella, Beech, and Mulville
(1997); Luff (1993); Locker (1992a); O’Connor (1982); Noddle (1977); Albarella and Davis (1996);
Dobney, Jaques, and Irving (1995); Grant (1971); Grant (1977); Cartledge (1988); Harman (1979a);
Harman (1996); Gidney (1991a); Gidney (1991b); Jones (1993); Noddle (1976); Albarella and Davis
(1994).

decrease, reinforcing the point that—though the main decline probably occurred
early after the Conquest—the pig continued to lose ground to sheep husbandry
in the later part of the period (Fig. 6.1).

These calculations are affected by a number of factors—above all, differential
preservation and recovery between sites—but, given the large number of sites
considered, general trends are apparent. For a phenomenon not to be obscured
it has to be substantial: the gradual decrease in pig husbandry probably was. In
addition, the direct comparison of pig and sheep bones, animals of similar size,
minimizes the effects caused by bias in recovery. Although undoubtedly numbers
of pigs decreased in relation to sheep, the archaeological evidence merely
indicates a change in the relative importance of these two animals. Once we
consider that, after the Black Death, there was an increase in pasture and that

Fig. 6.1 Frequency of pig and sheep/goat bones from archaeological sites in central England
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taxa was > 300 have been considered. Number of sites per period: Saxon, 33; eleventh to thirteenth cen-
turies, 12; twelfth to fourteenth centuries, 19; fourteenth to early sixteenth centuries, 14. The Saxon phase
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Hill, Northampton: Harman and Baker (1985); Brackley: Jones, Levitan, Stevens, and Hocking (1985);
Brook St., Warwick: Hamilton (1992); Causeway Lane, Leicester: Gidney (1999); Fishergate, Norwich:
Jones (1994b); Flaxengate, Lincoln: O’Connor (1982); Full St., Derby: Patrick (1975); George St.,
Aylesbury: Jones (1983); Goltho: Jones and Ruben (1987); Great Linford: Burnett (1992); Ipswich:
Crabtree (1994); Launditch Hundred: Ambros (1989); Lyveden: Grant (1975); Midland Road, Bedford:
Grant (1979a); Mill Lane, Thetford: Albarella (2004); St John’s Street, Bedford: Duke (1979), Grant
(1979b); St Mary’s St., Bedford: Grant (1979a); Thuxton: Cartledge (1989); Town Wall, Coventry:
Noddle (1986); Walton Road, Aylesbury: Sadler (1991); West Parade, Lincoln: Scott (1986); Whitefriars
St., Norwich: Cartledge (1983).



Pig Husbandry and Pork Consumption 77

more animals were present in the countryside,?” the absolute number of pigs may
not necessarily have diminished, but simply become less in comparison with
other species.

Regimes of husbandry

Medieval swine husbandry relied heavily on the exploitation of woodland areas,
where pigs would have been taken seasonally to feed on roots, acorns, and beech
mast (Plate 6.1).2% The best demonstration of how widespread this practice was
can be found in Domesday Book, which generally measured woodland in terms of
the number of pigs that it could support.?’ The right to exploit demesne woodland
for swine is known as pannage.’® This practice probably dates back to the seventh
century?! and it survived at least until the end of the Middle Ages.*? Apart from its
economic impact—revenue obtained through the leasing of woodlands for pas-
turing pigs could be substantial’>—it was an important element in the organiza-
tion of society. Pannage was managed predominantly in a communal way:**
swineherds collected pigs from different owners and drove them to woodland
areas, where they might spend one or more nights in the company of the animals.?®

Although the association between pigs and woods was particularly strong in
the Saxon period and in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries,*® it would be wrong
to assume that it was the only strategy used to fatten the animals. Pannage only
occurred in autumn and early winter,?” the richest season for woodland prod-
ucts. Pigs had to be fed in other ways at different times of the year, as the
Seneschaucy acknowledged.?® Pigs were also kept—though probably in smaller
numbers—in areas that were not so rich in woodland: the number of swine on
some estates was higher than the number of animals local woodland might sup-
port.® In addition to natural resources pigs could be fed on cereals and
legumes,*® and occasionally grazed upon pasture.*! Moreover, some might be
housed or kept in yards.*?

The system of pannage started to break up after the Conquest, mainly as a
consequence of the gradual reduction of woodland.** This must have been an
important factor in the relative decrease of pig husbandry in the later Middle
Ages. There must have been geographic variation in the way this phenomenon
occurred, as pannage continued almost unabated in regions rich in forest.**
Where woodland was more depleted, intensive methods of swine husbandry

27 Dyer (1980: 324); Overton and Campbell (1992). 28 Campbell (2000: 165).

29 Williams and Martin (2002). 30 Harvey (1988: 127). 31 Trow-Smith (1957: 51).
32 Overton (1996: 25). 33 Fryde (1996: 155); Wiseman (2000: 33).

3 Harvey (1984: 228). 35 Kelly (2000: 82); Wiseman (2000: 33—4).

36 Trow-Smith (1957: 53). 37 Wiseman (2000: 33). 38 Oschinsky (1971: 284-5).
39 Williams and Martin (2002). 40 Kelly (2000: 83); Dyer (2003: 126).

41 Trow-Smith (1957: 81). 42 Trow-Smith (1957: 53).

43 A. Grant (1988); Campbell (2000: 166); Wiseman (2000: 40).
4 Campbell (2000: 166); Dyer (2003: 17).
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Plate 6.1 Pannage in practice: pigs feeding on acorns shaken down by their swineherd. From
the Luttrell Psalter, ¢.1320-435, British Library, Add. MS 42130, fo. 59". Photograph: © British
Library.
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became gradually more common. Sty feeding of animals, on legumes, cereals,
house-waste, and even by-products of the dairy and brewery industries,* started
replacing the traditional forms of free-range husbandry. This was mainly in
response to the reduction of the season of pannage. While in Anglo-Saxon
England pigs were allowed to roam in the woodland from August to December,
after the Conquest this right was restricted to a period of six to eight weeks in
October and November in many counties. In others, such as Lancashire, the
length of the pannage season had not changed as late as the sixteenth century.*®

These differences in the dietary regimes of pigs are difficult to detect archaeo-
logically, but recent technological advances have started providing useful data.
Isotopic analysis of pig bones from sites of different periods in Britain shows that
omnivorous pigs were already to be found before the Conquest. They are more
common on urban than rural sites,*” possibly indicating that pigs kept in towns
were fed on house-waste, rather than vegetable products alone. Work on tooth
microwear has also shown that it is possible to differentiate between rooting and
stall-fed pigs.*® These criteria—initially devised on modern pigs with a known
diet—have recently been applied to archaeological material from medieval York
and other sites. Preliminary work suggests the presence of stall-fed animals in
towns and foraging/rooting populations in rural contexts.*’

Medieval urbanization brought other changes in pig keeping. A wealth of
artistic, historical, and archaeological evidence demonstrates that pigs adapted
very well to town environments.’® Pigs, with their omnivorous habits, were
occasionally encouraged to roam free and scavenge for food,’! as an effective
way to clean the streets; but this was not without its problems, and ordinances
abound that ban or at least restrict the movements of pigs in towns.*> There was
also concern that they were a danger to children, and attacks were recorded.>?
Archaeological evidence from Norwich indicates that bones of neonatal pigs—
suggestive of on-site breeding—increased in the sixteenth century, while new-
born cattle and sheep were, by this period, no longer found. It is possible that an
increase in urbanization at the end of the medieval period favoured the keeping
of pigs, which did not need large areas of pasture to feed.>*

Modifications in pig husbandry went hand in hand with changes in the general
perception of the status of the pig and the consumption of its meat. By the time
of the Domesday survey, pigs were regarded as animals of the poor, which may
have affected the accuracy of their enumeration. It has even been suggested that
there was a proportional relationship between numbers of pigs and numbers of
poor.>> The reputation these animals acquired may have derived from the

45 QOverton (1996: 25); Campbell (2000: 166); Rixson (2000: 120); Wiseman (2000: 41).
46 Wiseman (2000: 33, 39-40).
47 Miildner, Richards, Albarella, Dobney, Fuller, Jay, Pearson, Rowley-Conwy, and Schibler (in

preparation). 48 Ward and Mainland (1999).
4 Wilkie, Mainland, Albarella, Dobney, and Rowley-Conwy (in preparation).
50 Dyer (1998a: 196); Lilley (2002: 220); Dyer (2003: 199). 51 Wiseman (2000: 42).

2 Rixson (2000: 115). 33 Smith (2000). 54 Albarella (2005). 55 Hallam (1988d).
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increasingly poor quality of their meat, a consequence of inadequate feeding,
based on industrial by-products.’® This could certainly have been a factor, but
the association between pigs and poverty probably relied more heavily on the
fact that even less well-off peasants could keep one or two pigs at low cost and
labour. It is possible that initially the low status of pigs resulted only from the
way in which they were kept, but towards the end of the Middle Ages it extended
to consumption—aristocratic households and townspeople would eat little pork
by the sixteenth century.>”

Social and geographic variation

There is a great degree of variation in the frequency of pig bones when town,
village, and castle sites are compared, but, on average, they tend to be more
abundant on high-status sites, followed by villages and then urban sites.’® The
contradiction with the preceding discussion is apparent rather than real, as
historical and archaeological data describe different phenomena: the animal
bones tell us about net consumption of meat, the documents inform us about
supply and husbandry. Bones from archaeological sites do not necessarily come
from animals that were raised locally, therefore the supposed greater emphasis in
urban pig keeping that characterizes the later Middle Ages is not necessarily
reflected in a higher consumption of pork there. Most of the meat consumed in
towns was probably brought in and town-dwellers consumed less pork and
mutton and more beef than their rural counterparts,®® despite the fact that the
number of pigs found in towns probably far exceeded the number of cattle.

The greater abundance of pig bones in village sites supports the view that pork
was considered predominantly peasant food. According to the archaeological
evidence, however, even on low-status sites beef seems to have been the meat that
was most consumed, though not to the same extent as in towns. Despite
problems of zooarchaeological quantification, there is a possibility that the
consumption of beef by the peasantry has been underestimated by historians.®°

The high levels of consumption of pork on high-status sites are more difficult
to explain.®! It is possible the decline in the status of pork only took place
towards the very end of the medieval period, when pig meat had become less
common in all sectors of society. There is also evidence that pig meat—especially
from young animals—was considered appropriate for refined tastes,®? and that
supplies for castle garrisons were drawn from the peasantry.®3

The few archaeological data that we have for monastic sites—also of a high
status—confirm that pork played an important role in ecclesiastical diet. At the

56 Rixson (2000: 120). 57 Woolgar (1999: 133); Smith (2000: 716). See also Chapter 7.
8 Albarella and Davis (1996). 39 Albarella (2005).

O For a fuller discussion of this question, see Albarella (1999).

61 See also Jones (2002: 157). 2 Dyer (1998a: 60). See also Chapter 7.

3 Sykes (2001: 247).
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Dominican friary in Chester,®* Eynsham Abbey,®® St Gregory’s Priory in
Canterbury®® and Shrewsbury Abbey®” pork was—in most phases—the second
most frequently consumed meat; but at Evesham Abbey®® and Austin Friars,
Leicester,®” it is less well represented. In the Misericord at Westminster Abbey,
c.1495-¢.1525, beef and veal constituted about 35 per cent of the meat
consumed by the monks; mutton and lamb, 47 per cent; and pork, 14 per cent,
more in line with the archaeological remains from Evesham and Leicester’s
Austin Friars.”? It is possible that in earlier times more pork had been eaten: the
trend towards a reduction in pork consumption throughout the Middle Ages has
been observed on monastic sites as well.”!

Pig husbandry and pork consumption also varied by geographic area. Where
there was more woodland—as in the Weald, the south-west, and the north-west—
there were more pigs (Plate 6.2).”2 Entries in the three counties covered by the
Little Domesday show that pigs were—in comparison to sheep—more common
in Essex than in Suffolk and Norfolk.”? This probably emphasizes the effect that
greater woodland resources could have on the success of pig husbandry.
Unfortunately too few animal bone assemblages have been studied from
Norman sites or from those up to the end of the thirteenth century in Essex and
Suffolk to compare the archaeological and documentary evidence, but the
archaeological data from Norfolk provide an interesting insight. In this county,
evidence from sixteen assemblages—mainly urban—indicates that pig remains
average 41 per cent of the remains of sheep/goat and pig. This contrasts with the
12 per cent suggested by Domesday Book. It is possible that Norfolk towns
imported some of their pig meat from areas outside the borders of the county
but, considering that nearby areas were also unlikely to have had a thriving pig
husbandry, we must perhaps accept the possibility that numbers of pigs in
Domesday Book are too low.”*

Economic, rather then purely environmental factors, also played a role in the
geographic distribution of pig husbandry. For instance, the East Midlands,
despite poor woodland coverage, had many pigs.”> Campbell suggests that the
soil of this region was mainly dedicated to arable production, probably incom-
patible with extensive sheep and cattle husbandry. Therefore, in order to
produce a sufficient supply of protein, there was specialization towards an inten-
sive system of pig keeping.”® The archaeological data are, however, once again
at odds with the historical sources. A comparison of the frequency of pigs in
Northamptonshire, Leicestershire, and East Anglia, on the one hand, and the
West Midlands on the other, indicates that pigs were no more common in the
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82 U. Albarella

Plate 6.2 Pigs and acorns, the rebus of John de Swinfield, d. 1311, precentor of Hereford
Cathedral, from his tomb in the retrochoir there, early fourteenth century. The Swinfield
family came from Kent, famed for the pannage its pigs had in the Weald. The arms on the saddles
of the pigs are those of the Dean and Chapter of Hereford. Photograph: C. M. Woolgar.

East Midlands than elsewhere (Fig. 6.2). It is possible that the difference was too
subtle to be highlighted by this rather crude comparison of archaeological data,
butitis also possible that this is again a difference between data for consumption
and information about production. Pig meat was not necessarily eaten where it
was produced.

Slaughter, seasonality, trade

Pigs were slaughtered at almost any age,”” but on average bones from pigs are from
younger animals than those from sheep and cattle. This is not surprising: pigs,

77 Trow-Smith (1957: 128).
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Fig. 6.2 Frequency of pig bones from medieval sites in central England
20
18 A
16
14

12 A

Percentage of pigs
>

West Midlands East Midlands East Anglia
Note: This is the average NISP of the percentage of pigs out of the three main species (cattle, sheep/goat,
and pig) per site.
Sources and sites: As Fig. 6.1.

unlike the other domesticates, were kept exclusively for meat, and consequently
there was no point in keeping them alive beyond the point of maximum
growth—apart from the few kept for breeding. Suckling pigs were occasionally
consumed as a delicacy, but most pigs were fattened before slaughter.”® Bones of
very young pigs are found, but they are a minority. Some animals were killed in
their first year, but pigs were believed to make the best porkers and baconers
when they were rising two.”® The archaeological evidence is consistent with this,
as, in most sites, pig bones tend to belong to ‘immature’ and ‘sub-adult’ categories.
There are a few exceptions, such as the twelfth- to fourteenth-century village of
Thuxton®® and the late medieval urban site at Towcester,! where first-year
killings predominate. This suggests variations in husbandry and uses of pigs.
Despite the claim that Saxon pigs were particularly slow growing and would not
have been slaughtered until their third year,®? there is little zooarchaeological
evidence of a widespread change in kill-off patterns between the Saxon and
succeeding periods. A tendency to kill animals at an earlier stage, however, has
been detected for the early post-medieval period, and it is probably a conse-
quence of the development of new, faster-growing breeds,?? possibly associated
with a further intensification of husbandry techniques.
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Age at slaughter was partly determined by seasonal cycles. When there was
only one farrow a year, this would generally occur in spring, whereas the most
convenient time of year for slaughter was the late autumn or early winter, when
pigs had been fattened in the woodlands, anticipating a shortage of natural
resources to sustain them.?* Many pigs born in spring would therefore have been
killed in the early winter of the following year, at about one and half years old,
which is consistent with documentary information for the thirteenth century.®’
Much of the flesh would have been preserved for later use. Seasonality can be
difficult to detect archaeologically, but work on pig mortality, from medieval
sites in Belgium, based on tooth wear, confirms a peak of killing in winter.®®* No
corresponding data are available for English sites.

Throughout the Middle Ages pig husbandry was more rooted in self-
sufficiency than in the case of other animals, to the extent that ‘the amount of
pork reaching the market was probably...small’.8” Most castles, manors, prior-
ies, hamlets, and villages could afford a pigsty and swine could also be kept in
urban environments—though much of the pork in towns would have been
brought in from elsewhere. Demesne production was mainly for local consump-
tion and most of the pork sold in the market was supplied by peasants.® Since
manorial households rarely purchased pork in the market, most of the surplus
must have been directed towards the urban market.%’

On most medieval sites, pig bones derive from all parts of the body, support-
ing the view that complete carcasses, rather than selected joints of meat, were
processed. Where there is a preponderance of particular parts of the body, these
are almost invariably cranial elements, mainly teeth. This is much more likely to
be the result of better preservation of the durable dental elements than of any
pattern of butchery. Butchery patterns that reveal a systematic way of distributing
the carcass, such as the longitudinal splitting of skulls and vertebrae, are almost
exclusively found at urban sites, for example, at Aylesbury,”® Leicester,”!
Thetford,’? and Lincoln.”?

Improvement

As long as pigs were managed within an extensive, woodland-based system of
husbandry there was probably little opportunity or even motivation for
improvement. With only limited control of breeding—domestic pigs could inter-
breed with wild stock during the pannage season—it was impractical to select
new types and breeds. The increasing tendency, particularly after the Black
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Death, to enclose the animals and to maintain greater control of their life cycle
may have generated the opportunity for change; but attempts to improve breeds
may have occurred exactly at the point when the general economic importance
of the pig went into decline.”® There is little historical evidence for improvement
during the medieval period and the earliest references to regional types are as late
as the seventeenth century. Even in these examples, it is not clear whether the
improvement was the result of genetics or nutrition.”

Nor does the zooarchaeological evidence provide much information about
any increase in size before the end of the Middle Ages. It is not always clear
whether an increase in size is a genuine phenomenon or the result of insufficient
detail in the analysis of biometrical data. At Flaxengate, Lincoln, there was no
change in the size of the pigs between Late Saxon and Saxo-Norman levels;”®
and the same is true for the data for the eleventh to fourteenth centuries at
West Cotton®” and Exeter.”® It has been noted, however, that the pigs from
Lincoln were smaller than contemporary animals from Exeter, which indicates
some regional variation.”® A hint that, in some areas, improvement may have
taken place in the late medieval period is provided by the animal bones from
Launceston Castle!® and Castle Mall, Norwich.!°! At both sites pigs from the
late medieval levels are slightly larger than those from earlier phases, though
the increase is much smaller than that occurring in the post-medieval levels
from the same sites. It is reflected in the bones rather than the teeth: since post-
cranial bones can be modified by environmental factors, this slight change
is more likely to be the consequence of an improvement in diet than a genetic
difference.

Recent work at Dudley Castle has provided for the first time firm evidence that
some degree of im