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Before Fridges and 282: Medieval Food Preservation 
Introduction 

Because of efficient agriculture, refrigeration, supermarkets and artificial preservatives, today we 

don’t have to think too much about preserving food.  However, in medieval times, preservation 

techniques were important to all cooks. Any extra produce had to be dealt with to reduce waste and 

lay down stock for potentially lean times.  Food that needed to be stored for longer than a few days 

needed to be preserved, to prevent spoilage.  This collegium is intended to give you a brief 

introduction to medieval food preservation methods. 

 

A Little Bit o’ Science 

The Modern Explanation 

Food spoilage is caused by harmful micro-organisms such as bacteria or fungi growing on food (let’s 

remember camembert is made by letting mould grow on cheese.... mmm... camembert....).   Like 

all living things, these micro-organisms require certain essentials to live: food, oxygen, moisture and 

a comfortable temperature.   Because  you  can’t  very well take  the food  away,  food  

preservation  is basically about cutting the supply of oxygen and moisture to the micro-organisms, 

and ensuring food is prepared and stored at a decent temperature. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: Once food has started to spoil, there’s very little that can be done to stop the 

process. There’s a big mythconception that medieval cooks used lots of spices to cover the flavour of 

spoiled meat.  While some spices have antiseptic properties, they can’t miraculously stop meat 

from spoiling, and sometimes even enhance the rotten flavour if used with spoiled meat.1 

 

The Medieval Explanation 

According to medieval thought, all creation was composed of four elements, or humours: water 

(cold and wet), earth (cold and dry), fire (hot and dry) and air (hot and wet).  Sickness or corruption 

resulted when these humours slid too far out of balance.  In the case of food spoiling, there was 

an excess of cold,  wet  humours.    The  aim of  food  preservation  was  therefore  to  drastically  

increase  hot,  dry humours, either through substances such as salt2 that were themselves highly hot 

and dry, or by usingtechniques such as smoking or drying that enhanced the hot, dry humours of 

the food being preserved, or by incorporating substances such as sugar that were thought to be 
                                                      

1 John Keay, The Spice Route (University of California Press: 2006), 28. 
2 According to a medieval medical manual of the time, “The virtue of salt is fiery so that it contracts, dries and binds 

whatever bodies it touches.  If dead flesh is salted in time, it is very well preserved.”  Terence Scully, The Art of 
Cookery in the Middle Ages, quoting Platina, p 55. 
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beneficial.3 

 

Equipment for Preservation 

Preserving food generally involves using large amounts of salt, or immersing food in REALLY HOT 

liquids such as sugar syrups or vinegar.  For this reason, you need to use non-reactive bowls such 

as glass or heavy plastic (like Tupperware) and stainless steel pans.  If you use metal bowls for 

activities such as salting meat or fish, the salt will react with the metal and give a nasty metallic taste 

to the food, and wreck your bowl.  Similarly, aluminium pans tend to react with sugar syrups and 

vinegar. 

 

You also need good quality glass jars with tight fitting lids.  As with any cooking equipment, you 

get what you pay for – buying “preserving jars” from the Reject Shop won’t work.  I like the type of 

preserving jar that has a removable rubber seal – you can remove the seal to sterilise the jar, and 

replace it when it perishes. 

 

You will need to sterilise your jars before you use them.  If you have a dishwasher, run the 

machine with the jars inside on the hottest cycle possible.  If you don’t have a dishwasher, immerse 

the jar and lid in a pot of boiling water for at least 10 minutes.  You will see some books tell you 

to then dry the jars in a hot oven – I can’t see the point if you sterilise them right before using them; 

you are only going to be sticking more hot liquid in it. 

 

If you want to use medieval equipment, you will need ceramic jars with well-fitting wooden or cork 

tops that fit inside the mouth of the jar.  The top is also covered in vinegar-soaked linen. 

 

WARNING:  When preserving with sugar or honey, you are required to heat them.  Both sugar 

and honey have higher boiling temperatures than water, and they both keep on getting hotter.  

And both sugar syrup and honey are really, really sticky.  So be very, very careful when candying or 

syruping – sugar or honey burns really, really hurt. 

 

Meat and Fish 
Medieval people (who could afford it) probably had access to fresher meat than we do today, even in 

cities.  In most places, meat being brought into a town had to be brought in live and slaughtered on 

site, and could only be stored for a few days. 

                                                      
3 Although it was of a moist nature, sugar was considered one of the safest foods available, and featured in most 

medicines.  Adding it to dishes enhanced the beneficial humours in the food it was introduced to.  Terence Scully, 
The Art of Cookery in the Middle Ages, 53. 



Leoba of Lecelad  Medieval Food Preservation 

© Christine Lawrie (2013) clawrie1@bigpond.net.au Page 3 of 13 
 http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com 

 

That being said, meat preservation was important for all levels of society.  It was common practice 

in the autumn to slaughter a lot of stock animals so they didn’t have to be fed over the winter.   

Meat preservation ensured it wasn’t wasted. 

 

The preservation of fish was even more widespread, and more important.   Fish tends to spoil a 

lot quicker than meat does, so fish preservation ensured a bumper catch wasn’t wasted.  

Furthermore, there was around a third of the year where the Church prevented the eating of meat, so 

there had to be some way of ensuring plentiful fish supply. 

 

Salting 

Whether dry curing or wet curing, salting works by drawing moisture out of food, thus depriving 

microbes of one of the necessities of life.  The salt also changes the nature of the cells of both the 

food and any bacteria, “crippling” the bacteria so it can’t grow.4  Salting is one of the oldest 

methods of preservation; and was critical to the formation of civilisation.  Salt was an extremely 

valuable commodity prior to refrigeration, and in ancient times, salt works and salt deposits often 

became major trading centres. 

 

Whether dry cured or wet cured, salted meat will need to be soaked in fresh water for several hours 

and then dried before being eaten.  Otherwise, the high salt content in the flesh will make it inedible. 

 

Dry Curing 

When dry curing, meat is basically packed in salt, with the moisture drawn from the meat drained 

off. This is still used in the production of small goods, such as prosciutto and other types of hams, 

and salt fish (however, dry curing doesn’t work with oily fish like salmon or tuna; it’s better with 

white fish such as cod).  It’s often used in conjunction with drying or smoking. 

 

As well as drawing out the moisture, dry curing changes the texture of the meat, breaking down the 

fibres, tenderising the meat and completely changing its texture.5  The traditional methods of 

curing described below are still used to produce prosciutto, a gourmet delicacy.6 

 

Method of curing hams and Puteolan ofella. 

You should salt hams in the following manner, in a jar or large pot: When you have bought the 

                                                      
4 Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking, 172-173. 
5 McGee, On Food, 174. 
6 That is, for people who can eat pig products grumble grumble grumble… 



Leoba of Lecelad  Medieval Food Preservation 

© Christine Lawrie (2013) clawrie1@bigpond.net.au Page 4 of 13 
 http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com 

hams cut off the hocks. Allow a half-modius of ground Roman salt to each ham. Spread salt 
on the bottom of the jar or pot; then lay a ham, with the skin facing downwards, and cover 
the whole with salt. Place another ham over it and cover in the same way, taking care that 
meat does not touch meat. Continue in the same way until all are covered. When you have 
arranged them all, spread salt above so that the meat shall not show, and level the whole. 
When they have remained five days in the salt remove them all with their own salt. Place at 
the bottom those which had been on top before, covering and arranging them as before. 
Twelve days later take them out finally, brush off all the salt, and hang them for two days in a 
draught. On the third day clean them thoroughly with a sponge and rub with oil. Hang them 
in smoke for two days, and the third day take them down, rub with a mixture of oil and 
vinegar, and hang in the meat-house. No moths or worms will touch them. Cato, On Farming, 
162.7 

 

Based on Dry Cure Mix for the Enthusiast – Meat, Adrian Richardson, p 244. 

1.5 kg coarse salt (kosher or rock) 1 tbs ground black pepper 

350g ground white pepper 1 whole pork belly (approx. 2kg) , cut into 4 pieces 

100g ground fennel seeds 

 

Combine the salt, pepper and fennel seeds in a large bowl. 

 

Work a generous handful of the mix into each piece of pork, then stack them on top of each other in a 

non-reactive bowl (glass, plastic or ceramic – not metal), putting skin to skin and flesh to flesh.  

The first piece should be skin side down.  After 24 hours, drain off the liquid, then rinse and dry the 

bowl. Rub a fresh handful of curing mix into each piece of pork, then stack back into the 

container in the opposite order (so the one on the bottom is now on top).  Repeat this process 

every 24 hours for 5-8 days. 

 

After the curing process, rinse and dry the pork pieces well, and suspend on a hook in a cool, dry 

place. Every time you want some bacon, slice some off.  Will keep for up to 6 months (possibly 6 

minutes in Mordenvale). 

 

Gravlax 

Gravlax translates as “grave salmon;” this gives some indication as to its traditional preparation.  

The freshly caught salmon is gutted and de-boned (but not skinned), rubbed with salt and other 

flavouring agents and buried.  The salt and the weight of the sand burying the fish draws out the 

moisture to preserve the fish. 

 

You can imitate the burying of the fish by taking two salmon fillets, rubbing them liberally with salt 

and flavourings (I used dill, mustard seed and pepper), placing them flesh sides together so the skin 

                                                      
7 Cato. On Farming trans. Andrew Dalby (Totnes: Prospect Books, 1998), 225. 
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faces outwards, wrapping the whole thing in clingwrap and weighting it with a brick.  You get the 

best results if you flip the parcel over every few hours and renewing the salt mixture every 24 

hours.  You only need to do this for about 3 days to get really good results. 

 

  

The salmon sandwich with salt and dill filling     Wrapped and weighted, ready for the fridge 

 

Wet Curing/Brining 

When meat is brined (or pickled or corned), it is soaked in a mixture that prevents oxygen getting to 

the meat, through the action of salt, vinegar or wine, and spices (sometimes including sugar).  When 

using vinegar, it needs to be at least 5% acidity to prevent the growth of botulism.  A salty mixture 

should be salty enough that a fresh egg floats on it – generally 1 part salt to 4 parts water.  When 

using vinegar, the vinegar needs to cover the meat, and it should be boiled to ensure the vinegar 

penetrates the meat. When allowed to cool and stored in a jar, this vinegar/meat mixture will keep for 

around 3 weeks. Brining is also often used in conjunction with drying or smoking. 

 

In her online article “Camping Without a Cooler,” Elizabeth Cook describes ways of making and 

preserving food for long SCA events without relying on an esky.   She mentions a recipe in a 

13th century Icelandic manuscript, which calls for cooked meat to be sliced thinly and then covered in 

hot, spiced vinegar.  Apparently, this keeps for around 3 weeks.8 

 

Pickled Meat 

800g cooked meat, sliced thinly Black pepper, cloves, mace, cinnamon 

600 mL vinegar 
 

Put the spices into the vinegar and bring to the boil.  When it’s boiling, add the meat and return to the 

                                                      

8 Elizabeth Cook, “Camping Without a Cooler,” 
http://www.daviddfriedman.com/Medieval/Articles/Camping%20without%20a%20cooler.html, accessed 22/09/2010. 
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boil, leaving for approximately 5 minutes.   Put the meat into a sterilised jar and pour over the 

hot vinegar, then seal the jar. 

 

Sausages 

The word “sausage” is derived from salt.  Combining meat and salt in animal intestines was one of 

the earliest and most common methods of preserving that meat. 

 

Drying 

Drying is possibly the oldest preservation method.  One of the most common dried meats in 

medieval times was fish, which was useful on the days when eating land animals was prohibited.  

Dried fish is called stockfish; generally, only white fish are suitable for drying (oily fish take too 

long to dry).  Cod was particularly prized. 

 

In many medieval cookbooks, a distinction is made between fresh fish recipes and stockfish 

recipes; recipes featuring stockfish generally call for the fish to be “sodden” (presumably 

reconstituted in water).  The Goodman of Paris tells his wife stockfish need to be pounded with a 

wooden hammer for an hour, then soaked for another two.  They also need to be served with very 

different sauces to fresh fish.  Stockfish should be served in a sauce based on mustard or butter, 

while fresh fish should be served with a white wine sauce or a jance (ginger custard like sauce).9 

 

When drying, the idea is to reduce the moisture content to below 25%.  This prevents the growth 

of bacteria; reducing it further below 10% will stop the growth of mould.10 

 

Meats to be dried need to be cut as thinly as possible (to aid the drying process) and need to be dried 

in a way that allows maximum air circulation.  Typically this was achieved by putting the meat on 

racks, or hanging it.  Land meats such as beef or pork generally need to be salted before drying, to aid 

in the moisture loss process. 

 

Smoking 

Smoking coats the exterior of food with carbon dioxide and other compounds, so it stops oxygen 

enabling  microbe  growth.    Smoking  also  retards  fat  oxidation,  which  leads  to  rancid  

flavours developing in fattier meats.  However, smoking tends only to work on the surface – it 

doesn’t penetrate the exterior of the meat, so it has to be used in conjunction with one of the 

                                                      
9 The Goodman of Paris trans. Eileen Power, 179. 
10 McGee, On Food, 172. 
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methods outlined above.11  Smoked fish, for instance, are generally stored in brine. 

 

Smoking fish, in particular, can be quite smelly.  The production of smoked red herring in 

medieval times gave off such a powerful odour, it gave rise to the colloquial “red herring.”12 

 

Hot Smoking 

When hot smoking, the food is suspended over a smoky fire, so the food cooks at the same time it is 

smoked.  Generally, the smoke is trapped in a chamber or box, to concentrate it.  For this reason, it 

is much better as a method of preservation.  You can buy a smoking kit from a camping/fishing store, 

or you can make one from a metal drum – the big olive oil containers with the bottoms chopped out 

are very good.  However, make sure you do it in a very open space or you’ll stink out your house and 

the neighbours will complain. 

 

Cold Smoking 

In cold smoking, smoke is allowed to build up in an enclosed space, then the food is suspended 

above the smoke, with no heat.  If you’ve ever tea-smoked anything in a wok, you’ve cold smoked.  

It’s not as good for preserving and is generally only used to add a smoky flavour to food. 

 

Fruit and Vegetables 

Pickling 

As with meat, pickling fruit and vegetables involves soaking the food in a mixture that prevents 

oxygen spoiling.  I haven’t been able to find any western European examples of pickled vegetables or 

fruit, but there are many in Islamic sources – mukhallal indicates a pickled dish, and they form an 

important part of many meals.  These pickled dishes were not necessarily intended for preservation, 

but they can be adapted for it. 

 

In every case I’ve found, the food to be pickled is washed and sliced, and placed in a jar with vinegar, 

salt and spices, with the addition of honey “if you want it sweetened.”  The following examples come 

from the Kitab Wasf Al-At’ima Al-Mu’tada, or The Description of Familiar Foods, a 14th century 

Middle Eastern cookbook. 

 

One aspect that’s not covered in many of the medieval recipes is the importance of heat in 

pickling. Food that’s going to be preserved needs to be boiled to kill surface bacteria, and if the 

                                                      
11 McGee, On Food, 175. 
12 McGee, On Food, 236. 



Leoba of Lecelad  Medieval Food Preservation 

© Christine Lawrie (2013) clawrie1@bigpond.net.au Page 8 of 13 
 http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com 

preserving liquid is hot as well, this will also help in the preservation process.13 

 

Lift Mukhallal (pickled turnips) 

Take medium turnips and peel the middles, then cut them small and sprinkle with a little salt 
and some atartif tib14 and the afwah15, and Chinese cinnamon (cassia) and mastic milled fine, 
and rub in everything by hand.  Then put it in a glass jar and pour on good vinegar to 
cover.  If you want it sweetened, add honey and colour it with saffron. 

 

1 cooked turnip, peeled and cut fine ½ tsp each salt and atarif tib 

1 cup good quality wine vinegar ¼ tsp each coriander, caraway, cassia and mastic 

½ cup honey pinch saffron 

 

Grind spices and salt finely, then rub the mix on the turnip.  Put the turnip pieces into a jar.  Mix 

the honey and vinegar well and heat to boiling.  Add the turnip pieces and bring the mixture back 

to the boil.  Put the turnip in a sterilised jar, then pour over honey and vinegar mix over the turnip, 

making sure the liquid comes right to the rim of the jar.  Seal and store in a cool, dark place. 

 

Baid Mukhallal (pickled eggs) 

Take boiled eggs and peel and sprinkle with a little ground salt and Chinese cinnamon 
and dry coriander. Then arrange them in a glass jar and pour wine vinegar on them, and put it 
up. 

 

6 hard boiled eggs, peeled 1 tsp salt 

Good quality wine vinegar ¼ tsp each of cinnamon and coriander 

 

Mix spices and salt together, then rub the mix on the eggs.  Put the eggs in a sterilised jar.  Heat 

the vinegar to boiling, then cover the eggs with the vinegar, making sure the vinegar comes right to 

the rim of the jar.  Seal and store in a cool, dark place. 

 

Qarasiya Mukhallala (Pickled Plums) 

Put them in a pickling jar and put water on them, and a little vinegar and a like amount of 
honey. 

 

5-8 plums ¼ cup quality wine vinegar 

¾ to 1 cup water (see below) ¼ cup honey 

 

                                                      
13 McGee, On Food, 298 – 299. 
14 A spice mix consisting of pepper, long pepper, rose petals, cardamom, nutmeg, mace, spikenard, cloves, ginger, bay 

leaf and oregano. 
15 Another spice mix consisting of toasted caraway and coriander seeds. 
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Cut the plums into quarters and remove the stone, blanch them in boiling water for about 3 

minutes, then put them in a jar.  Mix the honey and vinegar with ¾ - 1 cup of the liquid the plums 

were blanched in, then bring to the boil.  Pour over the plums.  Make sure the liquid comes right up 

to the rim of the jar. Seal and give the jar a shake to make sure everything is mixed.  Store in a cool, 

dark place. 

 

Drying 

When drying fruit, obviously you are removing all the moisture.  Dried fruit, particularly prunes, 

dates, currants and raisins, featured in many medieval recipes, from meat stews to desserts. 

 

When drying fruit, you need good air circulation and low humidity (which rules out drying fruit in 

February on the Australian eastern seaboard most years). Fruit can either be dried naturally in racks 

left in a dry, sunny spot, covered to protect from birds and insects (and cats…), or in a very low (130° 

C) oven. 

 

Sugar 

Sugar is similar to salt in that it draws the moisture out of food.  It also creates an oxygen-poor 

environment.  Sugar can either be dissolved in water to create a syrup that the fruit is stored in, or it 

can be used to candy, or glace the fruit.  Both methods were used in period.  And unlike many other 

preservation methods, they are very well documented.  In fact, candied fruit was considered a 

delicacy, and was generally served at the end of a feast in late period, as it was believed to aid 

digestion.16  An entire book devoted to the making of candied fruit, the Llibre de totes maneres de 

confits (The Book of All Kinds of Candied Fruit) was written in 15th century Catalonia, but 

unfortunately this hasn’t been translated into English. 

 

Sugar first became known in Europe in the 12th century, when it was brought back to Europe by 

Crusaders.  However, it didn’t become widely available until the late 14th century, and even after 

then it was a status item.  For this reason, medieval recipes often use honey as a sweet preservative 

rather than sugar. 

 

Candying 

THIS IS THE WAY TO MAKE COMPOTE. Note that you must start by St. John's Day 
which is the twenty-fourth day of June. 

 

                                                      
16 Terence Scully, The Art of Cooking in the Middle Ages, 135. 



Leoba of Lecelad  Medieval Food Preservation 

© Christine Lawrie (2013) clawrie1@bigpond.net.au Page 10 of 13 
 http://leobalecelad.wordpress.com 

First, take five hundred new walnuts, and be sure that neither the shell nor the kernel are yet 
formed and that the shell is also neither too hard nor too tender, and peel them all round, and 
then pierce them through or in a cross. And then put them to soak in water from the Seine or 
a spring, and change it every day: and they must soak ten to twelve days and they will 
become black and when you chew one you will not be able to taste any bitterness; and then 
put them on to boil in sweet water and let them boil just for the length of time it takes to say 
a Miserere, and until you see that there are none which are too hard or too soft. Then empty 
the water, and put them to drain on a screen, and then boil a sixth of honey or as much as 
they need to be all covered, and the honey should be strained and skimmed: and when it is 
cooled down to just warm, add your walnuts and leave them two or three days, and then put 
them to drain, and take as much of your honey as they can soak in, and put the honey on the 
fire and make it come to a good boil and skim it, and take it off the fire: and put in each hole 
in your walnuts a clove in one side and a little snip of ginger in the other, and then put 
them in the honey when it is lukewarm. And stir it two or three times a day, and at the end 
of three days take them out: and gather up the honey, and if there is not enough, add to it and 
boil and skim and boil, then put your walnuts in it; and thus each week for a month. And then 
leave them in an earthenware pot or a cask, and stir once a week. 

 

Take, around All Saints Day (November 1), large turnips, and peel them and chop them in 
quarters, and then put on to cook in water: and when they are partially cooked, take them out 
and put them in cold water to make them tender, and then let them drain; and take honey and 
do the same as with the walnuts, and be careful not to over-cook your turnips. 

 

Item, on All Saints, take carrots as many as you wish, and when they are well cleaned and 
chopped in pieces, cook them like the turnips.17 

 

The long quote above describes the basic process involved in candying: to steep slices of fruit in 

progressively stronger sugar solutions, until all moisture is gone (only in this case, we are using 

honey). Today sugar and water are used; the Goodman specifies using honey, presumably because 

sugar would have been too expensive.  I find the above interesting as well, as the Goodman 

describes the candying of vegetables (turnip and carrot – he also mentions gourds and fennel) as well 

as fruit. 

 

Candied Carrot 

4 carrots, peeled and cut into batons Honey to over the carrots 

 

Put the carrot batons into cold water and bring to the boil.  Remove the carrots from the boiling water 

and put into cold water, then drain. 

 

Heat honey to boiling; when boiled, remove the honey from the heat, skim any scum from the 

surface, then cool slightly.  Pour over the carrots and leave covered for three days, stirring once a day. 

 

After three days, remove the carrots from the honey, and put the honey back onto the stove.  Add 

                                                      
17 The Goodman of Paris, 194-195. 
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extra honey; you need to make sure the carrots are completely submerged.  Bring the honey back to 

the boil, then remove from the heat, skim the scum, and when cooled slightly, pour back over 

the carrots. Repeat this weekly for a month. 

 

Syrup 

Syrup, rather like wet brining or pickling, stores the fruit in a solution in which microbes can’t 

grow. The modern method of canning fruit uses basically the same process, except other bits are 

added to the syrup.  In general, when preparing a sugar syrup, you need half the weight of sugar 

to fruit, and the sugar will account for about 2/3 of the final syrup.18 

 

To conserve wardens (pears) – Thomas Dawson, The Good Huswife’s Jewel (1596) 

To conserve wardens all the yeere in sirrop: Take your wardens and put them in a great 
Earthen pot, and cover them close, set them in an Oven when you have set in your white 
bread, & when you have drawne your white bread, and your pot, & that they be so colde as 
yo u may handle them, then pill the thin skinne from them over a pewter dish, that you may 
save all the sirrope that falleth from them: put to them a quarte of the same sirrope, and a pint 
of Rosewater, and boile them together with a fewe Cloves and Sinnamon, and when it is 
reasonable thick and cold, put your wardens and Sirrope into a Galley pot and see alwaies 
that the Syrrop bee above the Wardens, or any other thing that you would conserve. 

 
Modern Method 

500 g pears 1/2 cup rosewater 

1 cup water 5 whole cloves 

250g sugar 1 stick cinnamon 

 

Prepare the sugar syrup by putting the sugar, rosewater, water and spices in a saucepan and 

heating slowly until the sugar has dissolved, then increase the heat until the syrup is boiling.   Try 

to avoid stirring (this prevents sugar crystallisation).  Meanwhile, peel, halve and core the pears, and 

soak them in cold water with lemon juice added to prevent discolouration.  When all the pears are 

prepared, add them to the sugar syrup and return to the boil.  When the pears have softened 

slightly, remove them carefully and put into a sterilised jar.  Add the syrup, making sure it comes to 

the rim of the glass. 

 

I have to confess, I’ve never gotten Dawson’s method to work.  For starters, peeling a baked pear 

is really hard – the pear is very soft and I’ve never been able to get the skin off without breaking up 

the pear.  Also, I’ve never been able to get the mixture to work without everything fermenting after a 

few days. 

 

                                                      
18 McGee, On Cooking, 296. 
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Dairy 
Given that there was no homogenisation or pasteurisation (let alone refrigeration) most milk was 

turned into other products soon after production. 

 

Butter 

Butter is formed very easily, simply by sloshing milk about so the cream becomes more solid.  It can 

be left as is, or preserved by adding salt.  In Roman times, it was regarded as a barbarian food,19 

and it doesn’t feature very much in much in aristocratic medieval cooking.  However, butter was an 

important enough everyday foodstuff that the Goodman of Paris included instructions on how to 

remove the salt from butter so it could be used; essentially, you heat the butter gently, and the salt will 

separate from the butter.20 

 

Cheese 

All cheese is basically formed the same way – the milk solids (curds) are removed from curdled milk, 

and pressed.   You can then greatly alter the style of cheese by adding other ingredients, pressing to 

remove moisture and adding acid and salt.  The moisture removal and the addition of acid and salt, 

acts to preserve the cheese, by discouraging harmful microbes and breaking down the fat molecules.  

This was the main way of preserving milk, and cheese has been an important and valued foodstuff 

since ancient times.21 

********************* 

                                                      
19 Pliny Natural History, 11.96.239 
20 The Goodman of Paris, 202. 
21 McGee, On Food, 51-52. 
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Further Reading 
The following books are very useful in providing information about medieval cooking, and 

contain further recipes for preservation.  Please note this is a very, very small selection of the books 

available. 

Anonymous.    Curye  on  Inglysch  ed.  Constance  B.  Hieatt  and  Sharon  Butler.    London:  Oxford 

University Press, 1985. 

A  collection  of the earliest  English cookbooks, from the late  14th   century.   Search the index 

for “compost” and “confyt..” 

Anonymous.  The Goodman of Paris trans. Eileen Power. Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006. 

This is an instruction manual written by a prosperous Paris merchant for his young wife.  As well 

as information on manners, household management and gardening, it also contains a large selection 

of recipes. Should be required reading for everyone in the SCA. 

Apicius.  Apicius trans. Christopher Grocock and Sally Grainger.  Totnes: Prospect Books, 2006. 

A definitive collection of Roman recipes, and this is the most recent (and best) translation.  The 

first chapter contains several recipes for preservation, using honey and vinegar. 

Dawson, Thomas.   T he  Good  House wif e’ s Je wel  ed. Maggie Black.  Lewes: Southover Press, 

1996. 

A late Elizabethan household manual, containing a large section on fruit preservation. 

McGee, Harold.  On Food and Cooking.  New York: Scribner, 2004. 

Cookbooks explain the “how” of cooking; in this book McGee explains a lot of the “why.”  

Essential reading for understanding cooking, especially for those of us who want to ignore Heston 

when he says “Please don’t try this at home!” 

Medieval Arab Cookery.    Totnes: Prospect Books, 2006. 

A collection of essays about medieval Arab cookery, food and eating, and translations of 

several cookbooks.  Essential for people with Middle Eastern personas. 

Scully, Terrence. The Art of Cookery in the Middle Ages.  Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995. 

An absolutely essential book in any SCA cook’s library.  Contains information about the 

production and preparation of food, and the scientific ideas behind food of the time. 


