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“The wealthy would have nothing but pure white bread at their meals, as 
doctors recommended.”

At the table bread was generally served as food, al-
though it could, double as a plate, or a spoon, saltcellar 
or finger wipe. Easy to handle and absorbent, flat 
pieces of bread worked well as trenchers, cut from 
loaves that were a few days old and made from coarse-
ground meal. 

In towns and villages bread-baking was principally as-
signed to professional bakers. Partly to reduce fire. Not 
even all wealthy, aristocratic households baked their 
bread at home in their own ovens. Towns and villages 
provided entrepreneurial oven owners who kept their 
ovens burning for communal use. Dough could be pre-
pared at home and taken to the public oven for baking. 

“The wealthy would have nothing but pure white bread 
at their meals, as doctors recommended.”

Apart from being used as nourishment, the nettle 
was also common medicinal herb. If you wish, you 
can pierce a small hole in the loaf before baking. This 
medieval custom arrived in Finland from southwest 
Sweden. The hole was located on the side of the loaf 
and threaded with string by which the bread could be 
suspended from a bread pole to dry.

NETTLE BREAD RECIPE

1 ¼ pints lukewarm water
2 ½ cups shredded fresh nettle 
leaves
1-2 tsp. salt
2 tsp caraway seeds
1 ¾ oz yeast
1 ⅔ cups coarse ground rye flour
4 ¼ -5 ½ cups dark wheat flour

Stir the salt, yeast, caraway seeds 
and nettles into the lukewarm 
water. Add both types of flour 
and knead thoroughly. Leave the 
dough to rise until it doubles in 
size. Knead it again, and mold the 
dough into round loaves. Leave the 
loaves to rise further on a baking 
sheet, and bake for 40-50 minutes 
at 175-200 degrees. 

Breads
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There was a very distinctive social class system during the Middle Ages.  Most 
medieval people were peasants, over 90%, but the divide between peasants 

and nobility was very clear-cut.

Social Status

The saltiness of a dish was of little importance. In 
medieval times food wasn’t divided into salty and 
savory. Spices were used to flavor food attractively. 
Exotic and expensive spices were also an indicator 
of one’s status and wealth.
  

There were high standards for food, especially 
their freshness and quality. London had a rule that 
meat could not be sold or purchased after dusk. 
Grocers inspected their food regularly and as a 
rule people did not eat spoiled food. The lower 
class ate a variety of vegetables, grains, and dairy.

During times of plenty there wasn’t much 
difference between the upper class and the 
lower class, however during times of depravation 
the lower class suffered while the upper class 
continued to eat well.

Peasant food: fish, stew, chicken or rabbit stew, 
bean stew, pork and bean stew, stewed leeks, 
Brussels sprouts, mutton stew, leg of lamb, 
veal pie, stewed entrails, and cheese tarts. The 
peasant’s diet differed little from the upper 
class except that it lacked fewer fried or roasted 
meats and bakery products.

Food left over from a feast was given to the 
servants of the household. Often times food 
was distributed to the poor and the needy on 
saints day. 
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Fish was associated with repentance

The wedding banquet for the London wedding 
on Henry IV and Joan of Navarre was:
 
 First course: Salted fish, strongly   
 seasoned river lamprey, pike, bream  
 and baked salmon
 Second course: Harbour porpoise,   
 fish in aspic, bream, salmon, sea eel,  
                        sculpin, plaice and river lamprey pies. 
 Third Course: Tench, trout, fried   
                        flounder, perch, baked river lamprey, 
  loach, sturgeon and crabs.

Sturgeon, fish for the rich, costly delicacy. All 
foods are weighted with expression, even emo-
tion. Fish is a mark of poverty and prosperity 
and is related to European culture, as well as 
the notion of sacrifice and penance.

Fish heads and tails poke through the top crust 
and while it appears the fish are gazing up at 
the stars, this placement allows the oil from the 
fish to flow back into the pie, keeping it moist 
and flavorful from within.

Sing a song of sixpence,
A pocket full of rye.
Four and twenty blackbirds,
Baked in a pie.
When the pie was opened
The birds began to sing;
Wasn’t that a dainty dish,
To set before the king.

RAPHIOLES
Pork liver
Unseasoned white bread crumbs
Egg yolks - beaten.
Lard or suet 
Cheese - finely grated.
Bacon fat
Powder douce 
Sausage Casings
One nine-inch pie shell in pan.
Eggs 
Powder fort 

Boil the liver until very tender; drain. Mash 
or purée the liver as fine as possible, then 
blend with the egg yolks, bread crumbs, lard, 
cheese, and a little bacon grease. Season 
with the powder douce & ginger. The mixture 
needs to be smooth but thick enough to 
mold. Make balls from this mixture, about 
the size of small apples. Use the casings to 
make individual sausages from the balls, 
being sure to keep the round shape. Place 
the balls in the pie shell, completely filling it. 
Bake the pie in a hot oven until done - the 
crust will begin to turn brown. Remove the 
pie from the oven, then completely coat 
the top with beaten egg seasoned with the 
powder fort and saffron. Return this to the 
hot oven for a few seconds for the egg to 
cook - be careful not to overcook as the egg 
will turn brown, and you want it to keep a 
yellow color. (If you can’t find saffron, use a 
few drops of yellow food coloring instead). 
Serve it forth!

Meat & Fish
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“In the Middle Ages vegetables and other food plants-including grain- played 
an essential role in the daily fare of the lower classes.”

March                  Avoid lentils and sweet things
April            Avoid root vegetables
June                Avoid leafy lettuces
August      Avoid anything that heats the blood
December              Cabbage

“In the Middle Ages vegetables and other food 
plants-including grain- played and essential role in 
the daily fare of the lower classes.”

“By comparison, the more affluent members of soci-
ety consumed fewer greens, since they were able to 
get hold of ample amounts of meat for their tables.

“Vegetables were not considered particularly nu-
tritious, for which reason it was preferred to boost 
them with meat and fish.”

Common Vegetables: 
Celery, fennel, asparagus, and spinach. 
Asparagus was found in the kitchens of the wealthy. 
Spinach too was new. 

The first vegetarian was the Greek mathematician 
and philosopher Pythagoras of Samos. In medieval 
times, a diet of water and raw unseasoned vege-
tables was rare. The medieval church was assured 
the faithful that killing animals for food was not 
a sin.

 

SPYNOCHES YFRYED

Fresh spinach leaves
Olive Oil
Powder Douce - this was a 
Medieval blend of sweet spices, 
almost always containing sugar & 
cinnamon and never pepper, and 
with such other spices as nutmeg, 
clove, cardamom, mace, etc.

Parboil the spinach, keeping in mind 
that this means to partially cook by 
boiling. Remove the leaves from the 
water; drain well and press out the 
water. Cut the spinach leaves in half; 
fry in hot olive oil. Remove from oil & 
drain. Place in serving dish and sprin-
kle on powder douce to season.
Serve it forth!

Original Medieval translation:
Take spinach; parboil them in 
boiling water. Take them up and 
press out the water and hew them 
in two. Fry them in oil & do there-to 
powder douce, & serve forth.

Vegetables
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Milk was not refrigerated and was therefore used very quickly or turned into 
salted products with a longer shelf life. 

Milk was not refrigerated and was therefore used 
very quickly or turned into salted products with a 
longer shelf life. 

Goat and Sheep’s milk was thought to be 
extremely beneficial. Individuals were advised to 
drink them more in September and October. Milk 
from a cow was thought to be more difficult to 
digest and was recommended to be drunken with 
honey, pepper, and wine. 

Cheese belonged everywhere and at every meal, 
and not just as an accompaniment as is often 
the case today. 

Monks rarely drank milk but cheese was con-
sumed in abundance. German peasants renting 
the land to make cheese. Monks travelling to bless 
the land and receiving large amounts of cheese 
in return. 

During the days of fasting, animal milk and milk 
containing dishes were banned. Almond milk 
served as an alternative.

TART DE BRY

Raw Egg Yolks
Cheese - a semi-soft, but not so 
soft that it can’t be grated. See 
note below.
Ginger (powder)
Sugar
Saffron
Saltr

Combine the final 6 ingredients - 
the mixture needs to essentially be 
grated cheese held together with 
the egg yolk; the final consistency 
should be slightly runny. Place this 
filling in a pie shell and bake until 
the pastry is golden brown and the 
filling has set.

The original recipe implies that Brie 
cheese is to be used; however, “chese 
ruayn,” also called “rewen” or “rowen” 
in other Medieval sources, was Au-
tumn cheese, made after the cattle 
had fed on the second growth. This 
was apparently a semi-soft cheese, 
but not as soft as a ripe modern Brie: 
one period recipe says to grate it. 
It appears to be the same cheese 
called fromage de gaing in France.

Dairy
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Many desserts had religious affiliation

Puddings and jellies were common.

Nuts and berries were part of the diet of every 
social order. 

 BANANAS WERE KNOWN BUT THEY  
 WERE SHUNNED.

Fresh, sugar-glazed and dried fruits were eaten 
at both the beginning and the end of a meal. In 
day to day life children were rewarded with fruits 
and nuts. 

In medieval Christian iconography the peach sym-
bolized the Holy Trinity, salvation, and truth. The 
Greeks and the Romans nicknamed the apricot, 

“the golden egg of the sun.”

Peasants ate mostly apples and pears. Fresh fruit 
was difficult to store, so medical experts recom-
mended cooking fruit or drying it. 

CRISPELS

Pastry dough
Olive oil
Honey

Roll out the pastry as thin as pos-
sible; cut into circles. Fry the pastry 
in a little olive oil until lightly 
brown & crisp. Drain well. Place the 
honey in a saucepan and slowly 
bring to a boil, skimming off any 
scum that rises. Brush the pastries 
with the hot honey and serve forth!

Original Medieval Translation
Crispels. Take and make a sheet of 
good pastry as thin as paper; carve 
it out with a saucer & fry it in oil; 
or in grease; and to finish them, 
take clarified honey and baste 
there-with. Do them up and serve 
them forth.

Desserts
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“He who never eats fruit, never comes down with a fever.”

As a rule, meals were taken twice a day in medieval times
The two main meals were dinner and supper. Dinner was conduct-
ed at midday and supper late in the evening. 

BREAKFAST WAS CONSIDERED EXCESSIVE
 AND INAPPROPRIATE.

 
Moralists and physicians warned against eating more frequently. 
It was considered unhealthy and a sin. People also wanted to be 
different than animals who ate throughout the day. Medicine and 
food were closely related. Physicians treated patients on many 
different things. Example: too much blood-eat more moist fish.

Generally for the sick, nutritious food that was reasonably warm 
and moist was suggested. Along with almond milk and Chicken 
buoillon. As well as oven and porridge dishes, pomegranate wine, 
pike broth, figs, currants, and wine.

Physicians nurtured the health of the individual. It was believed 
that aristocrats were noble and refined and so were their digestive 
systems. It was believed that food for the noble didn’t need to be 
nutritious and needed to be easy to digest. They needed food to 
sustain their bodies but that wouldn’t be difficult to digest. Such 
as delicate birds. 

Peasants on the other hand were advised to eat heavy meats and 
breads, harder to digest but kept up their energy. 
Medical experts advised individuals to curb their natural appetite. 
According to instructions issued by the salerno medical school, an 
individual should rise at 5, have dinner at 9, supper at 5 and go to 
bed at 9.

Doctor’s Advice

DOCTORS:

GENERAL:

“The 
wealthy 
would have 
nothing but 
pure white 
bread at 
their meals, 
as doctors 
recom-
mended.”
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