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Foreword



FEW READERS TODAY will be familiar with the name Mary Cathcart Borer, and yet she was one of the twentieth-century’s most prolific writers, across many genres. Those who do know of her work are probably most familiar with the volumes on walks and sites in London, published in the 1980s, especially her Illustrated Guide to London in 1800. They are, however, but a tiny part of her output.


Mary Cathcart Borer was born in 1906 in London. Her father was a hospital secretary and she graduated with a B.Sc. from University College in 1928. She first worked as a scientific researcher at what was then called the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum, and for a few years was married to an archaeologist, Oliver Myers, travelling to Luxor with him. The marriage did not last, however. In 1940 she took up screen-writing and script-editing for film and television, and continued in this field until the 1960s, working on a huge number of productions, many of them relating to children. Between 1937 and 1955 she published in book form 20 or 30 fictional stories and novelisations of some of the film scripts on which she had worked, the most famous of which was ‘The Little Ballerina’ published in 1949. Throughout the period from the late 1930s to the 1980s she also wrote at least 40 non-fiction books, largely with historical themes. She used at least two pseudonyms, especially for the film scripts – Molly Myers and Egan Storm. She died in 1994, aged 88.


The non-fiction titles show an amazing breadth of interest, research and knowledge. Her histories of geographical places ranged from Africa to Agincourt, from Palestine to the city of London, and the studies of famous people from Joan of Arc to Hereward the Wake. Her books were extremely popular. The publishers were varied and included some of the most prestigious names in the business, such as Pitmans, Longmans, Michael Joseph and, of course, The Lutterworth Press.


Mary Cathcart Borer’s writing shows her deep-seated interest in people, how they functioned, earned their keep and related to each other. This is very clear in The British Hotel Through The Ages: the layout and architectural appearance of buildings are surely subjects of explanation and discussion, but the questions that emerge most powerfully relate to why people were and still are in need of what we now describe as ‘hospitality’, and therefore why the various manifestations of it were designed in particular ways.


Hospitality enables travel, which for centuries was hard, wearisome and full of ‘travail’, as Borer points out. In this book, she takes us on a long journey, with many stops on the way. We glimpse the soldiers of Rome and the estate stewards of Roman villas travelling the long straight roads of imperial construction; the winding mud-filled tracks of the medieval countryside; the spartan conditions of pilgrims and other travellers seeking shelter and safety in monasteries; and the elaborate coaching inns, which catered not only for private travellers but also the public mail and the complexities of horse hiring, often working as meeting-places for locals – drinking clubs, theatrical plays, dances, gambling, and cockfighting.


The book also demonstrates how the need to travel relates to changes in technology. Borer identifies many of these, with particular attention to the development that made most impact over a short time: the introduction of the railway network, which ended the heyday of the coaching inns in the 1820s-40s (aided by the spread of macadamised road surfaces) that followed. To the surprise of even the railway companies, a vast new public went on the move, not only business men but also wealthy families and the participants in the newly popular railway ‘excursions’. The companies built elaborate hotels at their main termini – elaborate both in their architecture and the level of services offered. Independent luxury hotels followed, whilst other more modest accommodation was provided for the less wealthy in smaller, quiet, and comfortable hotels as well as the so-called ‘residential’ and ‘temperance’ hotels and ‘dormitories’.


The story of the roadside inn was not finished, however. Their fortunes were revived by the arrival of the bicycle and later the motor car, with the associated fashion for ‘touring’, which saw the birth of the ‘motor hotel’ complete with garage accommodation, forerunner of the modern motel. The idea that even the less wealthy deserved holidays led to the rise of boarding and guest houses in holiday venues, and eventually in the 1930s and 1940s the birth of the Youth Hostels Association and companies such as Butlins. At the other end of the social scale, Borer ends her story with both some of the larger companies that established highly respected chains throughout the country, and the extravagant luxuries of the great city hotels of the 1960s and 1970s.


Mary Cathcart Borer1 did not write for an academic audience, and she surely did much to open up the genre of well-written and well-researched popular reading. She wrote with a long view in mind, providing the context to more closely focused specialised studies; and she wrote with ease and fluidity. She’s earned her readers’ respect, as an early woman science graduate working in a new and tough industry. The fact that much of her earlier output was designed for or about children and that in other cases she often used a male-sounding pseudonym may raise questions about the difficulties she had to overcome. There can be no better memorial to a remarkable writer than the reprint of two her books by one of her original publishers (The British Hotel Through The Ages and Willing to School, on the history of women’s education)..


The appearance of this reprint is timely. It is impossible to ignore the fact that for a reader in the early 2020s a history of hotels has, in many cases, a bitter twist. Restrictions on frequent travel and holiday-making have moved us back centuries. Nonetheless, the long view presented by Mary Cathcart Borer is salutary – there have been many changes, good and bad, over the centuries, and undoubtedly there will be more to come. So while we read about the hotels of our past, let us also wonder what historians of the future will have to say about the hotels of the present.


Pamela Sambrook, PhD, FSA,


historian and writer


March 2021





1. If you would like to learn more about Mary Cathcart Borer, see: https://bearalley.blogspot.com/2011/01/mary-cathcart-borer, bookaddictionuk. wordpress.com/2019/12/11/mary-cathcart-borer, www2.bfi.org.uk/Egan Storm.





Chapter One



THE FIRST INNS


THE FIRST INNS in this country, where travellers could eat, drink and sleep after a day’s journey, were built before the English ever arrived here, for they were introduced by the Romans.


Aulus Plautius and his legionaries landed on the Kent coast in A.D. 43 and after capturing their first objectives set about the problem of advancing through the rest of primitive Britain.


Their immediate task was to clear the wooded valleys for cultivation and build roads for their advancing armies. Government was difficult and made possible only by the maintenance of the miles of lonely roads, which were vital for the unification of the country, and the establishment of facilities for the long journeys of government officials, soldiers and road-builders. Posting houses were built, where horses could be changed. Ordinary drinking taverns inevitably followed, and in addition to these, inns or diversoria were established, where men and horses could refresh themselves and take a night’s rest.


Along the roads, these inns were very simple affairs, but in the towns which soon came into being they were often important, well-equipped buildings. At Silchester, the Roman city built on the hill site of the original Celtic fortress of the Atrebates, roads converged from Cirencester, Exeter, Dorchester and Winchester, and amidst the wattle and daub cottages of the British there arose pagan temples, a forum and basilica, baths, stone villas and an important inn.


Though considerably larger and with more accommodation than the ordinary Roman villa, the inn seems to have been built on similar lines, arranged round two courtyards. The first, the atrium, opened from the public roadway, with sleeping quarters leading from one side, kitchens and the stoke-hole from the other, the dining-room occupying the fourth side, opposite the entrance. The far side of the dining-room opened on to the second courtyard or peristyle, which was an enclosed garden surrounded by colonnaded walks, with perhaps another reception room on the far side, opposite the dining-room.


Although there were public baths in Silchester, the inn was important enough to have its own system of baths, adjoining the stoke-hole. They were built with under-floor heating and, as in a Turkish bath, the bather went through a succession of steam-heated rooms of increasing temperatures, ending with a massage and cold plunge in the first room—the frigidarium.


Seneca, writing in A.D. 57, brings vividly to life something of the scene which must often have taken place at the Silchester inn when a party of weary and dusty travellers arrived for a night’s lodging. ‘I am living near a bath’, he wrote. ‘Sounds are heard on all sides. Just imagine for yourself every conceivable kind of noise that can offend the ear. The men of more sturdy muscle go through their exercises, and swing their hands heavily weighted with lead: I hear their groans when they strain themselves, or the whistling of laboured breath when they breathe out having held in. If one is rather lazy, and merely has himself rubbed with unguents, I hear the blows of the hand slapping his shoulders ... or there is someone in the bath who loves to hear the sound of his own voice.’


The Romans liked their creature comforts, and after the bath and the massage, there was good food at the inn and also wine, but whether the wine was locally grown or imported is not certain. Wine was once produced in the southern part of Britain in considerable quantities and there were vineyards in and around London until the eighteenth century, but wine was also one of the earliest imports of the Roman city of London.


Chess was a favourite diversion of the Romans and the chequer board was an early inn sign. In the years to come, when most of the Roman buildings had been destroyed by the English invaders or had fallen into ruin through neglect and disuse, the sign of the chequer board lingered on in the memory of the inn-keepers and was often used, the chequer pattern being painted on the door post, and to this day it is a common enough sign for an inn.


While the Roman inns displayed the chequer board for a sign, the ordinary drinking places, of which there must have been hundreds, displayed a garland of ivy leaves or vine leaves, in honour of Bacchus, tied to the end of a long, projecting, horizontal pole.


In A.D. 410 Rome fell, captured and sacked by the Goths, and the great days of the Empire were over. The Romans departed from Britain and the Anglo-Saxon invaders swarmed over the country. The lovely villas of Roman Britain, the pleasant farm houses, the inns, shops and market places, the pagan temples and the newly-dedicated Christian churches were all forsaken and then pillaged, till they crumbled away into ruin and desolation. The halls of the British chieftains were left ‘without fire, without light, without songs’.


The English way of life was completely different from that of Roman Britain, for the English were solitaries who disliked city life. ‘None of the Germanic people dwell in cities, and they do not even tolerate houses which are built in rows’, wrote Tacitus. ‘They dwell apart, and at a distance from one another, according to the preference which they may have for a stream, the plain or the grove.’


They lived in scattered, heavily-defended family settlements and the waste lands outside their boundaries were places to be feared, the haunts of evil spirits, will-o’-the-wisps and dragons. In this unfriendly, pagan country, where every stranger was a potential enemy, there was no place for the friendly inn and none existed.


During the next two centuries, while the flame of British resistance flickered and died in despair, the English made England their own country. The fertile lands of the east and south gave an ease and plenty of living which, to some extent, subdued their harsh temper. They increased their trade with Europe and trading centres became small towns, many of which, including London, were rebuilt on the ruins of former Roman cities.


In A.D. 589 Pope Gregory sent St. Augustine and his band of monks to begin a Christian mission in Kent. The Christian Church made rapid progress in England and the country soon became once more part of a great cultural empire, based on Rome. European traders followed the Christian missionaries and England extended her European commerce. The quays of London were rebuilt and there was far more movement throughout the country than in the early days of the Dark Ages. Once more provision had to be made for travellers.


At first this was supplied by the monasteries, which during the seventh and eighth centuries were built in increasing numbers in England, for hospitality to strangers as well as succour and charity to the needy were regarded as one of the first principles of Christianity, the fourth of the ‘seven works of mercy’.


There were several monastic orders in England but the largest and earliest was that of the Benedictines, which had been founded in the sixth century and to which St. Augustine of Canterbury had belonged. Travellers were always given food and a bed at a Benedictine monastery. The visitors’ quarters were divided into three categories, based on social distinction. There was simple accommodation for the poorer guests and pilgrims, better rooms for merchants and men of similar social standing, and apartments for visiting nobles, which usually adjoined those of the abbot. No charge was made, but travellers were expected to contribute what they could afford to the Abbey funds.


As well as these havens for travellers, scores of wayside alehouses and wine-houses were also established along the roads. The sign of the ale-house was the ‘ale-stake’, very similar to the Roman sign, for it was a bush or besom tied to the end of a long, horizontal pole: and here you could buy ale, mead, cider or perry. The wine was probably of local manufacture, for Bede, writing from the monastery of Jarrow, early in the ninth century, described Britain as an island ‘which excels for grain and trees and is well adapted for feeding cattle and beasts of burden. It also produces vines in some places. . . .’ As for game and fish, he said that the country ‘has plenty of land- and water-fowls of several sorts; it is remarkable also for rivers abounding in fish and plentiful springs. It has the greatest plenty of salmon and eels; . . . besides many sorts of shell-fish, such as mussels, in which are often found excellent pearls. . . . There is also a great abundance of cockles, of which the scarlet dye is made.... It has both salt and hot springs, and from them flow rivers which furnish hot baths, proper for all ages and sexes arranged according.’


During the ninth and tenth centuries came the invasion of the Norwegian and Danish Vikings, and it was they who promoted the popularity of ale, so that it soon became the daily drink of nearly all Englishmen. Scores more ale houses were opened throughout the country and restrictive measures had to be passed, controlling price and quality, while fines were imposed on any men who ‘quarrelled and beat another in an ale-house’. Yet accommodation for travellers on the roads was still very scarce. The monasteries would lodge them for as long as three days, if necessary, but if, in the course of their journey, they did not come upon a monastery or a friendly and hospitable household before nightfall, they had no alternative but to sleep in the open air.


When Duke William landed in England, in 1066, the population of the country was something between a million and a half and two million souls, most of them living in their small, isolated, scattered villages. William professed himself a devout Christian and built many more churches throughout the country as well as monasteries, thus providing more accommodation for travellers. However, he also built more towns and cities, and trade, both inland and overseas, developed steadily. This meant that there were more travellers on the roads, as well as hundreds of pilgrims visiting the numerous holy shrines.


By the twelfth century the Cistercians and Carthusians were also established in England, but the Cistercians were a more austere order than the Benedictines and the Carthusians were a silent order, so it was the Benedictines who did most of the entertaining.


Most travellers were generous to the monasteries, but some took advantage of their open-handed hospitality, so that in the years to come they were to run into financial troubles. For example, when King John visited Bury St. Edmunds, during the thirteenth century, with his retinue of grooms, fowlers and squires, and his horses and hounds for hunting and hawking, ‘he availed himself of the hospitality of St. Edmund, which was attended with enormous expense’, wrote Jocelin of Brakeland, ‘and upon his departure bestowed nothing at all, either of honour or profit, upon the Saint, save thirteen pence sterling, which he offered at mass on the day of his departure.’


The Benedictine monasteries at this time were nearly all to a pattern, built round a courtyard with a gatehouse. On either side of the gatehouse were the almoner’s office and the visitors’ quarters. Leading from the north and south sides of the courtyard were the stables and granaries, kitchens, bakehouses and breweries. The church opened from the east wall of the courtyard, its west door being usually opposite the gatehouse, and on the sunny, south side of the church were the cloisters, with the refectory close by. Other vital parts of the monastery were the chapter house, the scriptorium and the infirmary, which usually had its own chapel and kitchen. There was an outer parlour, where the monks received visitors, including merchants with whom they had business, and an inner parlour for their own diversions, with their dormitory above, which had easy access to the church for the services held throughout the night. In the monastery gardens they grew their own produce, vegetables and fruit as well as culinary and medicinal herbs, and had their fish ponds.


In addition to the abbot, the prior and sub-prior, the precentor, the sacristan and the steward, there was a hospitaller to look after the guests and an infirmarer to tend the sick.


After hours of walking or riding along the lonely, rough and dangerous roads of medieval England, the monasteries, which were the first English hotels, were blessed havens for exhausted travellers from all walks of life, and the infirmarers saved the lives of hundreds of sick and destitute peasants, nursing them back to health and giving them money to help them on their way.


Another important officer of the monastery was the cellarer, for the monasteries brewed their own ale. As early as the twelfth century, the abbey at Burton-on-Trent had acquired a high reputation for its ale, but according to the old rhyme, the abbot was canny.


The Abbot of Burton brewed good ale


On Fridays when they fasted


. . . . .


But the Abbot of Burton never tasted his own


As long as his neighbour’s lasted.


Ale at this time was made by fermenting an infusion of malt, made from barley or oats, and it was flavoured with groundivy or costmary. Beer was regarded as a superior kind of ale and it cost nearly twice as much, for it was much stronger, being made from the first mashing of the malt.


The monastic brewers marked their barrels X, XX and XXX, according to the strength of the beer, the original form of the cross being like a crucifix and a sign that the monks had sworn on the Cross that their beer was of good quality and of the strength indicated.


It was during the fourteenth century that Flemish immigrants introduced hops into the brewing of beer, but at first the English heartily disliked the flavour. Hops were considered to be an adulterant and regarded with grave suspicion. The Common Council of the City of London petitioned against their use, protesting that they ruined the flavour of the beer and endangered life, whereupon Henry VI forbade brewers to use them. Henry VIII, who also liked his beer unhopped, repeated the prohibition, but the decrees of even that autocratic monarch were by no means always obeyed. Beer was brewed with hops and people gradually acquired the taste for them, so that before long they were being grown extensively, particularly in Kent. A Kentish squire of Tudor times announced: “From Bohemia cometh this goodly vine that I am minded to plant in the county of Kent. With its aid is made that good drink that we call Brunswick Mum. But the Almains call it ‘Bier’, for it is made from the bere or barley plant. It is like our ale but not so sweet.”


For a long time the beer brewers, who used hops, kept themselves apart from the ale brewers, who were the original members of the Brewers’ Company, but in time the term ‘beer’ came to be used for all types of malt liquor.





Chapter Two



MEDIEVAL INNS


AS THE POPULATION and trade of medieval England slowly increased, so did the number of travellers on the roads. Royal couriers had to make long journeys across the country. Merchants travelled from town to town collecting orders for their merchandise or buying goods to equip their trading vessels. Landlords’ agents rode long distances collecting rents from the estates. Local government officials had to take money to the Royal Exchequer in London. London merchants travelled each year to the Cotswold and Pennine sheep countries to buy wool, which was baled and sent by pack horse trains back to the London warehouses for export. Merchants and private travellers, many of them foreign buyers, visited the annual trade fairs, including the large autumn fair at Stourbridge, near Cambridge, which had been licensed by King John, St. Bartholomew’s cloth fair in London, St. Giles’s fair at Oxford and the numerous smaller fairs which were held at most of the important towns throughout the country, at times best suited for the selling of the local products. Here people would often buy a year’s supply of such goods as they could not obtain in their local markets or from the itinerant pedlars.


And there were always the pilgrims, travelling to the sacred shrines—the tomb of Edward the Confessor at Westminster, of St. Alban at St. Albans, the holy tree at Glastonbury, St. Cuthbert’s shrine at Durham Cathedral, St. Edmund’s at Bury St. Edmunds, Walsingham with its miraculous statue of Our Lady and the relic of the Virgin’s milk, and Thomas Becket’s shrine at Canterbury.


Travel was difficult and dangerous, for the roads were few and ill-made. In places the old Roman roads were still in existence but it was nobody’s business to maintain them and most villages and towns were connected by rough tracks which became so muddy in winter that they were almost impassable. Even the roads called highways were little better, for they often passed through mile after mile of wild and wooded country and dense forests which, more often than not, were infested with robbers and outlaws. In Hertfordshire the roads were so bad that the Abbot of St. Albans provided a special armed patrol to accompany travellers on the way from St. Albans to London, and in 1285 a law was passed decreeing that all high roads between large market towns were to be widened, so that no bushes, trees or ditches were left within two hundred feet on either side.


If it had been enforced, this would have ensured that travellers at least had a fair warning of any approaching marauders, but the work was made the duty of landowners, who were held responsible for any robbery that took place, or else by the parishes—the kind of law which was easier to frame than to operate, and it was very soon forgotten.


By the twelfth century a simple farm cart had been designed, drawn by a pair of oxen fitted with a shoulder yoke, but it was for carting purposes only. For general travel, wheeled vehicles were far too uncomfortable and impractical on the rough, rutted roads. People rode or walked. Ladies of quality sometimes rode postilion, behind a manservant, or were carried in litters, the poles being fitted to the saddles of two postilions riding fore and aft, and the luggage of wealthy travellers was carried by an accompanying train of packhorses and sometimes a luggage cart as well.


For both companionship and safety, people preferred to ride in groups, and they were sometimes several weeks on the road together.


And all these people needed accommodation for the night. The monasteries soon found it difficult to find room for them all and before long they were building separate lodging houses for their visitors, which were called inns. ‘Inn’ is a Saxon word meaning a chamber, but it came to have two other meanings. It was used to describe a mansion. Thus Clifford’s Inn was the mansion of the Clifford family, Lincoln’s Inn of the Earls of Lincoln and Gray’s Inn the home of the Grays. The town house of the Earls of Warwick, in Warwick Lane, was known as Warwick Inn, and when Warwick the King-maker came to London in 1458 he lodged a retinue of six hundred men there.


The inn also came to mean a house used as a lodging house. The inns and halls of Oxford and Cambridge were the lodging houses of the students, before the colleges were built, and the Inns of Court were the lodging places of the law students.


Glastonbury became such a popular place of pilgrimage that in the fifteenth century the Pilgrim Inn was built, outside the abbey precincts, for the ordinary run of pilgrims, though the nobility were still housed in the abbot’s guest hall. The New Inn at Gloucester was another monastic inn and also the Star at Alfriston, which belonged at one time to Battle Abbey. Along the road to Walsingham there were dozens of chapels and pilgrim hostels, for the shrine was almost as popular as Canterbury and the pilgrim trade as highly organized, to the sour amusement of the porter at Croyland Abbey who used to misdirect pilgrims asking him the way to Walsingham, ‘out of sheer malice’ and for the pleasure of watching them trudge away in the wrong direction.


A few secular inns were also built, but they were mainly in the wool towns, as, for example, the George Inn at Norton St. Philip, near Frome, dating from 1397, where in the large upper room the cloth merchants would meet and conduct their sales. The George at Salisbury was a secular inn built from timbers taken from a pilgrim inn at Old Sarum, and an inventory of 1473 lists thirteen guest chambers, though they included both living-rooms and sleeping-rooms, for in each of the thirteen rooms were several truckle beds. People seem to have had no concern about going to bed in one of the living-rooms of an inn while other visitors were still sitting there, and the custom seems to have lasted longer in France than in England, for as late as 1630 Lieutenant Hammond of Norwich described seeing a French girl riding alone to Canterbury. When she arrived at the inn where he was staying, ‘this pretty she rider at that time held it no nicety, nor point of incivility, to disrobe and bed her little tender, weary’d corps in our presence, which I understood afterwards is common and familiar amongst them of that nation.’


Another famous medieval inn was the Blue Boar at Leicester, where Richard III slept on the eve of Bosworth. The next day, his body, naked and thrown across his horse’s back, ‘like a hog’, was brought back to Leicester and exhibited at the Town Hall in Blue Boar Lane, close to the inn where the day before ‘he had lived in regal pomp’.


Yet inns were still all too few for the number of travellers, and people finding themselves still on the road at nightfall, a long distance from a town, had to hope for a monastery lodging or the hospitality of a manor house.


The manor houses of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, which were built when the old castle strongholds became obsolete and unnecessary, were large and very hospitable, and they willingly accepted strangers for a night’s lodging. They expected no payment but the origin of tipping servants when visiting a country house may well have come from the time when strangers were given this generous hospitality. The medieval manor houses were more practical to live in and vastly more comfortable than the castles, though in the early part of the thirteenth century many were still partly fortified and also moated, for life was still hazardous outside the walled cities, and they had to be prepared still for attacks from armed robbers or enemies.


As an alternative to the monasteries or monastic hostels, they served as hotels. The house was often surrounded by a stone wall, with an outer battlemented wall, the space between housing the stable, forges and workshops. The keep of the old castle reappeared as a turreted tower to one side of the house and the main door was approached by a covered stairway which led into one end of the screened passageway at the end of the great hall. This hall, with its high, timbered ceiling, was still the main feature of the house. To the right of the entrance was the kitchen, with a cellar below and a room above, usually approached by a ladder, which often gave access to the minstrels’ gallery over the hall screens. At the opposite end of the hall was the dais where the family and distinguished guests took their meals, the rest of the household and less important visitors eating in the main body of the hall, below the high table, at long trestle tables set along either side, which were easily removed when the meal was over.


Leading from the dais was the family withdrawing-room or solar, where they lived and slept. The chapel led either from the solar or the dais and also the washing apartment. The ground floor underneath the great hall was used for stores and sleeping accommodation for the household servants, while the guests usually slept on straw in the great hall.


By the fourteenth century the design of the manor house had changed. It was still surrounded by a strong stone wall, with a guarded gatehouse leading into a courtyard, and there was often a kitchen courtyard at the back, but the entrance and great hall were now on the ground floor. The hall was still the same lofty room, with a fireplace in the centre or in one of the outer walls, and it was approached from the entrance porch by way of a passage formed by the screens. A staircase led from the porch to the minstrels’ gallery and beyond to the battlemented roof. The kitchen, buttery and pantry were at this end of the house and roofed separately from the hall, as were the solar and adjoining buildings at the opposite end.


The kitchen was very large and often octagonal, with tall windows and an opening in the vaulted roof for steam and smoke to escape. It had several huge open fireplaces, one for boiling great joints of salted meat, in cauldrons hanging from iron hooks, another with a revolving spit, usually turned by a small boy, for roasting beef and haunches of venison, capons and all manner of game, and a third, with ovens built into the thickness of the walls, for baking bread and pies.


With the passing years, extra accommodation was added to the manor houses. Near the entrance a small winter parlour with bedrooms above it were built and bedrooms were also added round the solar, while the kitchen, buttery and pantry were often grouped round a separate courtyard. There were many more windows and the first oriel windows appeared, while carved wooden panelling replaced the painted walls and tapestries.


In the largest households, the chief steward was responsible for the servants, seeing that ‘their livery be clean, neat and comely worn, and that their shoes be good also’. A clerk, usually a monk, looked after the accounts and records of the household, and his assistants checked all the rent payments of either goods, labour or money, due from the tenants of the estate. The usher was in charge of the groom of the hall, the pages and the groom of the fires. The duty of the groom of the hall was to supervise its cleaning. The pages arranged the elmwood trestle tables for meals and removed them afterwards, issued straw for visiting strangers to sleep on and saw to the regular changing of the rushes on the floor, thereby ensuring that there was not, as in most of the poorer households, ‘an ancient collection of beer and grease, fragments of fish and everything that is nasty, hidden beneath’. The groom of the fires attended to the supplies of logs and saw that the torches and candles were in good order. The butler laid the tables and his instructions were to ‘have three sharp knives, one to cut bread, one to square it and one to trim it into trenchers. . . . Look that your knives be bright polished and your spoon cleaned. . . . When you brooch a pipe of wine put in the tap upwards of four fingers above the bottom of the cask—so shall leys and dregs of wine not arise and pour out.’


The high table was covered with a linen cloth and the butler was instructed to ‘let all the table cloths be fair folded and kept in a chest or hanged up on a perch’.


The grooms of the bedchambers saw to the cleaning of the bedrooms and brought in bowls of hot water, together with towels and home-made soap.


In these enormous households no stranger or traveller was ever turned away hungry, provided he could give a satisfactory account of himself. Moreover, quantities of food were distributed each day from the kitchen to the local peasants, with particular thought for the old and sick.


Many visitors arrived with vast retinues of servants and attendants. ‘There came to dinner John of Brabant, with thirty horses and twenty-four valets at wages, and the two sons of the lord Edmund, with thirty horses and twenty-one valets, and they stay at our expense in all things, in hay, oats and wages’, ran one household book of late medieval times, and the Book of Alicia de Brienne records the arrival of a visitor with his wife and daughter, two knights, two valets and three squires.


During the fifteenth century, three hundred and nineteen strangers are said to have dined with the Duke of Buckingham on the Feast of Epiphany, and on the same day two hundred and seventy-nine guests sat down to supper.


The manor houses kept vast supplies of food in their stores. The recorded contents of the larders in one household, during the fourteenth century, included ‘the carcases of twenty oxen and fifteen pigs, of herrings eight thousand, twenty pounds of almonds, thirty of rice, barrels of lard, enough oatmeal to last till Easter, two quarters of salt.’


Fish was fairly expensive but there was plenty of variety, both fresh and salted, including herrings and hake, salmon, haddock, halibut, eels, ling, conger eel, sturgeon, cod, dogfish, mackerel, lampreys, oysters, mussels, trout, perch and, for special occasions, whale, porpoise and swan: and there was every kind of roast and boiled meat—mutton, beef, pork, venison, veal, ham, capon, pheasant, ducks, geese and peacocks.


The cooks made elaborate tarts and pastries and all manner of sweetmeats flavoured with cinnamon, ginger and cloves— spices which had been introduced from the East by the Crusaders—while savoury dishes were spiced with peppercorns and vinegar and sometimes cooked in wine or ale to give them extra flavour. The pastry, like modern pie pastry, was made from boiling fat and flour, and the cases, called coffins, were filled with venison, pigeons or chicken, or with fruit—quinces spiced with ginger and cloves or apples with saffron and raisins.


Bacon, ham, pork and mutton were preserved in a variety of ways, soaked in brine or rubbed with honey, vinegar, salt and spices and then hung in great joints to smoke in the kitchen chimneys.


The dough of the bread was made up as rolls, loaves or trenchers, the trenchers being flat bannocks which, split in half, were usually used instead of plates. The butter was churned in a deep, narrow tub, with a long-handled wooden plunger, and patted into slabs or melted into large casks for storage and heavily salted.


Amongst the wealthy, food became an important preoccupation and recipes were passed from one household to another and often recorded. For making a sausage roll, for example, the instructions were ‘to take breadcrumbs and eggs and swing them together with ham; add sage, saffron and salt; wrap it up in a cloth and cast into boiling broth.’ Another form of sausage was made from chicken and pork. ‘Hewe it small and grounde it alle to dust. Then mix it with breadcrumbs, yolk of eggs, and pepper and then boil with ginger, sugar, salt and saffron.’ Fig pancakes were made by adding figs to a ‘batture of flour, ale, pepper, saffron and spices’, the mixture being ‘cast upon an iron pan’. Blancmange was originally meat or fish boiled in almond milk, and marchpane was a form of hard marzipan which was moulded into all manner of highly decorative table ornaments by the ingenious cooks.


Amongst the peasants, home-brewed ale was the most popular drink, with cider and perry in the apple and pear producing districts, but wine was the drink of the noble households, a favourite being piment, made from a light claret mixed with honey, borage and spices.


It was not until the thirteenth century that the English acquired a taste for vegetables, salads and fruit, and then, while the staple diet of the peasants remained rye bread and cheese with meat, fish or game when they could afford it or poach it, the rich were growing all kinds of root vegetables as well as beans, peas and lettuces, and buying dried fruits imported from the Mediterranean, raisins, figs, currants, dates, pomegranates and candied orange peel, as well as ginger from China.


In the houses of the great the cooks attained a high degree of skill. Soups and stews were darkened with toast crumbs or dried ox-blood, and sweetmeats were coloured pink with strawberry juice or pale green with spinach.


Dinner was at ten o’clock in the morning and the evening meal began about five o’clock and continued as the main source of diversion for the rest of the evening, the household and guests being entertained by a resident band of minstrels and tumblers or a group of strolling players and musicians, who assembled in the gallery to perform and also to recount the news of the day in improvised ballads or spoken poems.


Serving dishes were of wood or pewter, plates were wood, pewter or merely trenchers of bread, but small birds were served on wooden skewers. Each course was carried in ceremoniously on a wooden platter and offered to every member of the company in turn, to help himself, with his own knife. He placed it on his trencher and ate with his fingers and a spoon, tossing the bones and other fragments on to the rushes of the floor, for the dogs.


At the high table there was a display of confits and sweetmeats in gold and silver boxes and also of costly salt cellars, the most valuable, of gold or silver, inlaid with enamel and jewels, being placed before the most important person present, and smaller ones before each of the other guests. The centre-piece was the wassail bowl, which was passed round for the drinking of toasts. This was usually of maple wood, with a costly lid of wrought gold or silver.


The table was lit by wax candles and flaming torches blazed from the flambeaux on the walls.


A Book of Curtasye was issued in the thirteenth century, to help the unsophisticated with their table manners. ‘When come to a feast’, it advised, ‘greet the Steward who shows you where to sit—you will find bread laid for you and perhaps a platter also—for soft food. There will be drinking cups upon the board and a salt cellar. When the food is brought around you will be served on your trencher or platter. Eat quietly, and, as you share plates and cups, do not leave your spoon in the food—or drink with your mouth full—lest you soil the cup. Don’t stroke the dog or cat under the table but keep your hands clean. Don’t blow on hot food—but talk awhile pleasantly to your waiting friends while it cools. Don’t put your elbows on the table or turn your back upon your neighbour—do not inconvenience your host by calling for unserved dishes. Be sedate and courteous if you sit among gentlefolk— and tell no tale that would harm or shame any other guest that so the feast may be pleasant to all.’


By the time John Russell wrote The Book of Nurture, in 1460, manners had changed in some details and although it was usual to gnaw bones with one’s teeth it was considered ill-bred to throw them on the rushes for the dogs and cats.


The hospitality of smaller households was as generous as that of the larger establishments and the rich merchants of the towns maintained as much of the splendour of the country mansions as they could achieve in a more limited space, while the great town houses of the nobility served as hotels for visiting noblemen to London.


In 1246 Henry III presented to his wife’s uncle, Count Peter of Savoy, a piece of land between London and Westminster, along the high road ‘commonly called the Strand’. The Count was created the Earl of Richmond and here, along the river bank, he built his great palace of the Savoy, where he entertained and gave hospitality to hundreds of visitors, including a number of beautiful young French noblewomen, some of whom were his wards; and for many of them he found rich English husbands.


Thus the Savoy Palace, where more than six centuries later the Savoy Hotel was to rise, can be counted London’s first hotel, for it was only a mile or so outside the City boundary.


The glories of the Count’s palace did not last for long, for Henry III undermined the power and wealth of the English manorial establishments by heavy taxation to pay for his expensive French court and his abortive war with France, and when Simon de Montfort led the ultimate rebellion against him, Count Peter had to flee from the Savoy, the ‘fayrest Mannor in Europe’. For a time Simon de Montfort and his followers lodged there and it was from the Savoy Palace that they set forth for the battle of Evesham, during which de Montfort was killed and the royalists gained power again. Peter of Savoy was given back his lands and his palace, but he never lived again in the Savoy, which ultimately came into the possession of Edmund Cruikshank, Queen Eleanor’s youngest son, and ‘from that time the Savoy was reported and taken as a parcel of the Earldom and honour of Lancaster’.


Edmund’s grandson, Henry of Lancaster, rebuilt the palace ‘in great splendour’, after the victory of Crécy, in 1346, and it passed through one of his daughters to John of Gaunt and then to his son Henry IV: and to this day the precincts of the Savoy, where the hotel and theatre now stand, are a liberty of the Duchy of Lancaster.


The great houses of the countryside maintained the tradition of their social obligations to travellers throughout the fourteenth century and if the owner of a country mansion were away from home and was still prepared to give hospitality to passing travellers, he would hang out a sign of his arms, as a token that bed and board would be provided by his servants. Some of these houses ultimately became commercial inns, as, for example, the Golden Lion at Barnstaple, once the home of the Earls of Bath, for in most families the great wealth of the Middle Ages, which made such open-handed hospitality possible, did not last. Some quarrelled with the King and were dispossessed. Many were ruined during the Wars of the Roses and lost everything. The custom, which was a relic of the Christian ideal of sharing one’s possessions with those in need, foundered through sheer economic necessity.


It had almost ceased to exist in England by the time of the Restoration, but it was not entirely unknown as late as the early eighteenth century and in Scotland it lingered on even longer. In the meantime, however, more secular inns were built for travellers, and by the fifteenth century innkeepers, to guard their own interests, were actively discouraging the practice. In 1425 an act was passed forbidding, under a penalty of forty shillings fine, all travellers resorting to burgher towns to lodge with friends and acquaintances or in any place but ‘hostelleries, unless indeed, they were persons of consequence, with a great retinue, in which case they could lodge personally with friends, provided the horses and servants were put up at the inn’.


The early medieval inns were built either of wood or stone and the general pattern was similar. They were built round a courtyard with a frontage on the road, the courtyard being approached by a low arch, just high enough for a horse and rider, with a door that could be securely bolted and barred at night. From the courtyard opened the sleeping quarters for the travellers and the loose boxes and stables for the horses, while the kitchen usually led from the archway.


This was the plan of the Oriental caravanserai and it has been suggested that the ground plan of the first public inns was brought back by the Crusaders.


Accommodation was primitive. People slept ten or twelve to a room. A traveller usually took his own food, expecting only a bed, beer or wine, and even then he had to be prepared to share his bed of straw, usually full of fleas, with one or more strangers. Sometimes the landlord provided bread and meat, but by the fourteenth century there were bitter complaints that they were charging extortionate prices and they had to be constrained by law.


Inns were still so scarce that travellers could stay only for a night or two and then had to make way for newcomers. The poor, who could not afford the penny charge for a night’s lodging, still found accommodation in the monasteries, and they were also used by the rich, if there were no manor house nearby, for the common inns were, generally speaking, too rough for gentlefolk.


There are very few records of journeys across England during the fourteenth century but in 1331 the Warden and two Fellows of Merton College, Oxford, had to make a journey to Durham and back, on business connected with the college property, and they left an account of their expenses. Accompanied by four servants, they travelled on horseback, spending twelve nights on the road, both going and returning. The ferry across the Humber cost the party 8d. They spent 2d. a day on beer, 1¼d. on wine, 5½d. on meat, ¼d. on candles and 4d. on bread: and fodder for the seven horses came to 10d. a night.
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