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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         
            ‘It was inevitable: the scent of bitter almonds always reminded him of the fate of unrequited love.’

            Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera

         

         The fragrance of gingerbread will forever to remind me of the coronavirus pandemic that swept the world in 2020. When I began this project I had so many plans. The preliminary research had me blissfully bound to a desk at the British Library (one of my happy places). I had dreams of visiting the gingerbread museum in Toruń, of retracing Wordsworth’s steps in the Lake District to sample the famous Grasmere gingerbread, and being enveloped in the aromas of a pain d’épice from Dijon, like M.F.K. Fisher, author of The Gastronomical Me. None of these trips were able to happen as we were urged to stay at home in order to stay safe. On the upside, there is nothing quite like a lockdown to focus the mind of a writer. At times, the recipe testing was a challenge but I have been grateful to my neighbours for rescuing more than one batch of gingerbread with the donation of a tin of treacle or half a bag of flour (all conveyed to me in a socially responsible manner). It is hard to say whether this is the book I set out to write. Had I been able to visit those gingerbread havens, would the book have been any different? Possibly, but I am content with the end result and hope you will be too. The gingerbread museums, shops and markets will still be there once life gets back to normal (whatever that normal may be), so I will look forward to exploring them when that day arrives.

         Sam Bilton, June 2020
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            DEDICATION

         

         
            To my gingerbread boys Billy, Charlie and Alex for wading through rivers of treacle, cascades of honey and scaling mountains of gingerbread.
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            PART I

            THE STORY OF GINGERBREAD10
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            INTRODUCTION

            WHAT IS IT ABOUT GINGERBREAD?

         

         
            ‘An I had but one penny in the world, thou shouldst have it to buy gingerbread.’

            William Shakespeare1

         

         By all accounts Fanny and Johnnie Cradock were gingerbread addicts, which I guess makes us kindred spirits.2 Not that I ate mountains of gingerbread as a child but the scent of spicy treats being baked has always beguiled me. I was more likely to choose a slice of sticky ginger cake over a Victoria sandwich (a good ginger cake has a reassuring matronly squidginess about it). I would always fish out a ginger nut from amongst the custard creams and chocolate digestives (a crisp ginger cookie invigorates the palate like no other biscuit can). There is just something so satisfying and comforting in a gingerbread that no other cake or biscuit can equal.

         
             

         

         Gingerbread has been defined as ‘a product which is always spiced, and normally with ginger, but which varies considerably in shape and texture. Some modern British gingerbreads are so crisp that they might qualify to be called ginger biscuits. Others are definitely cake-like.’3

         
             

         

         ‘Normally’ suggests there are exceptions to the rule. French gingerbread, pain d’épice, rarely contains ginger and is texturally nothing like British gingerbreads. Scandinavian gingerbreads are often heavily laced with cardamom or pepper, from which they get names like pepparkakor.4 12Even in the British Isles we have gingerbreads that do not contain ginger, such as the Welsh Teisen sinsir heb sinsir (literally ‘ginger cake without ginger’).5

         
             

         

         Irrespective of what spices the cake or biscuit contains, gingerbread has existed in various guises across Britain and Europe for centuries. It is among the oldest of our sweet treats that has endured and evolved with time. It may not be everyone’s favourite patisserie but the fact that we still find recipes in modern cookbooks and buy commercially produced gingerbread products surely demonstrates there is an affection for it?

         
             

         

         The history of gingerbread is a complex one. Its roots are obscure, with hints that it may have descended from a medicine in the ancient world or perhaps from an oriental delicacy. Spices like pepper, cinnamon and ginger insinuated their way into Britain’s cuisine, arriving with the Romans and remaining long after these invaders had dispersed. Perhaps these opulent spices – and their equally lavish cousins, nutmeg, clove and anise – were always destined to make a love match with honey, and what better way to seal their union than in the form of a cake?

         
             

         

         By the medieval era the West’s passion for spices had been invigorated, bringing gingerbread, by this time a mixture of honey, breadcrumbs and spices, to the fore. Whoever decided this concoction would make a luxuriant after-dinner treat was probably both inspired and brave (imagine if you had wasted most of your master’s expensive store of spices making experimental gingerbreads and he hated it). These gilded morsels, eaten in moderation as a digestive by the elite of the medieval and Tudor eras, were most definitely not for the riff-raff.

         
             

         

         Then a slick dark player comes on the scene by the name of treacle, changing gingerbread’s fortunes forever. No longer the preserve of the rich it was now in the reach of most people’s pockets. A glittering souvenir from the fair – perhaps a gingerbread man or woman, or heart for the one you admire, or an edible pet like a pig, or a reward for learning your letters. When the fair was out of town you could take your chances in a gingerbread ‘lottery’ run by silver-tongued 13vendors who roamed the city streets touting their wares.

         
             

         

         History does not stand still and as our social, political and culinary pathways have moved with the times, gingerbread has followed suit. The wonderfully ornate kings and queens moulded in gingerbread have been ousted by amorphous figures, but gingerbread houses (even entire cities), caked in sugar snow and adorned with jewelled jellies, still capture our imagination. Commercially produced ginger cakes and biscuits grace our supermarket shelves, and some artisan bakers are lovingly recreating age-old recipes to preserve the taste of the past, ensuring traditional gingerbread is never far from our plates.

         
             

         

         What follows is a taste of gingerbread’s past. It does not encompass everything in the world of gingerbread, but focusses primarily on the confection’s journey in Britain, with occasional forays overseas. To some there may appear to be glaring omissions in terms of regional recipes, but alas there was not enough space to include them all. The book is designed to whet the appetite and to show you how diverse gingerbread can be. I hope you will go forth and explore the recipes so that your home can be filled with the comforting waft of sugar and spice.

         A NOTE ON THE RECIPES


         All of the dishes in the recipe chapters are based on or inspired by historical sources, but they have been adapted to suit the modern kitchen. The recipes have been written to capture the flavours enjoyed by our ancestors, though they may have been tweaked or presented in an alternate fashion to make them more palatable (there have been several near misses with broken teeth in the Bilton household while testing some of the gingerbreads). Where applicable, the source of each recipe is listed in the notes and there is an extensive bibliography should you wish to look up the original for yourself.

         
             

         

         Naturally, I have tested all of the recipes in this book, so I am certain they work in my oven. Many Russians still believe in the domovoi, a 14house spirit, who lives under the cooker. The domovoi is a mischievous sprite responsible for all manner of culinary mishaps, from sunken soufflés to burnt toast (and any number of household electrical faults). He is not all bad though, often helping to heal the sick and quell domestic quarrels.6 Whether you believe in household spirits or not you will appreciate the vagaries of your own oven. Cooking times are given as a guide and in most instances will be accurate. However, only you know if your oven is particularly fierce (in which case you should perhaps reduce the temperature a little), or of a lackadaisical persuasion causing the recipe to take slightly longer to cook than expected.

         
            Notes

            1 Love’s Labour’s Lost (1598), Act V. Scene I.

            2 Cradock (1965), p. 133. In the follow up to this cookbook, The Sociable Cook’s Book (1967), Fanny reveals the gingerbread’s nickname was ‘Night Starvation…because people will come downstairs and raid the tin’ (p. 292).

            3 Davidson (2005), p. 339.

            4 Pepparkakor is a type of Swedish gingerbread biscuit.

            5 Freeman (1996), p. 217.

            6 Hudgins (2019), p. 49.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            ANCIENT ORIGINS OF GINGERBREAD

         

         Would you let yourself and your children fall into the hands of a vengeful enemy and risk suffering a torturous and barbaric death? Or would you opt for a swift and relatively painless demise by poison delivered by your own hands? It is a decision no parent would want to make, but it was the one faced by Mithridates VI, King of Pontus in 63 BCE, as the Roman legions besieged his kingdom.

         
             

         

         You could say poison was written into Mithridates’ destiny. When it comes to politics, poisoning has been seen throughout history as the most efficient way to rid yourself of your opponents. Mithridates’ father was killed by poison, and his own mother had tried to dispose of her son in the same fashion. A feared and powerful leader he may have been, but the threat of assassination always loomed over Mithridates’ head like the Sword of Damocles. Mithridates made it his life’s ambition to find a way to make himself immune to poison by creating the ultimate antidote. He is remembered in history as the ‘Poison King’ and his name will forever be linked to the antidote mithridatium.1

         
             

         

         Mithridatium has taken on a mythical status over the centuries. The ‘Poison King’ left no written prescription for how to make this cure-all elixir (or at least if he did, no written record of it has survived). What little we do know is based on studies made of Mithridates’ personal documents after the king had died. Pliny (AD 23/24–79) studied Mithridates’ notes and praised him for being ‘a more accomplished 16researcher into biology than any man before him’. Mithridates conducted numerous experiments, involving poison on prisoners, courtiers and even himself, to deduce the effects these toxins would have and how they could be combated. The king soon realised that in minute quantities poisons could have a remedial effect.2 Mithridates’ antidote probably included spices such as cinnamon, ginger, cardamom, saffron and anise, along with substances like charcoal, curdled milk and garlic, all believed to counteract poisons.3 These would be combined with small amounts of toxins in an electuary (a paste made from honey) that Mithridates would take daily in the form of an almond-sized pill. Far from having any detrimental effect on his health, this quotidian elixir appeared to make Mithridates exceedingly virile, and was credited for his excellent health and sexual vigour throughout his long life.4

         
            
[image: ]Jars for Mithridatium, a popular antidote for poison. © Wellcome Collection.

            

         

         17Dabbling in pharmacology would ultimately backfire on Mithridates. Trapped in Pantikapaion, with no hope of escape and Pompey’s soldiers about to descend, Mithridates decided to commit suicide. Fortunately, Mithridates always carried a vial of an extremely effective poison which even his antidote could not remedy. He administered some of the poison to two of his young daughters. The effect was swift and both girls died quickly. However, when Mithridates took the remainder of the vial, the poison did not have the desired effect. He had achieved his life’s ambition – immunity to poisoning. In the end, Mithridates instructed his bodyguard to administer a fatal blow with his sword, thereby ending the king’s life.5

         
             

         

         It would be a stretch (and a very long one at that) to suggest that mithridatium was an early form of gingerbread. Clearly mithridatium and gingerbread share some of the same ingredients in the spices and the honey used to bind them. What this tale really reveals is the reverence given by ancient civilisations to the medicinal properties of spices, which would trickle down the centuries and see them grow in importance in the culinary world. And as we will see, the mystical powers of spices would become omnipresent as more diverse uses were found for them.

         
             

         

         Spices have long been revered for their aromatic properties. They were used by many ancient civilisations as part of the embalming process following death (peppercorns were found in the nose of the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramses II who lived between 1279 and 1213 BCE).6 The ancient Greeks imported spices primarily to make perfumes and perfumed oils, medicines, and to give aroma to their drinks. Cinnamon in particular was used for divine sacrifices, funerals and in perfumed oils for the hair and body. Spices in general were not utilised to a great extent to flavour the food of the ancient Greeks, although wine could be infused with them. In his work On Odours, Theophrastus (c.371–c.287 BCE) declared: ‘One might wonder why exotic and other fragrances improve the taste of wines when, so far from having that effect on foods – whether cooked or uncooked – they invariably ruin them.’7 It took some time before the spicing of 18food became commonplace in Greece, but by the Byzantine era it was the accepted norm.8

         
             

         

         The cookery manuscripts named after Roman gourmet Marcus Gavius Apicius, who lived sometime during the first century AD, indicate that spices, such as pepper, were used extensively in the cooking of that era.9 Pepper was also used as a currency.10 The Romans used two routes to import spices, both starting in the Red Sea ports of Egypt. The first travelled down the African coast stopping at various towns until the traders reached Mozambique. However, the favoured route by which most of the spices reached Europe was across the ocean towards India.11 ‘They arrive with gold and depart with pepper’, wrote Tamil poet Tāyan-Kannanār speaking of Roman traders seen at the port of Muziris in southern India, which even sported a temple dedicated to the Emperor Augustus.12 Initially, long pepper (Piper longum) was favoured by the Romans, although in time they would begin to import the cheaper round black pepper (Piper nigrum).13 After the kingdom of Egypt was annexed by the Romans in 30 BCE – and Rome had acquired control of the Red Sea ports and worked out how to optimise the monsoon winds – the trade route to India became much easier.14

         
             

         

         Ginger did not garner as much culinary favour with the Romans as pepper. Ginger (Zingiber officinale) was domesticated in India, South East Asia and South China. In its dried form, ginger had reached Western Europe by the first century, although it was also preserved and converted into an oil.15 The Greek for ginger, zingiberi, is thought to be derived from singivera, a word in the Pali language used in Sri Lanka during Roman times.16 Ginger was not widely used in Roman cookery at this period. Only 3 % of the dishes in Apicius contain ginger compared to 81 % containing pepper.17 Even so, Greek pharmacist Dioscorides declared in his De materia medica that ginger ‘is very nice to eat; it is eaten pickle and all’,18 so perhaps it was enjoyed more as a condiment than as a culinary ingredient.

         
             

         

         Ginger was prized in both the eastern and western worlds for its medicinal qualities, which possibly explains why it was one of the ingredients in Mithridates’ antidote. In China, it has enjoyed a 19reputation for maintaining health and well-being since ancient times (it is said that Confucius always had ginger when he ate). Ginger had many therapeutic uses. Its ‘hot’ properties meant that it could be used to remedy the symptoms of colds, flu and headache. It was also used to treat flatulence, indigestion and roundworm, and was even believed to enhance sexual prowess and fertility.19

         
             

         

         In terms of gingerbreads, the spicing element is critical to separate them from other cakes and biscuits. When looking for the origins of this confection we need to disregard spices for the moment and look towards the early forms of cake.

         
             

         

         If ancient civilisations were slow to embrace certain spices such as ginger and cinnamon in their diet, they were not so reticent when it came to sweeteners such as honey.20 Like spices, honey was prized for its medicinal properties but it was also used in cooking as ‘the universal sweetener of the ancient world’.21 The Greeks and Romans particularly valued honey from the thyme-covered slopes of mount Hymettus outside Athens, as it was considered the best in the known world (thyme was believed to give the best aroma to honey). Both of these civilisations subscribed to the theory of the four humours – blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm – and their influence on the body and its emotions. The food and drink you consumed could have a considerable impact on your humoral balance. Honey (and latterly sugar), alcohol (such as wine), and spices were all considered to be ‘hot’ ingredients. For this reason, spiced honey wines, like the Roman mulsum, were served before a meal, as their potential ill effects could be balanced out with ‘cold’ foods, such as fish, that were served afterwards.22

         
             

         

         There is limited information about, and few recipes for, cakes from the ancient world. Despite covering a wide range of recipes for vegetables, meat and fish, Apicius does not include a book on cakes or sweets, although there are a few recipes for homemade sweets in Book Seven for ‘The Gourmet’:

         
            Dulcia piperata: <teres piper.> mittis mel meruim passam rutam, 20eo mittis nucleos nuces alicam elixatum. Concisas nucas auellanas tostas adicies et inferes.

            
                

            

            Peppered sweets: pound pepper; add honey, wine, passum, and rue. Add to the mixture pine nuts, nuts and boiled alica. Add chopped roasted nuts and serve.23

         

         Rather than being an oversight on the part of the original author it has been suggested the book on cakes from the Apicius collection has been lost.24 The knowledge we have of the sweet things eaten by the ancient Greeks and Romans is based on texts from that period such as Cato’s On Agriculture, as well as comedies and poems.25 From these descriptions we know that cakes, sweets and nuts were served at the end of the meal with wine. These were known as the tragémata, ‘what one chews alongside wine’.26 Paintings on vases found in archeological digs also show pyramid-shaped cakes being served at feasts:27

         
            In his book, On Cakes, Iatrokles makes mention of khoirinai and what are called pyramous, which he says are no different from what people call pyramis. For these are made from toasted wheat soaked in honey. They are served to those who have stayed up all night for religious festivals.28

            (From The Deipnosophists by Athenaeus)

         

         Where cakes are mentioned they usually include honey. Athens was particularly renowned for its oven-baked cakes and bread which were often soaked in honey.29 Perhaps the most notable cake from this period is the Greek plakous (known as placenta to the Romans30), which was a type of dessert made with thin pastry sheets and filled with sheep’s cheese and honey.31

         
             

         

         There has been some debate whether cakes were used purely for ceremonial purposes at temples, or were specifically designed for feasts.32 In The Deipnosophists, Athenaeus describes a cheesecake called amphiphon offered to the Roman goddess of hunting, Diana (Artemis in Greek mythology), which was served with ‘figures of lighted torches round it’.33 One type of honey-drenched cheesecake from Argos was 21presented to the bridegroom by his bride for his friends to eat.

         
             

         

         Another cheesecake from Sparta was shaped like a breast and carried by the female friends of the bride as they sang a song praising her virtues.34 Even the Celts, who were viewed by the Romans as barbarians – in part due to their penchant for dairy products – ate honey cakes.35 In Irish mythology the ‘Champion’s Portion’, awarded to the best warrior at Bricriu’s Feast, concludes with ‘five-score wheaten cakes made with honey’.36

         
             

         

         Cakes from these periods were most likely flat and dense rather than the fluffy sponge creations we favour today. While no mention is made by Athenaeus or similar authors of spices in these cakes, their compact form survived into the medieval period in the form of gingerbread made from compressed breadcrumbs and honey.37 It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when spices were added to the honey cake mixture to create something we would recognise as gingerbread.

         
             

         

         The Dictionnaire de Trévoux (originally published in 1704) identifies gingerbread as panis mellitos: ‘The ancients called it panis mellitos; they also called it panis nauticus or Alexandrinus, the sea biscuit.’38 Although panis mellitos was certainly used to describe a ‘honey bread’ in the medieval period, earlier references to this phrase have been impossible to trace.39 Chauney has concluded that the modern-day gingerbread of France, pain d’épice, is descended from the tenth century honey bread from China, called Mi-Kong.40

         
             

         

         Honey (mi or fêng-mi) is not mentioned in Chinese literature until the third century BCE. It is believed the honey used in China at that time came from the west via Samarkand.41 It was exchanged for silk and precious stones, which gives some indication of its value.42 Like Mithridates, the Chinese used honey as a medicine rather than as a cooking ingredient. The Chinese believed honey could promote longevity and included it in their tonics. Like the Romans, the Chinese aslo used honey in savoury and sweet dishes, and it was a highly regarded ingredient for Han feasts.43 22

         
             

         

         Foreign food – particularly steamed or fried cakes, described as ‘the gold of the T’ang dinner table’44 – became popular at aristocratic banquets from the eighth century onwards. The most popular cakes were made from wheat or rice. Shih-mi were small cakes which included honey and milk, and were produced along the Yangtze basin from Szechwan to Hangchow Bay.45 Foreign cakes (hu) from the west, quite often in the form of steamed or fried breads containing sesame seeds, were particularly popular.46 As Edward Shafer has observed: ‘Some of these fancy pastries that enriched the T’ang cuisine, many of them newly introduced from abroad, were distinguished by their incorporation of foreign ingredients, especially spices and other aromatic substances, while others were based on foreign recipes, although the ingredients might be readily available in China.’

         
             

         

         Based on this evidence, perhaps the origins of gingerbread lie a little closer to western Europe. There is some indication that wheat-based ‘foreign’ cakes topped with sesame seeds were sold on the streets of Chang’an (modern Xi’an) by Iranians.47 As the major trade routes for silk and spices crossed Persia it is easy to see how spice would eventually find its way into a sweetened bread or cake.

         
             

         

         Islamic ambassadors from Rum (formerly known as Rumieh under the Romans) were recorded as presenting the T’ang emperor with a gift of mithridatium in AD 667.48 Meanwhile, rulers across Europe from Charlemagne to Elizabeth I consumed mithridatium every day in the hopes of achieving the same immunity afforded to the Poison King.49 But as we shall see, the medicinal value of spices extended beyond general well-being.

         
            Notes

            1 Mayor (2009), pp. 1-2. Mithridates ruled Pontus, a kingdom situated on the Black Sea in what is now North Eastern Turkey, from 120 BCE until 63 BCE.

            2 Ibid, pp. 240-1. Mayor says that modern science has shown some substances, such as garlic, can neutralise poisons like arsenic in the bloodstream, and that charcoal can filter and absorb certain toxins.

            3 Dalby (1996), p. 138 and p. 250. Pliny lists around fifty ingredients for mithridatium, while Roman medical writer Celsus (c. 25 BCE – c. 50 AD) lists only thirty-eight.

            4 Mayor (2009), p. 240.

            5 Ibid, pp. 349-50. Mayor concludes that if Mithridates had taken the full dose of poison rather than sharing it with his daughters his suicide attempt would have been successful.

            6 Turner (2005), pp. 165-6.

            7 Dalby (1996), p. 137.

            8 Ibid, p. 191.

            9 Grainger (2006), p. 10-11. Dalby and Grainger (2003) note that pepper was a popular seasoning in sweet dishes, p. 69.

            10 Dalby (2000), pp. 194-5.

            11 Turner (2005), see Chapter 2, pp. 61-109.

            12 Dalby (2000), pp. 194-5; Turner (2005), see Chapter 2, pp. 61-109.

            13 Dalby (2000), pp. 194-5.

            14 Turner (2005), see Chapter 2, pp. 61-109.; Dalby (2000), pp. 194-5.

            15 Simoons (1991), Chapter 12, pp. 370-375.

            16 Dalby (2000), p. 181. According to Ptolemy, ginger was grown in Sri Lanka, although the Romans also believed it grew in modern day Eritrea and Ethiopia (where it grows today). Simoons (1991) believes ginger was carried west from India to Africa by Arab traders, eventually leading to Zanzibar becoming a major centre of the spice trade by the tenth century AD.

            17 Simoons (1991), Chapter 12, pp. 370-5. Ginger is sometimes suggested as a substitute for laser or silphium in modern adaptations of Roman recipes, such as those in The Roman Cookery of Apicius (1993), p. xxiv by John Edwards.

            18 Dalby (1996), p. 138.

            19 Simoons (1991), Chapter 12, pp. 370-5.

            20 Goldstein (2015), p. 12. The Greeks and Romans knew of cane sugar from India but it was exceedingly rare and extortionately expensive. Its only use would have been medicinal. 225

            21 Alcock (2006), p. 84. Beekeeping began in Egypt in the third millennium BCE, when honey could be used to pay taxes and wages.

            22 Dalby (2000), pp. 141-2; Goldstein (2015), p. 12.

            23 Grainger and Grocock (2006), see ‘A Glossary To Apicius’, Apicius, 7.11.4. Alica is similar to semolina and comes from a type of emmer groat.

            24 Edwards (1993), p. 172. In their Introduction to Apicius, Grainger and Grocock (2006) suggest the omission of cakes could be because patisserie goods were a completely different genre with bakers and cooks performing completely different functions.

            25 Goldstein (2015), p. 12

            26 Dalby (1996), p. 23.

            27 Goldstein (2015), p. 12.

            28 Grant (2008), p. 38.

            29 Dalby (1996), p. 126. Chauney (1978) has suggested that ancient honey cakes were not dissimilar to modern-day Greek loukoumades, doughnuts soaked in a honey syrup (p. 15).

            30 Dalby and Grainger (2003), p. 95. In Roman times placenta had nothing to do with afterbirth. The word was adopted for this meaning by a seventeenth-century scientist.

            31 Dalby (1996) p. 91; Dalby and Grainger (2003), p. 95.

            32 Wilkins and Hill (2006) suggest this question is answered by looking at the context in which the cakes are described (pp. 127-130).

            33 Athenaeus (1854), p. 1030.

            34 Ibid, p. 1031.

            35 Alcock (2009), pp. 107-8.

            36 Ibid, p. 105. Alcock adds: ‘Modern experiments have shown that when dough, placed in a pan filled with honey, was baked in an oven, the dough absorbed the honey, thus making a delicious sweet bread, somewhat akin to rum baba.’

            37 Humble (2010), Chapter 1.

            38 Chauney (1978), p. 15.

            39 Ibid, p. 16. In her book on the history of Spanish food, Delicioso (2019), Maria José Sevilla describes how Roman soldiers carried their own supply of grain which could be ground and made into panis militaris, ‘a coarse, indigestible bread’, but no mention is made honey or spices being added to make this bread more palatable (p. 23).

            40 Ibid, p.16.

            41 Simoons (1991), Chapter 12, pp. 376-9.

            42 Ibid.

            43 Ibid. One emperor granted a monthly supply of white honey, a medicine believed to confer immortality, to noted physician T’ao Hung-ching (AD 452-536) on his retirement.

            44 Schafer (1977), p. 117.

            45 Ibid, p. 109.

            46 Ibid, p. 118.

            47 Leppman (2005), p. 33.

            48 Mayor (2009), p. 244. Foreigners dressed in Persian clothing are depicted offering mithridatium pills to the emperor in Chinese illustrated manuscripts.

            49 Mayor (2009), p.244. Elaborate jars were used to store the elixir which often depicted the life of Mithridates, and apothecaries across Europe had to openly display the precious ingredients used to concoct mithridatium. See also Turner (2005), p. 112. The medieval aristocracy had good reason to seek an antidote to poison. There are many examples of nobles and even kings being killed by poison. Louis IV (ruled 936-954) was, somewhat ironically, poisoned by a pepper sauce. 226

         

      

   


   
      
         
23
            CHAPTER TWO

            MEDIEVAL GINGERGREAD

         

         
            Within the stomach, loins, and in the lung

            Praise of hot ginger rightly may be sung.

            It quenches thirst, revives, excites the brain

            And in old age awakes young love again.

            (From the Regimen sanitatis Salernitanum1)

         

         Spices were a vital part of the medieval apothecary’s armoury in an era where you figuratively were what you ate. Just about any ailment could be cured (in theory, at least) by consuming a combination of spices and herbs, often mixed with honey or any number of less palatable ingredients (and not only poisons). The hot and dry nature of spices particularly endeared themselves to remedies for sexual issues. The leading sex manual of the Middle Ages, De coitu (On Sexual Intercourse), was written by an eleventh-century African physician who later converted to Christianity called Constantine the African, who played an important role in establishing the medical school at Salerno. Constantine helpfully provided several prescriptions in his treatise for sexual difficulties, such as a cure for impotence which included ginger, pepper, galangal, cinnamon and various herbs ‘to be taken sparingly after lunch and dinner’. Another Constantine special was designed to boost libido, combining spices with rocket and carrot, which the monk modestly claimed to be ‘the best there is’.2

         
             

         

         An early form of gingerbread may have evolved from a thirteenth-century electuary called diazinziberos (listed as gingibrati in the accounts of Robert Montpellier, apothecary to Henri III): ‘take very well cooked parsnips, 24mince them and cook them with clarified honey until all the honey is absorbed, stirring well so that the mixture does not stick to the vessel; then put in aromatic powders, gimigibre, pepper, nutmeg, and galingale; and cook together to a candy’.3 The parsnips would eventually give way to breadcrumbs to produce a more familiar style of confection.4 It is unclear what purpose Montpellier’s electuary served, but given the examples suggested by Constantine we can hazard a guess.

         
             

         

         At one time it was believed the spices that play such an important role in gingerbread arrived in Europe when soldiers returned from the Crusades.5 One theory is that Genghis Khan’s horsemen carried a supply of honey bread with them when they went into battle, possibly based on an ancient Chinese recipe for Mi-Kong which combined wheat and honey. The Arabs and Turks inherited a taste for these sweet, energy giving breads from the Mongols, who in turn passed it on to the Crusaders.6 This seems unlikely as the Mongolian diet centres around meat and dairy products. The Mongols are better known for carrying dried dairy products such as yoghurt and milk, which could be reconstituted with water. These provided protein and other nutrients in a portable form. Even today there are very few wheat-based dishes in traditional Mongolian cooking.7

         
             

         

         The truth is spices never left Europe. Even after the fall of Rome, spices continued to be imported into Britain throughout the Middle Ages (possibly from China or Persia) although they were much scarcer than they had been in Roman times.8 Although peasants did not use spices on a regular basis, the presence of ‘Spicers’ or ‘Pepperers’ (merchants selling spices) in small towns suggests people may have been able to enjoy them for special occasions.9 Pepper was the most important and widely-used spice in culinary terms (other spices were available but they appear to have been limited to medicinal uses).10 Monks even had a sign for pepper when they were forbidden to speak.11 When he died in 735, the Venerable Bede bequeathed a number of spices to his brethren including cinnamon, cloves, cubebs, grains of paradise, ginger, liquorice and sugar.12 Where the Crusades did influence the spice trade was by enabling European merchants to establish a foothold in the Levant, thereby creating a substantial presence in the region not witnessed since the fall of the 25Roman Empire.13 Greater quantities of the luxury ingredient sugar were also imported from the Mediterranean after the First Crusade (1096–9).14

         
             

         

         Chronicles of the Crusades, such as those by the thirteenth-century abbot Arnold of Lübeck, give us a glimpse of the elusive panis mellitos mentioned in the Dictionnaire de Trévoux:

         
            They now entered Rum, a deserted, unwelcoming and waterless land, and bread was lacking in their packs since they did not have supplies. There were, however, those among them who had prepared themselves honeyed bread [panis mellitos], since this was plentiful, and they were sustained as best they could. Those who had not made similar preparations ate either horseflesh and water or roots. Those who no longer had the strength to walk fell on their faces on the ground, so that they might receive martyrdom for the Lord’s name. Rushing down upon them, the enemy slew them without mercy in the sight of all the others.15

         

         There is evidence to suggest the Anglo-Saxons ate fine breads made from enriched doughs on special occasions, a legacy from the preceding Roman era.16 Feasts were generally held for special occasions such as the arrival of an important guest, celebrating or commemorating a rite of passage, related to a season (for example, harvest time) or religious event, and to celebrate a victory or coronation. These finer ‘feasting’ breads could be spiced (gesyfled) or sprinkled with seeds (wel besewen) like dill, caraway or poppy. They may have been enriched further with eggs, butter or cream and sweetened with honey or dried fruits, and could have been a forerunner of our modern festival breads, like hot cross buns.17

         
             

         

         Once spices became more abundant in the West, Europeans would soon begin to include them in sweet confections made with honey and a variety of flours. In pre-Christian Russia, the original pryaniki (a Russian-style gingerbread still made today) was made from rye flour, honey and berry juice, with the addition of spices after the Middle Ages.18 Gingerbread has been made in Toruń, Poland since the thirteenth century.19 In the Netherlands Deventer koek (a compact loaf flavoured with honey and bitter 26orange which dates back to 1417), is one of the oldest spice cake recipes still being made. The earliest record of gingerbread in Sweden comes from the nuns of Vadstena in 1444. The cakes were sold in the convent pharmacy primarily as a medicine, as they were considered to have a calming effect and alleviate digestive problems. Vast quantities of gingerbread were sent to Johan II, King of Denmark, Sweden and Norway,20 from a pharmacy in Copenhagen in the late fifteenth century. The confection had be prescribed by the royal physician to cure the king’s wretched mood.21 Philippe le Bon, the Duke of Burgundy, is believed to have been so impressed with a gingerbread he sampled in Flanders that he brought the baker back with him to France in 1452 so that he could have a constant supply of it.22 The beautiful mistress of King Charles VII, Agnès Sorel, shared the Duke’s love of gingerbread (or pain d’épice as it is known in France). Charles’ son, the future King Louis XI, has been accused of orchestrating her early demise. He was said to be so jealous of the influence Agnès had over his father he sent her some poisoned gingerbread.23 In the sixteenth century, during the reign of Henri II, this confection would again be tainted with poison when rumours spread that Italians were doctoring their beloved pain d’épice with toxic substances (one imagines sales of mithridatium went through the roof at this time). It would not regain favour at the French court until the reign of Louis XIV.24

         
             

         

         One of the earliest known recipes for gingerbread in Britain is found in Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books:

         
            Gyngerbrede. Take a quart of hony, & sethe it, & skeme it clene; take Safroun, pouder Pepir, & þrow ther-on; take gratyd Brede, & make it so chargeaunt þat it wol be y-leched; þen take pouder Canelle, & straw þer-on y-now; þen make yt square, lyke as þou wolt leche it; take when þou lechyst hyt, an caste Box leaves a-bouyn, y-stkyd þer-on, on clowys. And if þou wolt haue it Red, coloure it with Saunderys y-now.25

         

         This stiff paste of breadcrumbs and honey, flavoured with pepper, saffron and cinnamon, omits ginger altogether, although it is called ‘gyngerbrede’ rather than ‘pepper bread’. The paste was shaped into a square before being 27sliced and decorated with box leaves impaled by a clove. It could also be coloured red with sanders or sandalwood.26 C. Anne Wilson believes the omission of ginger to be an oversight on the part of the original author or transcriber. However, there are many recipes on the continent for gingerbreads and pepper breads which include neither ginger nor pepper, so it is conceivable that this recipe is as its original author intended it to be.

         
             

         

         In Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales the gingerbread enjoyed by Sir Thopas, a Flemish knight, has been interpreted as being preserved ginger. Indeed, ginger preserved in syrup was eaten during the medieval period. It was one of the few occasions where a fork would be used at the dining table in order to lift the sticky sweetmeat to the mouth.27

         
            
               And roial spicerye

               Of gyngebreed that was ful fyn,

               And lycorys, and eek comyn,

               With sugre that is trye.28

            

         

         However, Constance Hieatt explains there is evidence in contemporary manuscripts to suggest that some gingerbreads from the medieval period were ‘a chewy but fairly hard candy, a confection resembling toffee, made of nothing more than honey and spices’.29 She is rather amused by the childish treats enjoyed by Sir Thopas, which comprised ‘two kinds of sweet drinks and three kinds of expensive candy: gingery “toffee”, liquorice and candied cumin seeds’.

         
             

         

         Medieval gingerbread was served as a sweetmeat at the end of a meal as part of the ‘void’ or ‘voidee’.30 Initially the ‘void’ was the term used for the clearing of the table between courses. By the fifteenth century the voidee described the sweet course served at the end of the meal to aid digestion and sweeten the breath.31 As well as gingerbread, the voidee could include comfits,32 wafers and hippocras.33 As food historian Peter Brears observes: ‘Considered hot and moist in nature such sugary foods helped to break down the food received into the body’s cauldron, the stomach, a practice we still follow with our after-dinner mints and liqueurs.’34 The spices and honey used in this early recipe were luxury items, so gingerbread 28was only accessible to the wealthy. Only the greatest of households, with large kitchens that included a ‘Confectionary’ or a ‘Wafery’ area, would be making and serving them on a frequent basis.35

         
             

         

         As a stand-alone ingredient, ginger had long been praised for its abilities to aid digestion. Anthimus, a Byzantine doctor at the court of Merovingian King Theuderic I (AD 511–533) praised the spice for its positive effect on digestion and included it in many of his dishes.36 In the Elizabethan era, ginger’s hot nature was believed to be good for flatulence and cold stomachs, as well as ‘provoking’ sluggish husbands and sharpening the sight.37 During the same period, gingerbread itself was described as ‘a kinde of cake or paste made to comfort the stomacke’.38

         
             

         

         Spices, and especially ginger, were thought to be aphrodisiacs. Any food infused with spices would be in danger of inflaming passion (or in cases of impotence, restoring it). Add hot and moist sugar into the equation and you were asking for trouble. The custom of providing spiced wines at medieval weddings could have been intended to serve a different purpose than being a simple means of toasting the happy couple.39 It is perhaps no wonder then that gingerbread was offered as a gift (along with other spices and precious foods such as sugar and figs) to Margaret, the ‘Maid of Norway’ who was being courted as a desirable match for Edward I’s son.40

         
             

         

         During the sixteenth century the medieval voidee would be replaced by the ‘banquet’.41 Like the voidee, the banquet was a separate course served after a formal feast in large households, frequently in a separate room, building, or even on the roof (a post dinner ‘after-party’ if you like). It was an opportunity to flirt outrageously beyond the wagging tongues of the servants. Invitations to the host’s banquet were usually only extended to a select few.42 Gradually, this trend would filter down the social scale and soon banqueting houses gained a somewhat ribald reputation. They were described by Philip Stubbes in his 1583 pamphlet Anatomie of Abuses:

         
            In the suburbes of the citie, they [women] have gardens either paled or walled round about very high, with their harbers and bowers fit for the purpose; and lest they might be espied in these open 29places they have their banqueting-houses with galleries, turrets, and what not, therein sumptuously erected; wherein they may, and doubtless do, many of them, play the filthy persons.43

         

         As in the medieval period, the treats served at the banquet were laden with sugar and spices. The purpose was to demonstrate the confectionary skills of the provider, as well as being a display of wealth. These luscious tidbits were designed to tantalise and titivate all of the senses in order ‘to promote the hot and moist humours of lust’.44 Although larger quantities of sugar were being imported into Britain by the seventeenth century it was still considered a luxury item. This resulted in a high level of tooth decay in the upper classes. This in turn sparked a fashion for tooth picks, many of which were made from precious metals like silver. To have bad teeth indicated you had joined the ranks of the elite banqueters.45

         
             

         

         In The Good Huswife’s Jewell (1596–97), Thomas Dawson includes a list of ‘all things necessary for a banquet’:

         
            Sugar: Cinnamon: Liquorice: Pepper: Nutmegs: Saffron: Sanders: all kinds of Comfits: Aniseed: Coriander: Oranges: Pomegranate Seeds: Damask water: Lemons: Prunes: Rose water: Dates: Currants: Raisins: Cherries, conserved: Barberries, conserved: Rye flour: Ginger: Sweet oranges: Pepper, white and brown: Cloves: Mace: Wafers: For your marchpane, seasoned and unseasoned spinach.46

         

         Many of the ingredients listed above were used to make the gingerbreads of the period, of which there were two kinds: red and white. White gingerbread recipes usually centre around marchpane, an almond paste like marzipan, as in this recipe from John Murrell’s A Delightfull Daily Exercise for Ladies and Gentlewomen (1621):

         
            To Make White Gingerbread47

            Take half a pound of marchpane paste, a quarter of a pound of white Ginger beaten and [sieved], half a pound of the powder of refined sugar, beat this to a very fine paste with dragagant48 steeped in rose-water, then role it in round cakes and print it with 30your moulds: dry them in an oven when the bread is drawn forth upon white papers, and when they be very dry box them and keep them all the year.

         

         Murrell’s marchpane was moulded into a large disk up to 45 cm in diameter with crimped edges. The centre was decorated with a tower or castle, lions or birds (both the structure and the animals were also formed from the marchpane in the centre of the disk) and decorated with comfits, before being dried in the oven. The finished article was then iced with sugar mixed with egg whites and rose water, oven dried again, and finally gilded before being served. Murrell’s contemporary, Sir Hugh Plat, provides a slightly different take on the concept of the almond-based gingerbread in his cookery book, Delightes for Ladies, published in 1600. His recipe calls for grated cake as well as sugar, almonds, egg yolks, lemon juice and grains of musk. When you scroll though his book to find a corresponding cake recipe it is quite a surprise to discover that Plat’s ‘Sweet Cakes without Either Spice or Sugar’ are made from dried parsnips combined with fine wheat flour and absolutely no sugar.49

         
             

         

         The other recipe Plat provides for gingerbread is much closer to its original medieval incarnation (the wine included in this recipe lends it a scarlet hue rather than sanders):

         
            To Make Gingerbread50

            Take three stale Manchets51 and grate them, dry them, and sift them through a fine sieve, then add unto them one ounce of Ginger being beaten, and as much cinnamon, one ounce of Liquorice and Aniseeds being beaten together and [sieved], half a pound of sugar, then boil it all there together in a posnet,52 with a quart of claret wine till they come to a stiff paste with often stirring of it; and when it is stiff, mould it on a table and so drive it thin, and put it in your moulds: dust your mould with cinnamon, ginger and liquorice, being mixed together in a fine powder. This is your Gingerbread used at the Court, and in all Gentlemen’s houses at festival times. It is otherwise called dry Leach.53 31

         

         Dawson, Murrell and Plat’s books belong to a genre of manuals emerging at the end of the sixteenth century to provide advice on how to manage households.54 As well as recipes for sweetmeats like gingerbread, these books would include remedies for common ailments of the period. Some gentlewomen even created their own collections of recipes and remedies which make fascinating reading.55

         
             

         

         Although sweetmeats such as gingerbread and marmalades56 were made at home, it was also possible to buy them from professional confectioners who set up business in Britain from the mid-sixteenth century.57 In a contrast to other European nations there are no records from this time to indicate whether there was a dedicated gingerbread guild in Britain. In countries such as France and Germany, making gingerbread was a highly skilled profession and guilds were established for these craftsmen to regulate how their local gingerbreads should be made.58 The French King Henri IV declared in 1596 that nobody could become a master gingerbread maker until he was at least twenty years old and had spent four years or more as an apprentice. Furthermore, the said apprentice had to bake three loaves of pain d’épice, flavoured with cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves, weighing twenty pounds each for his master to prove he had reached the desired level of expertise.59 In the Netherlands, a Deventer council decree in 1417 stated exactly what ingredients the town’s Deventer koek (a spiced honey cake) should contain, and bakers could be fined 666 guilders if they failed to comply.60

         
             

         

         English cookery has long doffed its cap to the French kitchen, but there is a ‘valid contrast’ between the two countries’ recipes from this time, none more so than when you look at gingerbread.61 Continental gingerbreads, such as pain d’épice, seem to be more akin to cake (if a little on the dense side)62 compared to our own largely honey-based and breadcrumb-based confections of this period. This could be a question of available ingredients. Several European gingerbreads use rye flour (like the pain d’épice of Reims) or a combination of rye and wheat. Rye was being grown in Britain during the medieval period although rye bread was seen as poor man’s fodder.63 Presumably, rye flour or bread would have been deemed unsuitable for such luxurious confection. Where you do see regional variations in British 32gingerbread is in the use of oats. Samuel Johnson somewhat derisively describes oats as ‘a grain, which in England is generally given to horses, but in Scotland supports the people.’64 It is true that oats do feature in Scottish recipes such as broonie (an oatmeal gingerbread from the Orkneys. See page 136 for a recipe) or Yorkshire parkin. However, oat-based recipes (albeit not necessarily gingerbread) are found in cookbooks of the period such as The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy by Hannah Glasse.65 Honey, which still features significantly in many European gingerbreads even today, had also been dropped in favour of the more exclusive sugar.66 The manuscript copy of Mary Doggett’s ‘Booke of receits’ (1682) contains a gingerbread recipe which includes sugar and honey, but this is unusual for the period.67 The spicing element of gingerbread appears to vary according to the personal taste of the baker, although from here on most British gingerbreads do contain ginger.

         
             

         

         Gingerbread would remain a treat for festivals and special occasions for many years to come. But it was about to undergo a further evolution by embracing a substance that would help make it more accessible to the masses.
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            15 Loud (2019). Arnold, Abbot of the Monastery of St John at Lübeck was one of the most important chroniclers of the thirteenth century. His accounts cover the years 1172–1209 and includes the German Crusade of 1197-8 (the third crusade). It was published soon after the Benedictine’s death around 1214. In his original transcript the ‘honeyed bread’ is described as ‘panis mellitos’. There is no mention of spices in this bread. However, in another section of the Chronicles describing the pilgrimage of Duke Henry, the Lion of Saxony, the duke is forced to abandon his wagons of supplies when they become bogged down in a swamp leaving behind ‘all sorts of carefully prepared delicacies flavoured with spices.’
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            22 Chauney (1978), p. 15.
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            26 Wilson (1991), p. 247 and p. 305. Although Wilson believes the omission of ginger to be an oversight on the part of the original author. Sanders also known as Red Sandalwood was 227used as a food colouring in medieval and renaissance food. Dissolved in alcohol it makes a scarlet colour. Dorothy Hartley says this use of sanders helped make the gingerbread resemble cuir bouilli armour (literally boiled leather). It was leather that had been treated so that it became tough and rigid, as well as able to hold moulded decoration.

            27 Brears (2012), p. 405.

            28 Hieatt (1998), p. 101-116.

            29 Ibid.

            30 Brears (2012), p. 344.

            31 Brears (2012), p. 344; Colquhoun (2007), p. 68.

            32 Brears (2012), p. 344. Comfits are ‘strongly-flavoured seeds repeatedly coated in layers of dried [sugar] syrup until they resembled small white peas.

            33 Brears (2012), p. 344. Spiced wine sweetened with honey and no doubt a throw back to the scented wines served in Ancient Rome. It is interesting to note that this beverage is now being served after dinner rather than before as the Greeks and Romans had done.

            34 Brears (2012), p. 344.

            35 Ibid. Gingerbread ‘fairings’ have long been associated with fairs like the Nottingham Goose Fair which has been held since the late thirteenth century. Presumably somebody outside of the grand house kitchens was making these treats to sell to the general public.

            36 Toussaint-Samat (2007), p. 496.
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            39 Turner (2005), p. 215. Turner adds ‘The spicer was one of several libidinous professions born under the sign of Venus, along with singers, jewellers, music lovers and tailors of women’s clothing…The spice trade was driven not so much by the palate as by the gullet and the loins.’

            40 Ibid.

            41 Brears (2015), p. 519.

            42 Ibid; Mennell (1996), pp. 86-87. Henry VIII had banqueting rooms at Hampton Court, Greenwich and Nonsuch Palace. Perhaps the most famous of all royal banqueting rooms is Banqueting House built in 1622 for James I (it replaced an earlier sixteenth-century structure which burned down in 1619).

            43 Philip Stubbes, The Anatomie of Abuses (1583), quoted in The Plays of Philip Massinger (ed.) W. Gifford, Vol II, London: G. & W. Nicol, 1813, p. 13.

            44 Brears (2015), p. 529.

            45 Ibid, p. 530.

            46 Dawson (1596/7), p. 117.

            47 Murrell (1621), Number 31.

            48 Gum Tragacanth. This is an odourless paste which is added to icings and marzipan to help them harden but the finish remain glossy.

            49 Plat (1617). See recipe 60. That Plat uses a parsnip-based cake for his white gingerbread adds weight to the claim that Montpellier’s gingibrati is a forerunner of Tudor-style gingerbread.

            50 Ibid. See recipe 22.

            51 A manchet was a loaf of fine white bread. Elizabeth David (1977, p. 331) explains that a manchet loaf could weigh anywhere between 175 g and 450 g. ‘The manchet was hardly more than a large roll and not considered a sufficient allowance of bread for one person at one meal.’

            52 ‘A small pot with a handle and three feet,’ Collins English Dictionary.

            53 I have successfully made a version of this in my own kitchen, using a scaled down recipe. In my opinion liquorice gives it a rather unpleasant flavour, but then I’m not a fan of liquorice so others may beg to differ. 228

            54 Mennell (1996), p. 84.

            55 Elinor Fettiplace’s Receipt Book (1986) edited by Hilary Spurling is a prime example. Sadly it does not include any gingerbread recipes but is well worth reading nevertheless.

            56 Marmalades in the sixteenth and seventeenth century tended to be thick fruit pastes (a bit like a fruit pastel) rather than spreads like jam. Typically, they would be made from Seville oranges or quinces. The word is actually derived from marmelo, the Portuguese for quince.

            57 Brears (2015), p. 531. Gingerbread must have been made outside the home as it was possible to buy it at fairs.

            58 Chauney (1978), pp. 14-32; Scharfenberg (1991), p. 357. The Nuremberg guild for commercial gingerbread makers was called the Lebküchler after the cities famous Lebküchen gingerbread. In London there was a Guild of Pepperers formed in 1180 to maintain standards for the purity of spices and for the setting of certain weights and measures. This Guild would eventually become the Worshipful Company of Grocers although its crest still contains nine cloves as a reminder of the organisation’s roots. The closest thing to a gingerbread guild would be the Worshipful Company of Bakers which was established around the same time as the Guild of Pepperers.

            59 Chauney (1978), p. 18. The quantities here seem unbelievably big but commercial bakers have always made dough in bulk. In this instance the apprentice is making three twenty pound loaves of pain d’épice from a master batch weighing two hundred pounds. My assumption is that customers would buy a portion of these massive slabs of pain d’épice rather than the whole thing. In order to complete his test the apprentice had to turn the remaining dough into several different styles of gingerbread according to their masters desire. Henri IV does not provide any further details of what forms these various sorts of gingerbread should take but presumably the apprentice would have been expected to produce some kind of moulded gingerbread in addition to the pavés.

            60 Pagrach-Chandra (2002).

            61 Mennell (1996), p. 102.

            62 Jane Grigson (1992), p. 342. Grigson describes this type of confection as ‘slightly rubbery’ and believes it is ‘inadequate and misleading’ to call it gingerbread, although she concedes there may be a relationship between all gingerbreads no matter where they originate.

            63 Drummond and Wilbraham (1991), p. 87; Brears (2015), p. 130.

            64 Johnson (1785), see definition of ‘Oats’.

            65 Glasse (1747), for example Oatmeal Hasty-Pudding on page 80. C. Anne Wilson (1991, p. 200) has noted that even in southern England, oatmeal was a popular thickener for pottages and frequently appeared in household and monastic accounts.

            66 The Closet of the Eminently Learned Sir Kenelm Digbie, Knight (1669) includes over 100 recipes for mead and metheglin (both made from copious amounts of honey), an attempt perhaps to reignite the popularity these beverages enjoyed among our Anglo Saxon ancestors?

            67 Simmons and Goodwin (1983), p. 52.
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