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    To

    Susan Rabiner

    with thanks for inspiration and encouragement
  


  
  
  


  
    Male and female created he them. . . .
  


  
    Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.
  


  
    Genesis 1:27-28
  


  
  
  
  


  
    PREFACE
  


  
    THE THOUSAND-YEAR JOURNEY
  


  
    The fascination of a fisherman’s life is that he reaps his harvest from an unseen world through whose insecure and perilous crust he throws down his sacrificial gifts for a reward that may be small, or may be great, but is always uncertain. All that he knows of that obscure region beneath him is that it is inexhaustibly rich.
  


  
    Leo Walmsley1
  


  
     

  


  
    “A brave wind is blowing and the caravels are rolling, plunging and throwing spray as they cut down the last invisible barrier between the Old World and the New.” Thus Samuel Eliot Morison conveys the drama of the momentous day—October 14, 1492—when Christopher Columbus, Admiral of the Ocean Sea, made landfall in the Bahamas thinking he had reached the outlying islands of Asia.2 Five years later, a Venetian, John Cabot, sailed confidently from Bristol across the North Atlantic and landed on Newfoundland on a warm June 24, 1497. James Williamson tells us that Cabot walked no farther inland than a bowshot from the breakers, for fear of the natives. “It must have been awesome, there in the heat and silence, surrounded by the great trees and undergrowth, and watched, as they might guess, by hidden hostile men.”3
  


  
    The voyages of 1492 and 1497 made Christopher Columbus and John Cabot icons of the Age of Discovery, explorers whose transatlantic journeys transformed global geography. Everyone knew that Europe, Africa, 
     and Asia were three contiguous continents, and most people believed the earth was spherical. Thus it was theoretically possible for them to sail directly from Europe to Asia by heading into the Atlantic, the empty and hazardous Western Ocean. Columbus and Cabot did just that, but instead of Asia they found a new continent teeming with unknown peoples and exotic animals. They had achieved geographic immortality.
  


  
    Except for a small group of Vikings who created a short-lived settlement in Newfoundland during the late tenth century, Columbus and Cabot are generally assumed to be the first Europeans to reach the Americas. Both were expert mariners who came along at a time when academic knowledge of geography had been enriched by Marco Polo’s explorations in Central Asia and China. Paolo Toscanelli of Florence had estimated the distance to China and speculated about possible rest stops along the way. The convergence of broadening academic knowledge, new designs of oceangoing ships, lust for the wealth offered by the spice trade, and sailors prepared to undertake the risky journey produced an impetus for discovery that was not present a century earlier.
  


  
    But the familiar names of history, Cabot and Columbus, did not bring Europeans to the New World. The hard-won knowledge of the Western Ocean was acquired over many generations by people who did not talk freely about their experiences or share knowledge with others, least of all with scholars or government officials. I argue in this book that the finding of North America was not a brief moment of iconic discovery but a thousand-year journey fueled by Christian doctrine and a search for hardtack.
  


  
    This is not a tale of kings, popes, and statesmen, but of merchants, monks, and fishermen who lived and worked far from the spotlight of history. In all but a few cases we shall never know their names, but their devotion and labor yielded greater wealth than the gold of the Indies. They led Europeans to North America to fish and then settle there, well before the Pilgrims landed on a continent said to be inhabited only by Indians. Much of this journey is cloaked in historical obscurity, owing to lacunae in official records as well as the silence of many of the players. We can follow their doings only by triangulation from diffuse and often indirect clues.
  



  
    Abstinence, atonement, fasting, and penance lay at the core of Christian belief; from the earliest times fish had a special association with such practices. The traditional fasting days were Fridays and Lent, when Christians atoned for the suffering of Christ on the cross. As Christianity spread across Europe and religious communities proliferated, so did the number of holy days. By the thirteenth century, fast days took up more than half the year.
  


  
    Once eaten on special occasions, by the eighth and ninth centuries, fish was a preferred food for abstinence days throughout Christendom. Fishing had always been an important subsistence activity for people living by lakes, rivers, and seashores. To supplement these resources, monks and nobles turned to fish farming to provide the catch for holy days. Eels were so commonplace that they became a form of currency. But as populations rose and the grip of Christian doctrine tightened, even thousands of hectares of fishponds proved insufficient to satisfy the demand on meatless days. By the tenth and eleventh centuries, fish had become not a catch but a commodity. The stage was set for the extraordinary journey to North America.
  


  
    Sometime around the tenth century, Baltic herring fishers and Norse fisherfolk learned to preserve herring by salting it in brine-filled barrels. The Skänia fishery in southern Sweden spawned an industry that carried herring far inland to Vienna, Bern, and the Mediterranean. Customshouses high in the Alps stank of fish from distant oceans. Along the English coast great fairs arose that trafficked in millions of fish. Herring rapidly became a staple, not only on aristocratic and monastic tables but in poorhouses and cities. Herring nourished armies in an era of endemic warfare. Between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, the European herring industry expanded rapidly, first in the hands of the Hanseatic League, then on an industrial scale with the Dutch, who took processing operations offshore in factory ships. But it was a local industry conducted mainly in shallow waters.
  


  
    The Norse were the first to voyage deep into the Western Ocean. For thousands of years, the Lofoten Islanders of northern Norway had harvested white-fleshed cod, drying it in the sunshine and cold winds of late winter and spring. Dried “stockfish,” light and easy to transport, was the perfect staple for Norse ships coasting deep into the Baltic, raiding England 
     and France, and sailing westward to Iceland and beyond. The Norse could not have sailed to Iceland, Greenland, and North America without stockfish, which enabled them to survive at sea for weeks on end.
  


  
    Their voyages came during the Medieval Warm Period, a time when temperatures were at least as warm as today and ice conditions in the north were favorable for offshore voyaging. Until about 1250, ships could sail readily between Iceland and Greenland. With the onset of the Little Ice Age, however, skippers had to sail farther south and west to avoid the pack ice. At the same time (and here we are venturing onto untrodden scientific ground) changes in water temperature and the pressure gradients of the North Atlantic Oscillation must have affected the distribution of both cod and herring, though the precise relationship is little understood.
  


  
    The great Norse voyagers sailed to Greenland and beyond in search of new places to settle and out of a wanderlust that was an integral part of a restless, violent society. They carried stockfish far and wide, and it proved a more palatable substitute for salted herring on holy days. A huge stockfish industry developed, centered on Bergen, where Hanse ships exchanged grain for dried fish. Archaeological excavations in the Lofoten Islands have pinpointed the moment around the eleventh century when cod became a lucrative trading commodity that supplanted herring on many dinner tables.
  


  
    Bulk commodities meant bulk carriers, new ships with greater cargo capacity than Norse merchant ships had. Profound changes in ships and shipbuilding form another thread in our historical tapestry, beginning with lapstraked Viking ships and followed by the slow-moving Hanse cog, the first true bulk carrier, then the Dutch buss or herring factory ship, and new designs of offshore fishing vessels. The quest for new cod fisheries, notably off Iceland in the early fifteenth century, could never have happened without the development of the dogger, a craft that first carried North Sea fishermen far offshore as early as 1412. The dogger opened the doors of an entirely new fishery, whose practitioners were solely interested in supplying fish at a handsome profit to a rapidly growing marketplace.
  


  
    By the mid-fifteenth century, the demand for fish of all kinds had brought massive growth to the fisheries of western England and southern 
     Ireland. The merchants of Bristol assumed a leading role in the Lenten fish trade, buying catches from Ireland and Iceland. By this time, the caravel, a full-rigged ship with a strong, rigid hull, had come into its own as the oceangoing ship for Atlantic sailors. I believe that Bristol skippers acquired an unrivaled knowledge of the North Atlantic from their experiences in the far north, where they learned about Greenland and perhaps the lands to the west. Many had also sailed to Madeira, the Canary Islands, and even the Azores. I argue that Bristol merchants sponsored expeditions in the 1480s and later that sailed westward in search of the fabled “Island of Brasil” and a route to the spices of Asia—almost twenty years before John Cabot.
  


  
    Some of these voyages are recorded in customs records, but their results are not. Some vessels shipped out with cargoes of salt, presumably expecting to return with their holds full of salted cod. At least a few ships may have latitude-sailed westward, well south of Cape Farewell in Greenland, and eventually made landfall on Labrador or Newfoundland. There they found not spices but fish, returning home on the prevailing westerlies with profitable cargoes of salt cod. All this is speculation, flying in the face of prevailing historical opinion that credits John Cabot as the first person to make landfall on Newfoundland. But I find it hard to explain away the repeated voyages. Why would hard-nosed merchants keep sending their ships west if there was no profit in it? Cabot shipped out with at least two merchants on board, who may have known sailing directions to the Newfoundland fishing grounds.
  


  
    It was fish, not spices, that led to the discovery of North America. The fishers may never have landed, or if they did, they built no permanent settlements until much later. Those who fished these distant waters before the Cabot voyage were there without royal sanction or official approval. Since their goal was not conquest or glory or empire but commercial advantage, they had no reason to trumpet their finds; they kept quiet, knowing that a lucrative fishery in hand was as valuable as any dream of spices.
  


  
    Once the Newfoundland fishery became public, the huge international industry in dried and salted cod expanded effortlessly across the Atlantic. Rather than settle on an inhospitable shore, the fishers and whalers came and went each winter, spring, and summer, basing themselves in sheltered 
     coves or remaining offshore on the Grand Banks. Individual fishers might travel one year to Iceland, the next to Ireland, the next to Newfoundland. The first attempts at settlement came in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and even then they faltered because it was difficult to compete with the established economic interests of migrant fisherfolk.
  


  
    While the Newfoundland fishery was a summer enterprise, the cod came toward shore in New England waters during winter. Inevitably people began to overwinter on islands in the Gulf of Maine, close to the cold-weather fishing grounds. New England was first settled not by Pilgrims escaping persecution in a land peopled only by native Americans, but by roistering cod fishermen schooled in the rough-and-ready world of the migrant fishery. In one of the ironies of history, it was these very cod fishermen who provided the starving Pilgrims with boatloads of fish in 1622. The journey that began with ancient traditions of fasting and penance ended with the permanent settlement of New England. The mythmakers of American origins, obsessed with virtuous Pilgrims, have written the morally flawed cod fishers out of the story—but that is often the fate of the men and women who labor in history’s shadows.
  


  
  


  
    AUTHOR’S NOTE
  


  
    All measurements in the narrative are given in metric units, following international scientific convention. For recipes, both U.S. and metric measurements are given.
  


  
    Place-names are spelled according to the most common usage. Archaeological sites and historical places are spelled as they appear most commonly in the sources I used to write this book. Some obscure locations are omitted from the maps for clarity; interested readers are referred to the specialist literature. Fish on Friday involved a search through numerous complex and rapidly proliferating literatures in a variety of disciplines from archaeology and anthropology to ecclesiastical history, fish ecology and fisheries history, maritime archaeology and ancient naval architecture, even novels about the Grand Banks. Only a small fraction of the articles, books, and monographs I consulted can be listed here; I have tended to reference those with comprehensive bibliographies, to allow the reader to enter the more specialized literature if desired.
  


  
    The footnotes seek to identify animals, people, places, and occasionally artifacts and documents. They also define such arcane terms as kipper, thole pin, and tun.
  


  
    Except where specifically stated, all recipes in this book have been tested. Since recipes are subjective and vary from one cook to another, those given here should be treated as guides, not scripture.
  


  
  
  


  
    RECIPES
  


  
    
  


  A NOTE ON THE RECIPES


  
    Each chapter of the book has a recipe box (numbered consecutively throughout the book) that accompanies the narrative. The boxes include a short historical preamble or background information and, taken together, offer a (very) potted history of fish cookery. My colleague and friend Daphne Derven kindly tested all of the historical recipes and made sure that a relatively authentic version of each one could be prepared with modern ingredients. Supplementing the traditional with the modern, she has also included modern fish recipes contributed by well-known contemporary food authorities and chefs.
  


  
    Then as now, cookery was an oral tradition, learned by apprenticeship as recipes were passed down from one generation to the next. Professional chefs rarely use the precise recipes found in cookbooks, relying instead on their instincts and experience. (Many of us amateur adventurers owe a debt as well to tolerant dinner companions.)
  


  
    Here are some recommendations from Daphne, based on her efforts to approximate authenticity when cooking from the recipes:

    
      • Heavy cooking dishes are recommended. They tend to change cooking times, but most closely approximate the cookware used originally.
    


    
      • All ovens are slightly different, which can cause cooking times to vary. Please check the recipe and then use your own judgment as to cooking time.
    


    
      • Today’s chefs prefer shorter cooking times for fish than those used a few centuries ago. We have attempted to accommodate this change.
    



    
      • Use stone-ground wheat flour when possible.
    


    
      • Sourdough bread should be used when bread is called for.
    


    
      • To be as authentic as possible, you should bake bread in a traditional brick oven, as are many artisanal breads.
    


    
      • Use walnut oil with northern recipes, as was done in medieval times, and extra virgin Italian or Greek olive oil with southern ones. The correct oil is indicated for each recipe.
    


    
      • Although recommendations for seasoning are given, your own judgment is all-important. Season to your own taste.
    


    
      • Where butter is called for, use organic salted butter; for animal fat, use lard.
    


    
      • Use smaller vegetables and heirloom varieties where possible.
    

  


  
     

  


  
    Daphne’s recommended readings, which she used to research the recipes, appear at the end of the book.
  


  
    
  


  RECIPE CREDITS


  
    The following chefs and food authorities kindly gave permission for their recipes to appear in this book:
  


  
    
      
        	8

        	Roman seafood stew. Adapted from Apicius, De re coquinaria.

      


      
        	21

        	Garum. No recommended recipe. Garum is not for modern tastes.
      


      
        	33

        	Smoked eel, bacon, and mash. Fergus Henderson, chef and owner, St. John Restaurant, London, and author of The Whole Beast: Nose to Tail Eating: A Kind of British Cooking.

      


      
        	50

        	Grilled mackerel with cameline sauce. Sauce from Chiquart’s Du fait de cuisine.

      


      
        	67

        	Salt cod in parsnip gratin. Rowley Leigh, Kensington Place, London.
      


      
        	77

        	Baked salt-packed turbot with Sandefjord butter. Ingrid Espelid Hovig, Oslo.
      


      
        	78

        	A Jellie of Fysshe. Michelle Berriedale-Johnson, The British Museum Cookbook.


        	

        	
      


      
        	113

        	Fried sole with orange and sorrel verjuice. Adapted from Chiquart’s Du fait de cuisine.


        	

        	
      


      
        	136

        	Salmon in pastry. Adapted from Le menagier de Paris.


        	

        	
      


      
        	151

        	Roast pike with piquant herb butter. Chef Claude Vauguet, Ecôle de Cuisine La Varenne. Courtesy of Anne Willan, president of La Varenne.

        	

        	
      


      
        	165

        	Braised carp in aspic. Anne Willan, Ecôle de Cuisine La Varenne.

        	

        	
      


      
        	178

        	Lenten fish pie. Adapted from Chiquart’s Du fait de cuisine.


        	

        	
      


      
        	198

        	Tart de Brymlent. Adapted from Taillevent’s Viandier.


        	

        	
      


      
        	225

        	Salt cod (bacalhau). Newfoundland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries.

        	

        	
      


      
        	248

        	Newfoundland cod cakes. Newfoundland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries.

        	

        	
      


      
        	266

        	Pistou of summer vegetables with poached cod. Dan Barber, Blue Hill at Stone Barns, Pocantico Hills, New York.

        	

        	
      


      
        	286

        	Ackee and saltfish. Jessica B. Harris, Queen’s College, New York.

        	

        	
      

    

  



  


  


  
  
  


  
    TIMELINE OF MAJOR EVENTS
  


  
    
      
        	c. 1640

        	First triangular voyage sponsored by New England merchants.
      


      
        	1640s

        	New England settlers engage in cod fishery and exporting.
      


      
        	1630

        	Massachusetts Bay Company lands its first settlers in New England. Boston founded.
      


      
        	1621

        	Sir George Calvert founds the Ferryland settlement, Newfoundland.
      


      
        	1620

        	The Pilgrims establish Plymouth Plantation.
      


      
        	1619

        	Year-round fishing station on Monhegan Island, Maine.
      


      
        	1614

        	Captain John Smith extols New England cod fishery.
      


      
        	1610

        	Jamestown colony boats fish in the Gulf of Maine.
      


      
        	1610

        	Cupid’s Cove settlement in Newfoundland.
      


      
        	1607-1608

        	Sagadohoc settlement fails.
      


      
        	1606

        	King James I charters the Virginia Company.
      


      
        	1605

        	George Waymouth’s expedition to New England waters.
      


      
        	1604

        	Samuel de Champlain visits Maine waters and debunks the kingdom of Norumbega.
      


      
        	1602

        	Bartholemew Gosnold explores the Gulf of Maine, visits Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard.
      


      
        	1530s

        	Basque whale hunters in Labrador.
      


      
        	1524

        	Giovanni da Verrazzano explores the coasts of New England and Maine, ending in Newfoundland.
      


      
        	1510

        	French, possibly Basque, and other fishers inshore fishing at Newfoundland.
      


      
        	1497

        	John Cabot voyages to Newfoundland.
      


      
        	1492

        	Christopher Columbus sails to the Bahamas.
      


      
        	c. 1480

        	Bristol ships sail westward in search of the “Island of Brasil.”

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 1450

        	Norse abandon Greenland settlements.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 1420

        	Dutch herring fishers adopt the vleet, or long drift net. The herring buss comes into use.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 1412

        	English doggers fish off Iceland.

        	

        	
      


      
        	Early 1400s

        	Cod replaces herring as the fish of choice in monasteries.

        	

        	
      


      
        	Early 1400s

        	Skänia herring fishery falters.

        	

        	
      


      
        	Mid-1300s

        	Herring now consumed throughout Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	1347-1350

        	The Black Death decimates Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	1330s

        	Apogee of herring fishery in southern North Sea, also of Scarborough and Yarmouth herring fairs. Skänia herring fishery expanding.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 1300

        	The Little Ice Age begins. Hanse control of the herring trade tightens.

        	

        	
      


      
        	1066

        	William the Conqueror invades England.

        	

        	
      


      
        	1060

        	Norse ships sunk in Skuldelev fjord, Roskilde, Denmark.

        	

        	
      


      
        	11th century

        	Fish farming begins in Loire region and spreads rapidly. Carp introduced to ponds in eastern and central Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 1000

        	Expansion of herring trade begins. Water mills common-place in Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	990s

        	Leif Eirikson lands in North America and winters over in Newfoundland.

        	

        	
      


      
        	980s

        	Eirik the Red lands in Greenland.

        	

        	
      


      
        	952-953

        	Reconquest of the Danelaw.

        	

        	
      


      
        	10th century

        	Fishponds well established throughout Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	9th century

        	New herring salting methods used in the Baltic and Low Countries.

        	

        	
      


      
        	900

        	Fish well established as part of Lenten diet.

        	

        	
      


      
        	874

        	Norse colonize Iceland. Stockfish are part of their seafaring diet.

        	

        	
      


      
        	850

        	First Norse invasions of England. Beginnings of the Danelaw.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 800

        	Medieval Warm Period begins.

        	

        	
      


      
        	793

        	Norse raid Lindisfarne, England.

        	

        	
      


      
        	782

        	King Charlemagne of the Franks promulgates the Capitulary of Padeborn, which prescribes the death penalty for eating meat during Lent.

        	

        	
      


      
        	625

        	Sutton Hoo ship, England.

        	

        	
      


      
        	793

        	Norse raid Lindisfarne, England.

        	

        	
      


      
        	6th century

        	Herring fishers said to be active off the River Yare, Norfolk, including some from the Low Countries.

        	

        	
      


      
        	6th century

        	Benedictine monasteries spread through Europe.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 530

        	St. Benedict’s Rule compiled.

        	

        	
      


      
        	c. 400

        	IXTHEUS symbol vanishes.

        	

        	
      


      
        	4th century

        	Christianity first spreads to Europe. First monastic communities established.

        	

        	
      


      
        	325

        	Council of Nicaea sets rules for fasting, makes dietary recommendations for the faithful.

        	

        	
      


      
        	310

        	Nydam ships buried in Denmark.

        	

        	
      


      
        	270

        	First recorded Egyptian hermits.

        	

        	
      


      
        	49

        	Council of Jerusalem.

        	

        	
      


      
        	1

        	Christ fasts in the desert.

        	

        	
      

    

  



  


  



  


  
  
  


  
    PART ONE
  


  
    THE GREAT ATONEMENT
  


  
    Let us now consider how great a terror will come upon us created things, in this present time, when the Judgment draws near; and the revelation of that day will be very terrible to all created things. . . . And on that day the earth will be burned to ashes; and in that day the sea will dry up. . . .
  


  
    Therefore we should now consider the need of our souls while we may and are able, lest we put off this permitted time, and then wish to repent when we cannot.
  


  
    Blickling Homiliary for Easter1
  


  
  
  


  
    1
  


  
    THE BIG FISH
  


  
    We being little fishes, as Jesus Christ is our great Fish, begin our life in the water and only when we abide in the water are we safe and sound.
  


  
    Tertullian, De Baptismo 11
  


  
     

  


  
    The IXTHEUS acrostic is as old as Christianity itself, a powerful yet humble symbol of faith. No one knows where it first appeared, perhaps in the bustling streets of Roman Alexandria, as a quiet protest against the rule of pagan emperors.
  


  
    IXTHEUS stands for Iesous Christos Theou Yios Soter—Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior. The first letters of the Greek words become the sacred fish, associated inextricably with the Savior.
  


  [image: 002]


  
    The IXTHEUS symbol as commonly depicted today.
  


  
    For early Christians, the fish symbol was a code word, a profession of faith in the divinity of Christ, humankind’s redeemer. Christ was the Big Fish and the faithful were little fish. The Roman author Quintus Septimus Florens Tertullianus (Tertullian), writing in the early third century, proclaimed in De Baptismo that Christians were the little fish, who found security only in water inhabited by the Big Fish. The image came from the 
     apostles themselves: “The kingdom of heaven is like unto a net, that cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind: Which, when it was full, they drew to shore and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away. So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from the just, and shall cast them into the furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.”2
  


  
    The metaphor has obvious biblical roots. Fish and faith became intertwined during Christ’s lifetime with the miracle of the loaves and fishes that fed 5,000, and with the Last Supper, a meal of bread, fish, and wine. And the Gospels tell us that the apostles were fisherfolk who worked their boats at Galilee, far from the emperors’ palaces and lavish villas of the Roman nobility, and then became “fishers of men.”
  


  
    Although the fish metaphors of early Christianity clearly spring from the prosaic occupation of the apostles, there is more to it than merely fishing for converts. Fish and sea mammals had profound symbolic importance going back to Homer’s time. Many species, especially dolphins, had an association with the dead, carrying such mythic heroes as Achilles on their backs. In Halieutica, a five-book didactic poem on sea creatures and how to catch them, Oppian of Cilicia (second century A.D.) wrote of dolphins:

    
       

    

  


  
    the hunting of dolphins is immoral . . .

    for equally with human slaughter the gods abhor the deathly doom

    of the monarchs of the deep;

    for like thoughts with men have the attendants of the god of the

    blooming sea;

    wherefore they practice love of their offspring and are friendly

    one to another.3
  


  
     

  


  
    Oppian noted that dolphins, to help humans, actually chased shoals of fish at night into the flickering light thrown by fisherfolks’ brands.
  


  
    There was ample historical precedent and an easy logic in associating large fish with the sacred. In this, as in many other spiritual tenets, Christians borrowed freely from Greek and Roman practices and Judaism.
  



  
    The fish metaphor came naturally to people who prized fish as a staple. The aristocracy and the wealthy feasted on seafood at elaborate banquets. Humbler folk lived on bread and vegetables. Meat rarely touched most people’s lips, being beyond their means, but fish was an occasional treat. Markets in coastal villages and towns sold small fish such as sprats, netted by the thousands close inshore. When dried and salted, the catch traveled inland as food for the poor. Long before Christianity, smaller fish like mackerel and sprats were an inconspicuous staple.
  


  
    Then there was garum, sauce fermented from the viscera of rotting fish and used as a condiment by virtually all Romans, rich and poor, who poured it on fish, meat, and vegetables (see recipe on page 21).4 The sauce originated in the eastern Mediterranean as early as the fifth century B.C. and spread throughout the Roman world and into northern Europe. Garum factories abounded from Egypt to Spain. Fish sauce merchants carried the stuff as far north as Brittany, Britain, and the Low Countries, supplying army garrisons, markets, and towns. The ubiquitous sauce came in many grades, different vintages if you will, some as expensive as perfume but most affordable even for the poor. Usually the processors used large quantities of smaller fish such as mackerel or sprats, or herring and pilchard in Brittany and the Low Countries.
  


  
    Fish permeated daily life in the classical world. Almost every kind of food and many medicines tasted and smelled of fish because of garum. Fish symbolism must have emerged in part from this culinary context; the essence of fish, like God, was everywhere. As Laurence Harold Kant remarks in his memorable study of early Christian fish symbolism, “In the air of a typical ancient city street, one would have smelled the odor of fish wafting from the fish markets, . . . from the smoke of fish (especially small fish) grilled on open fires outside buildings, from the factories in which rotting fish were laid out in the sun for the preparation of fish sauce, and from the fish that were set out on altars as offerings.”5
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    IXTHEUS was the Big Fish. Two thousand years ago, much of the Mediterranean was already overfished. Large fish were increasingly rare trophies, 
     often caught with difficulty at great depths. Roman emperors, nobles, and the newly rich spent enormous sums on magnificent repasts. Large fish adorned huge platters and were sometimes decorated with jewels, even paraded triumphantly to dinner with flutes and pipes. The larger the fish, the more valued it was; the largest were reserved for emperors and kings. The tradition went back centuries. Herodotus, the inveterate Greek traveler of the fifth century B.C., tells the story of an Aegean fisherman who caught a fish so large and beautiful that instead of taking it to market, he gave it to King Polycrates of Samos, because “it seemed to me to be good enough for you and your rule.”6 When the fish was gutted, the king’s long-lost seal ring was found in its stomach. Tales of treasure hidden in fish bellies are commonplace
     in the folklore of many cultures. Another fisherman caught a “turbot of such astonishing size” in the Adriatic that he gave it to Emperor Domitian (A.D. 238-255), to whom “every remarkable and rare thing in the sea belonged.”7 The court had no platters large enough to hold the fish, so a special one was made for it.
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    Map showing locations referred to in Chapters 1-2.
  


  
    The banquets thrown by Roman emperors leave no doubt of fishy prestige. At a repast in A.D. 69, the brother of the Emperor Vitellius served 2,000 of the choicest fish. The ostentatious feasts of the Emperor Elagabalus (A.D. 218-222) consumed so many fish that oxen were needed to transport them. The historian Fenestella of the first century B.C. tells us that the finest banquets comprised three courses, each served with fish.8 Pliny quotes him as saying that the “service of three dishes” consisted of first lampreys, followed by pike, and finally a “mixture of fish.” The importance of large fish such as sturgeon or turbot inspired the writer Martial to an epigram: “Although a large dish bears the turbot, the turbot is always wider than the dish.”9
  


  
    The keen demand for large fish stimulated a boom in pisciculture, especially along the shores of the Bay of Naples. Large surmullets, cultivated in carefully tended and well-drained coastal fish ponds, were so highly prized that Martial records the case of the wealthy Calliodorus, who sold a slave for 4,000 sesterces and used the money to buy a 1.8 kilogram (4 pound) fish.1 The most desirable surmullets covered an entire platter. Ponds teeming with carefully tended fish exchanged hands for enormous prices.
  


  
    Surmullets were farmed fish. Sturgeon, which needed deep water and could not be grown in ponds, were harder to catch and thus of greater value. Writers such as Juvenal complained of fish that cost more than a cow, an estate, or a racehorse. In the second century B.C., a cask of smoked fish sold for more than 100 sheep and an ox.
  



  
    
      ROMAN SEAFOOD STEW
    


    
      Roman cookery combined staples like grain with all manner of tasty spices and condiments. The elaboration of meals was a barometer of social standing as fine cooking became an art, particularly in regard to sauces using ingenious combinations of ingredients and the cooking juices of fish and meat. Haute cuisine was alive and well in Roman society, with its lavish banquets and magnificent displays of exotic foods, many of them from specific places of origin.
    


    
      Much of this highly varied cuisine eludes us, for the surviving literature is largely anecdotal or comic, some of it railing against unbridled excess and luxury. One name stands out—M. Glavius Apicius (c. 25 B.C.-A.D. 35), a connoisseur of food and luxury, who lived in the shipbuilding center and fashionable resort of Minturnae on the Via Appia near the mouth of the Liris River. He is said to have committed suicide when he realized that he could no longer maintain his lavish way of living. Apicius wrote on sauces and claimed to have created an “eating house” cuisine. His name became a byword for gourmet cookery. A collection of recipes, De re coqinaria, appeared under his name in the fourth century, a compliment to his reputation, although he had nothing to do with the dishes in its pages. The book survived the collapse of the Roman Empire and was faithfully transcribed by medieval scribes, but its influence on later cuisine is unknown.
    


    
      This recipe epitomizes the care lavished on flavors in Roman cuisine and offers endless opportunities for improvisation, the ingredients being suggestions rather than requirements.
    


    
      
         

      


      
        Roman Seafood Stew
      


      
        SERVES 6
      


      
         

      


      
        1¼ lbs/610 g fish fillet in bite-size pieces—ideally halibut or salmon
      


      
        8 oz/250 ml white wine, preferably a flowery tasting sauvignon blanc (Roman white wines are frequently described as “flowery.”)
      


      
        17 oz/525 ml beef broth
      


      
        3 finely chopped leeks, including the green portion, well washed before chopping. If the leeks are large, use only two.
      


      
        3½ oz/105 ml olive oil
      


      
        1¾ oz/55 ml fish sauce/garum/liquamen. A modern substitute is Thai Kitchen Premium Fish Sauce, which is widely available, but anchovy sauce or other Thai or Vietnamese fish sauces would also work. Adjust the amount to taste.
      


      
        1 handful finely chopped fresh coriander or cilantro
      


      
        1 handful finely chopped loveage (liebstoecki) or celery hearts and leaves
      


      
        Dried or fresh oregano to taste. Rigani (a wild Greek oregano) works well with this recipe.
      



      
        Pepper and salt to taste. Remember that the liquamen/fish sauce substitute is salty.
      

    


    
      Combine all the liquid ingredients and bring to a slow simmer. Add the fish and simmer for about 10 minutes, varying the time according to the doneness you prefer.
    


    
      Remove the fish with a slotted spoon to a warmed serving dish, bring the liquid to a boil until it reduces in volume, add the chopped leeks, cilantro, loveage, and oregano, also salt and pepper to taste. Adjust the seasoning and add to the fish.
    

  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    The less fortunate scorned the indulgent habits of fish eaters. Many writers linked gluttony and fish consumption, but others considered fish eating a refined custom. According to the writer Claudius Aelian, people on the island of Rhodes “marvel at fish when they see them and . . . enjoy fish more than other foods. . . . The Rhodians scorn those who have a predilection for meat as vain and gluttonous.”10 Many people in the Greco-Roman world thought of fish as an essential part of good eating and as preferable to meat, which was often slightly rotten.
  


  
    Fish rapidly became a favorite among early Christians, especially on special occasions. The greatest fish of all was IXTHEUS himself. When Avercius of Hieropolis in Turkey, a Phrygian, wrote in his funerary inscription of this huge fish, he clearly associated it with the magnificent catches consumed by the newly wealthy and the aristocracy: “And Faith led the way [as guide] and in all places set before me a fish as food from the spring, gigantic, pure, which a holy virgin had caught.”11
  


  
    Such a huge fish, bigger than anything available to emperors, nobles, and the very wealthy, was now accessible to common people in the form of the Christian faith. The Avercius inscription makes it clear that fish eating symbolized the most intimate link between Christ and the faithful, the early Christian Eucharist.
  


  
    Another epitaph, that of Pectorius of Autun, dates to between A.D. 200 and 400. The inscription tells of Pectorius’s journey from Asia to Rome. 
     As he journeyed, he received as food “Fish from the spring, the great, the pure,” a spiritual nurture supplied by the “Savior of the Saints.”12
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    Long before Christianity, fish figured in sacred meals; they were the food of deities and, living at the lowest depths close to the nether regions, had associations with the underworld.13 They served as offerings to the dead and were consumed at Greco-Roman funerary feasts, often by the tomb or at the graveside. Numerous pagan paintings and sarcophagi depict diners sitting at tables bearing fish, which presumably were a symbolic way of communicating with the dead, as well as a preferred food in the afterlife. The association of fish with death had a strong influence on early Christians. Christ appeared before the apostles as they were fishing after his death and resurrection, and caused their empty net to bulge with 150 large fish. “Jesus now cometh, and taketh bread, and giveth them, and fish likewise.” He adjured them, “Feed my lambs.” Laurence Kant believes this may have been a form of funerary meal, for cults of the dead and graveside funerary feasts were very popular among all kinds of people and groups, including early Christians. Tombs in Rome’s catacombs depict funerary banquets, with bread and fish served in separate baskets.14
  


  
    But the sacred meal signified far more than an offering that honored the dead. Fish were linked in meals on holy days with other contexts—with the Eucharist and the agape, the heavenly banquet to come in the afterlife, and with the New Testament repast of loaves and fishes. Some early Christian texts identify Christ as a fish roasted on the cross, an association that linked fish eating with both Jesus and death. As pagan symbols of death, fish became an appropriate meal to represent Christ and his suffering.
  


  
    The journey from fish to deity was a short one for pagan Greeks and Romans; some fish, such as the striped sea bream, were sacred and prohibited as food, while others featured prominently in religious feasts. Thus Christians’ sacred associations with fish would seem natural to any Greek or Roman. By the same token, it made eminent sense to early Christians that one of their most potent symbols was understandable in 
     the wider world of which they were members. Non-Christians might not understand the IXTHEUS acronym or the meaning of fish symbols on early Christian monuments, but they would certainly have appreciated the sacred importance of fish.
  


  [image: 004]


  
    Conrad Witz (c. 1400-1445/6), The Calling of St. Peter, or The MiraculousDraught of Fishes. Altarpiece, c. 1444. COURTESY: GIRAUDON/ ART RESOURCE, NEW YORK, N.Y.
  


  
    The IXTHEUS acrostic remained in common use until the fourth century, when it gradually vanished. By then there was no need for symbols of resistance or secret identification. But fish remained an important part of an expanding religion that celebrated its faith with feast and fast, and carried as a central element atonement through Christ’s suffering on the cross.
  


  
  
  


  
    2
  


  
    MORTIFICATION OF THE FLESH
  


  
    We [Christians], frugal from fasting, squeezed dry with self-denial, abstaining from the ordinary enjoyments of life, are forever rolling in sackcloth and ashes.
  


  
    Tertullian, Apologeticum1
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    The moment Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden, humanity’s debt to the Creator increased exponentially.2 Their transgression made it necessary for humans to satisfy God’s justice in order to avoid punishment, to atone for original and later sin.
  


  
    God’s first command to abstain came during the Creation, when the Lord recognized that humans depended on him for food from the soil. Ancient religious laws laid down how the devout could meet this obligation, many of them summarized in the book of Leviticus. For instance, on the tenth day of the seventh month no one worked as priests made atonement and cleansed sin while “ye afflict your souls. . . . And this shall be an everlasting statute unto you, to make an atonement for the children of Israel for all their sins once a year.”3 The Old Testament shows how adversity moved Jews to assume the burden of fasting and abstinence in a spirit of penance.
  



  
    With abstinence came ancient dietary guidelines. In Genesis God tells Noah that “everything that moveth on the earth shall be a meat for you . . . saving that flesh with blood you shall not eat.”4 Leviticus contains detailed instructions on what animals, birds, and other creatures were unclean for the Israelites to eat. The Lord approved of scaled fish: “These shall ye eat of all that are in the waters; whatsoever hath fins and scales in the waters, in the seas, and in the rivers, them shall ye eat.”5 Many of these rules washed over into Christianity.
  


  
    The Christian tradition of fasting began with Christ’s epochal desert fast of forty days and forty nights in the wilderness. He was tempted by the devil and prevailed, whereupon “angels ministered unto him.” Christ’s fast was not an act of penance but an austere example for his followers. The Savior did not define the days or weeks when his followers were to fast and abstain, but he made it clear that the faithful would be subjected to regulations for fasting after his death, or “after the bridegroom has been taken away,” as he put it.
  


  
    “Everyone striving for the mastery must abstain from all things,” wrote St. Paul in his first epistle to the Corinthians. “Let us exhibit ourselves as the ministers of Christ in labors, watchings, and fastings.”6 He advised his correspondents to prepare themselves for the coming end-time by disciplining their bodies and dispositions just as athletes train for competition. This discipline involved avoiding meat. At the Council of Jerusalem, convened in A.D. 49, the apostles prescribed “abstinence from things sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled.”7
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    Christ proclaimed, “The bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh.”8 From the dawn of Christianity, Friday was a day of abstinence, atonement for the Savior’s suffering and commemoration of his death on the cross on that day. The Didache (Teachings of the Twelve Apostles), set down as early as A.D. 50, instructed the faithful “not to fast with the hypocrites, for they fast on the second and fifth day of the week. Rather, fast on the fourth day and the Preparation [Wednesday and Friday].”9 Many early teachings, among them those of the early Christian theologian 
     Clement of Alexandria (died A.D. 215) and Tertullian, make explicit mention of this practice.
  


  
    As early as Tertullian’s time, churches occasionally prolonged Friday abstinence and fasting into Saturday. Such penitence was commonplace for hundreds of years, perhaps to commemorate the burial of Christ on Saturday or to imitate the disciples, who mourned the death of Christ even on the seventh day.
  


  
    At about the same time, a purifying fast of several days before Easter developed as mourning and penance for the time “when the bridegroom was taken away.” A short period of abstinence and fasting, with no eating of what is still called “flesh meat,” lasted for no more than one or two days during the time of St. Irenaeus (A.D. 177-202).10 The earliest mention of a formal period of purification known as Lent (or Quadragesima) comes from the deliberations of the Council of Nicaea in 325, which included intense debate about doctrinal schism, appropriate Christian behavior, and the date of Easter. At first, Lent lasted thirty-six days. By the seventh century, the Church had settled on a forty-day Lent over and above Sundays, a duration that coincided with Christ’s epochal fast.
  


  
    For 2,000 years, Fridays have been obligatory days of abstinence from meat on pain of mortal sin, at first for all Christians and then for the Catholic faithful. As recently as February 17, 1966, Pope Paul VI promulgated Paenitemini, the Apostolic Constitution on Penance, providing for abstinence from meat for all the faithful over four years of age: “The time of Lent preserves its penitential character. The days of penitence to be observed under obligation throughout the Church are all Fridays and Ash Wednesday. . . . Their substantial observance binds gravely. . . . Abstinence is to be observed on every Friday which does not fall on a day of obligation, while abstinence and fast are to be observed on Ash Wednesday . . . on the first day of ‘Great Lent’ and on Good Friday.”11
  


  
    Canon law flatly states that all Christ’s faithful are obliged by divine law, each in his own way, to do penance. And penance the faithful have done for centuries—by eating grains, vegetables, and later fish on Fridays, on holy days, and during Lent.
  



  
    Early Christian teachings were unanimous: fasting made the body more obedient and the soul lighter. It quieted the restless mind, inhibited sexual desire, and limited nocturnal emissions of semen. Fasting was redress for Adam and Eve’s gluttony, a path to paradise, and a foundation for virtue, helped by prayer and penitence. Long-term fasts caused changes in the body. For instance, celibate female ascetics who became emaciated made their bodies more attractive to Christ, the virgin’s bridegroom. But for all the competitiveness of the fanatics, fasting brought Christians together in gratitude for God’s gift of the harvest, in obedience to divine calls to abstinence—violated in the Garden of Eden but fulfilled on the cross—and in charity toward the less fortunate. St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430) preached that fasting begets a “humble and contrite heart . . . extinguishes the fire of lust and enkindles the true light of chastity.”12 The Mass Preface, used during Lent, declares the Church’s conviction that a person “who by bodily fasting suppresses vice, ennobles the mind, grants virtues and rewards.”2
  


  
    A philosophical underpinning for fasting connected it to the health of the soul. The first-century Roman philosopher Musonius Rufus urged people to avoid meat because it was better suited to wild beasts, a heavy food that dulled the intellect and slowed logical reasoning. Another well-known author, Plutarch (A.D. 45-125), recommended eating less food and taking frequent baths. One should consume light foods, he wrote, not “heavy” meat but vegetables, fish, and some birds. The early Christian theologian Basil of Caesarea (c. 329-c. 379) contrasted the simple eating of “paradise” with worldly eating habits: “If you subdue your belly, you will live in paradise, but if you do not subdue [it], you will be a victim of death.” He said that God had forbidden Adam and Eve to eat from the Tree of Knowledge as a way of legislating fasting and abstinence. “If Eve had fasted from the tree, we would not have the need to fast now.” Fasting was repentance: “Because we did not fast we fell from paradise, let us fast now, in order that we may return to it.”13
  



  
    Then there was the issue of the “hot surge” of carnal lust. Early Christian writings preached that meat eating inflamed passions that were far from spiritual. “The flesh lusteth against the spirit, and the spirit against the flesh,” wrote St. Paul in his epistle to the Galatians.14 Over a millennium later, St. Thomas Aquinas proclaimed that abstinence from food and drink dampened lust. Abstinence from meat, “hot” and moist, blood and semen-producing food from animals that reproduced by copulating, purified the soul, elevated the mind, and subordinated the flesh to the spirit. These beliefs stemmed from medical doctrine of the time. According to the influential Roman physician and philosopher Galen (A.D. 129-c. 210), the production of abundant and warm semen was the “most miserable” human condition. If the patient did not indulge in frequent sexual intercourse, he would become emaciated and hollow eyed, plagued with headaches and stomach upsets. Galen recommended avoidance of semen-producing foods, the moderate consumption of vegetables, fish, and birds. Such “cold” foods were “not very nutritious” and would not enflame lust.15
  


  
    The austere St. Jerome (340-420), following Galen’s ideas, proclaimed that “the eating of flesh, and drinking of wine, and fullness of stomach, is the seed-plot of lust.” In a letter to a widow, he urged chastity: “Let them eat meat who serve the flesh, whose seething passion erupts in sex, who are tied to husbands, and whose work is procreation and children.”16
  


  
    Oddly enough, there is some scientific basis for these perceived benefits of fasting. Twentieth-century experiments with semistarved control groups on diets of 1,500 to 1,600 calories a day and with famine victims show a marked reduction in sexual desire over weeks and months of food deprivation.17
  


  
    Fasting produced extremes of behavior in the faithful, ranging from backsliding to outright obsession. During the late fourth century, John Chrysostom (c. 349-407), a priest of Antioch who later became bishop of Constantinople, was one of many who urged their congregations to show more discipline in observing fast days on Wednesdays and Fridays, and during Lent. He condemned gluttony and luxurious foods: “The increase in luxury is nothing but the increase in excrement,” he remarked in a graphic homily. He spoke approvingly of Christians who put on the 
     “garment” of righteousness and virtue by renouncing luxury for a more ascetic life.18 Those who lived immoderate lifestyles were victims of their uncontrollable flesh. “Incontinence of the stomach” drove Adam out of the Garden of Eden. So the Christian, like Adam and Eve, was free to choose obedience and life in paradise through fasting. “If you subdue your belly, you will live in paradise,” wrote Basil of Caesarea with stark bluntness. The fasting person imitated or returned to the state of humanity before the Fall. Basil pointed out that wine and meat were introduced to the human menu after the Flood—only because God realized the greed and wickedness of humanity. St. Jerome (340-420), who spent much of his life in asceticism and quiet study, summed it all up: Christ was “Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.”19 Now that Christ had risen, humanity should return to the ways of the beginning and avoid meat eating.
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    From fasting it was a short step to asceticism. Ascetic texts set out a vision of the exemplary individual in great detail, with recommendations on how to achieve such a goal by fasting. Many tracts recommended a light meal once daily and avoiding meat, wine, and other delicacies.
  


  
    Asceticism soon became fashionable, sometimes to the point of absurdity. Early Church councils condemned enthusiastic ascetics who went to ludicrous extremes and never ceased to discipline themselves. Yet these fanatics always had admirers, among them St. Jerome, a celibate monk who praised obsessed fasters like a twelve-year-old girl, Asella, who consumed only bread, salt, and water every two or three days, a diet that kept her perennially hungry. He told his followers that a full stomach was the “seed plot of lust,” a teaching that endured long in Christian doctrine.
  


  
    The most ardent ascetics were the Egyptian hermits. In about 270, a young Egyptian Christian named Anthony gave away all his possessions and went to live in the desert. He remained in solitude for the rest of his life and supported himself by manual labor, becoming famous for his ascetic life and holiness. Others soon emulated his solitary existence. Egyptian monks living in remote caves in the desert became the symbol of ascetic 
     living. The fourth-century church historian Salminius Hermias Sozomen believed that Syrian monks near Antioch, whom he called boskoi (grazers), were the first to copy the Egyptians. They had no homes and “dwelt constantly in the mountains, continually praising God with prayers and hymns according to the law of the Church.”20 The boskoi wandered in the hills with sickles, living off wild plants, their matted hair making them look like eagles with outstretched wings. This wandering lifestyle became popular with counterculture monks from Mesopotamia to Syria, Palestine, and the Nile.
  


  
    Sozomen’s boskoi were the successors of earlier nomadic ascetics whose movements were guided by the Holy Spirit. As late as the sixth century, they could be seen wandering along the Dead Sea or in the desert, or as Abbot Daniel wrote admiringly, “like animals, . . . no longer human in the way they thought. . . . As the body grows, the soul becomes weak; the more the body becomes emaciated, the more the soul grows.”21 The monk and ascetic writer John Cassian (c. 360-c. 435) described their austere diet down to the number of dry biscuits and drops of oil the monks consumed. Only on Saturdays and Sundays did the monks eat slightly more—some legumes, vegetables, fish sauce, and small dried fish. Modern researchers estimate that they lived on a diet of about 930 calories a day.22 If the starvation research mentioned above is correct, this meager diet of bread, brine, and oil would have brought the Egyptians to their goal of complete chastity in about six months.
  


  
    Some monks went to great extremes. The fourth-century hermit John, who prayed while standing for three years, ate only the Eucharist brought to him on Sundays. Neither John nor his fellow monks ate meat or drank wine, except when they were sick. Bread, salt, and water were the most common fasting diet—the simplest and most basic observance. They subsisted off small loaves or biscuits that could be soaked in water for easier consumption, and ate this hardtack without embellishment or with some oil and vegetables. Fruit, fish, and vegetable or grain gruels sometimes accompanied the bread.
  


  
    By the fourth century, abstinence, fasting, and penance had become a defining facet of a faith concerned with atoning for human sins. Inevitably 
     elitist groups of early Christians, men and women remarkable for their discipline and renunciation, took up the challenge of atonement, either individually or, more often, in cloistered communities. But fasting and penance were far more than a basis for group identification. They were part of a practice of atonement debated by the apostles and their successors that became a defining feature of the numerous monastic communities that took Christianity to western Europe and beyond.
  


  
     

  


  
     

  


  
    During the fourth century a desert hermit, Pachomius, experienced a divine vision and organized his followers into a community and drew up the first monastic rule for them. They were to practice chastity, poverty, and obedience to a spiritual father, or abbot. Pachomius was critical of solitary anchorites, whose self-imposed fasting and mortification of the flesh sometimes led to unnecessary starvation. Religious communities offered psychological support as well as a better way of feeding the devout. No one could go on a fast without the community leader’s permission, and then only after being issued specially made loaves of bread.3
  


  
    Communal monasticism gained a strong following in the west after the fourth century, but at first the various religious communities had little in common. The proliferation of monasteries led to the first attempts to formalize monks’ conduct. The anonymous author of Regula Magistri (the Rule of the Master), probably set down in the sixth century, proclaimed that monks who ate no meat between Easter and Pentecost and between Christmas and Epiphany must be seated apart from the others: “Let these abstainers . . . be directed to sit together . . . so that the voracious, through sharing the same nature, may blush for not being able in like manner to restrain the cravings of their appetites.”23
  



  
    
      GARUM: ROMAN FISH SAUCE
    


    
      Roman cooks placed great emphasis on sauces and flavors, but none was more ubiquitous than garum—fish sauce. The modern equivalent would be tomato ketchup or Tabasco sauce, utilitarian products used to enhance all manner of dishes, both lavish and prosaic. For authentic-minded cooks, today’s global cuisine provides an equivalent to garum in readily available Asian fish sauces. There were many garums (also known as liquamen), so there was no universal recipe, much depending on the catch at hand. Highly exotic, even vintage sauces satisfied gourmets at one end of the spectrum. At the other, Egyptian monks, obsessed as they were with penance, considered fish sauce a luxury, but we can be sure it was a very poor variety of what most Romans considered a staple. For most people, garum was a flavoring for the bread and vegetables that composed most of the diet, a sauce as common as salt is today, traded the length and breadth of the empire and manufactured in many places, among them what are now Brittany and Belgium.
    


    
      There were hundreds of recipes for garum, few of which survive, for each manufacturer—each fishing family—had its own favorite blend. The third-century writer Gargilius Martialis gives an example in his De medicine et virtute herbarum:
    


    
      
         

      


      
        Use fatty fish, for example, sardines, and a container, whose inside is sealed with pitch, with a 26-35 quart capacity. Add dried, aromatic herbs possessing a strong flavor, such as dill, coriander, fennel, celery, mint, oregano, and others in a layer on the bottom of the container; then put down a layer of fish (if small, leave them whole, if large, use pieces) and over this, add a layer of salt two fingers high. Repeat the layers until the container is filled. Let it rest for seven days in the sun. Then mix the sauce daily for 20 days. After that, it becomes a liquid.
      

    


    
       

    


    
      We recommend that you don’t make this recipe.
    


    
      Fish sauce, a type of garum, is still widely used, for example, nuoc mam in Vietnam or nam pla in Thailand. Most Southeast Asians have their own variations. Like their early Roman counterparts, fish sauces are fermented and very salty. Countless versions exist, some made with whole fish, some with ground fish; many are concocted with anchovies.
    


    
      Before purchasing a fish sauce, make certain that your version is in a glass bottle. Never buy it in a plastic container. All fish sauces are reasonably priced, so you may want to try several. Don’t be put off by the aroma, which dissipates during cooking.
    

  



  
    In about 530, St. Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-543), founder of the Benedictine Order, set down his famous Rule at the Monte Cassino monastery in Italy. This drew heavily on the longer Rule of the Master and other guidances and soon became the dominant code of monastic conduct in the west. Benedict defined the “instruments of good works,” which adjured monks to “love fasting,” not to be great eaters, and “never to despair of God’s mercy.”24 The “workshop” for the performance of these good works was the enclosed monastic community with its ordered stability. Benedict laid down rules for obedience, silence, humility, and the hours of rising to recite the Divine Office, as well as instructions for performing the “work of God during the day.”
  


  
    His instructions for the monastery diet were explicit: “We believe for the daily meal, both at the sixth and the ninth hour, two kinds of food are sufficient at all meals. . . . Let two kinds of cooked food . . . be sufficient for the brethren. And if there be fruit or fresh vegetables, a third may be added. Let a pound of bread be sufficient for the day.” (We know from surviving monastic records that Benedict’s loaves weighed 506 grams.)25 Benedictine houses baked different kinds of bread, one of unsifted flour for fasting and mortification.
  


  
    The Rule was simple and pragmatic. Monks engaged in especially demanding physical labor might be given extra food, “barring above all things every excess, that a monk be not overtaken by indigestion.” Red meat was not on the menu: “Let all except the very weak and the sick abstain altogether from the eating of four-footed beasts. . . . But when they are restored let them all abstain from meat in the usual manner.” At first the prohibition included birds, but this soon changed.
  


  
    For the next 400 years, as Benedictine communities spread through Europe during and after the sixth century, St. Benedict’s Rule with its meatless diet governed the lives of religious communities large and small—in or near large towns, in remote country valleys, and in the heart of the vast primordial forests that pressed on Europe’s cultivated lands. The prescribed diet was modest indeed for men who spent their days engaged in manual labor. Fast days were so strict that a monk had to draw on considerable willpower to adhere to them. By no means did everyone 
     succeed, even when portions for two monks were served in a single bowl. Instead of the usual two or sometimes three meals a day, a fast day saw just one, usually bread and vegetables, sometimes bread and water alone. As the number of monasteries increased and the need for self-sufficiency demanded hard physical work, monastic diets became more plentiful and varied. By the ninth century, three Benedictine monasteries in France were allowing a daily ration of about 4,000 calories per person. Unfortunately we don’t know how the food was divided among monks, guests, servants, and hired men. But the diet was monotonous even though its caloric composition varied daily.
  


  
    Fish still had powerful sacred associations but were a delicacy, eaten only with the abbot’s permission on holidays. Fish soup and garum were not fasting dishes. No fish of any kind became commonplace, either as a celebratory dish or as a fasting food, until after the eighth century, when monasteries acquired land grants and the rights to fish in rivers, lakes, and ponds. Both freshwater and sea fish were only sporadically available, and far too expensive for all but the most princely tables. So monks ate much the same diet as everyone else—bread, legumes, vegetables, and fruit. Exotic foods were effectively inaccessible to most people, devout or otherwise.
  


  
    Fish were an opportunistic food, still acquired mostly by chance and only eaten by those with fisheries nearby. But as more monasteries came into being and strove toward self-sufficiency, and the diet in both cloister and castle improved, a demand for fish developed throughout Europe.
  


  
    Part of the reason was the spread of Christianity. From the fall of the Roman Empire to the Black Death of 1343, Lenten and weekly fasting, especially on Fridays, remained a basic mark of Christian observance. By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a Christian was someone who minimally received yearly Communion, fasted on Fridays and during Lent, paid tithes, and had his or her children baptized. To violate a Friday fast was the most visible way of rejecting the One True Faith. This commitment to fasting and atonement created a huge international fish industry.
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