


An Introduction To 

Good Taste
Writing in his 1825 book, The Physiology of Taste, Jean
Anthelme Brillat-Savarin noted that ‘animals feed
themselves; men eat; but only wise men know the art of
eating’. 

Taste is not only about flavour, in fact, the word taste is
derived from the Latin word ‘taxare’: to touch, to value, to
judge. Its culinary meaning is secondary, overlaid. More
broadly, taste came to indicate a preference, and eventually
a value judgment.
 
Most of us have happy childhood memories of watching
miracles unfold in the kitchen, of watching with wide eyes
as feats that looked very much like alchemy or sorcery
miraculously resulted in something delicious to eat.
Cooking has always held a mystical position in our
cultural consciousness as, in ancient Greek, the word for
‘cook’ and ‘priest’ was the same – ‘mageiros’, a word that
also shares an etymological root with the word ‘magic’.

The chemistry of flavour – of mixing, balancing, and
manipulating our taste buds – has been revered as an art
and a panacea for hundreds of years.

According to medieval food scholar Ken Albala in Eating
Right in the Renaissance, ‘Cloves would bring into balance
the excessively phlegmatic person... Conversely, a sanguine
youth should abstain from wine because it would only
increase his natural imbalance toward heat and moisture.’ 

The key to understanding the qualities in the humoral
system is flavour. Behind nearly every single qualitative
evaluation is ultimately a taste test, and flavour is the most
consistent criterion for categorising foods.



Bitterness - that pungent taste sensation that can range
from an unpleasantly strong acridity to a satisfyingly
acerbic acquired taste. It's an oxymoron, signaling both
health and toxicity. Toxic compounds often have a bitter
taste and the ability to detect bitterness is thought to have
evolved as a way to deter us from munching on toxic
plants. Yet, champions of the health-kick – antioxidants –
often taste bitter too; dark chocolate, coffee, dark leafy
greens are all pleasantly bitter. 

Most bitter flavours can be undesirable on their own, but
when combined with other flavour elements can provide a
new dimension and complexity. For example, we add
sugar to coffee and cocoa to balance their natural
harshness, whereas bitter citrus peels can be added to
spice blends or sweet drinks or desserts to add depth to
sweetness.

Danger or delight; where has bitterness stood in relation to
our historic culinary endeavours? 

Bitter



Mustard, the second most popular spice after pepper, has
long been one of Europe’s most favoured bitter flavours.
In the 1700s mustard was divided into two common types:
wet or dry. The wet type was a pre-prepared mix of
mustard, vinegar and spices, whereas the dry type –
apparently preferred by the English Military – was carried
in powdered form to be mixed with water or vinegar
shortly before serving. This meant the strength could be
varied according to taste. One contemporary source
claimed:
 
“being mix'd with hot or cold water, in a Minute's Time it
makes the strongest Mustard ever eat, not in the least
badly Bitter, yet of a delicate and delightful Flavour, and
gives a most surprising grateful Taste to Beef, Pork, Lamb,
Fish, Sallad, or other Sauces.”

In the latter part of the 18th century powdered mustard
was sold in bottles of varying size and specialized mustard
glasses were used singly or in a cruet set. 

A strange benefit of mustard was found by a Mrs. Simcoe
who recorded in her diary that, during her 1791 trip to
Canada, her seasickness was almost entirely cured simply
by eating salt beef covered in mustard. But this might not
be as unusual as it sounds; mustard seed was
recommended in 1653 for toothaches, joint pain, skin
problems, and stomach aches. As early as 1699, it was
claimed that mustard seed could strengthen the memory,
expel heaviness, and revive the spirits. Mustard plasters
are still used to clear up chest congestion and relieve
arthritic and rheumatoid pain and soreness.



Chocolate, once an exotic luxury, now a standard sweet
treat, was first consumed as a beverage in England in the
1650s. Introduced to Europe by the Spanish, by the late
seventeenth century it was a popular morning beverage. It
was served warm, like it is today, however it was not as
sweet as the hot chocolate we’re accustomed to. The best
quality chocolate from Latin America began to be imported
to the fashionable cities of Bath, London, and Paris.
Chocolate houses became as common as coffee houses are
today, but only the rich and aristocratic could afford 100%
cacao chocolate, making drinking this luxury beverage an
indulgence of the elite. The drink was adapted through
the 1700s to suit a sweeter taste – with vanilla, cinnamon,
nutmeg, milk and sugar, the ultimate sign of wealth. As
with those other new hot drink sensations of the
Restoration – tea and coffee – chocolate was first
understood not only as a literally outlandish beverage, but
as a medicinal wonder-drink.

In January 1697, John Houghton, apothecary and publisher
of the weekly Collection for Improvement of Husbandry
and Trade, was offering his own chocolate ‘nuts’ for sale,
both plain and spiced, recommending them as “a great
helper of bad stomachs, and restorative”. This was
certainly what Samuel Pepys used it for, attempting to
soothe his very sore head after Charles II’s coronation on
23 April 1661.

Georgian chocolate pots can sometimes be distinguished
from coffee pots by their different finials. A chocolate pot’s
finial is either removable or slides to the side because
chocolate needed to be stirred often in order to prevent it
from settling to the bottom of the pot.This removable finial
would allow you to stir the chocolate with a long swizzle
stick without having to open the lid and let the heat
escape.



“The Early Breakfast” by Jean-Etienne Liotard, 1753.
This painting shows a servant girl presenting a cup of chocolate and a
glass of water to a young French noblewoman as part of her breakfast.

Still life with a Chocolate Service by Luis Egidio Meléndez, 1770.
Courtesy of Prado Museum.

 



In 1828, Coenraad Johannes Van Houton invented the
cocoa press, which removed the fat from cacao beans and
turned the beans into cocoa powder, the basis for most hot
chocolate produced today. Chocolate prices fell, and soon
chocolate became a luxury most people could afford. With
the development of cocoa powder, the design of the
chocolate pot changed. Chocolate powder eliminated the
need for constant stirring of the pot, therefore pots made
after 1828 have their finials permanently affixed to the lid
of the pot.

Coffee is now the second-most traded commodity in the
world behind petroleum, and has become a mainstay of
the modern diet, but for most of Britain’s history, coffee
was an unknown commodity; the product of a tropical
plant grown thousands of miles away. The 17th century
was the first time Europeans – including the British –
were able to regularly drink coffee. Explorers from Britain,
The Netherlands, France, Spain, Portugal and other
nations were not just busy colonising, but were also keen
to introduce food and drink from far-off lands to what
was, occasionally, a sceptical west.

Coffee which had hitherto been imported from Arabia, met
with suspicion and religious prejudice by Italian Catholics
for whom it was the ‘bitter invention of Satan’, had too
much association with Islam, and seemed suspiciously like
a substitute for Eucharistic wine. It was totally outlawed
until Pope Clement VIII intervened: he sampled coffee for
himself and decreed that it was indeed a Christian as well
as a Muslim drink. On tasting he declared: “This devil’s
drink is so delicious… we should cheat the devil by
baptising it!” From then on, coffee has been dubbed the
devil’s drink, or the devil’s cup. 



The desire of the colonial powers to grow and consume
more coffee was met by the convenient fact that many of
the lands they conquered were ideal for growing the plant.
Arab attempts to maintain a monopoly were dashed as
Europeans obtained seeds and found they were able to
grow the commodity in their empires. Thus, many places
in Asia, the Caribbean and South America became coffee-
growing nations. 

In Britain and elsewhere, the coffee house became an
increasingly common feature in towns and cities across the
land, making the drink familiar to the populace. Coffee
houses soon became all the rage as the place to go to
socialise; coffee drinking and conversation soon became
complemented by all manner of entertainment: musical
performances, dancing, games, and, crucially, discussing
the newest idea or the freshest gossip. Coffee houses soon
became known as ‘schools of the wise’ and the link
between coffee and intellectual life was established.



Sweetness is often thought of as the pleasure taste; it
signals the presence of sugar, a quick releasing energy
source that the body finds irresistible. Our insatiable taste
for sweetness has also led to its dissemination into
figurative language: all sweetness and light, honeyed tones,
sugared words. 

No wonder then that the word ‘insipid’ is used
derogatorily, for someone uninteresting, vapid, and
generally lacking in flavour. But equally, too much of a
good thing can become a deterrent as to be called
‘saccharine’ suggests one is overly sweet in demeanour to
the point of insincerity. But at least as far as taste is
concerned, flavours don’t lie. Sweetness is the easiest
flavour for our taste buds to recognise – detectable at
around 1 part in 200 of sucrose in solution, compared to
bitterness at about 1 part in 2 million for quinine in
solution. 

But what about the history of our sweet tooth? How did
sugar become refined and when did we start adding it to
everything we eat? 

        

Sweet



The presence of sugar was first acknowledged in England
in the 12th century, where it was treated predominantly as
a spice and a medicine and, like many spices, Venice was
the trading post by which sugar came into Europe.
Harvested exclusively from sugar cane – sugar beet was
not commercially used for sugar production until the 19th
century – the resulting sugar was not in the famous ‘sugar
loaf’ form, but more likely to be a gritty, gravel-like
substance, made from drying sugar cane extract in the sun.
But, by the 1400s, this early refining process was soon
replaced by the sugar cone method.

But when did the ritual of eating something sweet at the
end of a meal first start?  The foundations of dessert as we
know it today were laid in the medieval period when,
while the room was being cleared for after-dinner
activities; fruit, jelly and other sweetmeats were eaten
standing up and away from the dining hall. This
‘ceremony of the void’ gave dessert a detached quality and
set it apart from the main feast itself, allowing for a certain
creative licence or flamboyance in its presentation. 

In the early modern period, the splendour of the dessert
course was intensified by the costly nature of sugar, both
in the intensive labour required for its intricate execution
and the expense of the raw material itself. Under Queen
Elizabeth I – whose teeth are said to have been blackened
by over-consumption – the use of sugar in Britain grew
exponentially as its role as a status symbol in the feasts
and rituals of the wealthy made it a powerful commodity. 

        



Intricate Georgian moulds would form jellies and pastries
into works of art to be placed in complementary colour
arrangements on the table. Likewise, 18th century
sweetmeat bowls – which would have been filled with
preserved cherries or ginger, quiddanys of quince, and
even artificial fruits made from apricot paste – would have
taken a central place at the dining table. The glass vessels
associated with dessert included jelly and custard glasses,
salvers and butter coolers. The glasses would hold
individual servings and could be placed onto the salvers in
a decorative arrangement, often being piled on top of other
salvers so as to create an impressive dessert pyramid with
many different levels. So, sugar was not just a food, it was
an artistic medium of tremendous flexibility. 

Like tea, coffee, tobacco, chocolate and rum, sugar had
physiological, consoling effects. In this way, sugar escaped
moral censure until late in the 20th century, when doctors
began to worry about the results of eating – or over-eating
– a food so high in calories and low in nutrients.

Between 1500 and 1850, Europeans shipped over 13
million slaves from Africa to the Americas and the
Caribbean to harvest the cane. Slavery made sugar
cheaper, and the cheaper it grew the more central it
became to the British diet. The figures are astonishing.
Britain's annual per capita consumption of sugar was 4lbs
in 1704, 18lbs in 1800, 90lbs in 1901 – a 22-fold increase
to the point where Britons had the highest sugar intake in
Europe. And while slavery had been abolished (lastly in
Cuba, in 1884), cheapness was sustained by new flows of
indentured labour from India, Africa and China.
 

        



Often thought of as the simplest of all the taste receptors,
saltiness can be primarily defined as the presence of
sodium chloride on the tongue. An essential nutrient for
human survival, salt is one of the oldest and most
ubiquitous food seasonings. A sprinkling can amplify the
sweetness of a dish, whilst through the Middle Ages,
Renaissance, and Industrial Revolution the mineral was
indispensable for food preservation. It allowed farmers to
store surplus meat through the winter and, particularly in
cold climates, salt-cured meat was a critical safeguard
against famine.      

Because of its importance – and the difficulty of producing
it – salt has assumed a variety of symbolic roles through
the ages. It’s believed that Roman soldiers were sometimes
paid in salt; their ration was called a salarium, hence the
English word salary. As early as the 1st century A.D. the
expression “worth one’s salt” appears in Petronius’s
Satyricon. You may know the medieval phrase
“above/below the salt”, indicating one’s place at the table
—and therefore social status—relative to the location of
the salt.

Salt is by far the most common ingredient in the 1787
publication of ‘The Lady’s Assistant for Regulating and
Supplying her Table’ by Charlotte Mason, appearing over
300 times, with lemon zest next at 198 times and pepper
158 times. 

Salty



During the 17th and 18th centuries, salt was sold in bags,
sacks and casks. Originally the salt was much lumpier and
crystalline, so it was usual for it to be pounded with a
mortar and pestle to make it ready for culinary use. The
refined salt was then stored in boxes or barrels which
hung next to the range. Keeping the salt cellar near the
hearth meant that the heat from the fire would stop the
salt absorbing the moisture from the cold, damp northern-
European air. But the salt box was also full of meaning,
over and above its practical importance. It was a symbol of
hospitality in Germany, and suggested a well-run and
comfortable home in Britain and Ireland too.

…her kitchen was…large, comfortable, and warm. …to the right hung a well-
scoured salt-box…Over the door…were nailed, “for luck”, two horse-shoes
that had been found by accident. In a little” hole” in the wall, beneath the
salt-box, lay a great bottle of holy water to keep the place purified… 

Lianhan Shee, an Irish story collected by William Carleton, 1833

There is evidence that since at least the fifteenth century,
smaller quantities of salt were distributed around the table
within easy reach by means of the “trencher”: originally an
old dry bit of bread used as a triangular receptacle for salt.
This serving method, however, must have seemed crude,
and by the late sixteenth century at least some households
had replaced these trenchers with silver equivalents. The
transition is nicely illustrated by the triangular shape of
some early silver salt vessels, mimicking the shape of the
bread trencher.

The “salt” – a family of objects including table salts, bell
salts, cylinder salts, trencher salts, and salt cellars – is an
especially potent example of material culture. Despite their
often modest stature, salts also do appear from time to
time in a variety of artistic artifacts, none more notable
than Da Vinci’s The Last Supper. Judas, clutching his
reward of silver coins, has upturned a salt cellar, spilling
its contents across the table. More than a simply careless
manoeuvre, this serious faux pas represents Judas’s moral
deterioration.



Judas, in a detail from a copy of Da Vinci’s masterpiece, spilling an
anachronistic salt cellar.

By the turn of the eighteenth century, the utilitarian,
ascetic form of the trencher salt was slowly ceding to
increasingly intricate and ornamented designs. No longer a
mere satellite for the elaborate standing salt, these cellars
themselves became focal points of the dining service. 

Pieter Claesz, A still life with a roemer, a crab and a peeled lemon,
1643.

Styles varied throughout the 18th century, but salts were
usually made from glass or silver and purchased in pairs.
Silver salts were often lined with clear or blue leaded glass
to prevent the salt corroding the silver and had ruffled
exteriors. 

 



Moreish, savoury, that flavour that just makes you want to
keep eating, Umami is the most elusive of all the tastes to
define. Not one of the other four tastes can entirely
encompass it, yet it moves between all the other flavours
alike. So, in the early 20th century, a Japanese chemist
called Kikunae Ikeda attempted to identify this mysterious
taste sensation and found was it usually suggested the
presence of glutamic acid. He renamed this substance with
the much catchier name of “umami” – meaning ‘good
flavour’ in Japanese – but it was not until 1985 that it was
accepted as a basic taste in the West. 

Umami is key to the bone-warming joy of gravy made
from good stock, meat juices and caramelised meat and
veg. It is why Marmite is so good on hot buttered toast. A
quintessential example of something umami-tasting is a
broth or a soup; something that has been slow-cooked for
a long time. 

Umami



Just as humans evolved to crave sweetness for sugars and,
also therefore calories and energy, and loathe bitterness to
help avoid toxins, umami is a marker of protein, made up
of amino acids, which are essential for life.

In the New Yorker, Hannah Goldfield defines it as “that
deep, dark, meaty intensity that distinguishes seared beef,
soy sauce, ripe tomato, Parmesan cheese, anchovies, and
mushrooms, among other things. It hits the back of your
throat and leaves you craving more.” 

Umami is why the Romans loved liquamen, the fermented
anchovy sauce that they lathered their food with just as we
do with ketchup or mayonnaise today. 

Interestingly, what we call "Ketchup" today – the 21st
century's ubiquitous Umami source –  is quite different
from the 18th century version. Where our omnipresent red
sauce is made from tomatoes, historically ketchup was
originally prepared with mushrooms and even fish. From
1750 to 1850 the word ‘ketchup’ began to mean any
number of thin, dark sauces made from mushrooms or
sometimes walnuts. 



The puckering sensation the mouth undergoes when
encountering a particularly acidic slice of lemon is familiar
to us all, and we can thank our sour taste receptors for
this. These tart taste buds detect hydrogen ions from
organic acids, either found in foods which contain it
naturally (citrus, tamarind, gooseberries), or which obtain
it through fermentation (sauerkraut, yoghurt, vinegar). 

One of the most distinctive sources of tartness is found in
lemons and their high concentration of citric acid. Until
around the 10th century, lemons were not widely
cultivated as an edible food, instead it was largely an
ornamental plant, as were tomatoes. The Arabs introduced
the lemon into Spain in the 11th century, and by 1150, the
lemon was widely cultivated in the Mediterranean.
Crusaders returning from Palestine brought it to the rest of
Europe and the lemon came into full culinary use in
Europe sometime in the 15th century. Along with their
ornamental use, lemons were also used medicinally. In
1747, James Lind's experiments on seamen suffering from
scurvy involved adding lemon juice to their diets, though
vitamin C was not yet known as an important dietary
ingredient.

Sour



Lemonade has been known in England by this name at
least since 1663 and is traditionally made from sweetened
lemon-juice and water. However, in England the drink is
now almost universally made from sparkling water
flavoured with sugar, sweeteners and acids to imitate
lemon. Hence, the product sold as 'lemonade' frequently
contains very little or no lemon, but this is nothing new.
Lemons were clearly once very expensive in England, so
the practice of making fake lemonade is well documented
even then. A receipt from the 18th Century uses 'oil of
sulphur', what we now call Sulphuric Acid, while more
recent versions use citric or tartaric acid:

Dissolve half 2 pound of sugar in a quart of water; rasp over it the
yellow part of one, two, or three lemons, as you, like, and mix a few
drops of essential oil of sulfur in the liquor. Then cut three or four
slices of lemon in the bowl, when you put the liquor in it.

Original Receipt from 'Secrets Concerning Arts and Trades', published
in 1795.

But what about those sources of sour that lack the tart
tang in their unprocessed form? Yoghurt, pickles, beer,
cheese, vinegar all have the ancient techniques of artfully
managing rot to thank for their sourness. Like the earth
itself, the various arts of fermentation rely on biology to
transform organic matter from one state to a more
interesting and nutritious other state. Incredible alchemies
take place: strong, allusive flavours and powerful
intoxicants are created for us by fungi and bacteria as they
go about their invisible work of creative destruction. 

Alcohol, booze, grog, sauce: the fermented intoxicant is
older than the agricultural revolution and a cornerstone to
human civilisation. As a species, we have long been
searching for ways to get intoxicated and, as far as
material culture goes, this search has left one of the most
prolific trails of antique objects. From Roman amphora, to
Medieval chalices; Tudor tankards to Georgian firing
glasses; the human race’s relationship to drinking has
certainly left its mark.



Widespread inebriety was chronicled in Elizabethan
England, where drunkenness first became a crime.
Jacobean writers described drunkenness among all classes
and in 1606 Parliament passed "The Act to Repress the
Odious and Loathsome Sin of Drunkenness". The response
of polite society was to pronounce wine as “medicinal” and
as such all kinds of things were then mixed with wine.
According to Tobias Whitaker, in his 1638 book ‘The Tree
of Humane Life,’ wine could maintain "humane life from
infancy to extreame old age without any sicknesse” and
that people who regularly drank wine could be expected to
be "faire, fresh, plumpe, and fat", rather than water or
small beer drinkers, who "look like Apes". 

Cordials were also very popular: a gallon and half of wine
was mixed with the husks of walnuts, rue, mugwort,
angelica, agrimony, pimpernel and snapdragons. These
cordials, drank in fine glassware were thought to ward off
"infectious air, plague and the pestilence".

However, wine could not withstand the onslaught of the
Gin Craze. The 1651 Navigation Act dictated that
European vessels were only allowed to import goods from
their own nations into England and, since most ships in
those days were Dutch, the French wine trade went into
decline. Gin however was invented in Holland in around
1650. Made by distilling grain with juniper berries, it was
cheap and became very popular in England, flooding the
market with a supply of a million gallons a year.
Pharmacists sold it to women to "soothe the nerves" and it
quickly became known as Mother's Ruin. Within seven
years the English population, of less than seven million,
was drinking an annual 18 million gallons. Eventually gin
consumption waned as beer became better and cheaper,
and tea and coffee became available.



Vinegar is another quintessentially sour liquid; produced
from the fermentation of diluted alcohol products, it
creates the organic compound acetic acid. Used in many
cultures as a condiment and preservative, vinegar can be
made from a variety of liquids, including malted barley,
rice, and cider; however, as its name suggests, it was
probably first made from wine. The word vinegar derives
from the Old French vinaigre, meaning "sour wine."

In "The Vinegar Cupboard", Guild of Food Writers author,
Angela Clutton traces the history of that infamously acidic
liquid. She relays that vinegar is as old as civilization
itself: traces of it have been found in Egyptian urns from
3000 B.C., and Babylonian scrolls recording the use of
vinegar date even earlier, to around 5000 B.C. Known as
“poor man’s wine” (posca) in ancient times, vinegar was
often carried by Roman legionnaires; the Bible notes that
Roman soldiers offered vinegar to Christ at the Crucifixion.
Interestingly, the shelf life is pretty much indefinite due to
its acidic nature; it is self-preserving and does not need
refrigeration. Over the centuries and around the world, a
wide variety of vinegars has been created, with their own
colours, flavours, and uses. These uses range from the
culinary (pickling processes, vinaigrettes, salad dressing,
condiments), to medicinal, agricultural, horticultural, and
even cleaning purposes.

During the 18th-century, people often soaked sponges in it
to help offset the foul odour of raw sewage and the lack of
indoor plumbing. They stored these sponges in small
silver boxes called vinaigrettes. Seen as a traditionally
‘feminine’ item, the vinaigrette was carried in a pocket or
reticule, or suspended from a chatelaine at the waist. Since
one never knew when emotion or tight lacing would
overcome one, the vinaigrette needed to be near at hand
and its aromatics quickly accessible. The hinged lid
allowed it to be flipped open, like a snuff box, with the
flick of a finger. 



These often intensely ornate silver boxes would be used as
a status symbol by many and sometimes even came in the
shape of books, nuts, eggs, watches, crowns, or hearts. But
Georgian people didn’t only inhale vinegars, it was often
used as a miracle weight loss medication. One 18th
century account tells of Mademoiselle Lapaneterie, a
French woman who started drinking vinegar to lose
weight and actually died a month later. Shockingly
however, this case, which was first published by Pierre
Desault in 1733, is not a stand-alone report, as more cases
in 1776 are also presented, confirming that some women
were using vinegar for weight loss. These instances might
serve as a lesson from the past for contemporary policies
against the deceptive marketing of potentially hazardous
weight-loss products. So maybe ease up on your morning
shot of apple cider vinegar.



For a long time even English cuisine was more
adventurous than its reputation would lead you to believe.
Herbs, of course, grow locally the world over and so were
always at hand for use in food and medicine alike, and
some spices, such as anise, fennel, and coriander, were
widely available. But we tend to forget how early the more
exotic spices became available in the West, and how
popular they were. 

With their penetrating aromas that could survive long
voyages, they mounted a multipronged attack on the
senses that few could resist. They could be worn on the
body as perfumes, season food, or fragrance your home as
incense. Part of their appeal, too, was their exotic origins:
they came from fabled, faraway lands and carried the
whiff of all that was beautiful and rare. As Paul Freedman
notes in Out of the East, spices appeared in 90% of the
recipes in medieval English cookbooks and in 75 percent
of the recipes in European cookbooks from the 13th to the
15th centuries — a proportion that covers both sweet and
savoury dishes (a distinction that, for that matter, did not
yet cleanly exist). 

Herbs and Spices



By the 17th century, thanks to the advent of mass
cultivation and production and a burgeoning sea trade,
spices had become inexpensive. What were once luxury
items were now available to everyone and, as spices lost
their status as a symbol of luxury and wealth, the taste of
the upper classes for them declined as well.

Some 20th century Ethiopian headrests have a curious
culinary double function. Headrests were usually used by
their owner to support the head and preserve elaborate
hairstyles. However, they often doubled up as a mortar in
which to grind the spices and herbs that were central to
Ethiopian cooking.

Ethiopia and India were trading partners before the
Christian era, although there’s little documentation of
exactly what got traded between the two cultures in those
early times. The preeminent Ethiopian scholar Richard
Pankhurst has written that contacts between Ethiopia and
India ‘date back to the dawn of history,’ with India giving
‘cotton and silk, pepper and other spices’ to the
Ethiopians, who gave gold, ivory and slaves in return.
Pepper is important here, for Ethiopians used it to add fire
to their dishes before the arrival of cayenne by the 18th
Century.

In her book The Emergence of Food Production in
Ethiopia, Tertia Barnett notes that whereas coriander and
fenugreek apparently had Ethiopian origins, other key
spices arrived much later, when Ethiopia began to have
contact with Europe. This includes the New World spice
Capsicum, or cayenne, one of the varieties of chili pepper
used to make the definitive staple Ethiopian spice blend
‘Berbere’. 



Along with Korarima (cardamom) and Zinjibel (ginger),
Berbere is key to Ethiopian cuisine. It is a brick red
powder that every ‘wot’ spicy stew must have. The
preparation begins by removing the seeds from chili
peppers, drying them in the sun, grinding them into a
power, and then adding small portions of garlic, ginger,
sacred basil, cloves, fenugreek, cumin, cardamom and
more, depending upon each chef’s recipe. The finished
product has an aroma dominated by the red pepper, and
is very hot. This headrest was likely used to grind together
these spices to make the iconic Berbere.

Nutmeg is one of the most contentious spices in human
history. Nutmeg gained a lot of popularity in the late
1500s as a treatment for plague and became popular
among European elites once they discovered its
hallucinogenic properties, which is still a point of interest
for today’s internet generation. The alleged French seer
Nostradamus, for one, is said to have induced his
prophetic visions by ingesting large amounts of nutmeg.
However, it was not primarily used for these purposes. 

Hugely valuable during the 1600s, nutmeg was once the
centre of the colonial efforts of the Dutch, who committed
no shortage of atrocities to monopolise that portion of the
spice trade. With the rise of the British East India
Company in the early 1600s spices of all kinds were
imported into Britain from the Far East. One of these was
nutmeg which as well as being an exotic flavouring for
food, was also used for medicinal purposes (it was
supposed to cure stomach ailments, headaches and fever),
as an incense and as a fumigant. The Dutch East India
company had a monopoly on the import of nutmeg into
Europe, and consequently it was a very expensive spice.
The Dutch had a keen interest in nutmeg and exerted
control over it by quite literally terrorising Indonesia’s
Banda Islands, the only source of nutmeg at that time. 



The Dutch oversaw numerous massacres there and
uprooted the island’s nutmeg trees to be replanted
elsewhere. In fact, the Dutch loved nutmeg so much that
they ceded control of Manhattan to the British for it.
Specifically, the Dutch and the British were competing
over the spice trade among other things, and an eventual
treaty between the two saw the Dutch officially pull out of
Manhattan in exchange for control of the last nutmeg-
producing island under British rule. 

Once the monopoly of the Dutch was broken, and the
British East India Trading Company was able to import
nutmeg into Britain, supplies became more plentiful, its
use became more popular. Due to the continued expense
of nutmeg, it was still only affordable by the very wealthy,
and as it had to be freshly ground, from about 1775 they
carried a personal supply with them, using a nutmeg
grater to dispense it. These pocket-sized nutmeg graters
consisted of a small, lidded box or cylinder, which, when
the lid was opened displayed a grilled surface for grating
with storage underneath for the grated nutmeg. 

Black pepper – a more ubiquitous spice – was once most
commonly imported from India's Malabar coast, but today
most of it is grown in Vietnam. In the 16th century,
Portugal provided Europe with most of its pepper,
probably because they had the most ambitious explorers,
most notably Afonso de Albuquerque (who, incidentally, is
the namesake of an especially delicious mango: the
Alphonso).



Interestingly, black pepper, as well as other spices and
herbs, was commonly used as a monetary source. During
the 16th century, Eastern Europeans paid 10 pounds of
pepper in order to gain access to trading with London
merchants, and throughout Europe, individual
peppercorns were accepted as currency to pay taxes, tolls
and rents (partly because of a coin shortage). Many
European towns kept their accounts in pepper and
wealthy brides received pepper as a dowry and some
landlords would get paid in ‘peppercorn rent’.

In the West, ginger has been widely used in medicine for
over 2000 years, however the Chinese have used it for
over 4000 years. As far back as 500 BC the great Chinese
philosopher and teacher Confucius himself insisted ginger
be present at the table during every meal as it was known
to aid digestion. From its origin to the present, ginger is
the world’s most widely cultivated herb. 

Initially exported to Ancient Rome from India and used
extensively by the Romans, it almost disappeared from use
when the Roman Empire fell, at which time the Arabs
took control of the spice trade from the east, and ginger
became quite costly - in the Middle Ages, 500 grams of
ginger (roughly equivalent to half a bag of sugar) would
cost you a live sheep. However, after Marco Polo’s trip to
the Far East, ginger came back into favour, especially
amongst European herbalists, possibly due to ginger's
warming and healing effects on the body which were
especially welcome in the typically cold weather of the
British Isles. The upper classes were also known to
indulge in excessive quantities of fine cuisine, so ginger
tea, and biscuits were often served to guests at dinner
parties to settle aching stomachs. 



It is said that Queen Elizabeth I invented the gingerbread
man, small, sweet baked figurines given as gifts to Royal
courtiers at Christmas. Gingerbread men were also used to
decorate Christmas trees and in festive holiday scenes with
accompanying gingerbread houses, gingerbread animals
and trees decorated with sweet icing. German gingerbread
Christmas decorations dating back to the 16th century
were traditionally elaborate and made popular by Grimm’s
Fairy Tales, in particular the story ‘Hansel and Gretel’. In
the 17th century Nuremberg became the Gingerbread
Capital of the World thanks to the elaborate gingerbread
scenes that city bakers would create and display in their
shop windows. 

 The peeled ginger root can be preserved by boiling in
sugar syrup, but centuries ago, crystallised ginger was
refined by far more primitive methods and the yield was
much smaller and variable, so much so that it was only
enough to supply the Emperor Ming, who liked it so much
that the manufacture was performed by his appointment
only. Crystallised ginger slices then became known as
‘Ming’ ginger because it was Emperor Ming’s favourite.

The ginger jar first originated as a simple means for
storing spices ranging from salt to more specialized herbs,
including ginger. When ginger became a chief export to
the Western world, these jars were also ideal for transport
and became known as ‘ginger jars.’ Although originally
intended as basic storage objects, they often embodied rich
colours and vibrant patterns and as time passed, their
beauty was increasingly celebrated, and by the 19th-
century ginger jars were more renowned for their design
than their storage purpose. Today antique Chinese ginger
jars can be found in museum collections, as well as in
modern living rooms.



Saffron’s is one of the world’s most expensive spices. The
Sumerians knew about Saffron almost 5000 years ago, and
it is mentioned in Homers’ ‘Iliad’ and even the bible.
Made from the dried stigmas of the crocus flower, it was
used medicinally and also as a food dye, but also served as
a condiment and perfume. The spice has a pungent, bitter
medicinal taste, but with a memorably honey-like flavour.
The particular value of the spice in mediaeval times came
from the belief that it was a remedy for the Plague and it
was also labelled as a mediaeval 'happy-pill'. The use of a
saffron-pillow was even said to ensure placid sleep. So
prized was Saffron that it lent its name to an attractive
town in north-west Essex which was originally simply
'Walden', from the Saxon words for 'Valley of the Britons'.
It only gained the prefix 'Saffron' when it became a centre
for cultivating crocuses in the medieval period, becoming
the name it is known as today – Saffron Walden.

In the early part of the middle ages (before the Crusades),
Asian spices in Europe were costly and mainly used by the
wealthy. A pound of saffron cost the same as a horse; a
pound of ginger, as much as a sheep; 2 pounds of mace as
much as a cow. In the 14th century, the Saffron sold was
often adulterated by being soaked in honey, mixed with
marigold petals, or kept in damp cellars in order to
increase the saffron threads' weight. This prompted
Nuremberg authorities to pass the so-called Safranschou
code, which sought to regulate saffron trading. Saffron
adulterers were thereafter fined, imprisoned, and executed
via immolation.



As a range of spices became more accessible, it was
common for English dining tables to feature a stand for
mixed spices. Spice towers were a common answer to this
need and, mainly made from sycamore or boxwood, they
were a particular speciality in the Sussex area. Instead of
on the table, these towers lived in the kitchen and range
from two-tier compartments to as many as ten-tier
compartments, though the majority are three and four
tiers. Originally one would have purchased the tower
without any labels on and put your own on according to
what you used. This makes them an excellent piece of
material history as each spice tower gives a little insight
into the tastes and practices of that specific household. The
most common spices are on the labels are nutmeg, cloves,
mace, all spice, cinnamon, ginger and caraway, yet pepper
is rarity. The shape of the labels are also usually a clue to
dating the spice towers, as straight labels indicate Regency
period where as scroll labels suggest Victorian.



Finally, we have on display a series of delicate botanical
prints, all created in the 1760s by the artist J.Y.Schley.
Each depicts a different botanical specimen, famed for its
culinary use or distinct flavour, a brief history of which we
have condensed into the short profiles you will find below. 

Mushrooms
Mushrooms have been held in high regard throughout
history because, except for a few European species, they
cannot be cultivated in any consistent way. There is no
evidence that prehistoric man ate mushrooms, but they
were certainly enjoyed in Ancient Egypt and Rome, indeed
the Romans were the first to cultivate them. Because
mushrooms are notorious for their often narcotic and
poisonous qualities, there were considered magic during
the Middle Ages. Many an alchemist pored over the life
cycle of fungi in an attempt to discover the secret of life
itself because of mushrooms’ amazing ability to create life
from decay.

Botanical Prints



Cashew Nuts
The word cashew comes from the Tupi-Indian word
Acaju, which just means “nut”. Instead of growing like
conventional nuts, they grow out of the base of cashew
apples like little tails. For this reason, they are the only
nut sold solely unshelled because the outer shell causes
skin irritation. The cashew was first discovered by
Europeans in Brazil in 1558 and, because of the irritating
shells, were thought to be inedible at first. Interestingly
enough, a native Tupi-Indian tribe had learned to eat
cashews from the local capuchin monkeys – the primates
use primitive tools to break the shells off to access to the
nut – and the local tribe showed the Europeans the
method and gave instructions on how to roast the cashews
to get the irritant off. Europeans found the cashew seed
tasty, but they also used the cashew apple pulp to make
wine. As a consequence of finding out how to eat the seed
of the cashew, the Portuguese brought cashews to Goa in
about 1560. Ultimately, the nut thrived in the new climate
and then travelled to India soon after where its healing
properties were discovered.

 
Starfruit

It is believed the star fruit originated in either Sri Lanka
or the Moluccas islands of Indonesia. It spread throughout
Asia and has been cultivated there for centuries. Star fruit
is commonly grown in southern China, India, and the
Philippines, but the fruit is relatively new to America, 
 introduced only in 1935. In Asia alone, the fruit has over
20 different names but most commonly is some variation
of “belimbing.” When Spanish and Portuguese explorers
arrived in Asia, they adapted the Indian word “karambal”
and renamed the fruit “carambola” – which is still used
today. The fruit was later renamed “star fruit” due to the
shape made when it is cut. Early English travellers called
the star fruit the “cucumber tree” when discovering the
plant in Asia.

https://wholesalenutsanddriedfruit.com/cashew-nuts-grow-out-of-apples/
https://wholesalenutsanddriedfruit.com/product/bulk-raw-cashews/


Cinnamon Apple
The Cinnamon Apple, these round, softball-sized fruits
have a slightly grainy texture and a mildly milky sweet
taste. The common name was probably inspired after
noticing the brown flecks peppered over the fruit after it
has been cut – almost like it has been sprinkled with
cinnamon. 

Jasmine and Papaya
Many botanists believe Persia, now Iran, is where jasmine
originated. It crossed the Red Sea into Egypt as early as
1000 B.C., then found its way to Turkey and Greece.
Jasminum sambac is used to make jasmine tea. As early as
the 13th century, the Chinese were scenting their green tea
with jasmine. Chinese herbalists continue to use jasmine to
treat headaches, insomnia, and bone pain. To the Chinese,
jasmine represents feminine kindness, grace and delicacy,
as well as a means of attracting wealth and romance. In
Thailand, jasmine symbolizes motherhood, while in India,
Jasminum molle, commonly called Indian Jui, is used in
Hindu religious ceremonies. 

The papaya is believed to have originated in southern
Mexico and eastern Central America. By the time that the
Spanish arrived, the fruit had already spread throughout
Central America and into South America.The Spanish were
the first to introduce it to Asia in 16th century via the
Philippines. Papaya leaves have been used as a tobacco-
substitute and also a primary form of soap.

Jambu Tree
Jambudvipa, according to Jain, Buddhist and Hindu
cosmology, is the land of the mortals and on it grows the
Jambu tree, its tart, juicy fruit providing sustenance to the
land and its people. It’s been over two millennia since the
cosmos was first defined, but the significance of the Jambu
tree (Syzygium cumini), has remained undiminished. 



hese gorgeous trees can be found everywhere on the
Indian subcontinent. They are delightful to look at, with
their rough brown barks, mottled grey branches and
luxuriant canopies of glossy green leaves. The biggest
delight however, is the abundance of fruit that the trees
produce in the early monsoon, staining the tongues of
every human, bird and animal that partakes of them, with
telltale purple. 

Banana Palm and Coconut Tree
Bananas are the world's No.4 dietary staple after rice,
wheat and corn. Bananas may also be the world's oldest
cultivated crop; there is evidence that bananas were
cultivated in the highlands of New Guinea at least 7,000
years ago. Bananas were (re)discovered by the Portuguese
on the Atlantic coast of Africa, after which they cultivated
the fruit on the Canary Islands. For many years they were
regarded as a novelty in the Northern hemisphere, but
banana leaves have long been a key utility to those in the
south. The leaves can be used as umbrellas, mats, roofing,
clothing, wound into twine or used to wrap food sold on
the streets.

The coconut fruit and palm are believed to have their
origin on South Asian soil. The name ‘coconut‘, it is
believed, was awarded to this tree by Spanish and
Portuguese explorers. The name was derived from the
Iberian ‘El Coco‘, which referred to a mythical hairy
monster. The kernel and hair around the fruit probably
generated this connection. The suffix ‘nut’ was added to
refer to the seed-bearing palm, just like most other tree
seeds are referred to, in English. The name stuck, and
today the whole world knows the tree as the coconut
palm.



Thank you for attending


