The Bread of Ædingstowe
By Buck Marchinton/Lord Dyfn

As part of a living history group project, we are exploring the technology and crafts of the Saxons.  For the project this year, I have delved into the realm of breadmaking.  This paper serves to document, insofar as is possible, the composition and style of bread in use in a thegn’s estate in early 10th century Wessex ​– specifically, just north of the River Test around AD 930.
How do we know?
The only way to make authentic Saxon bread is to get a Saxon baker.  Since they are scarcer than they were a thousand years ago, we have to fall back on research and creative interpretation.  There are two avenues of research that are used together
.  The first is archeology.  The amount of physical remains from the era, while lamentably rare, are more common than one would expect.  Cereal grains, preserved in anaerobic environments (such as wet fields) or carbonized in fire, can be identified
 and even roughly dated using the context of the find
.   The remains of ovens have also been found, and even the impressions of grains on pottery can be used to identify grain species. 
Besides archeological evidence, much can be gleaned through written sources
.  Religious texts sometimes referred to bread, both in lessons of piety and in specifying what types of bread may be eaten on holy days and by monks and priests. Landlords included loaves of bread in their rental payments.  Medical texts prescribe types of bread as remedies
.  Period bread is even depicted in contemporary illustrations
. 
  Grains
There were several cereal grains used during the Saxon era.  Their prevalence at any time and place depended on factors such as climate, soil, and preferred uses.

Spelt:  Spelt is a hulled wheat, making it more difficult to thresh than bread wheat but still bread-worthy.  Spelt was a common grain in Roman times, but dominated by other wheat varieties. Present in 10th century Winchester, it was dominant in Gloucester in the 9th century, and common in the 10th.  In other parts of England, it seems to have fallen out of use by the 7th century
.  It is possible that spelt’s presence in Wessex could be as a weed in other cereal crops, rather than a crop itself 
.
Rye: While rye was found in Anglo Saxon England at various times, it was uncommon in Wessex until late in the 10th century
.  Like spelt, it could have been a weed among other crops
.  Whether growing conditions allowed a better margin for preferred crops, or factors such as rye ergot made the grain undesirable, rye appears to be a minor factor for breadmaking in Hampshire.
Wheat: Wheat – specifically bread wheat and club wheat (as opposed to spelt) – were dominant in Wessex by the 10th century.  These two varieties may have been grown in the 
same fields during this period
.  Wheat appears to be more valuable than other grains, and certainly the properties of wheat gluten lets wheaten loaves to rise higher and lighter than any other grain. 
Barley: Being hulled, barley requires more effort to make flour, and it doesn’t rise like wheat.  Barley bread is mentioned as a food for the humbly pious, and to me this suggests that the very poor likely subsisted on it as well. Of course, barley was still quite useful for brewing – perhaps explaining why, though wheat was a preferred crop, barley was often planted nearby
.  Barley appears to be especially common on chalk downlands such as can be found in Hampshire, our area of especial interest.
Millet: While it is possible that millet was grown at some point in England, there is no archeological evidence – and very weak literary evidence – to support this.  Therefore, we can safely leave millet out of our calculations
. 
Other: Other, non-domesticated plant materials may have found their way into bread.  Anglo-Saxon fields were likely quite weedy by modern standards; while some weeds were noxious, others appear to have been tolerated and even used to bulk up flour. There is evidence of some wild grass seeds having been cleaned, perhaps to be ground or cooked
.
Some medicinal texts refer to flour made from acorns, hazel or alder seeds.  It is not a stretch to think that in lean times such things could be used to fill out a diet; but there is no evidence that bread was made from nuts except in extremis
. 
  Preparation

While much that goes into early period bread preparation is beyond my ability to reproduce at this time, it is nonetheless edifying to see what labor was involved in producing a loaf of bread.
Grinding and Sifting
For most of the Saxon period, the primary methods of grinding grain into meal were by hand, using quern stones or rotating handmills.  A very laborious task, the grinding of grain was relegated to slaves when possible
, or household women otherwise.  

Water mills in England can be archeologically dated at least to the 7th century
, and by the 10th century it is likely that most large communities had access to one
. By the end of the Saxon period, Hampshire alone had 298
.
Once ground, the meal might be sifted to remove some or all of the bran.  Meal could be sifted to various finesses
.  One can assume that very fine flour was used more frequently by the rich, and more generally on special occasions.
Flour Composition

Saxons likely made some sort of bread from each of the grain crops they grew.  But examples are practically nonexistent.  As mentioned previously, wheat has superior breadmaking characteristics.  Given that hunger was a much closer neighbor to the Saxons, however, we can assume that the grains used in baking have more to do with personal wealth and the vagaries of the last growing season than with personal preference.
Did the Saxons they mix grains? Certainly, having some barley flour mixed in with the good wheat will help stretch the wheat supply; one could easily see a baker mixing the last of whatever flours and meals he had to hand while waiting for the harvest.
The only extant loaves from the period were discovered in Ipswich; they were carbonized in a fire sometime in the 11th c 
.  They are described as being a mixture of wheat and rye.  Whether this was a likely option for our farmstead isn’t clear (given the dearth of evidence for rye).  
One period document, a will, provides three types of loaves to a religious foundation: “wheaten”, “without the bran”, and “well seasoned”
.  Both “white” and “well-seasoned” loaves are specified as acceptable for holy days.  “White” is clear enough – finely-sifted to remove all bran – but “well-seasoned”?  This could involve “dill, caraway, poppy, fennel and sweet cecily seeds”
, either sprinkled on top of the loaf or kneaded into the dough.
Leavening 
While the Saxons made unleavened cakes or flatbreads, they paid rent and marked feasts with leavened bread.  “Wild” yeast was likely a common source, being present in the air.  Usable yeast could also be derived from the sediment or the brewing liquor of brewing alcohol
.  The wild yeast could be recycled, as a bit of dough could be saved for a later batch of bread.  The brewing yeast could be dried and stored on a board for later use.  While these methods were available to the Saxons (having been used on the Continent), it isn’t certain which one(s) were actually practiced in 10th century Wessex.  The fact that one rent document makes a distinction between “sour” and “clean” loaves suggests that more than one leavening process may have been used
.  I feel confident in using any of the options.
Loaf Size and Shape
In texts, loaves are mentioned as “small” and “large”
, but exact sizes aren’t given.   The Ipswich loaves were around 4” in diameter, and though they presumably shrank somewhat
, it can be assumed that “small” loaves weren’t much bigger around than a modern Kaiser roll.   Hagan suggests that the “large” (aka “broad” or “great”) loves were about “the size of a present day medium-sized loaf”
.  Based on period illustrations, round was the default shape of bread loaves.
Baking
Loaves could be cooked either on a hearth or in an oven
.  Ovens were probably not common among the lower tiers of society, but evidence suggests that among nobles and religious communities they were in use; it is possible that several households may have shared a communal oven
.   Some archeological remains show oven chambers over 2 meters across
, while others indicate bakehouses containing multiple ovens.  Based on the available information, I deem it likely that a prosperous estate would have access to a bread oven of some size.
Ovens worked by heating the chamber with an interior wood fire, and then raking out the coals when the oven had heated up sufficiently.  The bread would be placed on the floor of the chamber (which may or may not be clay lined) to bake in the heat radiating from the interior surfaces.   It can be assumed, given the size of known Saxon ovens, that multiple loaves could bake at one time.  It is possible that the bottom crust was commonly cut away to remove the ashes and dust that was picked up on the oven floor
.

Toppings
Butter was a common topping, but many things were smeared on bread, including runny fresh cheese and lard.  Herb relishes were also used
.
My Bread
Here, then, is a set of what I consider reasonable reproductions of what my Thegn would serve:

Composition: 1) For everyday use: “wheaten” loaf of coarse whole-grain wheat, with maybe a dash of spelt and/or rye thrown in. 2) For special occasions: “White” loaf of unbleached bread flour, with perhaps a pinch of spelt and a dusting of fine whole-grain wheat mixed in.  3) For special occasions: “White” as above, with fennel mixed in and poppy seeds sprinkled on top.
Leavening: Either sourdough or dry commercial yeast (I may experiment with brewer’s yeast at a later time).
Shape: 1) Round loaves, “personal” sized at 5”-6”, or 2) Round or oblong loaves, 10”-12” for sharing among two or more guests.
Parting Shot: The Importance of Bread
Having have discussed the making of bread, we should close with a brief look at its importance.  Bread was a major aspect of life.  It was a crucial part of any meal, true, but it was also a foundation of survival – a failed crop could mean no bread and the threat of starvation – as well as a form of consumable currency.  The effort required to grind meal and bake loaves, to say nothing of refining flour, made it a valuable commodity.  Bread, or the grain to make bread, was used as rent payment and wages. A good year could make a base man rich, while a bad year could pauper a lord.  Indeed, our modern term “lord” comes from the Saxon hlaford – “loaf warden” – which gives an indication of the power wielded by the early warlord who controlled the distribution of bread.  
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Disclaimer





This paper is a little light on sources – most of the citations are from two books.  





I don’t as a rule quote a citation unless I see it firsthand, which is difficult since my access to major libraries is limited.  So just because Hagan cites a source doesn’t mean I’ll do it; I need to find the book first.  As the opportunity arises, I will no doubt be replacing some of the Hagen citations with other sources.





Given this paper was written chiefly for the interest of a small group rather than for a professional journal, and given the relative dearth of information on the subject regarding the precise time and place, I decided to rely heavily on Hagen’s fine compilation of the research. 











