




 “… IN THE AREA CALLED ZHIVI-LAKOMO, WHERE THE 
VINES ARE TIED WITH SAUSAGES, THE GOOSE GOES 
FOR A PENNY, AND EVEN WITH THE GOSLING INTO 
THE BARGAIN; THERE IS A MOUNTAIN ALL OF GRATED 
PARMESAN, ON WHICH PEOPLE LIVE AND DO NOT 

DO ANYTHING ELSE, AS SOON AS THEY COOK PASTA 
AND DUMPLINGS, COOK THEM IN A DECOCTION 

FROM THE CAPONS AND THROW THEM DOWN; 
WHOEVER CATCHES MORE, THE MORE HE DOES.”1

1	 G. Boccaccio, Decameron, Florence, 1353, (originally published in Florentine Italian).

Let’s face it, cheese has been around 
since Adam was a boy. But no one really 
knows how the tradition of cheese 
making all began. Its history goes back 
into the fog of unknown historical roots, 
and I suspect that it was discovered more 
by accident than design.  The story goes 
that a travelling merchant named Kanana 
paused in his travels in the Arabian 
Desert to have a drink of milk from his 
skin. The skin was made from a young 
calf ’s stomach and he found to his delight 
that instead of milk, curds and whey had 
appeared as if by magic.   Another story 
tells of a busy farm wife who placed fresh 
raw milk in a covered earthenware pot 
near the hearth whilst she went about her 
other daily chores. Lactic acid in the milk 
caused it to begin to curdle, and in an 
attempt to salvage the milk, she strained 

the milk through a cloth.  The rest they 
say is history.

To understand why milk turns into 
cheese, we need to understand what milk 
is made of. Not much, really. Milk is really 
just a combination of fats, milk 
sugars (lactose) and 
milk proteins (casein), 
which eventually lump 
together to form the 
curds. They are all 
suspended in a thin 
liquid, called “whey”, 
the very same as 
Miss Muffet was 
dining on when 
she had the run in 
with the spider. 
Whey is a very 
nutritious thing 
to eat too, and 



our medieval ancestors frequently dined 
on it. Incidentally, I’ve heard tell that the 
arachnophobic Miss Muffet was a nod to 
Mary Queen of Scots, and the spider was 
John Knox. I don’t know if this is true, 
but it helps keep things in a medieval and 
Tudor vein.

Contrary to popular belief, cheese 
making in the medieval and Tudor 
periods was not restricted to simple soft 
cheeses, such as cottage cheese, curds and 
whey. For instance, Cheshire is amongst 
the UK’s oldest ‘hard’ cheeses, dating 
from Roman Britain, and even rates a 
mention in William of Malmesbury’s 
Gesta Pontificum Anglorum of 1125.2 Two 
particular favourite cheeses of mine, 
Gorgonzola and Roquefort, date from 
879 and 1070 respectively.3 Emperor 

Charlemagne was also 
reputed to have been very 
fond of Roquefort, and 
often ordered wheels of 
it at a time, whilst he 
was off fighting battles.4 
Grana, Cheddar and 
Parmesan cheeses 
range in date between 
1200 and 1579.5 
Pliny’s story of 
Zoroaster tells of a 
man who dined from 
a single cheese for 
some 20-odd years. 

Obviously, this story 
has to be taken with a pinch of salt, but 

2	 Cheke, V., The Story of Cheese-making in Britian, 
London, 1959

3	 Naso, I., Formaggi del Medioevo, Torino 
Publishing, 1990.

4	 Naso, ibid
5	 de Confluentia, P., Summa Lacticiniorum, 

Turin, 1477.

scientists and archaeologists now believe 
that the cheese was an early form of 
Parmesan6

From the perspective of a modern 
medievalist, the easiest cheeses to make 
in an encampment or a feast are of the 
soft drained variety as the requirements 
are few, and the process is pretty simple. 
If you don’t happen to have a fresh cow 
stomach on hand, fresh milk (preferably 
raw) is simply heated to just below 
boiling point, held there and a 
coagulant such 
as lemon juice or 
bruised nettles is 
added. When the 
milk separates 
into curds and 
whey, it is tipped 
into a colander 
lined with 
c h e e s e c l o t h 
or cotton and 
allowed to briefly drain. 
You then gather up the cloth containing 
the curds and suspend it over another 
basin and allow it to drain for several 
hours. But whatever you do, don’t throw 
out the whey! Grains such as bulgar 
wheat and barley can be slowly cooked 
in the whey with honey, spices and soft 
fruits (like raspberries – yum!) to produce 
one of my all time favourite Dark Ages 
foods, frumenty.  Another popular way of 
draining the curds was to pour them into 
a cloth lined wicker basket. Linguistically 
speaking, these baskets referred by the 
ancient Greeks as formos, which translates 
to the Latin word forma and then to the 

6	 Brown, B., The Complete Book of Cheese, 2004, 
ebook, Project Guttenburg. http://www.gutenberg.
org/files/14293/14293-h/14293-h.htm



A True Gentlewomans 
Delight, England, 1653.
A weighted cheese with rennet.
“To make a slipcoat Cheese take five 

quarts of new Milk from the Cow, and 
one quart of Water, and one spoonful 
of Runnet, and stirre it together, and 
let it stand till it doth come, then lay 
your Cheese cloth into the Vate, and 
let the Whey soak out of it self; when 
you have taken it all up, lay a cloth on 
the top of it, and one pound weight 
for one hour, then lay two pound for 
one hour more, then turn him when 
he hath stood two houres, lay three 
pound on him for an hour more, then 
take him out of the Vate, and let him 
lie two or three houres, and then salt 
him on both sides, when he is salt 
enough, take a clean cloth and wipe 
him dry, then let him lie on a day or 
a night, then put Nettles under and 
upon him, and change them once a 
day, if you find any Mouse turd wipe it 
off, the Cheese will come to his eating 
in eight or nine dayes.”

Italian formaggio, 
and the Old French 
fromage. Sound 
familiar?

The drained curds form a soft 
cheese like a ricotta and can then 
be eaten as is, or perhaps with the 
addition of little honey or herbs. 
Or, if you happen to be feeling really 
enthusiastic, the drained curds can then 
be put into an earthenware or ceramic 
cheese mould and pressed to create 
a firmer cheese, not too dissimilar to 
Indian paneer. Archaeological digs 
frequently turn up a variety of moulds. 
Typically they are round and have lots 
of holes in them to allow the whey 
to escape. The “lid” of a mould was 
called a follower, and it was placed on 
top of the cheese.

 Lots of different things were then 
put on top of the follower to apply 
pressure to the cheese. Perhaps not 
too surprisingly the humble house 
brick or stone was used, and it is 
from the use of a brick that brick 
cheese got its name. I use an upturned 
bread and butter plate in a ceramic 
mould, and weight it down with a tin 
full of lead. It’s not strictly medieval, 
but it does the job really well. 

I have a huge library of cheese 
making recipes form lots of different 
primary resources including Le 
Viandier de Tallievent (French, 1350), 
Forme of Curye (English, 1390), and 
The Good Huswifes Handmaide for the 
Kitchin (English, 1594).  I thought that 
I’d give you a couple of easy recipes for 
soft cheeses, and my favourite recipe 
for frumenty.

Rioghnach O’Geraghty



Platina - De Honesta  
Voluptatae L de Aguila,  

Venice, 1475
Ricotta 
“We heat the whey which was left from the cheese in a cauldron over a slow fire until all the fat rises to the top; this is what the country-folk call recocta, because it is made from leftover milk which is heated up. It is very white and mild. It is less healthful than new or medium-aged cheese, but it is considered better than that which is aged or too salty. Whether one is pleased to call it cocta or recocta, cooks use it in many pottages, especially in those made of herbs.”

Frumenty
Half fill an earthenware jar with 

bulgar wheat, wash them and cover 

them well with fresh milk or whey 

and set them in a warm oven or by 

the fire for 12 hours until the grains 

swell and burst. Add sugar, beaten 

egg yolks, spices and cream



The good Huswifes Handmaide 

for the Kitchin, England, 1594

Quark

“To make clowted Cream after Mistres 

Horsmans way.

When you haue taken the milke from the 

Kine, straight set it on the fire, but see that 

your fyre be without smoake, and soft fire, 

and so keepe it on from morning till it be 

night, or nigh thereabout, and ye muste be 

sure that it doeth not seeth all that while, 

and ye muste let your milke be set on the 

fyre, in as broad a vessell as you can. Then 

take it from the fire, and set it vpon a board, 

and let it stande al night: then in the 

morning take off the cream, and put 

it in a dish or where ye wil.”
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NOVEMBER’S ON THIS 

29 Nov 
1530

Cardinal Thomas 
Wolsey died at 
Leicester Abbey at 
around 8am. He 
had “cheated his 
master of the final 
reckoning”.

30 Nov 
1529

Catherine 
of Aragon 
confronted 
her husband, 
Henry VIII, about 
his treatment of 
her.

13 Nov 
1537

Burial of Jane 
Seymour, 
Henry VIII’s third 
wife, at St George’s 
Chapel, Windsor 
Castle.

12 Nov 
1555

Mary I’s Parliament 
re-established 
Catholicism in 
England.

4 Nov 
1501

Catherine of 
Aragon met 
Arthur, Prince 
of Wales, for 
the first time at 
Dogmersfield in 
Hampshire.

1Nov 
1530

Henry VIII sent Sir Walter Walsh (some 
say William Walsh) with Henry Percy, 
Earl of Northumberland, to Cawood 
Castle to arrest Cardinal Thomas Wolsey 
for high treason.

11 Nov 
1541

Catherine Howard 
was moved from 
Hampton Court 
Palace to Syon 
House where she 
was “examined 
touching Culpeper”

28 Nov 
1489

Birth of Margaret 
Tudor, Queen 
of Scotland 
and consort of 
James IV, at 
Westminster 
Palace.

17 Nov 
1558

Henry VIII’s eldest child, Queen Mary I, 
died. She was just forty-two years-old. 
Her twenty-five year-old half-sister, 
Elizabeth, became Queen. According to 
tradition, Elizabeth was sitting under an 
old oak tree at Hatfield, reading a book.

20 Nov 
1612

Death of Sir 
John Harington, 
courtier, author 
and inventor of the 
flush toilet.

19 Nov 
1563

Robert Sidney, 
1st Earl of 
Leicester, courtier, 
patron of the arts 
and poet, was born 
at Penshurst in 
Kent.

3 Nov 
1592

Sir John Perrot, 
Privy Councillor 
and former Lord 
Deputy of Ireland, 
died at the Tower 
of London.

2 Nov 
1470

Birth of 
Edward V, son 
of Edward IV 
and Elizabeth 
Woodville, in 
Westminster 
Abbey sanctuary.

9 Nov 
1518

Queen Catherine 
of Aragon 
gave birth to a 
daughter, but she 
did not survive.

10 Nov 
1565 

Robert Devereux, 
2nd Earl of 
Essex, was born 
on this day at 
Netherwood,

18 Nov 
1531

Birth of Roberto 
di Ridolfi, 
merchant, banker 
and conspirator, in 
Florence, Italy.

24 Nov 
1572

The Scottish clergyman, famous Reformer and founder of 
Presbyterianism, John Knox, died at his home in Edinburgh as 
his wife read aloud from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians. 
He was buried in the cemetery of St Giles’ Cathedral, Edinburgh, 
where he had served as minister. Knox is known for bringing the 
Protestant reformation to the church in Scotland.

John Knox



DAY IN TUDOR HISTORY

TUDOR 
FEAST DAYS
1 November – The Feast of All Saints
2 November – The Feast of All Souls

11 November – Martinmas
17 November – Accession Day

30 November – The Feast of St Andrew

25 Nov 
1626

Death of 
Edward Alleyn, 
Elizabethan actor 
and founder of 
Dulwich College 
and Alleyn’s 
School.

21 Nov 
1559

Frances Brandon, 
Duchess of 
Suffolk, died at 
Richmond. She 
was buried in St 
Edmund’s Chapel, 
Westminster Abbey

14 Nov 
1532

On this day in 
1532, according 
to the chronicler 
Edward Hall, 
Henry VIII and 
Anne Boleyn 
secretly married.

8 Nov 
1543

Birth of Lettice 
Knollys, daughter 
of Sir Francis 
Knollys and 
Catherine Carey.

5 Nov 
1514

Mary Tudor, sister 
of Henry VIII, 
was crowned 
Queen of France.

26 Nov 
1533

Henry Fitzroy, 
the Duke of 
Richmond 
and Somerset, 
married Lady 
Mary Howard at 
Hampton Court.

22 Nov 
1545

Henry VIII’s 
physician, Sir 
William Butts, 
died at Fulham 
Manor after 
suffering from a 
“dooble febre”.

15 Nov 
1597

Death of Robert 
Bowes, member 
of Parliament 
and Elizabeth I’s 
English Ambassador 
in Scotland, at 
Berwick.

6 Nov 
1541

Henry VIII 
abandoned  
Catherine 
Howard, his fifth 
wife, at Hampton 
Court Palace.

23 Nov 
1499

The hanging of 
the pretender 
Perkin Warbeck 
at Tyburn.

16 Nov 
1596

Death of 
Sir Francis 
Willoughby, 
industrialist and 
coalowner, in 
London.

7 Nov 
1541

Archbishop Thomas Cranmer and the 
Duke of Norfolk went to Hampton Court 
Palace to interrogate Queen Catherine 
Howard, and to arrange that she should 
be confined to her chambers there.

27 Nov 
1582

The eighteen year-old William 
Shakespeare married the twenty-six 
year-old Anne (also known as Agnes) 
Hathaway, who was pregnant at the time 
of the ceremony at Temple Grafton near 
Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire. 
Vicar John Frith officiated at the ceremony.

William Shakespeare
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