








Happy June, everyone!
In this article, we’ll pick up where 

we left off last month by continuing to 
look at some spices that were (and are) 
literally worth their weight in gold.

Saffron
What would a Spanish paella be 

without its golden glow and floral 
aroma that comes from the stamens of 
the saffron crocus (Crocus sativus)? The 
saffron crocus is thought to have started 
life as the wild Cretian variety known 
as  Crocus cartwrightianus,  named 
a f t e r  i t s  J o h n  C a r t w r i g h t . 
 Should you be tempted to harvest your 
own wild saffron, a word of warning; 
the autumn crocus (Colchicum 
autumnale) bears more than a passing 
resemblance to the saffron crocus. The 
autumn crocus contains a toxin for 
which there is no known antidote.

The saffron crocus produces just 
three stigmas, or threads, each. To 
have enough for a gram of the spice, 
you’d need to pick something like 
463 threads from 155 flowers between 
0600 and 1000 on the first day of 
flowering. Saffron can’t be harvested 
by machine, a fact that helps explain 
its high cost. When I last checked, a 
gram of saffron threads cost between 
AUD$8.00 -$12.00 depending on the 
grade and country of origin.

Then as now, saffron is in a 
class of its own in terms of cost and 
exclusivity. Obviously, the rich and 
powerful of the medieval world were 
able to afford saffron to add flavour 
and aroma to their prawns, and pears. 

Still, for the common folk, it was out 
of the question. Why I hear you ask? 
Well, simply put the masses lacked 
the financial capability ability to 
afford the spice, as well as the time 
and means to travel to London to 
buy it. A life spent on the land and 
under the yoke of a landowner would 
leave precious little time to go to the 
next big market town, let alone the 
capital.1 The medieval spice trade 
reached its heyday between the eve of 
4th Crusade, and the consolidation of 
the Mediterranean spice trade by the 
Genoese and Venetians.2 

Saffron is one of those spices that 
was and is a real luxury item. There 
was no real need for it to be in day-
today foods, but it soon became a 
high-status requirement for with rich 
and powerful. The medieval equivalent 
of keeping up with the Joneses, if you 
will. Munro points out that a large 
number of all recorded medieval 
English and French recipes called for 
saffron; the most costly of all medieval 
and modern spices.3 The royal court 

1	  https://www.economics.utoronto.ca/munro5/
SPICES1.htm Professor Emeritus John Munro 
passed away in 2013. The University of Toronto’s 
Centre for Medieval Studies maintains his lecture 
notes on the net.

2	  Munro. Ibid
3	  Munro. Ibid

There is a legend associated 
with the crocus; that of Crocus 

and Smilax. Smilax, a nymph was 
pursued by the handsome Crocus. 
Unfortunately for Crocus, Smilax 
tired of his amorous attentions and 
turned her human lover into the 

saffron crocus 



and its hangers-on could afford to have saffron in every dish should they wish to. 
However, the spice may have only appeared in the dishes of wealthier middle-
class professionals on special occasions and feast days. In terms of recipes 
calling for saffron, the on-line index of Le Viandier de Taillevent lists no fewer 
than 20-odd, just behind salt and sugar.4 Some of those recipes use common 
meats and take it to the culinary heights by using saffron.

4	  http://www.telusplanet.net/public/prescotj/data/viandier/viandier9.html

Larded boiled meat.
Take your meat (understand that it is my meat or my venison), lard it, put it to 

cook in water or wine, and add only some mace (with some saffron if you wish).

Capons or veal with herbs.
Cook them in water, pork fat, parsley, sage, hyssop, costmary, wine, verjuice, 

saffron and ginger, as you wish.

Georgie soup.
Take whatever poultry meat you wish, cut it up, and fry it lightly in lard 

with leafy parsley and finely chopped onions. Take some [chicken] livers and 
browned bread, and steep in wine and beef broth. Boil everything well. Grind 
ginger and saffron, and steep in verjuice.

Pork intestine (Author’s note: beware the broth :-) ).
Cook it in water, cut it into bits, and fry them in lard and pork fat. Soak ginger, 

long pepper, saffron and browned bread in beef broth (because its own broth 
smells of dung) or (if you wish) in cow’s milk; and strain through cheesecloth. 
Thread in egg yolks and boil. Take verjuice grapes cooked in water, and add the 
bunches to your pottage just before serving.

Cretone of new peas.
Cook them almost to mush, drain them, and fry them in lard. Boil cow’s milk 

for an instant and soak your bread in the milk. Crush ginger and saffron, steep 
in the milk, and boil. Take chickens cooked in water, quarter them, fry them, 
and add them to the milk to boil. Withdraw it to the back of the fire and thread 
in plenty of egg yolks.

These recipes and more can be found by following the link to Le Viandier 
(see the footnotes). 
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Rose
The next ingredient in the Worth its 

Weight category isn’t one many might 
expect to see: roses, specifically Rosa 
damascena.

While the origins of the culinary 
use of roses remains lost to us, we do 
know that the process of distillation 
of rose water was established in Iran 
during the 800’s AD. Records tell us 
that the Caliph of Baghdad received a 
whopping 30,000 bottles of rose water 
as tribute from the province of Faristan 
between 810 and 8175. The first record 
of rose water and rose  attar  (otto) 
appears in 961AD, and it’s not a great 
stretch to link its export to Europe 
with returning crusaders6. Like saffron, 
there’s a pretty story attached to how 
the first rose water and attar were 
made, but we have to travel from the 
Persian Empire to the Moghul Empire 
in India. Legend has it that the creator 
of the Taj Mahal, Shah Jahan, decided 

5	  Widrlechner, M. History and Utilisation of 
Rosa damascena, Economic Botany, Vol35, 
No, pp42-58. 

6	  Widrlechner, Ibid

one day that the water features were to 
be filled with the petals of thousands 
of R damascena floated. Why? I have 
no idea; perhaps Shah Jahan thought 
it would look pleasing to his queen 
and concubines. Under the Indian 
sun, the petals released their oils into 
the water along with their colour. 
The roses essential oils, being more 
buoyant than water, the oils floated 
and collected by servants, who used 
it rice  biryani  dishes, as well as in 
cosmetics for the royal household7.

As an aside, rosary beads were 
traditionally made by soaking the 
dried petals of R. damascena in water 
for 3 days, then straining the petals, 
and grinding them to a mouldable 
paste with gum benzoin, storax, a little 
glycerin and extra rose attar. I’ve made 
rosary beads like this several times; 
not only do the beads smell divine, the 
water from soaking the rose petals is 
ruby red in colour and can be used in 

7	  Widrlechner, Ibid



place of commercially prepared rose 
water.

By the 1600’s rose water, and 
attar had found its way into the lists 
of German apothecaries. I’ve always 
a little odd that rose water, rose attar, 
and other botanicals were sold at 
apothecaries, but then again they have 
medicinal as well as culinary uses.

Back to the kitchen! 

The petals of highly scented roses 
feature in medieval recipes for both 
sweet and savoury dishes. The Harleian 
manuscript (HS 279) brings us the 
simply named dish Rede Rose which is 
a derivation of the dish Vyolette (sweet 
almond or rice-based dessert with 
floral notes).8 

8	  https://quod.lib.umich.edu/c/cme/
CookBk/1:6?rgn=div1;view=fulltext

Vyolette
Take Flourys of Vyolet, boyle hem, 

presse hem, bray hem smal, temper 
hem vppe with Almaunde mylke, 
or gode Cowe Mylke, a-lye it with 

Amyndoun or Flowre of Rys; take 
Sugre y-now, an putte þer-to, or hony 
in defaute; coloure it with þe same þat 
þe flowrys be on y-peyntid a-boue.

Rede Rose
Take þe same, saue a-lye it with þe 

ȝolkys of eyroun, & forþer-more as 
vyolet.

Prymerose
Ryȝth as vyolette.

Flowrys of hawþorn
In þe same maner as vyolet.

I have often wondered about 
making this sweet dish with hawthorn 
flowers, as to my modern nose they 
have too musky a smell to be palatable.

Forme of Cury also lists a variant of 
this dish (called Rosee9) but replacing 
red roses with white. To my mind 

9	  http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/8102/
pg8102-images.html

doing so would produce a far less 
scented dessert, but horses for courses.

Le Menagier de Paris  gives us a 
drawing or dressing room goodie as 
rose sugar, where sugar is clarified and 
cooked in rose water10. 

10	  http://www.daviddfriedman.com/Medieval/
Cookbooks/Menagier/Menagier.html
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Le Menagier also lists a dish called 
Rose of Young Rabbits11 which has 
absolutely nothing to do with roses! 
The kindly old grandpere of Le 
Menagier advises that partridge can 
be cooked with venison or bacon, and 
eaten with rose water, as well as a 
little wine.12 He also recommends that 
the perfect summer sauce for a roast 
chicken is made from half vinegar and 
half rose-water and must be served 
well chilled.13 To assist the new young 
wife in the preparation of rose water, 
Le Menagier provides her with two 
recipes; the second of which is very 
similar to the technique I used to make 
rose petal rosary beads.

To Make Damask Rosewater. 
Add mashed roses to the rose petals. 
Or thus: pour the first distillation of 
rosewater into the second and the third 
and the fourth; and thus, having gone 
through four times, it will be red.

To Make  Red Rosewater.  
Take a glass flask and half fill it with 
good rosewater then fill it up with red 
roses, that is petals of young roses 
from which the white bit at the end has 
been cut away, and leave nine days in 
the sun and at night too, and then strain 
it.14

Rioghnach O’Geraghty

11	  Ibid
12	  Ibid
13	  Ibid
14	  Ibid
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JUNE’S “ON THIS

30June 
1559

Henry II of France suffered a mortal head 
wound while jousting at the Place Royale 
against Gabriel Montgomery. The joust 
was held to celebrate the Peace of Cateau-
Cambrésis. The King died 10th July and was 
succeeded by Francis II.

12 June 
1535

Richard Rich interviewed Sir Thomas 
More in the Tower of London. He later 
reported, at More’s trial, that More had 
denied the royal supremacy during this 
interview. 

4 June 
1561

The spire of St 
Paul’s Cathedral 
caught fire after 
being struck by 
lightning.

1 June 
1571

Execution of 
Catholic martyr 
and civil lawyer 
John Story, at 
Tyburn.

11June 
1509

Marriage of 
Henry VIII 
and Catherine 
of Aragon at 
Greenwich Palace

2 June 
1536

Jane Seymour’s 
first appearance as 
Queen.

29June 
1540

Bill of attainder 
passed against 
Thomas Cromwell 
for the crimes of 
corruption, heresy 
and treason

15 June 
1559

Death of William 
Somer (Sommers), 
court fool to 
Henry VIII, 
Edward VI and 
Mary I.

19 June 
1566

Birth of James 
VI and I, King of 
Scotland, England 
and Ireland, at 
Edinburgh Castle.

18 June 
1588

Death of 
Robert Crowley, 
Protestant printer, 
author, poet and 
Church of England 
clergyman.

3June 
1535

Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s Vicar-
General, ordered all bishops to preach in 
support of the royal supremacy and to 
remove all references to the Pope from 
mass books and other church books.

24 June 
1509

Henry VIII became King on the 21st 
April 1509, on the death of his father, 
Henry VII, but he was not crowned until 
24th June 1509, thirteen days after his 
marriage to Catherine of Aragon, daughter 
of Isabella I of Castile and Ferdinand II of 
Aragon.

9June 
1573

Death of William 
Maitland of 
Lethington, 
Scottish courtier, 
politician, reformer 
and diplomat.

10 June 
1584

Death of Francis, 
Duke of Anjou 
and Alençon, 
a suitor whom 
Elizabeth I dubbed 
“Frog”, in Paris.

17June 
1567

Mary, Queen 
of Scots was 
imprisoned at 
Loch Leven Castle 
after her surrender

16 June 
1514

Tudor scholar, 
humanist and 
administrator, 
Sir John Cheke, 
was born in 
Cambridge.

23June 
1600

Death of Richard 
Howland, Bishop 
of Peterborough, 
in his palace at 
Castor.
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TUDOR FEAST DAYS
2 June - St Elmo or St Erasmus

11 June - St Barnabas
24 - Midsummer’s Day & St John

29 - St Peter & St Paul

DAY IN TUDOR HISTORY”
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8 June 
1533

Papal authority 
in England 
was denied by 
Parliament.

5 June 
1604

Death of Thomas Moffet, physician and 
naturalist, at Wilton, Wiltshire. He is 
known for his poem, “The Silkewormes 
and their Flies”, which was “the first 
Virgilian georgic poem in English”, and 
his work on insects, diet and eating habits.

14 June 
1557

William Peto was 
made cardinal 
and papal legate, 
replacing Reginald 
Pole.

20June 
1540

Anne of Cleves 
complained to 
Karl Harst, about 
Henry VIII’s 
attraction to 
Catherine Howard.

25June 
1601

Death of Peregrine 
Bertie, 13th Baron 
Willoughby, Beck 
and Eresby, at 
Berwick upon 
Tweed. He died of 
a fever.

7 June 
1536

A water pageant 
was held in honour 
of Jane Seymour, 
the new queen, on 
the Thames.

6June 
1549

An army of 
rebels assembled 
at Bodmin, 
Cornwall. This 
was the beginnings  
Prayer Book 
Rebellion.

28June 
1461

Coronation of 
Edward IV and his 
consort Elizabeth 
Woodville.

13 June 
1587

Death of actor William Knell in a pub 
brawl in Thame. A coroner’s inquest ruled 
that actor John Towne had drawn his 
sword and stuck it through Knell’s neck in 
self-defence.

22June 
1528 

Death of William 
Carey, courtier, 
distant cousin of 
Henry VIII and 
husband of Mary 
Boleyn. He died of 
sweating sickness.

21June 
1596 

Death of Sir John 
Wingfield, soldier. 
He was shot in the 
head after being 
wounded and 
being unable to 
walk.

27June 
1505 

Henry VIII 
renounced his 
betrothal to 
Catherine of 
Aragon.

26June 
1576 

Death of Edward 
Dering, scholar, 
Church of England 
clergyman and 
controversial 
evangelical 
preacher.



THIS MAGAZINE comes 
out every month for 
ALL MEMBERS. 

We hope you enjoy it!

REGULAR CONTRIBUTORS

Charlie Fenton
Rioghnach O’Geraghty

Roland Hui
Toni Mount 

Lauren Browne
Wendy J Dunn

Sarah-Beth Watkins
Susan Abernethy

LAYOUT Tim Ridgway
VIDEOGRAPHER Tim Ridgway

MAGAZINE EDITOR 
Gareth Russell

info@tudorsociety.com

CONTACT

info@tudorsociety.com
Calle Sargento Galera, 3

Lucar 04887
Almeria
Spain

ONLINE

www.TudorSociety.com
Copyright © 2020 

All Rights Reserved

The  
Cromwells

ROLAND HUI 
The fall of Thomas Cromwell

SUSAN ABERNETHY 
Elizabeth Seymour, 

Lady Cromwell

SARAH-BETH WATKINS 
Cromwell, Calais and the 

downfall of Arthur Plantagenet

MIKE INGRAM 
One man and his dog hath all

WENDY J DUNN 
Passion drives writing

and much much more...

NEXT MONTH IN YOUR REGULAR

Tudor Life Magazine takes constant care to make sure that content is accurate on the date of publication. The views expressed in the articles 
reflect the author(s) opinions and are not necessarily are the views of the publisher and editor. The published material, adverts, editorials and all 
other content is published in a good faith. Tudor Life Magazine cannot guarantee, and accepts no liability for, any loss or damage of any kind, 

caused by this publication or errors herein, nor for the accuracy of claims made by any contributors. Photos are open source, unless specifically 
mentioned. All rights reserved. No part of this magazine can be partially, or in whole, reprinted or reproduced without written consent.


