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Fish and Foreigners: The Case of Hot 
Salmon in Early Modern England

Joshua Lovinger

Abstract: Fish preparation and consumption have been used to differentiate self from 
other for thousands of years. Various classical Greek and Latin authors labelled a number of 
disparate peoples they encountered as ichthyophagoi, choosing to categorize them by a real or 
imagined pescatarian diet which set them apart from Europeans. From the sixteenth century 
until modern times, Western travellers commonly remarked on fish-eating in the Far Eastern 
lands. An unusual comment on fish-eating, related to one particular fish – salmon – can be 
found in several of the health and dietary manuals that became so popular in sixteenth-century 
Tudor England. Several of these works mention concerns related to serving temperature of 
several other fish species, but little explanation accompanied the warnings. These comments 
are unusual because pre-modern medical texts typically focused on the humoral qualities of 
foods, where cold and warm (along with dry and moist) referred not to the actual physical 
temperature of the items to be eaten, but to their elemental qualities.

Fish-Eating and Self-Definition 
Modes of fish preparation and consumption have long been used to differentiate self from 
other. Greek and Latin geographers, including Herodotus, Strabo, and Pliny, referred to 
disparate coastal peoples as Ichthyophagi (lit. ‘fish eaters’), choosing to categorize them 
by a real or imagined pescatarian diet which set them apart from Europeans. Though fish 
were, of course, consumed in the Mediterranean littoral as well, what marked these non-
Europeans as Ichthyophagi, and hence foreign, ‘is the fact that they were…monophagi – 
that is, they depended on a single food source’.1

The theme of fish eating as a boundary was not limited to classical times. In the sixteenth 
century, as the world of Europeans was expanding both west and east, this motif can be 
frequently found in the writings of travellers. 

Luís Fróis (1532-1597), a Portuguese Jesuit missionary, noted among his list of six 
hundred differences between the West and Japan that ‘People in Europe enjoy eating 
fish that has been baked or boiled; the Japanese enjoy it much more when it is raw’.2 João 
Rodrigues (d. c.1633) – Fróis’ countryman, who served as his interpreter – imagined that 
the first instinct of a European encountering the Japanese manner of fish preparation would 
be disgust, though, upon actually sampling it, would find it tolerable – even pleasurable:
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As we have said, nowadays at banquets they usually place three principal 
tables in front of each guest…The third table is placed on the left with…two 
other dishes, one of which will be their highly esteemed raw fish cut up into 
small pieces. Along with it there will be a dish containing a tart sauce or one 
that burns like mustard and thus takes away the rawness of the fish. For it is 
the general custom throughout the kingdom to eat a certain kind of esteemed 
fish raw. This may sound horrible to someone who hears about it from afar 
and is not accustomed to it. But anyone who becomes used to eating this fish 
with its appropriate sauce enjoys it and does not find it horrible at all.3

The Florentine merchant Francesco Carletti (1573-1636), on the other hand, was less open-
minded, even to the point of claiming that this diet resulted in deleterious effects upon the 
health of the Japanese:

These things they use as relish to the fish, which is with them an ordinary 
article of diet, and which is so plentiful as to cost very little. They usually eat 
this in a practically raw state, after having dipped it in boiling vinegar. And 
as some of their fish are fleshy and full-blooded, and especially suitable for 
eating in this way, the result is that in these countries there are large numbers 
of people infected with leprosy.4

The choice of leprosy here – with its centuries-worth of associations in European thought – 
and the claim that this cursed disease was endemic in the Far East were not happenstance.5

Lest one think this focus upon fish was unique to the sixteenth century European 
encounter with East Asia, we can turn to early Western accounts of Native Americans. 
In The Life and Deeds of the Admiral (1571), Hernando (Ferdinand) Colón’s (1488-
1539) posthumously published biography of his father, Christopher Columbus, we find 
a description of the people near Cape Gracias a Dios, in Central America. This includes 
details that the people there ‘are almost black in color, ugly in aspect, wear no cloths, and 
are wild in all respects. According to the Indian who was our prisoner they eat human flesh 
and raw fish [mangia carne humana, & i pesci crudi] …’.6 In one breath the author equates 
cannibalism and consumption of fish sashimi-style, emphasizing how barbaric raw fish 
eating seemed to Europeans. The accounts of sixteenth-century explorers, many of them 
collected by Richard Hakluyt, abound in similar descriptions.7 

Even in an earlier era, and within Europe itself, the British looked askance at 
consumption of raw fish.8 The twelfth century English chronicler, William of Malmesbury, 
described the enthusiastic response of Christendom to Pope Urban’s 1095 exhortation to 
conquer the Holy Land. In his History of the English Kings William lists (unflattering) 
stereotypes of what the wild and uncivilized neighbours of England were engaged in prior 
to setting off on crusade – including consuming uncooked fish. These lands included areas 
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like Scandinavia where Christianization had occurred relatively late. And yet they too 
heeded the Pope’s call to arms, just as the English, French, Flemish, Germans, and Italians:

The central areas were not alone in feeling the force of this emotion: it affected 
all who in the remotest islands or among barbarian tribes had heard the call 
of Christ. The time had come for the Welshman to give up hunting in his 
forests, the Scotsman forsook his familiar fleas, the Dane broke off his long 
drawn-out potations, the Norwegian left his diet of raw fish.9 

Vernacular Dietary Handbooks in the Sixteenth Century
Unsurprisingly, in the vernacular health and dietary handbooks that proliferated in 
sixteenth century England there is a plethora of advice about which fish species are preferred 
and optimal techniques of cookery. These texts were dependent upon the Latin Regimen 
sanitatis Salernitanum, a work which, according to its opening line, was originally written 
for an English king.10 Derivative works in English like The Governayle of helthe11 circulated 
in manuscript in the fifteenth century and already appeared in the incunabular era, 
printed by William Caxton and Wynkyn de Worde. In 1528, Thomas Berthelet printed 
an edition of the Regimen of Salerno along with the detailed commentary of Arnold of 
Villanova, translated into English by Thomas Paynell. Its subtitle indicated the purpose 
– to democratize medical knowledge about preserving one’s heath: ‘This boke techyng al 
people to gouerne them in helthe.’ In the opening, Berthelet printed a letter from Paynell 
to John de Vere, fifteenth Earl of Oxford (c.1482-1540) explaining the need for such a work 
in the vernacular. 

But what auayleth hit / to haue golde or abundance of riches / if one can nat vse hit? 

What helpeth costely medicines / if one receyue them nat? 

So what profiteth vs a boke / be hit neuer so expedient and frutefull / if we 
vnderstande hit nat? 

Wherfore I / consydryng the frute yt myght come of this boke / if hit were 
translated in to the englishe tonge (for why / euery mā vnderstandeth nat 
the latine) I thought hit very expedient at some tymes / for the welthe of 
vnlerned persones to busy my selfe ther in. 

For lerned persones and suche as haue great experiēce / nede no instructions 
to diete them selfe nor to conserue theyr helthe. Yet if suche other wyse and 
discrete parsones / as is your lordeshippe / by chance rede this boke: they may 
perauenture fynde that shall please them: and that besides theyr owne diete 
and custome of lyuynge / shall be for theyr corporall welfare and good helthe.12
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A medical book in the vernacular could enable people to dispense with the need to consult 
with a physician and could potentially erode the authority of scholarly medicine. Naturally, 
such a shift provoked opposition from professionals, just as some doctors might be irritated 
when patients today use resources like WebMD or google their symptoms. 

Thomas Elyot (d.1546), a polymath – lawyer, diplomat, and humanist – without formal 
training in medicine, wrote a self-help book of medicine, influenced by the Regimen of 
Salerno ‘whereby euery man may knowe the state of his owne body, the preseruation of 
helthe, and how to instruct well his phisition in sicknes, that he be not deceyued’. Written in 
the span of two months upon discovering that his friend and patron was ill, and first printed 
in 1536,13 Elyot’s Castell of Helthe became one the bestsellers of the sixteenth century, 
appearing in at least sixteen editions before 1595.14 By the time of the augmented edition 
of 1541 Elyot had to include a preface (‘proheme’), responding to criticism from members 
of the Royal College of Physicians about his production of such a work in the vernacular. 
Elyot appealed to the history of medical literature in arguing that authoritative physician-
authors of the past had not attempted to conceal knowledge of their art. More widespread 
knowledge of the principles of healthy diet would also improve prevention of disease.

Also to the intent that men obseruing a good order in diet, and preuenting the 
great causes of sicknes, they should of those maladies the sooner be cured. But if 
Phisitions be angry, that I haue written Phisick in English, let them remember that 
the Greekes wrote in Greeke, the Romaynes in Latine, Auicenna and the other 
in Arabike, which were their owne proper and maternall tongues. And if they 
had been as much attached with enuie & couetise, as some now seeme to be, they 
would haue deuised some particular language with a strange cypher or fourme of 
letters, wherein they would haue written their science, which language or letters no 
man should haue known, that had not professed and practised Phisicke…

Interestingly, Elyot also wrote a Latin-English dictionary, dedicated to King Henry VIII.15 
That century later witnessed a proliferation of similar popular works in the vernacular – 
what was controversial for Elyot, ‘both the originator and chief representative of this genre 
of publication’,16 became commonplace. Unlike these works, directed to the lay reader, 
scientific writing remained exclusively Latin. 

Serving Salmon while Hot – A Dangerous Combination? 
Two works of the genre pioneered by Elyot contain an unusual remark about salmon. 
Both were written in the late sixteenth century and were authored by practicing physicians 
(unlike Elyot). Thomas Cogan’s (d.1607) The Haven of Health (1584) comments: 

Salmon though it be pleasant fish, and very sweete especially the belly thereof, 
yet it is not so wholesome as many others before mentioned, but much grosser, 
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more clammy, harder of digestion, and fuller of superfluity. And that it is not 
simply wholesome is prooved hereby, for that it is not used to be eaten hot, or 
immediately after it is boyled. The Trout is of like nature, for it is the yong 
Salmon. The nature of the Salmon is to spawns in the fresh water, and after 
useth both fresh and salt.17

A similar observation appears in Thomas Moffet’s (d.1604) Healths Improvement (1655), a 
work described as ‘unquestionable the most eloquent, attractive and learned of a thriving 
tradition of English treatises on health directed at the layman’:18

Salmons are of a fatty, tender, short, and sweet flesh, quickly filling the 
stomach and soon glutting … Some have pickled Salmon as Sturgian is used, 
and find it to be as dainty, and no less wholesom; but salt Salmon loseth a 
double goodness, the one of a good taste, the other of a good nourishment. 
Hot Salmon is counted unwholesome in England, and suspected as a leprous 
meat, without all reason; for if it be sodden in wine, and afterwards well spiced, 
there is no danger of any such accident.

As for Salmon peales (which indeed are nothing but Sea Trouts) howsoever 
they be highly commended of the Western and Welch people; yet are they 
never enough commended, being a more light, wholesom, and well tasted 
meat then the Salmon it self.19

Moffet’s family had engaged another physician, Christopher Bennet, to prepare Healths 
Improvement for publication half a century after Moffet’s death. Despite the delay in its 
appearance, Bennet judged the work to be the best of its kind – ‘I may safely say, upon this 
subject I know none that hath done better; and were Platina, Apicius, or Alexandrinus, 
with all the rest of Dietetick writers now alive, they would certainly own, and highly value 
this Discourse.’

Both Thomases share a concern with eating hot salmon. 
Cogan’s comments were copied without attribution into the seventeenth century 

encyclopedia of John Swan, Speculum Mundi (1635).20 Moffet’s discussion was lifted 
into the entry on salmon in Robert Lovell’s (d.1690) ΠΑΝΖΩΟΡΥΚΤΟΛΟΓΙΑ. Sive 
Panzoologicomineralogia (1661), who took the opposite approach of Swan, quoting 
numerous authorities all by name, among them sixteenth century naturalists like Conrad 
Gesner and Ulisse Aldrovandi.21 Lovell juxtaposed Moffet’s concerns about the fatty nature 
of salmon, ‘quickly filling the stomach, and soone glutting’ with similar earlier comments 
that ‘Maßarius preferreth them before all fishes; but they are to be eaten moderately, 
otherwise by reason of their excessive fatnesse, they cause surfeits’.22 
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Fish and Leprosy
Cogan wrote that salmon was ‘not so wholesome’ but did not mention specific concerns 
that would stem from eating hot salmon. Moffet, on the other hand, and Lovell, following 
his lead, provided a much more precise fear among the English – that eating hot salmon 
would result in leprosy. 

The association between fish and leprosy was perhaps an easy one to make. The 
discoloured and thickened patches of the leper’s skin could be thought to resemble the 
surface of a fish. In a popular late fourteenth century Middle English account of perhaps 
the most famous leper in the Middle Ages, Constantine the Great, the healing of the 
Roman emperor’s skin disease with his acceptance of Christianity was described as the 
leprosy falling from him ‘as if they were fishes’ scales’.23 From the advent of modern 
dermatology and persisting to medical practice today there are a variety of genetic skin 
disorders still classified as ‘ichthyoses’ and physicians speak of psoriasis and other ‘scale 
diseases’. (Sufferers of leprosy were also encumbered by other non-ichthyological zoological 
eponyms like ‘elephantiasis’ and ‘leonine facies’.24) Also, in the pre-refrigeration age, with 
uncooked fish prone to putrefaction, a similarity to the decaying body of the leper may have 
sprung to mind, as in Francesco Carletti’s linkage of the consumption of raw fish in Japan 
with leprosy. In an inverted form of the doctrine of signatures, consumption of a food that 
resembled the bodily defects from a particular illness was thought to trigger (rather than 
cure) the illness. 

In similar fashion to fish, the newly-discovered potato (and sweet potato) became 
known as a cause of leprosy in herbal literature.25 ‘The white nodular tubers, with bulbous 
finger-like growths, may well have recalled the deformed hands and feet of the unfortunate 
leper.’26 The sweet potato and then potato had also come to be seen as lust and lechery-
inducing and this too engendered its connection to leprosy, a biblical punishment for vice.27 
Here too the shape of the edible root may have been involved. ‘Its shape, which is often 
of a somewhat elongated ovoid character, might suggest the likeness of a phallus, seeing 
that such fantasies are never difficult to conjure up… [Though] If the shape of a vegetable 
were the determining factor, then the carrot should have earned a like reputation centuries 
earlier…’28 Similar thought processes likely lay behind the connection of fish and leprosy. 

Seventeenth English authors commented that leprosy had become nearly extinct 
in Britain, persisting only in regions like Cornwall due to excessive fish-eating there, 
particularly from fresh (!) fish and fish liver. Richard Carew, in his history of the county of 
Cornwall, commented:

The much eating of fish, especially newly taken, and therein principally of the 
liuers, is reckoned a great breed of those contagious humours, which turne into 
Leprosie: but whence soeuer the cause proceedeth, dayly euents minister often 
pittifull spectacles to the Cornish mens eyes, of people visited with this affliction; 
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some being authours of their owne calamity by the forementioned diet, and 
some others succeeding therein to an haereditarius morbus of their ancestors: 
whom we will leaue to the poorest comfort in miserie, a helplesse pittie.29

This dietary model of the pathogenesis of leprosy – emphasizing the role of individual 
health behaviour – was only one view.30 Another one, prevalent in sixteenth and 
seventeenth century Britain, was to see leprosy as a foreign disease, imported to Europe by 
the Crusaders returning from the Holy Land. The most famous exponent of this approach 
was William Camden (1551-1623) in Britannia (1586), his influential and frequently 
revised and republished topographical and historical survey of Great Britain and Ireland.31 
Classical authors like Lucretius, Galen, and Oribasius had noted that leprosy was endemic 
in Egypt. And Pliny, in the first century C.E., describing the arrival of leprosy to Italy, where 
it was not previously known, blamed the spread of the disease on the return of the army of 
Pompey from its Middle Eastern campaigns.32 The conception of the returning Crusader 
armies spreading leprosy in Europe after their return followed this earlier model.33 

The dietary and foreign import models of leprosy were fused in claims, like Carew’s, 
that in Cornwall – the Cornish people like the Welsh, are an ethnically Celtic people, 
differing from the English majority – there was both excessive fish-eating and persistent 
endemic leprosy. Similar claims, as we shall see, were made about Ireland and Wales. 

But what remains unclear is why, of all fish, salmon specifically would be linked to 
leprosy. Salmon may be spotted, but wouldn’t all scaled fishes evoke the similarity to the 
leper’s skin lesions? And why would the temperature of the fish matter? Leprosy, according 
to the humoural theory of medicine, was often associated with melancholia, combining 
cold and dry qualities. Most unsalted fish, like the water they were surrounded by, were 
considered to be cold in nature (referring to quality, not physical temperature). Why should 
hot salmon increase this? 

Salmon and Surfeit
In addition to concerns for leprosy, in their passages cautioning against eating hot salmon, 
Thomas Moffet and Robert Lovell had warned that salmon was ‘quickly filling the stomach 
and soon glutting’ and ‘by reason of their excessive fatnesse, they cause surfeits’. 

Surfeit was a major health concern for authors of medical works in sixteenth century 
England. Paynell, Elyot, Cogan, and the other scholars behind vernacular dietary 
handbooks were students of the Bible. Their works were informed by scholarly medical 
traditions, ancient and modern, with dutiful citations from Galen and Hippocrates, down 
to Paracelsus. But they also had a strong admixture of Christian concerns related to diet. 
In particular, the influence of Sirach (= Ecclesiasticus) 37:28-30 (in later versions, 37:29-31) 
on these dietary handbooks has been underappreciated. In the Geneva Bible of 1560, this 
passage appeared with the marginal note ‘Of tēperācie [= temperancie]’:
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Be not || griedie in all delites, and be not to hastie vpon all meates. 

For excesse of meates bringeth sicknes, and glotonie cometh into choliricke 
diseases. 

By surfet haue manie perished: but he that dieteth him self, prolongeth his life.34

At the beginning of his translation of the Regimen Sanitatis, Thomas Paynell included his 
letter to John, Earl of Oxford. Paynell asked why it was that the lifespans listed for figures 
of the biblical and classical past far outpaced that of his contemporaries. His answer was 
the immoderate diet of many in his generation, referring to this passage in Sirach, making 
his translation of the Regimen necessary:

Truely the prouerbe sayth / that there dye many mo by surfet / than by the 
sworde. Accordyng wherto ye wyse mā sayth: Surfet sleeth many a one: and 
temperance prolongeth the life. Surfet and diuersites of meates and drynkes 
/ lettyng and corruptyng the digestiō febleth man / and very oft causeth this 
shortnes of lyfe.

On the titlepage of Thomas Cogan’s Haven of Health, immediately under the name of 
the author, we find a solitary verse quoted in full: ‘Ecclesiasticus Cap. 37.30. By surfeit 
have many perished: but he that dieteth himselfe prolongeth his life.’ Paynell, Elyot, and 
Cogan all authored separate books dedicated entirely to extracts of important biblical 
verses. (Elyot’s included other proverbs as well.) Wisdom from Ecclesiasticus served as a 
prominent source for these, and the verses above were cited as authoritative biblical sources 
on diet.35 Thomas Moffet too dedicated a chapter to ‘Temperance what it is’ and explained 
that ‘There be two vices equally opposite to this vertue; Surfeiting, when a man eateth more 
then either his stomach can hold or his strength digest; and Self-pining, when we eate less 
then our nature craveth and is able to overcome’.36 

The wealthy ruling class, who wanted for little, would be especially susceptible to this 
vice and Thomas Elyot’s The boke named Gouernour, dedicated to Henry VIII and directed 
to the training of statesmen, noted that ‘The prouerbes of Salomom, with the bokes of 
Ecclesiastes and Ecclesiasticus, be very good lessons’ and he included a chapter ‘Of sobriete 
in diete’. The need for this would have been well understood – two prior kings of England 
were reputed to have met their ends through immoderate eating – one through a surfeit 
of lampreys, the other from a surfeit of peaches.37 The general populace was at risk for this 
too though, and bills of mortality from seventeenth century London, listing diseases with 
number of casualties caused by each, have surfeit as a prominent cause of death, alongside 
more well-characterized menaces in early modern England such as consumption, dropsie, 
smallpox, and the plague. 
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The caution against surfeit was also transmitted as proverbial wisdom. Thomas Cogan 
quoted the Greek poet Theognis that ‘surfeit hath destroied mo than famin’.38 A multitude 
of variants of this proverb appeared in Latin, English, Italian, and French in the late Middle 
Ages and in Early Modern Europe. One popular version (already found in the sermons of 
Jean Gerson [1363-1429]) was ‘Gula plures occidit quam gladius’ (the gullet [= gluttony] 
has killed more than the sword).39 It appeared in a work of Petrarch (1304-1374) as well.40 
Other versions included: ‘They digge their Graves with their teeth’, ‘Meat kills as many as 
the Musket’ (once firearms became popular in Europe), and ‘The board kills more than 
the sword’.41 John Florio cited types of these sayings which suggest that surfeit was viewed 
by Italians as a particular problem among the English: ‘This cramming after the English 
fashion, and feasting as they doo is cause of manie diseases. Surfet, and excesse, kills more 
men in England than any infirmitie else.’42

Here too, as with leprosy, it remains unclear why surfeit would be a concern specifically 
from salmon. While according to some authors other sea creatures like shellfish, including 
crabs and lobsters, were also described as ‘apt to Surfeit and putrifie in the Stomach’43 there 
is no similar warning about eating them hot and recently boiled.44 

Salmon, Thornback, and Conger 
Dietetic works did mention concerns relating to serving temperature for several fish species 
aside from salmon. This suggests that the warnings about hot salmon are not entirely 
unique, and seem to be solely a medical issue. 

In the chapter immediately following his discussion of salmon, Thomas Cogan 
discusses ‘Of Ray and Thornebacke’ commenting ‘This fish also is thought unwholesome, 
if it be eaten hote, and to dispose a man to the falling euill [= epilepsy]. Which noyseome 
quality (as I thinke) doth rise thereby, for that it is so moist a fish and full of superfluity…’45 
Similar comments warning against consuming the thornback hot, like salmon, were made 
by Tobias Venner and an appendix to the 1634 edition of the Regimen Sanitatis Salerni. 
John Swan noted that consuming thornback could cause epilepsy, but did not link this 
specifically to consuming the fish hot. 

Similarly, Thomas Moffet noted, akin to his comments on salmon, that the conger 
eel was ‘hard of digestion for most stomacks’ but here there were dangers in consuming it 
either hot or cold – ‘engendring chollicks if they be eaten cold, & leprosies if they be eaten 
hot after their seething’.46 As by salmon, Robert Lovell copied the passage from Moffet 
nearly verbatim.47 

Though the inclusion of temperature restrictions for thornback and conger alongside 
salmon, and the references to leprosy, epilepsy, and colic suggest that the concerns over hot 
salmon were entirely medical in nature, the standard medical works utilized by authors of 
the vernacular dietetic handbooks are silent when it comes to the temperature of foods. 
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Neither classical authors like Hippocrates and Galen, nor medieval ones like Isaac Israeli, 
Avicenna, Rhazes, and Ibn Abbas al-Majusi (‘Haly Abbas’), nor Old Anglo-Saxon medical 
texts like Bald’s Leechbook and the Lacnunga, mention medical concerns related to the 
temperatures of specific foods. And this should not have been expected – terms like hot, 
cold, moist, and dry according to the prevalent medical theory referred not to the physical, 
tactile qualities of a food, but to its essential qualities, its properties that influenced the 
humours. When sugar or salt were categorized in medical and dietetic texts as hot, this did 
not reflect a view suggesting that they would feel warm to the tongue, but how they fit into 
a system of cause and effect on the person consuming them.48 One notable early exception 
was water, where the optimal temperature for drinking was debated.49 Discussions of the 
physical temperature of foods were relatively rare.50 

Serving Temperature
Physical temperature was not only absent from medical texts. Serving temperature (apart 
from cooking temperature) was not a standard component of recipes in medieval and early 
modern times either, and thus has not been discussed much by culinary historians.51 When 
optimal service temperature of foods was mentioned it was typically linked to the method of 
preparation, rather than to the ingredients. Fried dishes, for example, would be best served 
while hot. The Catalan Llibre d’aparellar de menjar specified that fritters ‘should be eaten 
hot, as they are worthless when cold’.52 Quite understandable, as freshly fried doughnuts 
are vastly superior to their cold counterparts late in the day at Krispy Kreme. The same 
was true for fish.53 Fried sardines, for example, were preferred hot.54 Some chefs left serving 
temperature up to the individual cook – it did not matter either way. Bartolomeo Scappi 
in over a dozen places concludes an otherwise precise recipe ‘serve it hot or cold, whichever 
you like’, while elsewhere expressing a clear preference for how a dish is to be served.55 If 
there was a medical rationale for food temperature, would there have been options? In a 
later period, serving temperature was connected to the place and order of a dish within the 
meal, again, not to the primary ingredient.56 

This was regarding the upper classes, for whose chefs the medieval and Renaissance 
cookbooks were written. For everyday medieval people there may not have been as much 
of a choice on serving temperature. Martha Carlin suggests that for the poor, especially 
during the lean months of the year, ‘hot meat, and even hot food, was a luxury’, citing 
passages from Chaucer and William Langland’s Piers Plowman.57 

Interestingly, an exception to the absence of discussion of serving temperature can be 
found in late medieval English culinary manuscripts. There we find a far more systematic 
discussion of temperature based in large measure upon the primary ingredient in the 
recipe. For the fish recipes in fifteenth century Beinecke MS 163 and Harleian MS 4016, 
the authors clearly specify whether to ‘serve it forth cold’ or ‘serve it forth hot’.58 Not all fish 
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are served at the same temperature. Thornback and conger do not appear in either recipe 
collection, but in Harleian MS 4016 we find ‘Salmon fressħ boiled’ with instructions for 
after the cooking has been completed: ‘…And Þen ye shałł serue hit forthe colde’ matching 
the temperature advice found over a century later in the works of Thomas Cogan and 
Thomas Moffet and their followers.59 These recipe collections do not specify why certain 
fish are to be served hot and others cold, though the rule does not seem to be based upon 
gustatory concerns, as there is a consistency between prescriptions for serving found here 
and the various characterizations of the healthfulness of fish species in sixteenth century 
dietary handbooks, which deserves additional study. However, it is only the serving 
temperature of salmon, plucked from lists of a dozen other fish recipes, which survives in 
subsequent centuries. 

Salmon, England’s National History, and Her Neighbours
The warning against hot salmon cannot be explained fully by concerns about leprosy and 
surfeit. Its focus on physical temperature, as opposed to humoural quality of hot, marks 
it as different from the typical health concerns of the era; unsurprisingly, such a warning 
is absent from traditional classical and medieval medical works. Systematic concern with 
the serving temperature of many species of fish can be found in fifteenth century English 
recipe collections, but this does not adequately explain why fears about salmon alone, with 
a linkage to a stigmatizing disease like leprosy (whose genesis in England was attributed 
to foreigners), persist in vernacular dietary handbooks until at least the mid-seventeenth 
century. This cannot be attributed to solely medical or gustatory considerations. 

One clue can be found in Thomas Moffet’s words that ‘hot salmon is counted 
unwholesome in England ’ (emphasis added). Apparently, according to Moffet, outside of 
England, hot salmon was eaten, to the detriment of those who partook of it. In his Irelands 
naturall history (1652) – a book dedicated to Oliver Cromwell – Gerard Boate, a Dutch 
physician living in England, who for most of his life had never set foot in Ireland, dedicated a 
chapter to ‘the Diseases reigning in Ireland, and whereunto that country is peculiarly subject’. 
Following the Tudor conquest of Ireland, the English crown had confiscated Irish lands – the 
largest of which was the plantation of Ulster – and planned to colonize it with settlers from 
Great Britain. After the defeat of the Irish Catholic Confederation forces under Cromwell 
in 1652, the Act for the Settlement of Ireland promoted additional land confiscations.60 
Potential British settlers would be curious what to expect if they headed westward and 
Boate’s book, published posthumously, and prepared by Samuel Hartlib (d.1662) along 
with Boate’s brother, Arnold (d.1653), attempted to fill this need. He reported that leprosy 
had been endemic in Ireland in the past (just as Carew had claimed that leprosy had been 
endemic among the Cornish), a fact commonly attributed (presumably by the British) to 
the gluttonous consumption by the Irish of ‘boiled Salmons…hot out of the Kettle in great 
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quantity’ without waiting for them to cool.61 (Irelands naturall history was printed in 1652, 
several years before the initial printing of Thomas Moffet’s Healths Improvement in 1655; 
Boate’s work is thus an independent witness for a widely held belief in a link between hot 
salmon and leprosy.) Boate himself, however, attributed leprosy in Ireland to the Irish eating 
salmon during the inappropriate season, when the fish are less healthful, taking pains to 
emphasize the ungratefulness of the Irish to the English who had outlawed salmon fishing 
during ‘that unwholesome season’, supposedly reducing the prevalence of leprosy there. 
Boate seemed surprised that despite this ‘that hatefull people [the Irish] hath rewarded with 
seeking to utterly exterminate their benefactors [the British]’.62 

Samuel Hartlib, in a book of his own from 1655, repeated the claim that leprosy had 
been endemic in Ireland because of consumption of salmon during the wrong season. He 
referred to a Fish-Calendar printed in the Low Countries where ‘under every Month are 
expressed in picture, without any names set by them, the several sorts of Fish fit to be then 
eaten’.63 Examples of such calendars survive to this day from the fifteenth century onward.64 
Apparently, the Irish should have been sensitive to the information contained in calendars 
such as these to guide their fish-eating. 

One of the Samuel Hartlib papers, preserved at the University of Sheffield (though 
not written in Hartlib’s own hand), expands upon concerns related to eating salmon in 
the wrong season. Citing anecdotes from a ‘Mr. Church’, this undated ‘Memo on Herring 
& Salmon Fishing’ speaks of the poor quality of the spawning salmon in Lough Neagh, 
the largest freshwater lake in Northern Ireland, between Michaelmas (29 Sept) and 
Allhollandtide (1 Nov):

Now as the Salmon is weake and poore, not to bee eaten, a while before the 
spawning, soe after it hee groweth worse, yet Leaprous, and all over full of 
white spotts for all the world like a scalled head soe as it would loath one to 
see them; yet the Irish, if not looked to, will both before and after the spawning 
take them in abundance, (and eat them greedilie) not only in the day time, but 
alsoe in the night by lights; This poore and diseased Salmon continueth in the 
Logh till Ianuary …65

Here, the sickly appearing salmon, covered in white spots, recalled the pale sores of the 
leper, likely triggering the association between salmon-eating and disease. 

Interestingly, what Moffet (and the English tradition regarding the Irish cited by Boate) 
recognized – that avoidance of hot salmon was uniquely English, distinguishing them from 
the Irish (and other Gaelic and Celtic peoples?) – points to the earliest possible source for 
this dietary warning in Moffet and Cogan. Surprisingly, it is not in a medical or culinary 
work. Disapproval of those who ate hot salmon can be found in several popular historical 
works, among them some of the most frequently reprinted books of the incunabular era. 
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These were brought to the press repeatedly by such famed early English printers as William 
Caxton and Wynkyn de Worde, indicating that they must have had a wide audience to 
merit the expense of republication.66 These fifteenth and early sixteenth century chronicles, 
telling the national history of England, were based upon translations of the Polychronicon 
of Ranulf Higden (d.1364). There, we find a poetic section where the English author 
describes the Welsh and their customs, among them: ‘quod contra jussum physicum | edunt 
salmonem calidum’, in a fourteenth century Middle English translation of John of Trevisa 
(d.1402): ‘They eteþ hote samoun alway, | They phisik seie nay.’67 

This section on Wales is not without controversy, with some connecting authorship 
of the poem to Walter Map,68 who claimed Welsh origins for himself, others linking it 
to Map’s more well-known contemporary, Gerald of Wales, author of famous twelfth 
century travelogues on Wales and Ireland, and still others to Higden himself.69 Whomever 
the author, most scholars have assumed that this ethnographic description of the Welsh, 
the ‘Cambriæ Epitome’, is a summary of the contents of the Descriptio Kambriae and the 
Itinerarium Kambriae of Gerald. However, while the Descriptio Kambriae does indeed 
contain a passage on the Welsh and the temperature of food – it actually says the exact 
opposite of what we would expect based upon this section of the Polychronicon: ‘Both sexes 
take great care of their teeth, more than I have seen in any country. They are constantly 
cleaning them with green hazel-shoots and then rubbing them with woolen cloths until 
they shine like ivory. To protect their teeth they [the Welsh] never eat hot food, but only 
what is cold, tepid or slightly warm.’70 If, according the Gerald, the Welsh avoid hot foods, 
doubtful that they would make an exception for hot salmon. The origins of the claim found 
in the Polychronicon / Cambriae Epitome that the Welsh eat hot salmon remain unclear.71 

But it is remarkable that criticism of the eating habits of others with regard specifically 
to salmon, repeated by the English about the Irish in the seventeenth-century period of 
the Protectorate (shortly after Cromwell’s forces occupied Ireland), can be found already 
centuries earlier in English reports about the Welsh. 

Hot Salmon and Celtic Mythology
While couched in the language of medical advice (‘quod contra jussum physicum’), it is 
possible that salmon loomed large in the minds of Englishmen when conceptualizing 
neighbouring Celtic and Gaelic peoples for entirely non-scientific reasons. Salmon 
symbolism figures prominently in the carvings on the Pictish standing stones of Scotland, 
all found adjacent to rivers and the seashore. Iconography of salmon adorns the Book of 
Kells. Interestingly, hot salmon figures prominently in the Fenian Cycle of Irish mythology, 
in the origin story of the hero, Fionn mac Cumhail, and in a parallel account in the Welsh 
stories collected in the Mabinogion. The tale of the Boyhood Deeds of Finn features the 
salmon of knowledge, a salmon that ate nine hazelnuts that fell into the Well of Wisdom. 
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The first person to eat of the flesh of the salmon would gain its knowledge, and so the poet 
Finnéces had spent years fishing for this salmon:

Seven years Finnéces had been on the Boyne, watching the salmon of Fec’s 
Pool; for it had been prophesied of him that he would eat the salmon of Féc, 
when nothing would remain unknown to him. 

The salmon was found, and Demne was then ordered to cook the salmon. 

The youth brought him the salmon after cooking it. 

‘Hast thou eaten anything of the salmon, my lad?’ says the poet. 

‘No,’ says the youth, ‘but I burned my thumb, and put it in my mouth 
afterwards.’ 

‘What is thy name, my lad?’ says he. 

‘Demne,’ says the youth.

‘Finn is thy name, my lad,’ says he; ‘and to thee was the salmon given to be 
eaten, and verily thou art the Finn.’ Thereupon the youth eats the salmon. 

It is that which gave the knowledge to Finn, to wit, whenever he put his 
thumb into his mouth, and sang through teinm Iáida, then whatever he had 
been ignorant of would be revealed to him.72 

Fionn, in placing his thumb in his mouth to soothe the burn, tasted the juices of the hot 
salmon of knowledge. This enabled Fionn to become the hero of Irish legend. Could British 
chroniclers have had such foundational myths of their neighbours in mind when cautioning 
against the consumption of hot salmon, disguising it as a medical matter? 

Disappearance of the Taboo 
The concern about hot salmon did not last. Modes of salmon cookery changed between 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Frequently reprinted English cookbooks of the 
sixteenth century directed that ‘Eles, freshe Salmon, Conger…never fryed but baken, 
boyled, roosted or sodden’.73 Already in the late fourteenth century romance, Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, we find a list of methods of fish cookery. Absent among these is 
frying (and not just in reference to salmon):

Staff came quickly and served him in style

With several soups all seasoned to taste, 

Double helpings as was fitting, and a feast of fish, 
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Some baked in bread, some browned over flames, 

Some boiled or steamed, some stewed in spices

And subtle sauces to tantalize his tongue.74

However, by the seventeenth century most English cookbooks now included recipes for 
fried salmon.75 This shift may have occurred under French influence, where, as J.L. Flandrin 
has demonstrated, butter had suddenly become fashionable in the kitchen. Fried foods 
were best eaten hot, not cold, and fried salmon would have been no different.76
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