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Bread was one of the most important foods of the middle ages and renaissance.  While everyone ate bread, and 
all wheat bread came from the same sources and farming methods, not all classes ate the same quality bread. 
Bread encompasses much more than just wheat flour, but for the purposes of this class, I’m going to be talking 
almost exclusively about bread made from wheat.  Most of my research, especially around grades of bread, is 
based in England.  
 
Corn was a term used in the middle ages to refer to grain.  Corn would mean, wheat, rye, barley, etc.   Indian 
corn or maize (corn on the cob) is the corn that we think of when we hear the word.  This is a New World Food. 
When the word corn is used in period or in a text talking about medieval Europe think “grain” and not “corn”.  
 
Planting 
The medieval system of agriculture involved a system of two or three field crop rotation; three field was far 
more common.   Wheat (and other grains) would be planted on one field in the fall and peas, beans and other 
pulses would be planted in the spring on the second field.  The third field would be left empty, or fallow.  After 
plowing wheat seeds would have to be broadcasted, or hand-thrown, to plant.  After harrowing constant upkeep 
of the fields was needed in the form of weeding and scaring away the birds.  
 
Harvest 
Wheat was harvested at the end of the summer.  The harvest was a huge undertaking and every working body 
was needed.  The manorial Lord or monastery would hire extra help and bring in food and drink.  At the end of 
the harvest a “Harvest Home” celebration would be thrown, often with things such as a Corn Maiden.  While a 
festive atmosphere helped with the work, it was urgent that the harvest was completed in time, before bad 
weather destroyed the entire year’s work, which could result in financial ruin or mass starvation.  
 
Stalks were cut with a scythe (think the grim reaper) and then set upright in stalks and tied to dry and await 
transportation to the barn.  The cutting was often done by men and the bundling and tying by women and 
children.  
 
Threshing & Winnowing 
Wheat would be stored in a dry place in the barn or other grain lofts.  
 
 The food bit of wheat is actually the seed head, at the top of the stalk.  In order to separate the grain head from 
the stalk that wheat would have to be threshed.  A sheet would be placed down on the ground and the wheat 
would be whacked, head first, on the ground to break off the seed heads.  
After threshing, the wheat would be placed in a shallow, wide basket or a  sieve to be winnowed.  Winnowing 
was a process that involved shaking a basket full of grain from side to side to separate the grain and the chaff 



 

(non-food bits).  The contents of the basket would also be tossed up in the basket a bit so the chaff would be 
blown off by the breeze.  
 
Milling 
A mill was usually used to grind the wheat into flour.  These mills were powered by either wind or water and 
could be found on just about every manor in medieval Europe.  Older mills were often animal driven and hand 
mills, or quirns, allowed smaller amounts of grain to be ground.  For large scale baking, a powered mill was 
needed and villagers were often required to use the manorial mill, for a fee.  
 
Mills worked by grinding the wheat grain between two large stones, known as grindstones, with small teeth 
carved into them.  
 
Bolting 
The ground wheat would then have to be bolted, or sieved, through a series of coarse to fine woven cloths to 
remove the bran, or outer shell, from the ground wheat.  How many times and how fine the sieve determined 
how white the flour was and how expensive the bread was.  The most expensive, and whitest bread, would be 
made from flour that was bolted two to three times using the finest woven cloth for the last bolting.  The term 
white bread does not compare to the white bread of the modern world, as flour was not bleached in period it is 
today.  
 
I am choosing to use the terms wastrel, cocket, and cheat for the bolting levels of different quality bread.  These 
are not the only names bread was known by, nor was the level of bolting completely uniform between times 
periods and regions.  
 
Bread can be made without removing any bran, and this is brown bread.  Bread made from the first, course 
bolting was known as cheat bread. Flour that went through one course bolting and then one medium bolting 
made a bread called cocket.  Wastel bread (of which manchet is) was made from flour that was bolted three 
times, with the last time being through a fine weave cloth, such as linen.  
 
Bolting was extremely labor intensive and the finer the flour was, the more expensive it was.  Wastel, or 
manchet, bread was expensive white bread that eaten only by the upper classes.  
 
Rise!! 
Often in the middle ages, the brewhouse and the bakehouse were side by side.  Bread could be leavened with a 
brewing byproduct as ale barm which contains yeast.  Wild yeast could also be cultivated from the air in much 
the same way sourdough is started.  It was also practiced to use a dough trough in which yeast could transfer 
from batch to batch.  
 
Baking 
After rising (and being knocked back to rise again) bread was baked in large brick or stone ovens.  The fire 
would be lit inside the oven, and the brick would absorb the heat.  The embers would then be quickly swept out 
and the bread would be placed, en masse, into the oven.  The oven door would then be replaced and sealed shut.  



 

Guilds and Laws 
It should be no surprise, given how important bread was to the medieval diet, that guilds and laws became 
involved in bread making early on. 
 
In the late 12th century bakers guilds started to be formed in England and in 1155 a guild of bakers was formed 
in London.  In the first decade of the 14th century, separate guilds were formed by bakers of white and wheat 
bread.  In 1569 Queen Elizabeth  I formed The Worshipful Company of Bakers, uniting the white and wheat 
bakers.  
 
In 1202 laws regarding the profit and price of bread was first introduced by King John. The Assize of Bread and 
Ale was introduced in 1266.  It regulated the price, weight, and quality of bread that could be sold.  
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Making of Flour  

 I purchased whole wheat berries and ground them in a 
spice grinder (upper left).  
 
Next, I used a mesh colander and gave the wheat it’s first 
sieve (upper right).  
 
My third step was the second sieving through an even 
finer (new) splatter screen (bottom left)  
 
Lastly, I gave the wheat it’s final sieve using a 

cheesecloth (bottom right). 
 
I did, at some points, stop and re-run my 
wheat through the grinder to produce more 
fine flour.  
 
As I ground, the flour becomes finer and 
whiter.  
 
 

 
Below: 
Right to Left: Unground wheat, ground no bran removed, first bolting, second bolting, third bolting.  
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