Deconstructing Dutch Cuisine
-Vrouwe Odriana vander Brugghe

Recently, a translation of the first printed Dutch cookbook, Het eerste gedrukte Nederlandsche kookboek 
, was made available and gave me an excuse to analyze the cuisine that my persona would have been most familiar with, and a cuisine that I am greatly interested in.  What I will be presenting here are similarities found by reading through cookbooks of the day, and distilling that down to the common foods and flavors of the cuisine.  The three books that I will be concerning myself with are the above mentioned Het eerste gedrukte Nederlandsche kookboek, Wel ende edelike spijse
, and a collection of 4 books known as ms KANTL Gent 15
 (a manuscript located at the Royal Academy for Dutch Language and Literature (KANTL) in Gent (Belgium)).  These cookbooks were all published between 1479 and 1500, and should give us a good snapshot of what the Dutch were eating in the late 15th and early 16th centuries.
Why is deconstructing a cuisine useful?  I hear you ask.  Each cuisine has something distinctive to the culture that it was created in, and shows its relations to what other cultures influenced it.  Knowing these things lets you be more creative with a cuisine.  I am just as much a primary-resource cooking weenie as the next person, but at heart I am a practical cook.  Being thus means that I must have the ability to build foods that fall into a taste profile, without it necessarily being written down by someone else.  Working solely from primary resources is merely cooking by the numbers and the ability to create dishes within a cuisine using what you know about that cuisine is what elevates cooking to an art form.

The first thing that struck me while reviewing these cookbooks is the sheer number of sauces, and the existence of something the Dutch call kimmeneye, commijne, and in modern Dutch, komijnsaus.  
The recipes vary from:
[29] Item ghy sult weten datmen in alle kimmeneyen geen [30] cruyt en doet anders dan comijn ende sofferaen
 
[29] Item. You should know that one puts no spice in any [30] kimmeneye other than cumin and saffron.
to:

2 verso viij. Eyeren ghepochiert metten commijne neemt soffraen ende broot ende wryuet te gader ende tempert met melke ende doet liden duer eene stemize dan doet wallen ende zoutet ende doeter die eyeren gepochiert in

1.8. Poached eggs with "cumin sauce".
Take saffron and bread, pound together and temper with milk. Strain, bring to the boil, add salt, and put the poached eggs in.

to:

15. herst wijtten brot sonder bluijsteren ende doet dat jn wijne en ende laet dat tesamen sijeden heet worden ende dair nae slat dijt kaut doer een sermijn met poider van sucar komijn ende greyn of ghenbar ende canel ende werfse dan vel schoen met sofraen ghemenght met wat exs

Toast white bread without darkening it and put it in wine. Let this become piping hot together and strain it hen through a sieve with ground sugar, cumin and grains of paradise or ginger. Then color [the sauce] very nicely with saffron, tempered with some vinegar.
What we see is that Cumin Sauce didn’t always have cumin in it, and that saffron was actually the consistent ingredient.  The sauce also had breadcrumbs involved more often than not.  This is also a sauce that I’ve not seen in other cuisines, therefore I will caution to say that it is unique to the Dutch.
The variety of sauces in Dutch cuisine are pretty much endless and have recipes for specific sauces for specific uses ( “To make a sauce to larks” and “To make an almond sauce during Lent”) and sauces for general use (“To make a brown sauce” and “Saint Michael’s sauce”).  Frankly, I’d place the Dutch on par with the French on their use of sauces.  This is unsurprising considering the existence of Flanders, and the frequent interactions between the Dutch and the French for several hundred years prior to the writing of these cookbooks.
The meats that were used in these cookbooks leaned more towards fish (including eels and lamprey), wild game (venison, rabbit, and “game” in general), and exotic birds (includes heron and larks).  There were several recipes that used capons, veal, lamb and pork, but few using beef.  This is would be utterly consistent with the Netherlands having most of its landmass on the ocean, and its capitol, Amsterdam, being a major port town.  This makes for a huge availability of fresh sea creatures on which to dine.  The reduced travel time from where something lives to where something is prepared to be eaten would make it a perfect subject for cooking in quantity.  Exotic birds are, in several cultures, reserved for the upper classes, and since that’s where the writers of cookbooks during this period of time worked, they would have need to handle them regularly and to write down particularly successful creations using such foodstuffs.
I will also include here, for those not necessarily acquainted with the effects of Lent and fasting days, that there are numerous recipes for foods that can be consumed during those periods that follow the dietary restrictions necessary for these times.  That means (in general), no meat and no dairy products.  Fish is sometimes considered to be meat, but mostly it is not and is used in preparations for “fasting days” or for during Lent when was to abstain from all meats. 

So, our profile now consists of:

1. The Dutch used sauces, a lot of them, but Cumin Sauce is the distinctive sauce of this cuisine.
2. The Dutch used a lot of fish.

3. The Dutch used a lot of game.

4. The Dutch also used some domestic animals like chickens, pigs and sheep, but weren’t much into cow.

5. The Dutch were effected by fasting days and Lenten dietary restrictions, just as most cultures were during our period of study.

Now, using that information, I could build a menu that invoked the flavors of the Netherlands, using what I know about medieval foodstuffs and what I know now about the Dutch palate specifically.  The great advantage to knowing the profile of a cuisine is that you can then free yourself of the restrictions of a recipe and think more like a medieval cook.  This comes at a great advantage when cooking for an SCA feast, because you can reduce your costs by buying items in season and on sale even if they aren’t ingredients for a specific recipe, and incorporate them into your menu flawlessly.  It also gives the opportunity to use more creativity in your cooking, and produce wonderful dishes of your own creation, which, to my mind, is the true mastery of cooking.
Whatever creativity is, it is in part a solution to a problem.
- Brian Aldiss
Additional: 
A brief note on Flemish cuisine:
I have not come across any specifically Flemish cookbooks.  I then contacted Isis Sturtewagen from Die Liebaart (a Flemish reenactment group)
 who had also found nothing.  Considering the very small quantity of Belgian cookbooks currently available, I am confident in saying that not writing down recipes, and communicating recipes by some kind of apprenticeship (an oral tradition, appropriate for food, no?) is culturally how this kind of data is passed down.  Isis has been using a combination of English and French cookbooks in order to build what the cuisine of the people they are reenacting from Bruges around the year 1302 would have eaten.  The recipes that she has sent to me are all ones that I’ve found in the Dutch cookbooks that I referenced, which shows just how involved these cultures were.
Vrouwe Odriana vander Brugghe is a resident of 14th century Bruges, Flanders who is taking some time off from working with her father in the kitchens of the Mayor of Bruges to take care of her infant daughter.  She has been writing down everything she knows about cooking so that her daughter may share in the wisdom passed to her from her father and through her experiences.

Jennifer Strobel is (in no particular order) an amateur theologian, vociferous and opinionated, service junkie, alto with mezzo soprano aspirations, SCAdian, smart enough to have married Kieran MacRae, an ÜberSecretary, bibliophile, avowed foodie, fur mom to Finn, Hank, and Tiger, and mother to Lake.[image: image1.png]
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