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This project traces the role of eels in English economic and cultural history 

from roughly the tenth century through the end of the seventeenth century. 

Detailing how the fish’s prevalence on the plate and in the marketplace was 

echoed in art, literature, language, and toponyms, I show that eels made up a 

critical component of medieval English cultural identity. Changes in 

demographics, climate, and land use from the fourteenth century onward 

helped shift the locus of English eel culture to London while simultaneously 

forcing an increasing reliance on imported fish. By the start of the seventeenth 

century the English in London were purchasing most of their eels live from 

Dutch merchants from their ships on the Thames. But a combination of wars 

with the Dutch and high import tariffs served finally to decouple eels from 

English identity by the end of the century, marking an effective end to the 

country’s long-held eel culture. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

A BAG OF SNAKES AND EELS 

 
Today the sixteenth-century Englishman John More (d. 1530) is mostly 

remembered for being the father of Thomas More, the humanist author of Utopia and, 

since 2000, the patron saint of statesmen and politicians. But Judge John More was 

well-known in his own time, with a reputation for having a quick wit and a knack for 

memorable turns of phrase. Several of his aphorisms enjoyed a prolonged afterlife, the 

most famous of which concerned eels. More reportedly often said that a man looking 

for a bride is in the same position as a man presented with a bag full of snakes and eels, 

at a ratio of many snakes to very few eels: he must plunge his hand into the unknown, 

hoping to grab an eel, but realizing that the odds weigh heavily against him. While he 

might get lucky, he will most probably take hold of a snake and end up bitten and 

poisoned for his efforts. John More himself seems to have never written the quotation 

down, but his son Thomas recorded it in his 1529 attack on William Tynsdale, Dialogue 

Concerning Heresies.1 The expression appeared to have quickly gained lasting cultural 

traction. The composer Thomas Whythorne, in his 1576 autobiography, recounts 

having heard the people repeating the saying when he first came to London as a young 

man, and William Camden’s 1605 Remains Concerning Britain attributes it to the elder 

 
1 Thomas More, The English Works of Sir Thomas More: Reproduced in Facsimile from William Rastell’s 
Edition of 1557:  The Dialogue Concerning Tyndale, ed. William Rastell, William Edward Campbell, and 
A. W. Reed, vol. 2 (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode Ltd., 1931), 107. 
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More.2 “Sir John More,” Camden informs us, “was wont to compare the choosing of a 

Wife unto a casual taking out, at all a very ventures, Eeles out of a bag, wherein were 

twenty snakes for an Eele.”3 The line appears in a wide range of sources from that point 

onward; More’s expression about eels, it seems, struck a chord with his countrymen. 

That eels should have any type of cultural valence probably strikes the modern 

Western reader as odd. Eels seldom make appearances in our lives, and when they do 

it is usually in an unsavory way. In 2017 slime eels made national news in the United 

States when a shipment of them overturned on a highway in Oregon, coating the 

roadbed with what the Washington Post colorfully described as “nightmare fuel.”4 

Notably, the slime eel is not a true eel; the name is instead the popular term for the 

hagfish. That the fish’s unflattering slang name is more evocative and popular than its 

actual name is telling. The two types of eel we tend to be most familiar with, the moray 

eel and the electric eel, both enjoy sinister reputations. The moray eel, with its Alien-like 

second set of pharyngeal jaws and its tendency to hunt in packs, is an aggressive 

 
2 Thomas Whythorne, The Autobiography of Thomas Whythorne, ed. James Osborn, Modern Spelling 
Edition (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), 14. It is, of course, possible that the expression 
was already in the public vernacular before More attributed it to his father, which would explain 
Whythorne’s encounter with it so soon after More published his text. For a possible genealogy of 
the expression that considers this possibility, see: Charles Clay Doyle, “Snakes and Eels:  The 
Slender Odds of Wiving Well,” Moreana 55, no. 203–204 (June 2016): 205–24. 
3 William Camden, Remains Concerning Britain, ed. John Philipot, Thomas Moule, and Mark Antony 
Lower (London: J. R. Smith, 1870), 307. 
4 Alex Horton, “Overturned Truck of ‘Slime Eels’ Transforms Oregon Road into Highway of 
Nightmares,” Washington Post, July 14, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/dr-
gridlock/wp/2017/07/14/overturned-truck-of-slime-eels-transforms-oregon-road-into-highway-of-
nightmares/?utm_term=.272997fe0c8b.  
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predator with a habit of attacking divers and swimmers.5 Morays also provide one of 

the few modern cultural touchstone for eels, in the form of the secondary villains from 

Disney’s The Little Mermaid, Flotsam and Jetsam – a cultural distinction that they share 

with the menacing “shrieking eels” from The Princess Bride.6 We also have a long-standing 

horrified cultural fascination of electric eels (also not a true eel, but instead a variety of 

knifefish), a frisson that Alexander 

von Humboldt drove into the 

Western imagination through his 

1800 account of their habit of 

lunging out of the water to kill 

horses (Fig. 1).7 That apprehension 

likely is not helped by recent studies 

showing Humboldt’s description of 

eel behavior to be essentially 

accurate.8  

 
5 Nikki Schenfeld, “‘There Was Blood Everywhere.’ Woman Describes Rare Bite by Giant Eel off 
Waikiki,” News, KHON2 News, August 3, 2018, https://www.khon2.com/news/local-news/-
there-was-blood-everywhere-woman-describes-rare-bite-by-giant-eel-off-waikiki/1343315038; 
SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment, “Morays,” SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment, accessed December 
8, 2017, https://seaworld.org/Animal-Info/Animal-Bytes/Bony-Fish/Morays. 
6 Robert Clements and John Musker, The Little Mermaid (Walt Disney Co., 1989); Rob Reiner, The 
Princess Bride (20th Century Fox, 1987). 
7 Andrea Wulf, The Invention of Nature: Alexander Von Humboldt’s New World (New York: Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group, 2016), 70–72. 
8 Kenneth C. Catania, “Power Transfer to a Human during an Electric Eel’s Shocking Leap,” Current 
Biology 27, no. 18 (2017): 2887–91. Catania’s work was picked up in more popular presses, as well. 

 
Fig. 1: "Indians Catching the Gymnatus" from Schomburgk, Sir Robert 
Hermann. Fishes of British Guiana. Vol. V, Part II. The Naturalist’s 
Library (London: Samuel Highley, 1843), frontispiece. The book’s editor 
notes that, despite coming at the front of Schomburgk’s work, the above image 
is meant to illustrate von Humbolt’s account of electric eels from a different 
volume in the series (172). 
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Even the less exotic freshwater eels that More referenced are strange and 

unsettling animals. We are, broadly speaking, uncomfortable around them – a point that 

filmmaker Gore Verbinski employed to effect in his 2016 movie A Cure for Wellness, in 

which eels played a prominent, threatening, and insidious role.9 It is a mark of the eels’ 

ability to disquiet audiences that most reviews of the film felt that, while the movie itself 

failed to horrify, the eels were a huge success.10 Eels are, in many ways, beyond our easy 

understanding, and they always have been. Their mating patterns are mysterious in a 

way that few animals can manage; in the second decade of the twenty-first century we 

still don’t know exactly how they breed and spawn. They are a fish, but they can escape 

from secure tanks and live for days at a time out of the water. They can travel distances 

across dry land, moving from one unconnected body of water to another and climbing 

around waterfalls.11 Visually, they remind us of snakes, and seeing them triggers a set of 

deep-seated neurological anxieties.12 Unlike the English of More’s time, we do not 

 
See, for example, “Electric Eels Can Jump out of the Water to Attack,” USA TODAY, accessed 
October 10, 2017, https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/nation-now/2016/06/07/electric-eels-
jump-water-attack-predators-alexander-von-humboldt-legend/85542740/. 
9 Gore Verbinski, A Cure for Wellness (20th Century Fox, 2016).  
10 See, for example: “The Eels: Best Thing about A Cure for Wellness | Horror Movie,” Horror 
Homeroom, February 23, 2017, http://www.horrorhomeroom.com/eels-best-thing-cure-wellness/. 
11 Nick Romanowski, Wetland Habitats: A Practical Guide to Restoration and Management (Collingwood: 
Csiro Publishing, 2010), 3, 113. Young eels (elvers) can scale vertical faces, using the surface tension 
that their slime creates. See: Donald Jellyman and Takaomi Arai, “Juvenile Eels: Upstream Migration 
and Habitat Use,” in Biology and Ecology of Anguillid Eels, ed. Takaomi Arai (Boca Raton, FL: CRC 
Press, 2016), 147. 
12 Jan W. Van Strien, Ingmar H. A. Franken, and Jorg Huijding, “Testing the Snake-Detection 
Hypothesis: Larger Early Posterior Negativity in Humans to Pictures of Snakes than to Pictures of 
Other Reptiles, Spiders and Slugs,” Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 8 Article 691 (2014), 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4154444/. For the origins of the snake-detection 
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usually eat much eel; they are almost non-existent in the North American diet outside 

of the unagi available on the menu of sushi restaurants.13 Our cultural distance from the 

eel finds an echo in our language, as well. Modern English has only one commonly-

used metaphor involving eels – as slick or as slippery as an eel – and it carries with it 

connotations of untrustworthiness and unease.14 There are occasional localized eel 

metaphors, though they are generally unflattering, as well. “Manhattan Eel”, for 

example, was 1980s New York City slang for a used and discarded condom floating on 

the surface of one of the city’s rivers.15 Ryan Stark, in his 2017 essay on Renaissance 

animal metaphors for bad rhetoricians, nicely sums up the modern response to the fish 

among the public and academic alike when he writes that “eels are weird” and 

“creepy.”16  

 

Understanding More in Context 

We can witness this apprehension and distaste for the eel in the scholarship 

 
hypothesis, see: Lynne A. Isbell, “Snakes as Agents of Evolutionary Change in Primate Brains,” 
Journal of Human Evolution 51, no. 1 (2006): 1–35. 
13 In 2005, the United States imported 1,547 metric tons of eels – a relatively small number by 
international standards. While this number does not differentiate between anguilla and conger, the 
heavy majority are believed to be freshwater eels. The bulk of these eels went towards unagi. See: 
Patricia Halpin, “Unagi: ‘Freshwater’ Eel. Anguilla Japonica, A. Anguilla, A. Rostrata,” Seafood Watch:  
Seafood Report (Monterey Bay Aquarium, June 21, 2007), 20. 
14 Robert Allen Palmatier, Speaking of Animals: A Dictionary of Animal Metaphors (Greenwood 
Publishing Group, 1995), 350. To underscore the metaphor’s negative tones, Palmatier notes that 
eels are hard to pin down “like a politician.”  
15 Barbara Ann Kipfer and Robert L. Chapman, eds., “Manhattan Eel,” in Dictionary of American Slang 
(New York: HarperCollins, 2007). 
16 Ryan J. Stark, “Cuttlefish Rhetoric,” Rhetorica: A Journal of the History of Rhetoric 35, no. 1 (2017): 57.  
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surrounding John More’s saying. Almost every modern reading of the expression, 

grounded in a very modern view of eels, understands More’s comparison of women to 

snakes and eels to be a wholly demeaning one.17 Even a successful marriage, it appears 

to say, only yields the husband a slimy, creepy eel. This interpretation has proven useful 

to the dominant historiography around Thomas More that writes him as a bullying and 

hateful husband.18 John More’s eels appear to give historians a happy pathway to project 

the sins of the son backwards onto the father, making the younger More’s habits a 

family trait. But recent interpretations of Thomas More’s relationship with his wives 

and children argue that his misogyny may be as much an artifact of historians as of 

history.19 And a re-consideration of the aphorism – one that moves beyond the modern 

reading of eels as inherently negative – buoys this reading. John More’s saying is more 

nuanced than its readers such as Marius have allowed. The connection drawn between 

snakes on the one hand, and women and the marriage market on the other, clearly caries 

negative meaning. However, an examination of Thomas More’s use of his father’s 

 
17 See, for example: James McConica, Thomas More: A Short Biography (London: H.M. Stationery Off., 
1977), 3–4; William Saffady, “The Effects of Childhood Bereavement and Parental Remarriage in 
Sixteenth-Century England: The Case of Thomas More,” History of Childhood Quarterly; New York 1, 
no. 2 (Fall 1973): 322; Richard Marius, Thomas More (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 9; Peter 
Ackroyd, The Life of Thomas More (New York: Nan A. Talese, 1998), 12. This is the purpose to which 
Hilary Mantel also puts the quote in Wolf Hall. See: Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall: A Novel (London: 
Fourth Estate, 2009), 123. 
18 Richard Marius’s magisterial 1984 biography, Thomas More, crystallized this reading of the man, and 
Hilary Mantel buttressed it in the influential historical novel, Wolf Hall. 
19 J. A Guy, Thomas More (London: Arnold, 2000), 63–80; Louis Karlin, “What Bolt Got Right and 
What Mantel Got Wrong,” in Thomas More: Why Patron of Statesmen?, ed. Travis Curtright (Lanham, 
MD: Lexington Books, 2015), 166–67. 
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expression, in context, suggests that he meant the comparison with eels to be 

complimentary.  

The quip about the eels and snakes comes in a section of More’s Dialogue where 

he is attempting to convince the visiting messenger that where Scripture and Church 

doctrine differ, the correct choice is to side with the Church. More pushes the 

messenger to describe how he would choose between contradictory points of Scripture. 

When questioned on how he might attempt to resolve the dominant doctrinal conflicts 

at play during the Arian heresy, the messenger eventually replies that he would first pray 

to God for aid and then draw lots, as the apostles did when replacing Judas. More replies 

that lots are a fine solution, “in the choice of such two things as be both so good that 

we be likely to choose well enough whithersoever we take.”20 But, he continues, 

if ye were in the case that I have heard my father merrily say every man is 
at the choice of his wife—that ye should put your hand into a blind bag 
full of snakes and eels together, seven snakes for one eel—ye would, I 
ween, reckon it a perilous choice to take up one at adventure though ye 
had made your special prayer to speed well. Nor ye ought not in such case 
to adventure it upon your prayer and trust in God without necessity.21 
 

The theological claim here is evident: randomly grabbing at Scripture is a dangerous 

game and should not be undertaken lightly. But the message regarding women is 

somewhat less obvious. Clearly marriage is a dangerous game as well, fraught with peril 

 
20 Thomas More, A Dialogue Concerning Heresies, ed. Thomas Lawler, Richard Marius, and Germain 
Marc’hadour, vol. 6, The Complete Works of St. Thomas More (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1981), 158. 
21 More, 6:158. 
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and hidden outcomes. And picking the wrong bride is a poisonous proposition. The 

lines of symbolism here connecting women to the wickedness of snakes, with their 

Biblical implications and pagan histories, underlie the more obvious physical dangers 

inherent in the endeavor. But modern readers have missed that More establishes his 

hypothetical situation with the explicit understanding that there are good choices to be 

had. They may be hard to find, but positive outcomes clearly exist amongst the tangle 

of intrinsically bad ones. The eels represent the proper and preferred way forward (even 

if you would not want to have to trust to God to deliver one into your hand). Rather 

than being solely a condemnation of marriage, More’s use of his father’s expression also 

reflects an appreciation of the eel. 

There is some room here to argue that More’s saying, even though it places a 

high value on the eel, is still misogynistic. More could have been calling back to a lesson 

that the fourth-century church father Ambrose of Milan offered in his Hexameron, when 

he wrote in passing about the propagation of what he called “sea eels” (muraenae 

maritimae). Ambrose relayed the ancient belief that female muraenae would mate with 

serpents, who slithered down to the beach and called them with hissing.22 Ambrose uses 

the story to talk about the treachery of unfaithful husbands (the venomous serpents) 

and the patient duty of wives (the muraenae) who should each obey her husband’s beck 

 
22 Caroli Schenkl, ed., S. Ambrosii Opera: Pars I: Exameron; De Paradiso; De Cain et Abel; De Noe; De 
Abraham; De Isaac; de Bono Mortis, vol. XXXII, Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 
(Pague, Vienna, Leipzig: Tempsky and Freytag, 1866), 5: 18: 153. 
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and call, regardless of his savagery, infidelity, drunkenness, and cruelty.23 The word 

muraena has multiple meanings, and Ambrose is likely talking here about lampreys (or 

possibly morays), rather than the freshwater fish that More describes. However, those 

distinctions get confused in the Middle Ages and it would have been conceivable – 

albeit unlikely – for Thomas More to have mistaken Ambrose’s meaning.24 If he did, 

then it is possible that his bag of snakes and eels relies on the saint’s lesson to explain 

that there is a one-in-eight chance of winning a wife who will passively put up with a 

drunken boor of a husband. This interpretation, while less kind to More, still shows 

him setting eels in a positive light. Regardless of how we understand and assess More’s 

feelings towards women, it seems clear that he understood that coming away with an 

eel, rather than a snake, counted as a success.  

 

A Culture of Eels 

More’s attitude towards the fish stands on clearly different footing than those of 

his present-day readers. Faced with a blind bag of slithering, serpentine creatures, 

modern Americans or Europeans would, like Ryan Stark, probably be at least as 

unhappy with an eel in hand as with one of the snakes. But John More lived in different 

times. The England that he knew had a long, complicated, and continuing connection 

with eels. Their island home was a natural haven for the fish: warmed by the Gulf 

 
23 Schenkl, XXXII:153. 
24 For more on this confusion, on the part of both medieval and modern authors, see Chapter One. 
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Stream, threaded with waterways, 

and pockmarked by low-lying 

swampland, England offered some 

of the best eel habitat in Europe. 

Millions of the fish swam in the 

country’s river and streams as late 

as the mid-twentieth century, and 

in the early medieval period those 

numbers were even higher.25 The 

fish were everywhere, and from at 

least the Roman occupation 

onward people living in England ate them in prodigious quantities. Through the tenth 

century eels were far-and-away the most eaten freshwater fish in Britain, and from that 

point onward they were second only to herring. Other lands had eels, and other peoples 

ate them, but not at the same rate as the English (See. Fig. 2 for a map of eel remains 

at European and African archeological sites from roughly the late antique period 

through the High Middle Ages).26 In England the fish were a commonplace feature of 

 
25 In a discussion of the North Sea flood of 1953, travel-writer Jules Pretty recounts that clean-up 
efforts in communities along the Thames were greatly hindered by the millions of eels that had 
washed up over the dykes and storm walls. There were so many fish that they kept clogging the 
pipes and hoses of the fire brigades who were trying to pump out the sea water. See: Jules Pretty, The 
Luminous Coast: Walking England’s Eastern Edge (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2011), 52. 
26 Map/figure key: “Three sizes of red dots present fraction of eel remains among the total fish 
remains at <1%, 1–10%, and >10%, where ⩾50 identified fish remains have been reported. The 

 
Fig. 2: Distribution of eel remains at archeological sites in Europe, Africa, 
and the Near East, circa 950 CE ±500 years. From Kettle, A.J., D. 
Heinrich, N. Benecke, and A. Locker. 2008. “Past Distributions of the 
European Freshwater Eel from Archaeological and Palaeontological 
Evidence.” Quaternary Science Reviews 27: 1315, Fig. 1. Used with 
permission of Elsevier. 
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the diet that cut across class lines; while today in Britain eels are considered a lower-

class food, in earlier times everyone from kings to peasants enjoyed eating the fish.  This 

had been true in the Saxon kingdoms of the tenth century, it was true in More’s day, 

and it remained true through the end of the seventeenth century. For much of their 

history, the English have been an eel people. 

For all of this physical and dietary history with the fish, however, the place of 

eels in England’s cultural and economic history has gone largely unstudied. There are 

only a small handful of full-length monographs that look at the cultural interactions 

between people and the fish, and none of them focus wholly on England. The earliest, 

Christopher Moriarty’s Eels: A Natural and Unnatural History, includes a short early 

chapter on eel lore in the British Islands.27 Petra Van Dam’s 1998 book on ecological 

transformation in medieval Holland pays significant attention to the place of eels in that 

land’s history and economy, and touches on England in the process.28 Tom Fort’s 2002 

The Book of Eels offers a broad study of the fish that included bits of English eel history 

throughout.29 Richard Schweid published a similar book in the same year, though his 

 
blue dots show the presence of eel in archaeological fish assemblages, whose numbers have not been 
quantified exactly or which comprise <50 identified fish remains.” A.J. Kettle et al., “Past 
Distributions of the European Freshwater Eel from Archaeological and Palaeontological Evidence,” 
Quaternary Science Reviews 27 (2008): 1315, Fig. 1 caption. 
27 Christopher Moriarty, Eels: A Natural and Unnatural History (London: David & Charles, 1978), 20–
27. 
28 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, Vissen in veenmeren: de sluisvisserij op aal tussen Haarlem en Amsterdam en de 
ecologische transformatie in Rijnland 1440-1530 (Hilversum: Historische Vereniging Holland : Uitgeverij 
Verloren, 1998). 
29 Tom Fort, The Book of Eels (London: HarperCollins, 2002). 
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Consider the Eel deals less with history and instead focuses more on the present day. More 

recently, James Prosek’s Eels has broadened the discussion of eels and cultural meaning 

by looking seriously at eels in the Pacific, but his book focuses almost no attention on 

England, and even less on its history with the fish.30 An edited collection from 2014 

titled Eels and Humans features a number of fairly short essays that each examine a 

different culture’s relationship with the fish, and includes a chapter on “Eels and People 

in the United Kingdom” written by David Righton and Mandy Roberts.31 This 

essentially exhausts the list of book-length studies that examine the intersections 

between eels and human cultures. 

Notably, most of these authors are not historians by trade or training. Moriarty 

wrote primarily from first-hand experience and second-hand accounts picked up during 

a career in the Irish Fishery Service. Fort, Schweid, and Prosek are all journalists, and 

each with an interest in telling eels’ story rather than a people’s history with the fish. All 

three give the deep history of their topics a very surface-level treatment, and appear to 

have done little historical research on their own. They frequently pass off myth as fact, 

and occasionally they badly misread historical documents. The authors in Eels and 

Humans – including Righton and Robert – are almost all biologists or associates of 

 
30 James Prosek, Eels: An Exploration, from New Zealand to the Sargasso, of the World’s Most Mysterious Fish 
(New York: Harper Collins, 2010). 
31 David Righton and Mandy Roberts, “Eels and People in the United Kingdom,” in Eels and 
Humans, ed. Katsumi Tsukamoto and Mari Kuroki, Humanity and the Sea (Tokyo: Springer Japan, 
2014), 1–12, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-4-431-54529-3_1. 
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scientific foundations. Their historical work, like that of Fort and the others, offers a 

light treatment with little original research. Of these authors only Van Dam is an 

established historian, and hers is the only of the books grounded in archival research. 

It is deeply informative about the Dutch economy and its eels, and where those two 

combined to support a long-term eel trade between Holland and England. Van Dam’s 

work offers useful context for the story of eels in England in the later medieval period, 

but does not, itself, tell that story. 

In addition to these monographs there is a sprinkling of articles and book 

chapters that touch on related topics. Van Dam has written several additional articles 

about the Dutch eel trade, and Vanessa Harding wrote on the same topic in her 1995 

essay, “Cross-channel Trade and Cultural Contacts.”32 Willem Dekker, a leading eel 

scientist, has lately turned his attention to the archives to get a sense for historic patterns 

of fishing and consumption.33 Dekker’s work, however, has focused primarily on the 

history of eel fishing and consumption in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Outside of the work of these few scholars, very little has been written on the role of 

 
32 Vanessa Harding, “Cross-Channel Trade and Cultural Contacts,” in England and the Low Countries in 
the Late Middle Ages, ed. Caroline M. Barron and Nigel Saul (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), 
153–68; Petra J. E. M. van Dam, “Sinking Peat Bogs: Environmental Change Holland, 1350-1550,” 
Environmental History 6, no. 1 (2001): 32–45, https://doi.org/10.2307/3985230; Petra J. E. M. van 
Dam, “Eel Fishing in Holland: The Transition to the Early Modern Economy,” International Journal of 
Maritime History 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2003): 163–75. 
33 Willem Dekker and Laurent Beaulaton, “Climbing Back up What Slippery Slope? Dynamics of the 
European Eel Stock and Its Management in Historical Perspective,” ICES Journal of Marine Science, 
2016, 73, no. 1 (2016): 5–13; Willem Dekker, “The History of Commercial Fisheries for European 
Eel Commenced Only a Century Ago,” Fisheries Management and Ecology, 2018, 1–14. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Introduction 
 

 14 

eels in cultural or economic history, in England or otherwise. There is a further 

substantial body of academic research on the fish, but almost all of it is scientific, and 

much of it related to unravelling the mysteries of eels’ migration and mating patterns. 

 This is not to say that eels do not show up in scholarship on medieval and early 

Modern England; in fact, they do with some frequency. Archeologists have consistently 

reported eel skeletons as among the most common found in domestic waste sites. 

Historians have long known that in the post-Conquest period many English people 

paid property rents in eels, and that the fish were an important part of monastic diets. 

Literary scholars and art historians have commented, usually in passing, on the presence 

of eels in specific texts and images. However, in all of these areas writers have tended 

to address the role of eels only as it appears in their own particular veins of study, and 

then most often only briefly. Generally, they will acknowledge that the fish were an 

important part of the English diet, highlight the aspect of the fish that pertains to their 

work, and then move on. The eels, where they show up in monographs and articles, 

tend to be tightly siloed by the constraints of authorial interest and disciplinary focus. 

No current scholarship exists that sets the various strands of evidence alongside each 

other, or that considers them over the longue durée.  

But doing so proves fruitful, and is, in fact, the project of this study. Taking an 

intentionally cross-disciplinary and temporally wide approach to the topic of eels in 

English history shows a deep cultural connection between the people and their fish. 

For at least a thousand years eels were an immensely important part of the English way 
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of life. They provided a dietary staple, both because of their native abundance and 

because eels were a permitted food during Lent and the other Church holidays that 

proscribed the eating of meat. They had a role in folk medicine as a curative for all 

number of ills, and demanded a spot on the apothecary’s shelf in early Modern London. 

Eels were sought-after all across the land, and as such they were widely traded. The fish 

moved through local and regional economies from very early on, with fishermen taking 

their catch to market and fish traders hauling larger quantities between cities. These 

merchants would have shared the road with villagers on the way to pay their yearly in-

kind eel-rents. In early medieval England the fish often stood in as a de facto currency, 

with landholders taking taxes and paying debts in eels rather than coin. Hundreds of 

thousands of eels passed along early English roadways every year as taxes, with untold 

numbers more traveling as trade goods. Renders of the fish gradually gave way to 

monetary rental payments, but the eel-rent system remained vibrant into the fourteenth 

century, when combinations of natural disasters and demographic shifts brought a 

number of changes in England’s eel economies. Even then, though, these in-kind 

payments remained a part of the country’s economic structure through the 1500s. 

Everywhere you went in medieval England, people were fishing, eating, and trading 

eels. When Thomas More related his father’s saying, he was writing to a population 

which would have appreciated the victory in safely pulling a delicious eel out of a sack 

of snakes. 

This ubiquitous presence at the market stall and on the plate had cultural effects 
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that rippled out broadly, and the English wrote the fish into their country’s identity. 

The Venerable Bede included eels in the initial descriptions of Britain in his Historia 

Ecclesiastica, and the chroniclers and geographers who followed him took after his 

example, identifying the land with its eels. More day-to-day interactions between people 

and their environment produced similar connections, and we can see traces of this still 

in the humanized landscape, where eels appear in the names of towns, fisheries, and 

river crossings. The people, too, identified themselves with the fish, taking eels for their 

names and images of the fish for family sigils. Importantly, eels represented not only 

England, or the individual English, but also a kind of Englishness. At a time when foods 

often marked divisions between classes and callings, everyone ate eels. Peasants and 

kings, landlords and the landless, hermits and bishops – across civil registers and along 

the whole spectrum of medieval and early Modern English society, the dietary 

preference for eels connected the country’s residents as a people. 

These ties between the fish, the people, and the land manifested in a surprising 

range of cultural artifacts. Eels appear as symbolic imagery in artwork, including the 

Bayeux Tapestry, where they frequently stand for Englishness. They show up in 

literature, beginning with Bede and running through Shakespeare, who used eels in his 

writing more than any other fish. Eels supplied the materials for a wide range of 

metaphors and similes; the English used them in figurative language to speak not only 

to slipperiness, but also to issues of religion, politics, sex, and physical morphology. 

Their metaphors had a grounding in lived experience with the fish, and were an 
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extension of the more personal metaphors that bound identity to eels. This stayed true 

throughout the medieval period, and through the end of the seventeenth century.  

During this long stretch of time, eels played a consistent role in English culture and 

history; not a dominant role, but a persistent – and unrecognized – one. 

But where did it go? If, as this study argues, England had a well-established eel 

culture, how has it vanished so completely that modern scholars can confidently 

describe the fish as creepy, or not consider the valences of metaphorical turns of 

phrase? The answer to this, I believe, lies wrapped up in a complicated history that ties 

together issues of climate, changing land use, demographic shifts, the growth of London 

as a major city, and the development of an international eel trade. Colder temperatures 

across the country in the fourteenth century, combined with dramatic drops in 

population due to plague, meant that the English were catching fewer fish than they 

had previously. These changes came along with major changes in land use and dietary 

patterns, and the period saw a sharp decline in the use of eels as an in-kind rent. At the 

same time people began increasingly to move from the countryside to London and 

other cities, expanding the urban demand for fish beyond the capacity of local ecologies. 

In the later part of the century Dutch merchants stepped in to meet the need, selling 

their own excess eel catch across the Channel. Over the next several centuries this 

process accelerated, with London especially becoming both a hub of population growth 

and eel consumption. Enclosure pushed more and more people out of rural villages and 

into London, and as the years passed, England’s eel culture began to center on the 
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capital. 

As the city grew, however, its reliance on foreign merchants to supply its eels 

mounted as well. In the fifteenth century the Dutch shifted from trading mostly salted 

or smoked eels to trafficking primarily in live fish, carried from Holland to London in 

the hulls of waterships. Over the sixteenth century the Dutch eel merchants essentially 

cornered the market on eel in London, and became such a fixture in the city that their 

ships began to appear on maps and in descriptions of the capital. The city’s eel 

consumption, which supported the other manifestations of the fish in popular and 

artistic culture, had come to rely on a foreign source. When tensions between England 

and Holland increased over the early 1600s, the eel ships became a point of contention. 

And when that tension spilled over into outright warfare in the second half of the 

century, King Charles II and Parliament banned the ships from the Thames, and 

prohibited Englishmen from buying Dutch eels. For fifteen years, from 1666 through 

1680, the Dutch eel ships stayed away from London, and the capital lacked for the fish. 

Parliament eventually relented to public pressure and let the ships return, and the Dutch 

went back to selling eels to a hungry capital. But the period of their exile appears to 

have broken English eel culture. A generation of Londoners grew up without having 

eels as part of their everyday lives. From this point onward the fish all but disappeared 

from language, literature, and art. Moreover, in the absence of eels, England’s well-to-

do moved on in their dietary preferences. The fish developed a reputation as a lower-

class food, and even though the wealthy still ate eels on occasion, they ceased to be a 
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dietary commonplace that connected people across social strata. The Dutch ships 

stayed on the Thames selling live eels until 1938, but the fish never regained their 

traditional importance. If the fourteenth century marked one set of major changes in 

the English relationship with eels, the fifteen years gap between 1666 and 1680 

decoupled the fish from English identity, and brought to an end the long history of 

English eel culture. 

 

Why It Matters 

 Eels are an unusual topic for a long focused piece of historical inquiry. As noted 

above, very few writers have spent time on the fish, and even fewer have given them 

serious scholarly attention. We do not engage with eels much at all in our day-to-day 

lives, and so we tend not to consider them when we think on the past: they stay out of 

sight and out of mind. But this history of eels in England intersects with a broad range 

of ongoing scholarly interests. It connects with recent work in the field of animal 

studies, paying heed both to the fish in their own right and to the ways that eels have 

contributed to changes and developments in human society.  This story has a 

contribution to make to ecological historiography as well. The story of eels in England 

tracks closely with histories of land drainage and flooding in England and Holland, and 

changes in the country’s relationship with eels were driven in part by shifts in climate 

and temperature. Perhaps most notably, though, recounting the history of eels in 

England adds substantially to our understanding of the ways that the country’s people 
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built their sense of identity, and sheds new light on the connections between food, 

trade, and early modern state formation. 

 Questions surrounding identity are common drivers of research on English 

history in almost all eras. The issue underlies a wide range of scholarship by medievalists 

that includes work on the Bede’s construction of England, the importance of early law 

codes in building coherent identities, the relationships between the Norman conquerors 

and their new subjects, the complicated loyalties of the Hundred Years War, as well as 

work on the unifying elements of language and faith. Much of the work on early Modern 

England circles these kinds of questions as well, with studies focused on constructions 

of gender, class, and racial identity seeking to better understand how the English 

thought about themselves in an era of rapid social, political, and economic change. And 

arguments about the ways that these forms of identity manifested themselves as the 

country transitioned from a medieval state to a modern nation have bearing in the study 

of Europe’s recent past, and even have a place in today’s political arguments. The 

impulse to trace the foundations of contemporary nationalism into the deep past – to 

validate our communal history by finding its roots in medieval or classical examples – 

has driven much twentieth-century demagoguery and has kept a host of scholars 

employed on both sides of the debate. Investigations of how medieval and early modern 

English people conceived of themselves comprise a lively, and broad field. 

 But many of these veins of research do not talk to each other. While scholars like 

Christopher Woolgar, Ann Hagen, or Allen Frantzen have written about medieval 
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connections between food and identity, this kind of work has had little impact on 

studies of food or material culture in early Modern London.34 And those projects have 

had little bearing on works such as Richard Helgerson’s Forms of Nationhood that looks 

to political valences of emerging national character, Nina Levine’s study of Elizabethan 

drama in building a London civic identity, or Annabel Brett’s Changes of State that discuss 

the relationship between changing corporate identity and nature. The history of the 

English people’s relationship with eels bridges together and expands many of those 

conversations. The fish weave through a strikingly wide swath of the country’s cultural 

history, playing a consistent role in the people’s sense of self and community. Eels 

provided a piece of connective tissue even before language or faith connected the 

people of Britain, and they acted as a touchstone of Englishness throughout the 

medieval period. Their cultural and dietary importance helped push the transitions from 

localized medieval economies to later systems tied to national and international 

considerations. English eel culture eventually faded before the rising specter of early 

nationalism, and it was the conflicts and demands of early Modern states that brought 

about its eventual end. But for much of England’s history the fish fed the rich, the poor, 

and everyone in between. It was an English fish, and the English invested a sense of 

identity in the fish that influenced social, political, commercial, and artistic production 

 
34 See, for example: Ann Hagen, Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink: Production, Processing, Distribution and 
Consumption (Norfolk, England: Anglo-Saxon Books, 2006); Allen J. Frantzen, Food, Eating and Identity 
in Early Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 2014); C. M. Woolgar, The Culture of 
Food in England, 1200-1500 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2016). 
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for a thousand years. By examining these elements – by helping us to see all the eels – 

this project connects divergent lines of historical inquiry, and gives historians a new 

window for thinking about the growth of English identity and nationalism. 

There is a more immediate, and less academic, way in which this study matters. 

As I laid out at the start of this chapter, modern Europeans and Americans generally 

have little to do with the eels, and so we generally give them little heed. But this is a 

mistake; we need to pay attention to eels, for they currently face existential threats on a 

number of fronts. Populations of European eels have been in sharp decline since the 

1980s, and at this point they are a critically endangered species.35 There are a number 

of factors to be blamed: predation and invasive parasites have taken their toll, climate 

change may again be negatively impacting them, and their habitats are being increasingly 

drained and polluted. Wide-spread damming of rivers in Europe and North America 

has closed off much of their remaining natural habitat; while eels could easily manage 

medieval mill, dams modern hydro-electric facilities have proven all-but impassable to 

them.36 Overfishing has contributed to their decline as well, most notably illegal fishing 

for juveniles. Elvers remain a popular part of the diet in Japan, China, and other Asian 

 
35 D. Jacoby and M. Gollock, “European Eel: Anguilla Anguilla. The IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species” (International Union for Conservation of Nature, 2014), 
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/60344/45833138. 
36 A. James Kettle, L. Asbjørn Vøllestad, and Joanna Wibig, “Where Once the Eel and the Elephant 
Were Together: Decline of the European Eel Because of Changing Hydrology in Southwest Europe 
and Northwest Africa?,” Fish and Fisheries 12, no. 4 (2011): 380–411, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-2979.2010.00400.x; Miguel Clavero and Virgilio Hermoso, 
“Historical Data to Plan the Recovery of the European Eel,” Journal of Applied Ecology 52, no. 4 
(August 2015): 960–68, https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2664.12446. 
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countries, and there are vibrant networks of international smugglers taking the fish out 

of Europe. In fact, European eels are thought to be the most heavily illegally trafficked 

animal in the world, both in terms of value and quantity.37 Europol and Britain’s 

National Wildlife Crimes Unit believe that almost a quarter of the juvenile eels that 

enter European waters – an estimated 300 million fish – are captured and smuggled to 

Asian markets each year in a trade valued at almost €3 billion.38 This clandestine 

trafficking badly compounds the other issues facing the species. In many ways, the fate 

of the European eel hangs in the balance at the present moment. 

And we should care about what happens to them. Eels, in their large numbers, 

have long been vital components of stream ecologies and riverine food networks. They 

are a bellwether fish, acting as indicators of the general health of both river systems and 

broader environments.39 That said, it has long been a struggle for environmentalists to 

 
37 “Quantifying the Illegal Trade in European Glass Eels (Anguilla Anguilla): Evidences and 
Indicators” (Sustainable Eel Group, January 2018), https://www.sustainableeelgroup.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/SEG-Report-2018-1-V1-1.pdf; Patrick Galey and Mannon Billing, “Eel 
Trafficking in the EU, the World’s ‘Biggest Wildlife Crime,’” Agence Franc- Presse, November 20, 
2018, https://www.yahoo.com/news/eel-trafficking-eu-worlds-biggest-wildlife-crime-
150540875.html; Richard Cuthbertson, “Inside the Secret, Million-Dollar World of Baby Eel 
Trafficking,” CBC News, June 25, 2019, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/baby-eels-
poaching-trafficking-nova-scotia-1.5183556. 
38 “NWCU and Europol Meet to Combat Illegal Trade in Eels,” Press Release, UK National Wildlife 
Crimes Unit, accessed June 24, 2019, https://www.nwcu.police.uk/news/nwcu-police-press-
releases/nwcu-and-europol-meet-to-combat-illegal-trade-in-eels/. 
39 R Macgregor et al., “Natural Heritage, Anthropogenic Impacts, and Biological Issues Related to 
the Status and Sustainable Management of American Eel: A Retrospective Analysis and 
Management Perspective at the Population Level,” American Fisheries Society Symposium 69 (August 1, 
2009): 713–40; Hannah Hoag, “Eels on Slippery Slope,” The Globe and Mail, April 25, 2018, sec. 
Science, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/technology/science/eels-on-slippery-
slope/article1073171/. 
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rally public support behind the plight of the eel. They are neither cuddly nor majestic; 

indeed, as Ryan Stark’s quotation at the start of this chapter laid out so eloquently, 

Europeans and Americans find eels to be creepy and weird. Current ecological thinking 

argues that, counterintuitively, the best way to save eels is for us to eat them. The idea 

is that eels have fallen below our cultural radar because they do not form a part of our 

daily lives, and conservationists believe that making sustainably sourced eels a more 

regular part of the Western diet is a necessary part of re-engaging people with the fish.40  

By the same token, paying attention to our extensive collective past with the 

fish also serves to reconnect us to them. Eels have intertwined with European history 

for thousands of years. The ancient Greeks and Romans praised them in poetry, and 

medieval Europeans ate the fish with happy regularity. Eels became enmeshed in the 

cultures of many European peoples, likely none more so than the English, who took 

eels into their art and language, as well as their sense of landscape and identity. The 

fish formed an integral part of regional English trading patterns throughout the 

Middle Ages, and later tied the country to the Continent through a robust and 

consistent traffic. They formed part of the economic and urban landscape in London 

for centuries. Undeniably, the English have a long cultural history with the fish. 

Learning that story – bringing eels back into our historical vision – helps to redraw 

 
40 “Sustainable Eel Group | SEG Positions,” Sustainable Eel Group, June 6, 2018, 
https://www.sustainableeelgroup.org/seg-positions/; Bram Esser, “The Only Way to Preserve Eels 
Is to Eat Them All,” Vice, February 19, 2018, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/53jknd/the-
only-way-to-preserve-eels-is-to-eat-them-all. 
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the bounds of our current relationship with them, and encourages us to make eels not 

only a part of our past, but a part of our future.   

 



26 

CHAPTER 1 

EELS AND ENGLAND THROUGH THE TENTH CENTURY 

 
 If you walk into the Tesco Supermarket in Hammersmith, in West London, you 

can find eel. There probably won’t be any at the fresh fish counter, but you can find 

them stocked on one of the refrigerated the shelves (see Fig. 3): Bradley’s Jellied Eels, 

ready to go in a single serving-sized plastic cup. Perfect for a quick snack but – as the 

printed warning on the peel-back lid tells you – unsuitable for home freezing. These 

miniature pots of jellied eels have become increasingly popular over the last decade; the 

economic turndown in 2008 encouraged 

Londoners to look for cheap alternative foods, 

and many of them settled on eels. In 2013 

Bradley’s reported shipping 15,000 of these eel 

pots a week to British retailers, selling a total of 

about 140 tonnes of the fish per year.1 

But this is still a relatively small number of 

eels; the English in earlier centuries ate copious 

numbers of the fish. In the nineteenth century the 

 
1 Jamie Doward and Amy Noss, “Britain Falls for the Joy of Jellied Eels,” The Observer, November 9, 
2013, sec. Food, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2013/nov/09/jellied-eels-cockney-
tesco-food. 

 
 
Fig. 3: Jellied eels at the Hammersmith 
Tesco. Photo by David Burridge, 2020. 
Used with permission. 
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city of London alone imported more than 740 tonnes of eels annually.2 And in the 

centuries before that the fish were everywhere, forming an important part of the 

country’s diet and culture. We have seen that this was the case for John More in the 

sixteenth century, and English eel-culture was old in his day. The fish appear in written 

texts going back at least to Bede’s eight-century Historia Ecclesiastica, and eel-eating in 

Britain is at least as old as the Roman invasion. It is possible that England owes its long 

history of eel consumption to the Romans, and it certainly owes a cultural debt to the 

Mediterranean love of the fish. The eels on the shelf at Tesco are vestiges of a long 

tradition that stretches back to Rome, and to Greece before that. And to understand 

England’s medieval eel-culture we have to start there, too. 

 
Anguillae, Murenae, and Lampredae 

It is worth taking a moment, before truly diving into this story, to make clear 

what type of eel we are talking about, and to distinguish between the three most 

common types of eels that appear in the historical record. Europe and its waters play 

host to several different varieties of eel, and most of them have, at some point, been 

part of European dietary cultures. The first, and the least important to the English, is 

the Mediterranean moray eel – the Muraena helena. A delicacy amongst the Romans, the 

morays’ range does not extend as far north as England, and they have little bearing on 

 
2 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor: A Cyclopaedia of the Condition and Earnings of Those 
That Will Work, Those That Cannot Work, and Those That Will Not Work, Vol. I (London: G. Woodfall, 
1851), 63. 
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our story. More important in England was the European conger eel, Conger conger. The 

largest species of eel in the world, the marine conger swims in most European pelagic 

waters. Adult congers average about two meters in length, and weigh between 100 and 

200 lbs.3 Coastal communities ate and traded conger eels throughout the Middle Ages 

and beyond. Far more important to the English, however was the European eel, the 

Anguilla anguilla.4 Anguillae form a significant part of European freshwater ecological 

systems, accounting for as much as 50% of total fish biomass in the downstream 

reaches of river systems and estuaries on the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts.5 These 

are the eels that weave in and out of England’s economic, gastronomical, and cultural 

history, and, as such, are the primary focus of this work. 

Importantly, these terms for different types of eels get somewhat confused, both 

in original texts and by later translators. Writers from the classical period through the 

Middle Ages were often imprecise in their word choice when it came to the fish. It 

seems clear that when anguilla appears in a text it means freshwater eels specifically, but 

muraena, or murena, is a much more problematic word. Besides referring to moray eels, 

muraena also serves both as a generic term for eel broadly, and as the classical Latin word 

for lamprey – an issue that likely contributed to the eventual creation of the medieval 

 
3 Maurice Burton and Robert Burton, “Conger Eel,” in International Wildlife Encyclopedia: Chickaree - 
Crabs (Tarrytown, NY: Marshall Cavendish, 2002), 521–22. 
4 For the remainder of this work, “eel” refers to the European eel, unless otherwise noted. 
5 E. Feunteun et al., “Commercially Important Catadromous Fish,” in Fisheries and Aquaculture - 
Volume III, ed. Patrick Safran (Oxford: EOLSS Publications, 2009), 72; “High Priority SGCN 
Freshwater Fish: American Eel” (New York Department of Environmental Conservation), accessed 
April 11, 2020, https://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/wildlife_pdf/hpsgcnfreshfish.pdf. 
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Latin word lampreda.6 This confusion is not helped by the fact that writers, and especially 

medieval writers, often used these words interchangeably. A prime example of this 

problem appears in the notes of a physician to the fourteenth-century Scottish 

monarch, Robert the Bruce, who wrote that the king consistently put his health at risk 

by eating “eels [murenae], which are by nature like lampreys [lampreda]” (murenae que 

eiusdem nature est cum lampreda).7 Translators have generally had to guess by context which 

fish an author means at any given place, and there are instances when the received 

translation of lamprey for muraena may in fact be wrong, and the writer instead meant 

eels. This confusion is made even cloudier by the ubiquity of anguilla in European 

waters: the eels have a range that covers almost all of Europe, including the 

Mediterranean.  

Eels breed in the open ocean – likely in the calm blue waters of the Sargasso Sea 

– before migrating to the continent in a journey that takes between one and three years. 

They float on oceanic currents, making landfall in huge numbers all along European 

coasts as small (10 cm or shorter) transparent fish called elvers, or glass eels. Once river 

waters become warm enough the elvers head upriver looking for a place to settle.8 Once 

they find a suitable home they can stay for more than a decade, some attaining weights 

 
6 Even this is not proof against misunderstanding; the editors of the Rolls Series books consistently 
translate lampredis as eels in their indexes. 
7 Caroline Proctor, “Physician to the Bruce: Maino De Maineri in Scotland,” The Scottish Historical 
Review 86, no. 221 (2007): 17. 
8 Donald Jellyman and Takaomi Arai, “Juvenile Eels: Upstream Migration and Habitat Use,” in 
Biology and Ecology of Anguillid Eels, ed. Takaomi Arai (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, 2016), 147. 
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of 10 lbs. or more.9 At this stage, due their coloring, they are called yellow eels. Near 

the end of their lives they turn from yellow-brown to silver as they prepare to head back 

downstream to the ocean, and eventually back to the Sargasso Sea, where they mate and 

die. The migration is largely seasonal, with the major upstream migration occurring in 

the late winter and early spring, and the downstream migration happening in the early 

autumn.10 Britain had more than its fair share of eels. The island boasts large swampy 

regions that eels favor for habitats, and the land is cut by numerous riverways that open 

up the whole hinterland to the fish. Every spring millions of glass eels would surge up 

the Thames, the Severn, the Ouse, the Trent, and other rivers. And each fall the fat 

silver eels retraced these pathways on their way back to the sea. The English fished for 

eels throughout the year, catching elvers and silver eels during their migration seasons, 

and hunting for yellow eels in ponds, fens, and streams throughout the rest of year.  

 

Greek and Roman Influences 

The history of eel consumption in Britain is at least as old as the Roman 

 
9 Most eels never reach that size; recent studies of eels in Britain show much smaller average sizes of 
1-2 lbs. See: C. Boulenger et al., “Length–Weight Relationships of the Silver European Eel, Anguilla 
Anguilla (Linnaeus, 1758), across Its Geographic Range,” Journal of Applied Ichthyology 31, no. 2 
(2015): 429–30.  For a fisherman’s discussion of eel weights and sizes, see: John Sidley, Eels (Henlow 
Camp, Bedfordshire, England: Beekay Publishers, 1990), passim. 
10 This process occurs in North America too with American Eels. The two species are genetically 
distinct, and one of the mysteries about eels is how the larval fish know which direction to turn. 
Interestingly, there is a sub-species that appears to be a genetic mix of European and American eels, 
and which winds up in Iceland – essentially splitting the difference between their genetic directional 
imperatives. 
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occupation. Archeozoologist Alison Locker reports that excavations of domestic food 

waste sites at Colchester, Canterbury, and Gorhambury Villa near St. Albans all turn up 

skeletal remains of “the ubiquitous eel” along with other fish such as herring, plaice, 

and Spanish mackerel.11 It is an open question as to how much of England’s later affinity 

for eels started with the Romans; Locker notes that pre-Roman fish remains are 

especially difficult to sort out. However, recent archeological work suggests that Iron 

Age Britons largely avoided eating freshwater fish – including eels – despite their natural 

abundance.12 The lack of skeletal remains of eels at pre-Roman English sites, especially 

relative to comparable sites in the Netherlands, argues that the Romans might have 

initiated Britons’ taste for eels, as well as other fish.13  

The Mediterranean cultures certainly had their own appreciation of the eel that 

they would have brought with them to Britain. The ancient Greeks ate eels regularly; 

they are the only fish specifically mentioned by Homer, and the fourth-century BCE 

poet Eubûlus wrote in several places about the delights of eating eels, especially ones 

 
11 Alison Locker, “The Fish Bones,” in Excavation of the Iron Age, Roman, and Medieval Settlement at 
Gorhambury, St Albans, ed. David S Neal, Angela Wardle, and Jonathan Hunn (London: Historic 
Buildings & Monuments Commission for England, 1990), 212; Alison Locker, “Fish Bones and 
English Food History,” Petits Propos Culinaires 70 (2002): 40. 
12 Keith Dobney and Anton Ervynck, “To Fish or Not to Fish? Evidence for the Possible 
Avoidance of Fish Consumption during the Iron Age around the North Sea,” in The Later Iron Age in 
Britain and Beyond, ed. Colin Haselgrove and Thomas Moore (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2007), 207–8. 
Dobney and Ervynck note, however, that Iron Age Britons did appear to have eaten a fair number 
of frogs and other amphibians. 
13 Dobney and Ervynck, 403–6. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 1 

 32 

wrapped in beets.14 The Greeks took their love of eels to Italy with them. At Sybaris, 

on the Gulf of Taranto, eel merchants and fisherman were considered important 

enough to be exempted from taxation, and Plutarch recounts in his Life of Timoleon a 

tale of a shared love for eels among opposing Greek mercenary armies bringing a 

peaceful ending to a Carthaginian siege of Syracuse.15 Eels were common fare in Roman 

Italy as well; Julius Caesar once purchased 6,000 eels to feed his guests at a victory 

feast.16 Juvenal, writing about the food at feasts, offers a hint that Caesar’s eels might 

have been a reflection of economy rather than taste; the satirist notes that while the 

patrons at a feast received all the best food and drink, poor men such as Juvenal had to 

make do with crusts of bread, crayfish instead of lobsters, and anguilla in place of 

muraena.17 Even so, the third-century CE rhetorician Athenaeus, in his Deipnosophists, 

 
14 Homer, The Iliad, trans. Robert Fagles, Reissue edition (New York, N.Y: Penguin Classics, 1998), 
27, 526, 531; Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, trans. Charles Gulick, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1929), 347–48; John Maxwell Edmonds, The Fragments of “Attic Comedy” After 
Meineke, Bergk, and Kock: Augm., Newly Ed. with Their Contexts, Annot., and Completely Transl. Into English 
Verse. Old Comedy (Leiden: Brill Archive, 1959), 99, 109, 231. The Odyssey does mention octopuses, 
but these are cephalopods, not fish. 
15 Emily Mackil, Creating a Common Polity: Religion, Economy, and Politics in the Making of the Greek Koinon 
(Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2016), 268; Takeshi Amemiya, Economy and 
Economics of Ancient Greece (Routledge, 2007), 67, 76; James Davidson, “Fish, Sex and Revolution in 
Athens,” The Classical Quarterly 43, no. 1 (1993): 57, 63–65; D’Arcy W. Thompson, “Fauna,” in A 
Companion to Greek Studies, ed. Leonard Whibley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1931), 46; 
P. Giles, ed., Plutarch’s Lives: A Selection, trans. Thomas North (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 24–25. 
16 Macrobius, Saturnalia:  Books 3-5 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 109; Pliny the 
Elder, Natural History: Books 8-11 (Harvard University Press, 1997), 279. Pliny and Macrobius both 
use muraena, rather than anguilla, here, but – especially with Macrobius – the actual type of fish is up 
for debate. 
17 Juvenal, The Sixteen Satires, trans. Peter Green, Penguin Classics (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 
31–32, Sat. V, ln. 66–104. 
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provides a long catalogue of the points in Greek and Roman literature where eels – “the 

Helen of all feasts”, as he tells us a follower of Epicurus named them – appear.18  

As Athenaeus’s account demonstrates, Greek and Roman familiarity with eels 

went beyond the table. Linguistically, the eel lived in metaphorical language; in The 

Knights, for example, the playwright Aristophanes compares demagogues to eel 

fishermen who had to muddy the waters before they could make a profit.19 There are 

numerous reports of eels being kept as pets. The famous orator Lucius Licinius Crassus 

was reported to have kept a pet eel, which he adorned with jewelry. When the eel died, 

Crassus mourned for it and buried it.20 Athenaeus noted similarly tame eels elsewhere, 

writing, 

“Nymphodorus of Syracuse, in his Voyages, says that in the Helorus river 
there are bass and large eels so tame that you will take bread from the 
hands of persons who offer it to them. For myself I have seen in near 
Chalcis — and perhaps most of you have also — mullets which were quite 
tame, and eels wearing silver and gold ear-rings, receiving food from those 
who offered it, bits of entrails from sacrificial victims, and pieces of green 
cheese.”21  
 

While these stories of tamed eels may sound outlandish, there are many well-recorded 

examples of this from around the world. In New Zealand many places boast tame 

 
18 For the quotation, see: Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, 1929, 3:339. For the entire passage, see: 
Athenaeus, 3:333–47.  
19 Aristophanes, Aristophanes: The Acharnians. The Knights. The Clouds. The Wasps, trans. Benjamin 
Bickley Rogers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1924), 209. He goes on to note, in The Clouds, 
that the metaphor was popular enough to be clumsily plagiarized by his peers. Aristophanes, 143. 
20 Aelian, On the Characteristics of Animals, trans. A.F. Schofield, vol. II (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1959), 183. 
21 Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, trans. Charles Gulick, vol. 4 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1927), 7. Book VIII, 331.  
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longfin eels that tourists can feed by hand.22 And in the process of researching this study 

I have heard multiple similar anecdotal accounts of familiar eels in England – stories 

about how people’s grandparents developed relationships with specific eels in their local 

streams.23 Which is all to say that we should not dismiss these ancient accounts out of 

hand. 

This is not to say that we should necessarily trust these writers in the specifics of 

their claims – the story about Crassus, for example, fits broadly with tropes about rich 

people behaving strangely and also with the genre of Roman censors critiquing each 

other for ostentatious displays of wealth.24 Even if we disbelieve the specifics of the 

stories, however, we can take them to show that eels were enough of a part of the 

Romans’ cultural background to allow such stories the cultural traction that they needed 

to work. Eels possessed a cultural relevance in the classical Mediterranean world, and 

the Romans came to the island of Britain culturally and culinarily prepared to appreciate 

its natural bounty of anguillae.  

As noted above, the degree to which the Romans introduced eels into the 

English diet is a matter of debate among archeozoologists. However, even if the 

classical Mediterranean world did not bear responsibility for teaching the English to eat 

 
22 “The Tame Eels of Jester House Cafe Tasman, New Zealand,” Jester House Café and Tame Eels 
(blog), accessed April 12, 2020, https://www.jesterhouse.co.nz/tame-eels/.  
23 These stories are almost always about grandparents. More recent generations have had less 
exposure to eels, either for cultural reasons or because of the striking decline in eel numbers in 
recent decades. 
24 Allen M. Ward, “Crassus’ Slippery Eel,” The Classical Review 24, no. 2 (1974): 186. 
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eels, it certainly provided a scientific and cultural grounding for understanding them as 

animals and symbols. The eel has long been a mysterious fish, with much of its mystery 

stemming from its breeding and migration patterns. Scientists only began to unravel 

their life cycles in the mid-twentieth century, and it was not until the early part of the 

twenty-first century that theories about their mating habits have begun to be matched 

by evidence.25 Pre-modern Europeans, despite understanding eels’ inland migration 

habits, relied primarily on classical sources to understand their nature. First among these 

sources was Aristotle, who wrote about eels in his History of Animals. 

Aristotle covers some basic elements of the eel’s appearance, noting 

characteristics such as the texture of their skin, the position of their gills, and how their 

two fins distinguished them from muraenae and snakes, which have none.26 However, by 

far the most important, and lasting, contribution that Aristotle made to later-day beliefs 

about the fish was his assertion that the fish reproduced asexually. Part of his reasoning 

sprang from the fact that eels only breed far out at sea, and so he could not observe 

them mating.27 But Arisitotle believed that eels were incapable of sexual reproduction; 

he had dissected them and found that, unlike all other fish, male eels have no milt and 

 
25 Mélanie Béguer-Pon et al., “Direct Observations of American Eels Migrating across the 
Continental Shelf to the Sargasso Sea,” Nature Communications 6 (2015), 
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms9705. For a brief history of the scientific effort to sleuth 
out eels’ illusive spawning habits, see: Tom Fort, The Book of Eels (London: HarperCollins, 2002), #. 
26 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, ed. Jonathan Barnes 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), 779, 802. 
27 To date, no one has seen this. We must presume it happens, but the actual mechanisms remain a 
mystery. 
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female eels have no eggs.28 

In this, Aristotle was led astray by a misunderstanding of the eels’ lifecycle. For 

most of their lives eels are technically juveniles, with underdeveloped sexual organs. 

They only develop obvious ovaries and testes at the very end of their lives, just before 

they head back out to sea. At that point they are already beyond easy fishing in river 

systems, and because their digestive organs dissolve to help build their reproductive 

organs they stop taking bait.29 By this stage in their lives eels are all but uncatchable. 

This means that Aristotle never saw mature eels, and never had the chance to see their 

sexual organs. He was far from alone in this; for the next 2000 years European 

researchers had the same fruitless results. It was not until 1777 that an Italian named 

Carlo Mondini located eels’ ovaries.30 The search for their testes frustrated researchers 

– including Sigmund Freud, who spent a summer in Italy dissecting eels looking for 

their gonads – for a further 120 years.31 Prior to these discoveries, though, it was an 

open questions as to whether the fish even had females and males. In any case, it seemed 

clear to Aristotle that the fish could not reproduce through any known method. 

He held instead that, rather than reproducing sexually, or even by laying eggs, 

eels sprang from the earth itself. “Eels,” he wrote, “are derived from the so-called 

 
28 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, 894. 
29 Frederich W. Tesch, The Eel, ed. J.E. Thorpe, trans. R.J. White, 5th ed. (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing Ltd, 2008), 73–118. 
30 Richard Schweid, Eel (London: Reaktion Books, 2009), 26. 
31 Sigmund Freud, “Beobachtungen über Gestaltung und feineren Bau der als Hoden beschriebenen 
Lappenorgane des Aals,” in Sitzungsberichte der Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. Mathematisch-
Naturwissenschaftliche Classe, 1877, 419. 
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'earth's guts' that grow spontaneously in mud and in humid ground.”32 Aristotle went 

on to note that they may sometimes be found inside of worms, which eat them in the 

earth when they are very small.33 There has been some disagreement about whether 

Aristotle understood elvers to be young eels; that his statement about eels being born 

out of the “earth guts” and being sometimes found inside of worms might better be 

translated to as “guts of the sea” or as “worms of the earth.”34 This interpretation seems 

unlikely, however, as Aristotle seems to have never made the connection between elvers 

and eels. He wrote that, while fish like the mullet go “up from the sea to marshes and 

rivers; the eels, on the contrary, make their way down from the marshes and rivers to 

the sea.”35 Moreover, the History of Animals clearly claims that the eels do not spring 

from worms (in spite of what some people think), but that they are products of mud 

and as such draw their existence from rain water.36  

Aristotle’s ideas about eels formed the basis for how Europeans thought about 

the fish for more than a thousand years, but he was not the only classical source that 

influenced later understanding. Pliny the Elder stands as the second classical writer to 

have a significant impact on the way that later Europeans, including the English, 

thought about eels. In his Natural History, Pliny covered much of the same ground that 

 
32 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, 895. 
33 Aristotle, 895. 
34 Paul E. Hatcher and Nick Battey, Biological Diversity: Exploiters and Exploited (Chichester: John Wiley 
& Sons, 2011), 18; George C. Williams and Richard K. Koehn, “Population Genetics of North 
Atlantic Catadromous Eels (Anguilla),” in Evolutionary Genetics of Fishes, ed. Bruce Turner, 2012, 532. 
35 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, 894. 
36 Aristotle, 895. 
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Aristotle had trod. Like Aristotle, he wrote that the eel was the only fish that did not 

float when it died.37 Pliny also asserted that eels could survive out of water for as many 

as six days, if they had a favorable north-east wind.38 He also noted their lack of 

reproductive organs, writing that eels did not sexually produce eels, and were 

themselves not sexually produced by other eels.39 Pliny did proffer a different 

explanation for eel generation than Aristotle, however. He reported that the fish “rub 

themselves against rocks, upon which, the particles which they thus scrape off from 

their bodies come to life, such being their only means of reproduction.”40 Though 

Pliny’s mechanism differs from Aristotle’s, it is noteworthy that both authors believed 

the fish to reproduced asexually. 

Pliny and Aristotle’s understanding of the eel came into early medieval Europe 

primarily through the work of Isidore of Seville. The cleric and encyclopedist, whose 

writings provided many of the cultural bridges between the ancient and medieval 

worlds, took up the idea that the eels did not reproduce sexually. Mirroring Aristotle, 

he wrote that eels originate from the mud, which explains why they become increasingly 

slippery the tighter they are held.41 He also added to the lore surrounding the fish, noting 

 
37 Pliny the Elder, The Natural History of Pliny, Vol. 2, trans. John Bostock and H.T. Riley (London: H. 
G. Bohn, 1855), 409. 
38 A south wind, however, perhaps because of its heat, shortens this time by some unspecified 
amount. Pliny the Elder, 409. 
39 Pliny the Elder, 546. 
40 Pliny the Elder, 464. 
41 Isidore of Seville, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, trans. Stephen A. Barney (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 275. 
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that in the Ganges, in India, produces thirty-foot long eels and that anyone who drinks 

alcohol in which an eel had been killed wills develop a strong distaste for the drink.42 

Isidore, along with Pliny and Aristotle, would provide grist for later medieval writers, 

including Hildegard of Bingen, Vincent de Beauvais, Thomas of Cantimpré, and 

Albertus Magnus, all of who, in turn, informed the later medieval perception of eels’ 

social role.43 

One of the other important conduits for classical thought about eels into the 

Middle Ages – and particularly into England – was the fourth-century Church Father, 

Saint Ambrose of Milan. Ambrose’s story in the Hexameron about female muraenae 

maritimae mating with snakes, which we looked at in the Introduction, became 

commonplace in English bestiaries of the Second Family from the late twelfth century 

onward.44 Ambrose clearly did not mean anguillae here; his muraenae dwell in the ocean 

(maritimae), and the events of his story happen by the seashore. While Ambrose might 

have intended to implicate moray eels in his parable, it is more likely that he meant sea 

lampreys instead. Athenaeus, who lived about one hundred years before Ambrose, 

 
42 Isidore of Seville, 275. 
43 For a study of the place that eels held in these writers’ work, focusing on their understanding of 
eels as hybrid and  dangerous creature, see: Cécile le Cornec, “L’anguille dans les textes scientifiques 
et littéraires médiévaux. Animal hybride et poisson de la gula,” Reinardus: Yearbook of the International 
Reynard Society / Annuaire de la Société internationale renardienne 21 (2009): 98–107. Of these, only 
Hildegard of Bingen considered that eels might reproduce sexually, suggesting that it might happen 
far out at sea. Her contemporaries found this argument unconvincing. 
44 For an overview of the Second Family bestiaries, including a historiography of bestiary 
classification, see: Willene B. Clark, A Medieval Book of Beasts: The Second-Family Bestiary : Commentary, 
Art, Text and Translation (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006), 7–50. 
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recounted several versions of this same tale in a section his Deipnosophists about murena 

that, from his description of the fish’s teeth and feeding habits, clearly describes 

lampreys.45 Moreover, lampreys accord better with Ambrose’s usual approach: the 

Hexameron’s stories are mostly analogies that Ambrose uses to try to draw moral lessons 

from the natural world. His muraenae maritimae symbolize women for Ambrose, and 

lampreys – with their somewhat vaginal appearance and parasitic habits – align far more 

closely with Ambrose’s ideas about women than do moray eels.46  

Regardless, Ambrose’s text found its way into Second Family medieval bestiaries, 

where sections on murena often followed immediately after entries for anguillae.47 This 

textual proximity, combined with the problems of nomenclature and the general 

uncertainty of eels’ mating habits, meant that the Hexameron’s descriptions of sea 

lampreys became at least tangentially associated with the fresh-water fish. Ambrose’s 

writing helped set the stage for later European intellectual traditions that sometimes 

conflated eels with serpents, and employed them in art and literature as symbols of 

wickedness. This tradition remained primarily a continental one, however, and gained 

little traction in England, where eels retained a full metaphorical and symbolic range 

 
45 Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, 1929, 3:202–5. Despite this, there is no consistency in translations of 
Ambrose’s text by modern scholars. Translations include sea-eel, moray eel, lamprey, and (as a bit of 
an academic shrug) sea murena. See: Sarah Kay, Animal Skins and the Reading Self in Medieval Latin and 
French Bestiaries (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 177, n. 3. To be fair, the potential 
linguistic ambiguities inherent in the word muraena may mean that Athenaeus misunderstood his 
sources. 
46 Terrifyingly, toothsomely vaginal. 
47 Kay, Animal Skins, 64; Christian Heck and Rémy Cordonnier, The Grand Medieval Bestiary: Animals 
in Illuminated Manuscripts (London and New York: Abbeville Press Publishers, 2012), 120. 
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quite distinct from snakes.48 

 

Eels and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History 

Unsurprisingly, it is the eighth-century monk Bede – whose work sets the stage 

for so much of English identity and history, and who had read both Isidore and 

Ambrose – who gives us some of the first evidence of eels as a part of English life in 

post-Roman Britain. There exists scattered archeological evidence of the fish’s 

importance in England, most interestingly from a seventh-century cemetery at the 

Backs in Cambridge which yielded a copper-alloy bowl containing the skeletal remains 

of three complete eels.49 But it is in Bede’s writing that we can begin to get a broad sense 

for the place of eels in English cultural life. The fish make three separate appearances 

in his Historia Ecclesiastica, and at each instance they connect to issues of English identity 

and territory. The first comes within the history’s opening section. Bede begins his book 

with a description of Britain that acts to situate the island within the reader’s known 

geography of the world, orienting his audience by locating Britain relative to Gaul, 

Germany and Spain.50 Immediately afterwards, Bede goes on to highlight the land’s 

 
48 For more on this issue, see Chapter Six below. 
49 Natasha Dodwell, Sam Lucy, and Jess Tipper, “Anglo-Saxons on the Cambridge Backs: The 
Criminology Site Settlement and King’s Garden Hostel Cemetery,” Proceedings of the Cambridge 
Antiquarian Society 93 (2004): 98, 109. 
50 In so doing, Bede established a standard for how later writers of English histories would introduce 
their texts. There is a larger argument to be made about the connections that Bede draws between 
physical places and their memorializing histories. There is a further argument to be made that this 
historians’ habit of describing the geography of text as a part of its incipit finds later echoes in the 
ubiquity of visual maps at the front of more modern histories and (thanks in no small part to J.R.R. 
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physical and commercial properties. After first noting its rich croplands and grazing 

spaces, he writes that Britain is also distinguished by, and possibly even famous for, her 

many rivers and springs, which are full of fish – most notably salmon and eel.51  

This section of the text is easy to ignore: in its language and its placement it has 

a boilerplate sensibility. Bede largely cobbled his introduction together using extracts 

from works by Orosius, Pliny the Elder, Solinus, and Gildas, and its form and place at 

the top of the text mirror the beginning of Gildas’s De Excidio Britanniae. Moreover, the 

introduction does, in fact, become somewhat standardized; later medieval historians 

would copy Bede’s format (and often his precise words) in their own works. In 

consequence, Bede’s recitation of Britain’s flora and fauna can appear as a regularized 

and neutral account of the land’s ecology; an anodyne setting of the stage. However, 

the introduction in the Historia Ecclesiastica does far more work than this reading allows 

it. Bede’s introduction moves from its initial global positioning to a discussion of Britain 

as a settled space. The various types of wealth that he describes – animal, mineral and 

vegetal – all act in service of that transition. Bede writes into being a land designed by 

God to be used, where the island itself has an instrumental role in the civilizing process. 

The hot springs are perfectly situated (presumably Bede means here that they are 

 
Tolkien’s work) fantasy novels. For more on this, see: Anna Fore Waymack and John Wyatt 
Greenlee, “In the Beginning Was the Word: How Medieval Text Became Fantasy Maps,” Studies in 
Medievalism XXIX (2020): 183–99. 
51 “Fluuiis quoque multum piscosis ac fontibus praeclara copiosis, et quidem praecipue issicio 
abundant et anguilla.” Bede, Historiam Ecclesiasticam Gentis Anglorum: Historiam Abbatum, Epistolam Ad 
Ecgberctum Una Cum Historia Abbatu Auctore Anonymo, ed. Charles Plummer (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1896), 10. 
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conveniently proximal to city spaces), with separate sites for the different sexes. The 

abundance of whelks allows for the production of a beautiful and lasting scarlet dye. 

The land’s jet can be used to repel serpents, and there is a ready supply of iron, lead, 

copper, and silver.52 Following directly from this list, the text moves on to include 

Gildas’s account of the land’s twenty-eight ancient cities and fortresses.53 Bede employs 

these resources to connect the physical geography of the island to these built civic 

centers; the island’s natural wealth allow Britain to be not merely an inhabited space, 

but a settled and developed one. The cattle, whelks, jet, and eels all undergird the initial 

production of a civilized identity in Bede’s Britain. 

The second mention of eels in the Historia Ecclesiastica appears, at first, to trouble 

this idea somewhat. In the fourth book of the text, Bede relates the story of Bishop 

Wilfrid, who, after a disagreement with his king, spent several years in exile in the 

kingdom of the South Saxons. Bede tells his reader that the kingdom had been suffering 

from a devastating three-year drought which had caused such a famine that the 

population had taken to mass suicide, throwing themselves into the sea in groups of 40 

or 50.54 During his time among them, Wilfrid worked to convert the pagan South 

Saxons. But before he could convince the people to change faiths Wilfrid had to first 

gain their trust, which he accomplished by teaching them how to fish for their food. 

 
52 Bede, 10. That Bede notes both eels and serpent-repelling welks in his introduction gives early 
evidence of the English tendency to avoid conflating the two species. 
53 Bede, 10. 
54 Bede, 231. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 1 

 44 

Bede writes that “although the sea and the rivers of that land were rich in fish, the 

people only had skill in fishing for eels.”55 So Wilfrid had his men collect the eel snares 

from all over the land, and then repurposed them as fish nets.56 Casting the snares and 

nets into the sea, they pulled in a catch of nearly 300 fish of various species.57 Wilfrid 

gave the greater part of these fish to the local people, and they, in turn, became more 

receptive to his teachings. Bede tells us that their eventual conversion precipitated a 

return of the rain and an end to the famine. 

There are several ways to read this story, including for its value as a historical 

narrative. Bede appears not to have been accurate in his description of the Saxons’ 

bewilderment at marine fishing – as Ann Hagen notes, archeological evidence from the 

period shows both eel and whiting bones appearing in domestic food waste sites.58 But 

recent radiocarbon analysis of human skeletal remains from the sixth and seventh 

centuries indicates that eels likely comprised a greater part of the protein in the early 

English diet than either all other freshwater fish together, or all marine fish.59 The fish 

 
55 Namque mare et flumina eorum piscibus abundabant sed piscandi peritia genti nulla nisi ad 
anguillas tantum inerat. Bede, 231. 
56 The word retibus is often translated as nets, which makes sense in terms of the use to which Wilfrid 
puts them, but less sense in terms of their initial purpose. Eels can be caught in nets, but these tend 
to be funneled fyke or weir nets which need to be finely woven. They can also be caught by the use 
of shore seines, but any culture using shore seines would not need instruction on using their nets to 
catch other fish. As often as not, eels were caught in reed traps. Snare, rather than net, captures 
better the probable range of instruments that Wilfrid collected. 
57 “Collectis ergo undecumque retibus anguillaribus homines antistitis miserunt in mare et diuina se 
iuuante gratia mox cepere pisces diuersi generis CCC.” Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica, 231. 
58 Ann Hagen, A Second Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Food & Drink: Production & Distribution (Ely: Anglo-
Saxon Books, 1995), 167. 
59 Alex Bayliss et al., Anglo-Saxon Graves and Grave Goods of the 6th and 7th Centuries AD: A Chronological 
Framework, ed. John Hines and Alex Bayliss, vol. 33, The Society for Medieval Archeology 
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formed an important enough part of the Saxon’s diet and economy that the law code 

governing the South Saxon’s next-door neighbors in Wessex during Wilifrid’s life makes 

specific mention of eel as one of the expected and taxable products of land (King Ine 

of Wessex expected an annual payment of, among other things, 100 eels for every ten 

hides of land).60 And Bede’s account provides a realistic description of the problems 

that a severe drought would impose on a culture that relied largely on eels for 

sustenance. Eels are highly susceptible to drought; they live in rivers and wetlands, and 

when those habitats begin to dry up, regional eel populations experience both migration 

and die-off.61 A severe, multiple-year drought in the south of England would have 

drastically reduced the eel catch and put the Saxon population in dire straits. Clearly, 

Bede viewed the situation as plausible enough to use as the basis for his history; he 

found it credible that the pagans would have relied heavily enough on eels that the fish’s 

disappearance would have had severe destabilizing effects on South Saxon society. 

There is also a strong allegorical element to the story. Wilfrid teaching the pagans 

to fish as a gateway to conversion closely echoes the twinned biblical stories of Peter 

and the miraculous draughts of fishes, with Wilfrid standing in as Christ and the South 

 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 118–30. Bayliss et al calculate the percentage of protein from eels at 
10±7% for women and 8±5.8% for men, the protein from all other freshwater fish together at 
8.5±6.3% and 7±5.3%, and from all marine fish together at 5.9±4.1% and 7.5±4.9%.  
60 F. L. Attenborough, The Laws of the Earliest English Kings (Cambridge University Press, 2015), 58–
59. 
61 For a recent case study of drought affecting eel catches, see: Jellyman and Arai, “Juvenile Eels: 
Upstream Migration and Habitat Use,” 278–79. 
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Saxons as Peter.62 Read only as an allegory, the account might appear to condemn the 

South Saxons’ traditional reliance on eels as specifically un-English, and mark their shift 

away from eels as an important moment of cultural change. This interpretation runs 

somewhat counter to Bede’s initial inclusion of eels among the foundational elements 

of civilization in England. Importantly, however, the story does not condemn eel eating 

– indeed, the pagans’ heavy reliance on a diet of eels gives Wilfrid both an opening to 

prove himself, and a solution to the drought’s devastating effects. There is no indication 

in the story that the Wilfrid expected the South Saxons to cease eating eels. Teaching 

them to fish with their eel nets was simply a mechanism of conversion. Bede leaves 

unspoken what happened to the eels after the South Saxons converted, but he notes 

that the rains returned in good measure, and the earth revived (descendit pluuia serena sed 

copiosa, terra refloruit).63 Presumably, with the rains came the eels, and the people of the 

kingdom could return, at least in part, to their habitual dietary practices. Their 

conversion would have returned their eels to them, rewarding their faith. For Bede, 

being English meant being Christian, and so his story ends up not being one in which 

a diet of eels equates to paganism, but one in which proper faith and proper cultural 

identity connect positively to the fish. 

The final place in the Historia Ecclesiastica that Bede mentions eels is in his 

description of the monastery at Ely in East Anglia. He tells us that Ely sits as an island 

 
62 Luke 5: 1-11; John 21: 1-14. 
63 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica, 231. 
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in the middle of various swamps and waters, and that it takes its name from the 

numerous eels that were caught in the marshes.64 That Ely might draw its name from 

the local abundance of eels is not surprising. The town sits in the middle of the Fens, 

historically Britain’s single greatest eel habitat. Covering more than 1,300 square miles, 

the Fens take in parts of Linconshire, Cambridgeshire, Norfolk and Suffolk. These sea-

level marshlands are fed by the series of rivers and streams that flow into the estuary of 

the Wash, most notably the Witham, the Welland, the Nene, and the Great Ouse.65 The 

region’s topography, hydrology and proximity to the coast combine to make it a natural 

haven for eels. The Romans had worked to drain the East Anglian Fens, but their 

departure saw the lands re-flood and the eels return.66 By Bede’s day the fish were 

prevalent and important enough for him to comfortably draw close associations 

between the region’s people, their land, and the fish – associations that persist through 

to the present day, even in the face of the recent, and possibly final, decline of an active 

eel culture of the Fens.67 Some question exists about the accuracy of Bede’s etymology 

for Ely, but the long continuity of the region’s relationship with the fish suggests that 

 
64 “…in similitudinem insulae uel paludibus ut diximus circumdata uel aquis unde et a copia 
anguillarum quae in eisdem paludibus capiuntur nomen accepit.” Bede, 246. 
65 Sydney B. J. Skertchly, The Geology of the Fenland (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1877), 1–2. 
66 Allen J. Frantzen, Anglo-Saxon Keywords (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2012), 91. 
67 “Eel Fisherman Quits amid Plunging Eel Numbers,” The Telegraph, March 15, 2016, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/2016/03/15/eel-fisherman-quits-amid-plunging-eel-
numbers/. 
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his rationale makes sense, and is as likely an explanation as any other.68 

Importantly, Bede’s history also gives us one of the first, and probably the most 

famous, example of eels providing the basis for English toponyms. Assessing toponyms 

can act as a useful way of gauging cultural values, as place names often collapse together 

issues of history and geography, mixing locational identity with group identity.69 The 

broader issue of English toponyms involving eels will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 6. Here, however, it is worth noting that even in post-Roman Britain, the fish 

played an important enough part of life in to warrant naming the monastery and its 

surrounding district after them.70 

Taken together, the three instances where eels occur in the Historia Ecclesiastica 

tell us several basic things about their role in the English culture that Bede was at pains 

to describe and define. We know that he found their ubiquity in nature notable because 

it formed part of the ecosystem that God had set in place to secure the success of 

civilization on the island. He tells us that eel fishing held an important enough place in 

native habits of food security that crashes in eel populations contributed conspicuously 

to famine and social unrest. And he notes that this importance found an expression in 

 
68 For a brief overview of the question of Ely’s etymology, see: Susan Oosthuizen, “Culture and 
Identity in the Early Medieval Fenland Landscape,” Landscape History 37, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 12–
13. 
69 Derek Alderman, “Place, Naming, and the Interpretation of Cultural Landscapes,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion to Heritage and Identity, ed. Brian Graham and Peter Howard (Burlington: Ashgate, 
2008), 196. 
70 Bede’s is not the only origin story for Ely’s name, but it appears to be the first. Another story, 
having to do with St. Dunstan, appears in Chapter 5. 
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the name the one of the major religious centers in southeast England. In sum, we see 

enough of eels in Bede’s text to understand them as an important, if backgrounded, 

foundational element to English identity in early Britain. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EEL-RENTS IN MEDIEVAL AND EARLY MODERN ENGLAND 

 

Though the Venerable Bede made much of Britain’s eels in his Historia 

Ecclesiastica, for several hundred years after his death in 735 we have little additional 

surviving information about them; a general poverty of extant sources makes it difficult 

to determine the scope and scale of the fish’s place in the early English world. What 

evidence persists, however, points to eels playing an integral part in daily life. Bone 

fragments show up in large numbers at domestic food waste sites from these centuries, 

in both urban and rural locations.1 Documentary evidence of eel fishing accords with 

those archeological finds, with sources increasingly making mention of managed fish 

ponds and eel traps at weirs and mills.2 Eel mill ditches and dikes frequently appear as 

landmarks in period boundary charters, and eels are one of the few fish specifically 

mentioned in legal documents from those early centuries.3 Even so, these records only 

sketch an outline of the fish’s relevance, and they provide little sense for the eel’s place 

in the English economy at anything beyond a very localized scale.   

 
1 Alison Locker, “Fish Bones and English Food History,” Petits Propos Culinaires 70 (2002): 42–43; K. 
M. Dobney et al., Farmers, Monks and Aristocrats: The Environmental Archaeology of Anglo-Saxon 
Flixborough (Oxford: Oxbow Books Limited, 2017), 95. 
2 Locker, “Fish Bones and English Food History,” 45; Ann Hagen, Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink: 
Production, Processing, Distribution and Consumption (Norfolk, England: Anglo-Saxon Books, 2006), 159. 
3 Hagen, Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink, 167; Sharon Turner, The History of the Anglo-Saxons, vol. 2 
(London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1852), 494; Sharon Turner, The History of the 
Anglo-Saxons, vol. 3 (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans, 1852), 19–20. 
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Starting in the second half of the tenth century, however, records begin to appear 

showing that English monasteries and landlords were collecting eels as a form of in-

kind taxation. Rather than taking rent in coins, they required that their tenants bring 

them large quantities of the fish. Usually these were cured – salted or smoked – and 

often they were due before Lent (this was especially true of eel-rents due to monastic 

landlords). Most of the early instances of these rents came from the Fenlands in East 

Anglia, but in the next century the Domesday book showed that, in fact, eel-rents were 

a common form of in-kind taxation across the country. Historians have long known 

that English landlords collected eel-rents, but they have generally under-appreciated 

both the geographical scope and the temporal longevity of the practice. The tendency 

among scholars has been to pay the heaviest attention to the earliest rents, some of 

which were quite large, because these serve as a striking example for readers of the scale 

of some forms of in-kind rental payments. But this focus has led to a general 

understanding of eel-rents as a phenomenon of the early medieval Fens. In fact the 

practice of collecting eel-rents continued all across England for hundreds of years 

longer. Landlords from Newcastle to Cornwall commonly took eels as payment through 

the fourteenth century, and while eel-rents began to disappear after that point the 

practice still held on well into the Early Modern period. Eel-rents were an intrinsic part 

of England’s economic background from the 900s through the 1500s, and a component 

of the people’s eel culture. 
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Eel-Rents Before Domesday 

Eel-rents fall within the broader category of food-rents – a common method of 

taxation in early medieval England. Landlords, and especially monastic landlords, 

frequently took their taxes in renders of fish, poultry, ale, salt, and grain.4 Food-taxes 

made sense, not least because the economy was insufficiently monetized to allow for 

full payment in coin. The silver penny became a standard unit of currency in roughly 

975, under the Mercian and West Saxon king, Edgar.5 However, as historian Jim Bolton 

notes, we should not confuse the emergence of a monetary system with its 

implementation in society.6 Bolton calculates that for much of the tenth and eleventh 

centuries the amount of coined money in England only ranged between 1.8d. and 8d. 

(silver pennies) per person on average, and coinage was not equally distributed.7 By far 

the bulk of the hard currency moved between people at the upper boundary of the 

economic spectrum. The distribution evened out over time; for comparison, Bolton 

writes that in 1300, that amount sat somewhere between 70d. and 80d. per person.8 

Landlords in the early period took their taxes in-kind because there was not enough 

money in the system to do otherwise. Moreover, the renders that they collected were, 

in many cases, the commodities that they would have purchased regardless. 

 
4 For an overview of food rents, see: N. Neilson, Customary Rents, Oxford Studies in Social and Legal 
History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), 15–48. 
5 J. L Bolton, Money in the Medieval English Economy 973-1489 (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2012), 87–88. 
6 Bolton, 22. 
7 Bolton, 14–15, 22. 
8 Bolton, 15. 
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Eels proved to be one of the most commonly rendered food-taxes, and they also 

provide some of the most eye-popping numbers in the records. There are six extant 

records of eel-rents owed to monasteries in the Fens during the first decade for which 

we have records, and they highlight the large number of eels at play even at that early 

date. In 970, King Edgar granted the monastery at Ely 10,000 eels per year from the 

fishermen in the village of Wyllan, which the king noted “had accrued to [him] in days 

of old, in place of military service.”9 In 973, the Royal Charter for the Monastery at 

Thorney noted that the local bishop, Æthelwold, had declared that the fishermen in 

Wyllan and Eollem (the modern villages of Upwell, Outwell, and Elm, in 

Cambridgeshire and Norfolk) should pay 8,000 eels per year to Thorney, and another 

8,000 per year to Peterborough Abbey.10 In 974, King Edgar’s foundational charter for 

Ramsey Monastery granted an eel-tax of 60,000 eels per year from 20 fishermen in the 

village of Welles (modern-day Upwell and Outwell).11 Sometime around the year 975, 

 
9 A. J. Robertson, ed., Anglo-Saxon Charters, trans. A. J. Robertson, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1956), 100–101; L.F. Salzman, ed., “Houses of Benedictine Monks: Abbey and 
Cathedral Priory of Ely,” in A History of the County of Cambridge and the Isle of Ely: Volume 2 (London: 
Victoria County History, 1948), 199–210, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol2/pp199-210. It is worth noting that Edgar’s grant would have 
changed the tax structure of the properties in question. As Thomas Charles-Edwards notes, food 
rents due to early English monarchs were generally only due if the king’s travels took brought him to 
the town in question; if he did not visit, the rent was not due. Granting the properties to the Ely 
monastery meant that the rent went from being due intermittently to being owed regularly. See: 
Thomas Charles-Edwards, “Early Medieval Kingships in the British Isles,” in The Origins of Anglo-
Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven Bassett, Studies in the Early History of Britain (Leicester: Leicester 
University Press, 1989), 31. 
10 Cyril Roy Hart, The Early Charters of Eastern England (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1966), 
182. 
11 T.D. Adkinson et al., “Wisbech Hundred: Outwell and Upwell,” in A History of the County of 
Cambridge and the Isle of Ely: Volume 4, City of Ely; Ely, N. and S. Witchford and Wisbech Hundreds, ed. R.B. 
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the Abbot of Ely claimed eel-rents totaling 1,000 from a weir in Doddington and 

Wimblington, and 2,000 from a rented marsh in Stonea.12 In all, then, in a span of 

roughly five years, we have charters laying out eel-rents in the region totaling 89,000 

eels per year. And, as the Ely charter suggests, these records capture an ongoing 

practice: Edgar granted the monks a rent that was already customary. These charters 

hint at the remarkable importance of eels to communities both in the Fens and beyond 

– an importance that becomes clearer as we move forward in time and the number of 

extant documents increases. 

In addition to these charters, three others appear between the beginning of the 

eleventh century and the watershed of the Domesday survey in 1086. The first of these, 

a fairly standard charter from Thorney Abbey in 1007, notes that fishermen from the 

villages of Hilgay and Fordham owed the abbey 26,275 eels per year.13 The charter offers 

specific notation on fishermen and which locations owed what to the monks; Edgar’s 

son and Wulfsige, for example, owed 4,000 eels, while the fenced weir owed 10 sticks 

of eels and Wulfgar’s weir owed 20 sticks. A stick was the standard unit of measurement 

for eels, with twenty-five of the fish comprising one stick. Wulfgar’s weir, then, owed 

the Thorney monks 500 eels each year. As in the earlier charters, the rental terms for 

Hilgay and Fordham here appear to be a fairly straightforward record of taxation, with 

 
Pugh (London: Victoria County History, 2002), 206–19, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol4/pp206-219. 
12 Adkinson et al.; Janet Fairweather, trans., Liber Eliensis (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), 119–20. 
13 Robertson, Anglo-Saxon Charters, 256–57. 
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the eels standing in for currency. 

The second example, dated from 1020, comes from King Cnut’s charter to the 

abbey at Bury St. Edmunds. Though the charter itself, which grants extensive 

concessions and rights to the monks, is likely a twelfth-century forgery, Antonia 

Gransden writes that it almost certainly contains authentic materials.14 Among its many 

liberties, the charter notes that the king’s wife Ælfgifu granted 4,000 eels per year, along 

with “the services which pertain to them,” from the village of Lakinge Hithe 

(Lakenheath) to the monks of St. Edmund’s.15 Ælfgifu’s gift comes immediately in the 

charter after Cnut’s grant of fish from Wylla and the sea coast, which he gave to the 

monks “for their nourishment.”16 The two gifts read as if they are linked, and suggest 

that the eels were intended explicitly for the abbey’s provender. The queen’s grant 

appears to be another fairly normal rental transfer, though the nature of the gift – a 

separate liberty from the queen – stands out. 

The third extant record shows a slightly different role for the eels. In roughly 

1032, Cnut and Ælfgifu gave a piece of property at Appledore to one of their priests 

named Eadsige, who was moving from the king’s direct service to become a monk at 

 
14 Antonia Gransden, A History of the Abbey of Bury St Edmunds, 1257-1301: Simon of Luton and John of 
Northwold (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2015), 277–78. 
15 Historical Manuscripts Commission, “The Borough of Kings Lynn: Charters, Letters Patent, 
Etc.,” in The Borough of Kings Lynn: Charters, The Manuscripts of the Corporations of Southampton and Kings 
Lynn Eleventh Report, Appendix: Part III (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1887), 185–209, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/hist-mss-comm/vol11/pt3/pp185-209. This is not Cnut’s first 
wife,  Ælfgifu of Northampton, but rather his second wife Emma of Normandy (who, because she 
was a replacement for the king’s first wife, was renamed Ælfgifu). 
16 Historical Manuscripts Commission. 
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Christchurch, Canterbury.17 The king and queen gave the estate to the priest in order to 

provide support in his new position. For his part, Eadsige gifted the entire estate to 

Christchurch, and then turned around and rented the Appledore property back from 

the monks for the duration of his own life and that of his brother, Edwin. The rental 

agreement called for Eadsige to pay the Christchurch monastery four pounds up front, 

and a yearly render of 750 eels and 3 weys of cheese.18 This arrangement differs 

somewhat from the other charters; unlike earlier arrangements Eadsige’s gift of 

Appledore – and his subsequent rental agreement – were explicitly for his own benefit. 

The new monk’s eels went to pay for one of two things (or possibly both): salvation or 

professional advancement. The language of Eadsige’s initial gift makes clear that he 

gave the property “for the good of his soul” (Þa sealed he hit into Cristes-cyrivan ðam Godes 

ðeowum for his sawle).19 There are later examples of eels being given to monasteries 

specifically for the souls of departed family members, and Eadsige’s donation, with its 

subsequent rent, might fit that mold.20 However, as Linda Tollerton notes, the 

 
17 Eadsige did well in his new position, eventually ascending to the post of Archbishop of 
Canterbury in 1038.  
18 Robertson, Anglo-Saxon Charters, 170–71. Robertson notes that the charter called for 3 binds of 
eels, and that a bind was comprised of 10 sticks (420). See also: Ronald Edward Zupko, A Dictionary 
of Weights and Measures for the British Isles: The Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (American 
Philosophical Society, 1985), 390. A wey (or whey) of cheese equaled roughly 236 pounds, or 
107.04779932 kg. See: François Cardarelli, Encyclopaedia of Scientific Units, Weights and Measures: Their SI 
Equivalences and Origins, trans. M.J. Shields (London: Springer-Verlag London, 2003). For a more 
detailed look at the variances and history of “wey” as a weight for cheese, see: Zupko, Weights and 
Measures, 434–38. 
19 Robertson, Anglo-Saxon Charters, 170. 
20 In 1257, for example, Emma de Bellofago, or Beaufoe, gave the Blackburgh Priory 400 eels yearly 
out of her fishery at Wilton at the beginning of Lent – nine sticks from the pool called Lodwere, and 
seven sticks from her part of Anwere – for her own soul and for that of her sister, Isabella Freville. 
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Appledore donation came with strings: Eadsige’s charter stipulated that if the brothers 

failed to provide him with “staunch support” or loyalty (in life and after death) then the 

property reverted to him to do with as he pleased.21 Tollerton has argued that this 

condition, coupled with Eadsige’s rapid rise to the rank of bishop, and then again to 

archbishop, points to the property as being the price that King Cnut paid to ensconce 

one of his own within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Whether he paid them for spiritual 

or career reasons, or to advance his king’s political agenda, Eadsige’s eels demonstrate 

a broader use of eels-as-currency than any of the earlier renders. 

Eadsige’s gift is the last extant eel-rent on record before the 1086 Domesday 

survey some fifty years later. These nine pre-Norman charters would not, on their face, 

seem to support the idea of a deep-seated eel culture among the English. There is some 

further evidence of eel-rents beyond the handful of formal charters: for example, British 

Library MS Add 61735, a set of memoranda detailing the movement of goods between 

Ely Abbey and Thorney Abbey and offering field notes for various properties held by 

Ely, including a number of eel-rents dues from fenland possessions.22 Even so, the 

evidence is limited in quantity, and all comes from the same geographic region. All nine 

charters speak to eel-rents that originated in the southeastern part of the island; the first 

 
See: Francis Blomefield, “Freebridge Hundred: Middleton,” in An Essay Towards the Topographical 
History of the County of Norfolk, Volume 9 (London: W. Miller, 1808), 20–34, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-norfolk/vol9/pp20-34. 
21 Robertson, Anglo-Saxon Charters, 171–73; Linda Tollerton, Wills and Will-Making in Anglo-Saxon 
England (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2011), 125–26. 
22 “London, The British Library, MS Add 61735,” accessed March 12, 2018, 
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_61735. 
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eight come from the East Anglian Fens, and the ninth, Eadsige’s Appledore render, was 

owed to nearby Canterbury. However, the broad variance in the number of eels due, 

the specificity of the charters, and the multiple circumstances of the renders point to a 

wider use of eels as currency in East Anglia than the available evidence proves. The 

Domesday survey buttresses this supposition, demonstrating a significant network of 

pre-existing eel-rents; as Ann Hagen notes, mentions of eel-rents occur more often in 

the Domesday records than renders for corn.23 Moreover, the records from the survey 

show eel-rents occurring across a far broader geographic spread than these early 

charters demonstrate.24 The pre-Norman charters point to the importance of eels in and 

around the Fens, but Domesday shows that eel-rents formed a part of local economies 

across England. 

To the extent that historians have paid attention to eel-rents, this level of analysis 

is generally as far as their interest has gone. No existing studies offer a focused 

examination of eel-rents as a widespread economic or cultural phenomenon, and 

historians usually only mention them as they relate to studies of other topics.25 In doing 

 
23 Hagen, Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink, 160. 
24 For all its increased scope, Domesday still demonstrably misses eel-rents. For example, William 
Morris, in his book on medieval English sheriffs, notes a Kentish district where in the eleventh 
century the inward, or traditional guard duty owed the sheriff, was commuted to a payment of two 
sticks per inward – a structure reminiscent of Wyllan rent that King Edgar granted to the Ely monks 
in 970. This inward escaped capture by the Domesday surveyors. See: William Alfred Morris, The 
Medieval English Sheriff to 1300 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1968), 59, n. 140. 
25 See, for example:  Edward Miller and John Hatcher, Medieval England: Rural Society and Economic 
Change 1086-1348 (London: Routledge, 2014), 13; Martin J. Ryan, “That ‘Dreary Old Question’: The 
Hide in Early Anglo-Saxon England,” in Place-Names, Language and the Anglo-Saxon Landscape, ed. N. J. 
Higham and Martin J. Ryan (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2011), 213; Richard Schweid, Eel (London: 
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so, writers will often highlight specific local Domesday records while making a general 

nod towards the frequency of eel-rents in the survey. 26 For discussions of eel-rents more 

broadly, however, most historians tend to look towards the pre-Norman renders for 

evidence. The eel-rents due in eighth-century Wessex under Ine’s law appear 

occasionally in the historiography, but the large, single-source renders from Fenland 

locations tend to dominate. The 974 Wells render, especially, has caught the eye of a 

number of scholars; when eel-rents find mention in the literature, the 60,000 eel-rent 

due from the Wells fishermen stands out as by far the most common example.27 This 

makes sense for several reasons. The number of eels is so grand, and so unusual seeming 

to modern readers, that the rent works nicely as a means of conveying the scope of eel-

rents in the Fens. Moreover, the grant of the tax was renewed on a number of occasions 

through the thirteenth century, making it clear that the tax stood as an established part 

of the region’s economic culture. For all that it can be instructive, however, the 

historiographic focus on these kind of early renders paints a markedly incomplete 

 
Reaktion Books, 2009), 89; Barbara Yorke, The Conversion of Britain: Religion, Politics and Society in 
Britain, 600-800 (London: Routledge, 2014), 75–76.  
26 See, for example: H.C. Darby, The Medieval Fenland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1940), 23; Graeme J. White, The Medieval English Landscape, 1000-1540 (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2012), 37. 
27 For examples, see: James Bond, Monastic Landscapes (Stroud: Tempus, 2003), 190; Darby, The 
Medieval Fenland, 29–30; Cynthia E. Davies et al., eds., Freshwater Fishes in Britain: The Species and Their 
Distribution (Harley Books, 2004), 14; Cyril Hart, The Danelaw (London: Hambledon Press, 1992), 
609; William Page, Granville Proby, and Sidney Inskip Ladds, eds., A History of the County of 
Huntingdon, vol. 3 (London: Victoria County History, 1936), 258; J. Ambrose Raftis, The Estates of 
Ramsey Abbey: A Study in Economic Growth and Organization (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval 
Studies, 1998), 10; William Henry Wheeler, A History of the Fens of South Lincolnshire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 447. 
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picture. Because these charters all spring from the same general region, their use has led 

historians to write about the use of eel-rents as a phenomenon mostly limited to 

southeastern England. And the focus on these early charters and on local Domesday 

records gives the mistaken impression that eel-rents ceased being a usual form of 

payment by the twelfth century. A more thorough examination of English eel-rents, 

starting with the Domesday survey and going forward in time, describes a very different 

situation.  

 

Eel-Rents from Domesday On 

In 1086, England’s new Norman conquerors set out to make a tax assessment of their 

holdings. The result was the Domesday survey – a detailed look at property holdings 

and taxable assets across large parts of the realm. Though rife with recognized 

inconsistencies and far from a totalizing universal register, Domesday nonetheless gives 

a broad sense of properties and taxes in England at the end of the eleventh century. 

The survey covers large parts of the country, providing relatively fine-grain detail about 

taxes due, both in coin and in kind, for those regions. The eel-rents stand out among 

the masses of cadastral data that the survey shows us, both in number and in scope. All 

told, there are 225 explicit occurrences of eel-rents in the survey, recording in excess of 

400,000 eels owed annually.28 Willem Dekker and Laurent Beaulaton, in their 2016 

 
28 Much of the data for this project in the 11th century comes from the publicly available versions of 
the work done by Professor John Palmer and George Slater of the University of Hull, and made 
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article assessing the history of eel stock management, make the calculation that these 

rents probably equaled a catch of about 200 metric tons of eels per year.29  Adding these 

rents to those earlier ones which Domesday does not reproduce, and which also have 

later renewals indicating their continuance, gives a total of almost 540,000 eels owed 

per year.30  And while the highest concentrations of eel-rents appear in East Anglia, the 

practice of paying taxes with eels was prevalent in other parts of England as well. 

Mapping the distribution of eel-rents during this period shows collections of rents along 

most of England’s major rivers, most notably the Thames, the Severn, the Dee, and the 

tributaries of the Humber Estuary (see Fig. 4). The Fens did not have a monopoly on 

eels, either as food or as taxes.31 The large number of eels at play in these rents raises 

questions about their use. Many of these rents, and almost all of the especially large   

 
available under the Creative Commons license by the Hull Domesday Project. See: John Palmer, 
“Doomsday Dataset” (Hull Doomsday Project, September 17, 2011), 
https://hydra.hull.ac.uk/resources/hull:domesdayDisplaySet. Specific citations for other sources 
can be found attached the maps found at the Historia Cartarum website. John Wyatt Greenlee, 
“English Eel-Rents: 10th-17th Centuries,” Historia Cartarum, accessed June 15, 2019, 
http://historiacartarum.org/eel-rents-project/english-eel-rents-10th-17th-centuries/. For the full 
dataset, see: John Wyatt Greenlee, “Eel-Rents and Payments,” Historia Cartarum, accessed February 
14, 2018, http://historiacartarum.org/eel-rents-project/eel-rents-and-payments-data/. 
29 Dekker and Beaulaton make the reasonable guess that the eels were primarily female silver eels, 
presuming that yellow eels would be too difficult to assess for taxation purposes, and the authors 
estimate an average weight of 500 g. per eel. See: Willem Dekker and Laurent Beaulaton, “Climbing 
Back up What Slippery Slope? Dynamics of the European Eel Stock and Its Management in 
Historical Perspective,” ICES Journal of Marine Science, 2016, 73, no. 1 (2016): 7–8; James Ambrose 
Raftis and Mary Patricia Hogan, Early Huntingdonshire Lay Subsidy Rolls (Toronto: PIMS, 1976), 47–
56. 
30 My current research has the number at 403,760 eels in the Domesday records, and a total of 
539,785 including other charters. See: Greenlee, “Eel-Rents.” 
31 The maps in this section have been produced by determining the GIS coordinates for the site of 
each eel rent, as well as the coordinates (where possible) for the rent’s destination. Those 
coordinates have then been mapped using Carto’s online platform. 
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Fig. 4: Eel-rents in 10th and 11th-Century England. www.historiacartarum.org 
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ones, were owed to monasteries which relied heavily on eels as source of provender. 

Eels were an important part of monastic diets because eel flesh was not 

considered to be meat. Generally, Benedictine monks were forbidden to eat meat unless 

they were ill. St. Benedict’s Rule laid out this proscription, and the tenth-century 

Benedictine reform movement in England reinforced it. The Regularis Concordia 

reiterated the primacy of The Rule, and the statues of Lanfranc laid out the penance 

needed for monks who had eaten meat while ill before they could rejoin the body of 

their brotherhood.32 Ramsey, founded in 966 as part of the reform movement, would 

have almost certainly complied with those strictures.33 Eels, however – along with other 

types of fish and fowl – did not count as flesh in the Benedictines’ dietary lexicon.34 To 

qualify as meat (carnis), the source animal in question needed to show signs of carnality, 

 
32 Timothy Fry, ed., RB 1980: The Rule of St. Benedict in English (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 
1982), 59, 62; Lanfranc, The Monastic Constitutions of Lanfranc, trans. David Knowles (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2002), 177.  
33 Though there is some evidence for slippage in terms of monastic diets in the mid-tenth century, 
most evidence points to a continuing adherence to the meat proscription. See: David Knowles, The 
Monastic Order in England: A History of Its Development from the Times of St Dunstan to the Fourth Lateran 
Council 940-1216 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 457–61; James Bond, “Production 
and Consumption of Food and Drink in the Medieval Monastery,” in Monastic Archaeology: Papers on 
the Study of Medieval Monasteries, ed. Graham Keevill, Mick Aston, and Teresa Hall (Oxford: Oxbow 
Books, 2017), #. 
34 In fact, beginning in the tenth century, Benedict’s own monastery at Monte Casino received a gift 
of 6,000 eels per year from the citizens of the seaport town Terracina, as well as another 600 eels per 
year in various rents. See: Herbert Bloch, Monte Cassino in the Middle Ages, Vol. I (Rome: Ed. di Storia 
e Letteratura, 1986), 209; Herbert Bloch, Monte Cassino in the Middle Ages, Vol. II, Pts. III-IV (Rome: 
Ed. di Storia e Letteratura, 1986), 696, 699. In his popular 1695 travel guide to Italy, François 
Misson reported an inflation in these number, writing that the citizens of Terracina sent the Monte 
Cassino 20,000 eels per year, in thanks to St. Benedict’s intercession to break a Turkish siege. 
François Maximilien Misson, A New Voyage to Italy: With a Description of the Chief Towns, Churches, 
Palaces and Antiquities of That Country. Together with Instructions for Those Who Shall Travel Thither. Done into 
English, and Adorn’d with Figures., vol. 1 (London: R. Bentley, 1695), 271. 
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and eels, according to both Aristotle and Pliny, could not reproduce sexually. As such, 

they were suitable fare in the cloisters – a point underscored by the fact that all of the 

extant pre-Norman records of eel-rents attach to monasteries.  

That eels did not classify as meat also helps explains the scheduling of rents. In 

many cases, charters called for the eel-rents to be paid once a year, most often at the 

start of Lent, when the Church forbade eating meat. Carnal desires were supposed to 

be suppressed during Lent – even married couples were expected to abstain from sex 

– and the Church understood a close connection between meat and desire. Thomas 

Aquinus enunciated this clearly in his Summa Theologica, writing that flesh meat is a great 

incentive to lust, and so was forbidden during fasting times such as Lent.35 Aquinus 

noted that fish did not excite the libido in the same way, and so were permitted fare. 

Eels presumed asexual nature made them as far from carnality as meat could get. This 

made them an excellent choice for times of fasting, and in consequence many English 

eel-rents were scheduled to be paid at the start of the Lenten season. 

This scheduling of rents meant, among other things, that the eels being paid were 

not fresh. Instead most were cured, through some combination of salting, smoking, and 

drying.36 For a number of reasons, it would have proven impractical for tenants to 

attempt to pay with live or recently slain eels, especially in the large numbers that the 

 
35 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Volume 3 (Part II, Second Section) (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 
2013), 1779–85. 
36 For more on the preservation process, see: Willem Dekker, “The History of Commercial Fisheries 
for European Eel Commenced Only a Century Ago,” Fisheries Management and Ecology, 2018, 8–9. 
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charters required. The first reason had to do with keeping the fish between when they 

were caught and when they were due. As Dekker and Beaulaton note, these rents would 

have most likely been made up of silver eels, trapped during their downstream migration 

in mid-Autumn.37 Unlike other fish, such as carp, eels are difficult to keep in fishponds 

in large numbers for any period of time. The Fleta, an account of English common law 

from around 1290 specifically advised against trying, telling bailiffs to keep fishponds 

clear of pike, tench, and eel because they would eat all of the other fish.38 Even worse, 

eels are notorious cannibals, and they will happily eat each other. Putting too many eels 

in a pool will result in their first eating any other fish before resorting next to 

cannibalism and finally – thanks to their ability to travel across dry land – to exodus.39 

Eels could be kept live in a box or a fishlock for short periods of time, but not in the 

quantities demanded by monastic landlords.40 Keeping thousands of eels over the winter 

required killing and curing them. 

Storage was one reason for paying in preserved eels, and transportation was 

another. Moving large numbers of living eels overland, even over the generally short 

 
37 Dekker and Beaulaton, “Climbing,” 7–8. 
38 J. McDonnell, Inland Fisheries in Medieval Yorkshire, 1066-1300 (York: University of York, Borthwick 
Institute of Historical Research, 1981), 3. 
39 Donald Jellyman and Takaomi Arai, “Juvenile Eels: Upstream Migration and Habitat Use,” in 
Biology and Ecology of Anguillid Eels, ed. Takaomi Arai (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, 2016), 156. 
40 Such a box plays shows up in a story in the fifteenth-century The Book of the Knight of the Tower, and 
is discussed in Chapter 4. The city of Leister in the fourteenth century recorded keeping live eels, 
and occasionally imported lampreys, in a fishlock in the River Soar. See: R.A. McKinley, ed., “The 
City of Leicester: Social and Economic History, 1066-1509,” in A History of the County of Leicester: 
Volume 4 (London: Victoria County History, 1958), 31–54, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp31-54. 
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distances between tax sites and their 

landlords, would have posed real 

difficulties.41 Wagon or packhorses likely 

provided the preferred modes of 

transportation for eel-rents; dried eels 

could be packed into barrels or stacked in 

rows in the bed of a cart without worry 

and without the need for any special 

equipment to help keep them alive (see Fig. 5 for the stackable nature of preserved eels).  

Certainly fishermen transported and sold live eels; the fish’s tolerance for low levels of 

oxygen meant that they could survive short trips packed in barrels with wet straw or 

moss, and it seems likely that a large number of the eels traded in local markets were 

sold live.42 But these were shipped  in relatively small quantities, insufficient to meet 

most rental agreements. 

There are a handful of instances when eel-rents were explicitly due in fresh fish, 

 
41 The average distance between eel-rent sites and their eventual destinations was likely no more than 
27.5 miles in 1086, and in almost 40% of cases was less than ten miles. For the data, and caveats 
about methodology, see: John Wyatt Greenlee, “Distance Traveled by Eel-Rents,” Historia 
Cartarum, accessed March 1, 2018, http://historiacartarum.org/eel-rents-project/distances-traveled-
by-eel-rents/. 
42 Alison Locker, “In Piscibus Diversis; the Bone Evidence for Fish Consumption in Roman 
Britain,” Britannia 38 (2007): 156. As Locker notes, Richard Hoffman has estimated a 150 km. range 
for the delivery of fresh fish in pre-industrial Europe. See: Richard C. Hoffman, “Environmental 
Change and the Culture of Common Carp in Medieval Europe,” Guelph Ichthyology Reviews 3 (1995): 
66, https://journal.lib.uoguelph.ca/index.php/gir/article/view/26. 

 

Fig. 5: Smoked eels stacked for sale in Volendam, Holland. 
Helen Page, “Volendam – A Quaint Village in North 
Holland.” Travelsignposts. July 31 2014. Photograph by 
Helen Page. Used with permission. 
http://www.travelsignposts.com/Netherlands/destinations/volen
dam.  

 
 

 

Fig. 4: Smoked eels stacked for sale in Volendam, Holland. Helen 
Page, “Volendam – A Quaint Village in North Holland.” 
Travelsignposts. July 31 2014. Photograph by Helen Page. 
Used with permission. 
http://www.travelsignposts.com/Netherlands/destinations/volenda
m.  
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often called “fat” or “quick” eels. In about 1100 Geoffrey of Mandeville gave properties 

to the abbey of Westminster for the formation of a monastic cell, and included in the 

charter “a fishery in the isle of Ely that supplied 1,500 dried eels and 40 fat eels.” But 

this type of notation is highly unusual, and the small number of required fat eels speaks 

to the issues of keeping and transporting them. Monasteries would purchase fresh eels 

from local fishermen over the course of the year, but they almost never demanded them 

as a rental condition. 

The final reason that landlords demanded cured eels had to do with storage on 

their end. Because of the difficulty of keeping eels, and the rapidity with which they rot 

after death, landlords would have needed to have immediately eaten, or cured for 

themselves, any eels delivered live or freshly killed. They needed to be able to store the 

eels in their own cellars to use over time. Part of this supply almost certainly would have 

been held in reserve against future shortages or visits from dignitaries and their retinues. 

And part of it would have been used piecemeal during fasts and feasts such as Lent. 

The need to store eel-rent payments becomes clear if we consider some of the larger 

rents, such as the 60,000 fish due from Welles to Ramsey each year. 

The Welles rent, like some of the other early renders, looks impossibly large at 

first blush. But it becomes more reasonable when we begin to think of it in terms of 

daily consumption. The Welles render works out to about 164.3 eels per day. At its 

heyday during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Ramsey monastery maintained 

80 monks in residence while simultaneously bearing the responsibility for several 
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satellite cells.43 Taking only the monks living at Ramsey, the eel-rent from the twenty 

Welles fishermen would have provided a bit more than two eels per day per monk for 

the whole year. Later records from St. Swithun’s Priory in Winchester show that eels 

regularly appeared as entrées for both breakfast and supper, pointing to their consistent 

use throughout the monastic day.44 Even if eels formed a part of every meal, however, 

the Welles rent alone provided more than the Ramsey abbey needed; the kitchener for 

the Westminster refectory around the turn of the fifteenth century left notes indicating 

that a monk’s portion for a meal of stewed or baked eels ranged between half a pound 

and a pound of flesh, or roughly the amount of the meat available on an average sized 

eel.45 We can probably assume that not every day’s menu at Ramsey included a brace of 

eels for each monk. Even so, when considered against the number of monks, and 

broken down by potential usage, the large numbers of eels begin to appear more 

quotidian than excessive. And argues strongly for the need for payment in cured, rather 

than fresh, fish. 

This does not mark out the whole of the story of Ramsey’s eels, however. The 

original 974 charter conferring the rights to those renders was for a much smaller group 

of monks. St. Oswald is recorded as founding the monastery in the 966 with 12 monks 

 
43 Paul Spoerry et al., “Ramsey Abbey, Cambridgeshire: Excavations at the Site of a Fenland 
Monastery,” Medieval Archaeology 52, no. 1 (2008): 173. 
44 G. W. Kitchin, ed., Compotus Rolls of the Obedientiaries of St. Swithun’s Priory, Winchester, from the 
Winchester Cathedral Archives (London: Simpkin & Company, Limited, 1892), 312–87. 
45 Barbara Harvey, Living and Dying in England 1100-1540: The Monastic Experience (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1993), 50–51. 
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borrowed from a monastery at Westbury, in addition to three monks already living at 

Ramsey.46 Though their number began to increase from that point onward, it was two 

hundred years before Ramsey reached its highwater mark in terms of population. 60,000 

eels for the monastery’s initial populating of sixteen brothers comes out to more than 

10.2 eels per monk per day, and the Wells rent was not the only eel-rent due to the 

Ramsey monks. These numbers suggest a surplus. 

While some of that surplus would have been kept as a buffer against uncertain 

future needs, this was not the case with all of the fish. In at least some instances, the 

Ramsey monks used their extra fish as a de facto currency, sending eels back out to pay 

for things that they needed. Sometime around 1050, the Ramsey Abbey reached an 

agreement with the nearby abbey at Peterborough to take building stone from 

Peterborough and wall-stone from the nearby village of Barnack. Quarried stone was 

at a premium in the swampy Fens, and Ramsey agreed to pay the Peterborough monks 

4,000 eels per year, to be delivered at the start of Lent, for the right to take as much 

stone as they needed without harassment or additional fees.47 This example has found 

 
46 Byrhtferth, Byrhtferth of Ramsey: The Lives of St Oswald and St Ecgwine, ed. and trans. Michael Lapidge 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2009), 68–69. 
47 “Ipse insuper abbas et fratres Ramesienses singulis annis dabunt de charitate abbati et fratribus 
Burgi quatuor millia anguillarum in quadragesima sub tali uidelicet conditione quod abbas et fratres 
de Ramesia habebunt in territorio sancti Petri de Burch quantum sibi opus fuerit de lapidibus 
quadratilibus apud Bernech et de petris muralibus apud Burch in plena cambitione; erunt quoque 
omni tempore liberi a telonii et omnium exactionum uexatione per aquam et per terram.” John 
Mitchell Kemble, Codex Diplomaticus aevi Saxonici, opera Johannis M. Kemble... (London: Sumptibus 
Societatis (Anglicae Historiae), 1846), 240–43. There is a long-standing tradition – continued today 
on Wikipedia – that says that the monks at Ely struck a similar deal with Peterborough, paying 4,000 
eels per year for the stones that went to build Ely Cathedral. But, though that stone is also from 
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its way into the historiography and, considered on its own, the rent suggests that 

payments in eels make sense only because the deal involved two monastic houses. 48 But 

this is not the only time when monasteries or priories like Ramsey used eels to pay 

expenses. In 1194, the Ramsey monks agreed to pay a local property owner named 

Ralph Tubervile 1,000 eels, two pounds of pepper, two pounds of ginger, and a pair of 

scarlet hose every year in order to rent a causeway that ran through his manor in 

Hemingford Grey. Ralph’s inheritor Alice renegotiated the agreement in 1238 to receive 

a yearly payment of 1,000 eels, half a mark, 40 cartloads of underwood from the wood 

of St. Ives, and as further payment 20 extra cartloads of wood for the remainder of her 

life.49 Monastic houses also used eels to help meet their contractual payment for 

customary service due; in 1251 the Bishop of Ely is recorded as being bound to provide 

2 loaves of bread, 4 herrings or 5 eels, or ¼d. worth of cheese per day to each of 69 

tenants providing customary work on his land.50 These payments, along with the 

 
Barnack, there is no evidence of payment in eels. See: Charles William Stubbs, Historical Memorials of 
Ely Cathedral: In Two Lectures Delivered in Cambridge in the Summer of 1896 (London: J.M. Dent & Co., 
1897), 9–10. 
48 For examples of this particular charter in the literature, see: Darby, The Medieval Fenland, 31; 
Richard Muir, The New Reading the Landscape: Fieldwork in Landscape History (Exeter: University of 
Exeter Press, 2000), 44; Robert Neild, “How Thomas Nevile Built Trinity College, Cambridge,” 
Construction History 30, no. 1 (2015): 43; W. M. Noble, Huntingdonshire (Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 60; David Parsons, “Stone,” in English Medieval Industries: Craftsmen, Techniques, Products, ed. 
John Blair and Nigel Ramsay (London: Habledon Press, 1991), 8. 
49 A Descriptive Catalogue of Ancient Deeds in the Public Record Office, vol. I (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office, 1890), 135, A.1194, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015013091643; William 
Page and Granville Proby, eds., “Parishes: Hemingford Grey,” in A History of the County of Huntingdon, 
vol. 2 (London: Victoria County History, 1932), 309–14, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/hunts/vol2/pp309-314. 
50 T.D. Adkinson et al., “Wisbech Hundred: Tydd St. Giles,” in A History of the County of Cambridge 
and the Isle of Ely: Volume 4, City of Ely; Ely, N. and S. Witchford and Wisbech Hundreds, ed. R.B. Pugh 
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causeway rental in Hemingford Grey, demonstrate that eels held value as a unit of 

exchange that extended beyond the abbey walls, and that lasted longer than most 

historians have thought likely.  

As the payment records suggest, the trends in eel-rents in the records from 1086 

continued for the next several centuries. An examination of points where eel-rents find 

mention in charters, wills, and deeds in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries show that 

eels continued to be taxed in kind, rather than in coin, across England. The twelfth 

century gives us forty-nine separate instances of eel-rents in England, for a total of 

60,053 eels (see Fig. 6). Thirteenth-century records show forty-one rents totaling 

453,240 eels (see Fig. 7).51 Looking at the rents on a map shows a continuation of the 

eleventh-century pattern; the eel-rents are most heavily clustered in and around the East 

Anglian fens, but they may also be found across the whole of England.  

At this point, it bears noting that this study’s methodology of examining and 

mapping eel-rents by century has drawbacks. The maps offer a useful visualizing tool 

for getting a general sense of the numbers and spread of rents during broad stretches 

of time, but in some cases they capture repetition of rents within a century. Littleport 

Manor, for example, appears in two separate thirteenth-century documents: in a 1221 

survey made for the Bishop de Fontibus of Ely, noting 12 fisheries in Littleport owing  

  

 
(London: Victoria County History, 2002), 224–32, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol4/pp224-232. 
51 Greenlee, “Eel-Rents.” 
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Fig. 6: Eel-rents in 12th-Century England. www.historiacartarum.org 
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Fig. 7: Eel-rents in 13th-Century England. www.historiacartarum.org 

 
 

 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 2 

 74 

 
the abbey 26,500 eels; and a description of the manor from around 1250 raising that 

amount to 36,000 eels per year.52 Each of these rents appears on the map and in the 

study data, meaning that in a handful of cases rents are essentially counted twice. In 

these cases, the maps appear to show more renders, and more total eels, than were 

actual due. 

These few instances of repetition, however, are counterbalanced by the multiple 

places where the maps fail to capture ongoing eel-rents. While Figures 6 and 7 appear 

to show a marked decline in the total number of eel-rents in the centuries following 

Domesday, they only show points where rents found explicit mention in an archival 

source. Eel-rents generally only appear in the archive when they were initiated, 

reconfirmed, or changed. Occasionally this means that a rent only becomes visible when 

it is canceled. In 1250, for example, the abbot of Tupeholme in Lincolnshire came to a 

concord with the master of the nuns at Stykeswald whereby the abbot agreed to waive 

three years of back taxes that totaled 450 eels, and agreed to an end of the rent 

altogether, for a lump-sum payment of 20s.53 This is the first instance of the Stykeswald 

render in the archive, but clearly it had been in force for some undeterminable length 

 
52 T.D. Adkinson et al., “Ely Hundred: Littleport,” in A History of the County of Cambridge and the Isle of 
Ely: Volume 4, City of Ely; Ely, N. and S. Witchford and Wisbech Hundreds, ed. R.B. Pugh (London: 
Victoria County History, 2002), 95–102, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol4/pp95-
102. 
53 C.W. Foster, “Final Concords for Lincs: 34 Henry III (Case 130, File 35),” in Final Concords of the 
County of Lincoln 1244-1272 (Horncastle: Lincoln Record Society, 1920), 63–75, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/lincoln-record-soc/vol2/pp63-75. 
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of time. This issue poses an endemic problem for any attempt to get study and map the 

totality of eel-rents at any given time. Ongoing payments of eel-rents tend to be 

invisible, and if they do not appear in the archive during a century, they are not captured 

on the map. 

Examples of these silent, occult rents abound. Domesday survey recorded that 

the marsh at Chesterton owed King William 1,000 eels per annum in 1086, and in the 

middle of the thirteenth century that rent transferred to the vicarage of Chesterton.54 

We may assume that the Chesterton eel-rent continued to be collected in the twelfth 

century but we have no specific record of it, and the Stykeswald concord demonstrates 

that consistent, yearly collection was not a guarantee. The same thing happens with the 

Welles rent of 60,000 eels, for which we have no records between 974 and 1220. There 

are some long absences of this kind, where an eel-rent remains silently active well past 

the point when such payments are generally held to have been extinct. The rent attached 

to the Bishop of Norwich’s house in Hilgay, which he owed to the Norwich priory, 

underscored this point. The eel-rent appears in the archive only twice: the first time in 

1110, shortly after the founding of the Norwich cathedral, and once more in 1547 when 

Edward VI reconfirmed the Cathedral priory’s charters.55 The absence of those eels in 

 
54 Palmer, “Doomsday Dataset”; P.M. Wright and C.P. Lewis, eds., “Chesterton Churches,” in A 
History of the County of Cambridge and the Isle of Ely, vol. 9 (London: Victoria County History, 1989), 28–
35, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol9/pp28-35. 
55 Francis Blomefield, “City of Norwich, Chapter 44: Of the Revenues and Liberties of the Prior and 
Convent and the Dean and Chapter,” in An Essay Towards A Topographical History of the County of 
Norfolk, vol. 4, part 2 (London, 1806), 556–70, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-
norfolk/vol4/pp556-570. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 2 

 76 

the record in the intervening four hundred years does not indicate that the rent had 

been cancelled, or converted to a cash payment. The same issue holds with many of the 

other rents. 

These hidden rents, along with the mapped data, highlight an important point 

about eel-rents relative to other kinds of in-kind taxation. In general, customary food 

rents saw a decline in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and by the fourteenth century 

they had largely disappeared.56 To some extent eel-rents met this fate as well; there are 

fewer eel rents in the centuries after Domesday. Their numbers certainly decreased over 

time as hard currency became more readily available to a broader swath of the 

population. As Fenland historian H.C. Darby notes, there is evidence from as early as 

the first half of the twelfth century that food rents from places such as Welles were 

being commuted into monetary payments.57 In 1237 the rent for a mill in Cleeve Prior 

changed from 1,000 eels and 3 marks per year to a wholly monetary rent of 1 mark per 

quarter-year.58 The 1250 Old Coucher Book of Ely also highlights several points where 

eel-rents had changed over to monetary rents. Thomas of Thetford’s holdings in 

Upwere and Swavesmere, which had previously paid a rent of 3036 sticks (75,900 eels) 

per year, now owed a monetary rent of 13s. 4d. instead. The same record notes that the 

 
56 Christopher Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England (A&C Black, 2001), 136. 
57 Darby, The Medieval Fenland, 31.  The evidence that Darby points to deals with fish-rents broadly, 
however, and does not touch on eels and eel-rents. See: Rotuli Hundredorum, temp. Henr. III. & Edw. I.: 
in turr. Lond. et in curia receptae Scaccarii Westm. asservati (London, 1818), 642–43. 
58 “Parishes: Cleeve Prior,” in A History of the County of Worcester, vol. 3 (London: Victoria County 
History, 1913), 308–12, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/worcs/vol3/pp308-312. 
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Sacrist’s properties around Ely had owed 3,300 sticks (82,500 eels) a year at the end of 

the twelfth century, but that at some point the eel-rent had been commuted to 10s.59 

The reason for the change from in-kind rent to monetary rent has much to do with the 

steady increase of coinage in the system – as a marker of worth, coins tend to be more 

flexible in their utility than eels.  

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that commutation of eel-rents was 

the rule in the thirteenth century. As the data shows, landlords continued to collect eels 

in large numbers during the century; surviving records detail rents for more than 

450,000 eels, and they are spread out across all the hundred-year span. The same passage 

in the Old Croucher Book that shows some commutation also notes that Thomas of 

Thetford, along with Henry the fisherman and Martin of Swafham, owed 14,500 eels 

and 10s. per annum for the rent of various other fisheries around Ely.60 In fact, some 

landlords increased their demand for the fish. The 1250 survey of Littleport reported 

that, in addition to his usual 36,000 eels, the Bishop of Ely now also expected 2,000 

more fish from the holders of properties at Mudyke and Burewere as “bedrepeeles” – 

payment in lieu of owed reaping service.61 This type of fee in lieu of service appears in 

records and rolls more often as “bedripe” or “bedrep”, and usually indicates a monetary 

 
59 W.D. Sweeting, ed., Fenland Notes and Queries: A Quarterly Antiquarian Journal for the Fenland, in the 
Counties of Huntingdon, Cambridge, Lincoln, Northampton, Norfolk, and Suffolk, vol. iii (Peterborough: G. 
C. Caster, 1897), 193. 
60 Sweeting, iii:193. 
61 Adkinson et al., “Ely Hundred: Littleport.” 
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payment.62 In this case, though, the monks were demanding payment in kind, at least in 

terms of eels. 

It was not until the fourteenth century that eel-rents began to dissapear in 

earnest. Between 1300 and 1399, only thirty-two new records of eel-rents appear, with 

total rents due of 33,797 eels (see Fig. 8).   Eighteen of these rental agreements, such as 

the rent of 8,731 eels owed to the earl of Lancaster from the manor at Thorne, appear 

in post mortem inquisitions.63 These rents are of note because of their essentially secular 

nature. The heavy majority of extant eel-rent records are associated with religious 

institutions or people – and indeed, the part of the Earl’s rent from Thorne was 

scheduled to be gifted to the abbot of Roche.64 But the post mortem records give an 

indication of the eels’ value in a broader social context. Even so, there is continued 

evidence of a movement away from accepting eels as payment. In about 1327 a man 

named John de Sutton petitioned to have his customary yearly rent of 6,000 eels due 

from his fishery at Holderness, on the Hull River, excused. He claimed that the Earl of 

Aumale had discharged the rent in the time of Sutton’s great-grandfather, but that the 

rent had since passed to the king, who was still collecting it. Judgement in the case 

declared the rent discharged if Sutton could produce evidence of its forgiveness;  

 
62 For examples of “bedripe” in tax rolls, see: Neville Richard Holt, The Pipe Roll of the Bishopric of 
Winchester, 1210-1211 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1964), 167, 169, 175, 180. 
63 The curiously specific number is assessed in this way: 34 binds, 9 sticks, and 6 eels. See: J. E. E. S. 
Sharp and A. E. Stamp, eds., “Inquisitions Post Mortem, Edward III, File 6,” in Calendar of 
Inquisitions Post Mortem: Volume 7, Edward III (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1909), 56–68, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/inquis-post-mortem/vol7/pp56-68. 
64 Sharp and Stamp. 
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Fig. 8: Eel-rents in 14th-Century England. www.historiacartarum.org 
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otherwise the eel-rent stood.65 Even where eels continued to be rendered, allowances 

for alternative payment in currency became increasingly common. The Thorne rent 

made explicit allowances for payment in coin, at a rate of 2s. 6d. per bind.66 Similarly, in 

1330, an eight-year rental contract in Coningsby demanded “sixty ‘stikkes’” of eels as a 

part of the yearly payment, but noted that “if in any of the said eight years so 

many eels be not taken in the waters and weirs aforesaid, 3d. to be paid for every ‘stikke’ 

of eels lacking.”67 The Coningsby rent highlights another increasingly common 

phenomenon, in which the eels made up only a part of the total rental payment 

packages. The century gives us relatively few instances in which eels served as the sole 

payment due. Importantly, however, many of these rents, like Conigsby, were newly-

crafted obligations rather than being continuations of previous arrangements. Eel-rents 

might have been on the decline, but they were still being created and implemented. 

 The final map showing eel rents combines the fifteenth, sixteenth, and 

seventeenth centuries (see Fig. 9). The fifteenth century saw only four separate eel-rents 

totaling around 1,000 eels. The number is difficult to pin down in part because one of 

the rents, that John Fyssher and his son Thomas owed to Ramsey Abbey in 1442, was 

not for a specific number of eels but rather measured the eels due in terms of money – 

 
65 “London, The National Archives (TNA), SC 8/169/842,” accessed January 28, 2018, 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C9294269. 
66 Sharp and Stamp, “Edward III, File 6.” 
67 H. C. Maxwell Lyte, ed., “Deeds: A.8501 - A.8600,” in A Descriptive Catalogue of Ancient Deeds, vol. 4 
(London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1902), 318–33, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/ancient-
deeds/vol4/pp318-333. 
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the Fysshers owed a half-mark of eels.68 There are seven eel-rents from the sixteenth 

century, and only one from the seventeenth century. As before, the map demonstrates 

the continued geographic spread of eel-rents as a cultural practice. One might have 

expected that East Anglia would have been the final holdout for eel-rents in England, 

but the surviving records continue to show the imposition and payment of eel-rents as 

an island-wide practice. The period does provide evidence of something hinted at much 

earlier; three of the rents from around 1500 appear as gifts to the local monastery in 

payment for prayers for specific souls. Roger de Cailli promised the monks of 

Castleacre Priory a gift of his eel rents amounting to 1,500 fish per year, “for the soul 

of Simon his father, Alice his mother, and Joan and Beatrix his wives.”69 An Alice 

(presumably Roger’s mother) gave 1,000 eels to the monks as a part of the same grant, 

and Ralph de Baliol gave a rent of 2,000 eels to the priory for the soul of his landlord, 

the Earl Warren.70  These rents are indicative of two important points. Firstly, they tell 

us that, at the dawn of the sixteenth century, eel-rents were still a part – if a hidden one 

– of the working economic landscape; these were gifts of rental returns, rather than 

simply promises of fish. None of these rents appears in earlier records, but it is clear 

that they had been ongoing for some undetermined length of time.  The sudden 

  

 
68 A mark is roughly 2/3 of a pound. 
69 Francis Blomefield, “Clackclose Hundred and Half: Hilgey,” in An Essay Towards A Topographical 
History of the County of Norfolk, vol. 7 (London, 1807), 369–74, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-norfolk/vol7/pp369-374. 
70 Blomefield. 
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Fig. 9: Eel-rents in 15th, 16th, and 17th-Century England. www.historiacartarum.org 
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appearance of these rents, and the quotidian way they appear in the records, suggest the 

continued existence of other, similarly invisible rents. Certainly eel-rents were 

disappearing from England, but clearly they had a much longer and gradual decline than 

has been generally assumed. And this leads to the second point about these rents: eels 

and systematized eel-rents still had economic importance and cultural weight in 1500. 

Ralph de Baliol and the de Cailli family picked eel-rents as the payment mechanism to 

balance against the souls of the dead. They clearly saw value in the renders, and they 

appear to have expected both the monks, and the Almighty, to see the same. 

Most of the rents in this final period appear to be holdovers from previous 

agreements. The 1572 survey of Buxted Manor found that Gilbert Atwell owed five 

sticks of eels, valued at 18¾d. for a water mill in Brambridge, to Gilbert Welles, High 

Sherriff of Hampshire, but this appears to be the only eel-rent still extant in manor.71 

Similarly, the single seventeenth-century rent seems to have been a sole remaining 

artifact of an earlier time; in 1659 John Wittewronge of Rothamsted purchased the 

manors of Wheathampstead and Harpenden that had been seized by the state in 

accordance with the 1649 act of Parliament that abolished cathedral deans and chapters 

and put their land up for sale. Among other things, Wittewronge bought the royalties 

 
71 Bill Attwell, A History of the Attwell Family 1200-1650, Color Version (Morrisville, NC: Lulu.com, 
2014), 38. 
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for fishing at the manors’ mill pond, and the right to half of all eels taken there.72 Even 

in these last centuries, however, the English continued to generate new rents. In 1679 

Thomas Buttes leased his watermill in Great Ryburgh to the miller Simon Mussett for 

a term of seven years. In addition to the monetary rent, their contract also stipulated 

that though Mussett might not fish in the river, he could take eels at the “owteloades” 

of the mill and mill-wheel using “shakenetts.” However, he owed a moiety, or half, of 

any eels or fish so caught to the lessor.73 Like so many Englishmen before him, Thomas 

Buttes wanted his pound of flesh in eel meat. 

As this chapter has demonstrated, Buttes stood at the tail end of a long history 

of eel-rents that stretched back at least to the tenth century, and probably farther still. 

And while historians have almost exclusively paid attention to the very earliest rents, 

eels continued to move around the country as a something of a shadow currency into 

the early modern period, far outlasting other in-kind payments. They formed a 

significant part of Englanders’ interactions with their secular and monastic landlords. 

And while the numbers of eel-rents decreased over time, the data here shows that this 

decline was later and less complete than has been previously assumed. Rents could, and 

sometimes did, go for centuries without official notice, continuing as a steady part of 

 
72 William Page, ed., “Wheathampstead with Harpenden: Manors,” in A History of the County of 
Hertford: Volume 2 (London: Victoria County History, 1908), 297–309, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/herts/vol2/pp297-309. 
73 Historical Manuscripts Commission, “Muniments of Edmond R. Wodehouse: Appendices,” in The 
Manuscripts of Rye and Hereford Corporations, Etc. Thirteenth Report, Appendix: Part IV (London: Her 
Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1892), 421–94, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/hist-mss-
comm/vol31/pt4/pp421-494. 
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the social and economic background. Moreover, this chapter has demonstrated that the 

historiographic focus on Fenland eel-rents has been in error; the fish served as a slippery 

currency all across the country. From King Edgar to Thomas Buttes, and from Cornwall 

to the Scottish border, eel-rents constituted an important part of the English cultural 

and economic landscape. 
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CHAPTER 3 

EELS IN THE BROADER ECONOMY 

 
In the 1250s Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset, England, employed a man named 

Robert Malerbe who performed a number of functions for the monks. A 1261 jury trial 

record laid out the complex details of his service; among many other duties, Malerbe 

served as the monastery’s chief boatman, as its bedel (summoner) for outlying villages, 

as the overseer of one of the abbey’s vineyards, and as master of the abbot’s waterways. 

As part of this last responsibility, Malerbe had instructions that if he “should find 

throughout the waters fishermen with eels, he should choose as many sticks of the best 

eels as he wishes, and bring them to the kitchens of the abbot or the abbey.” 1 The 

fishermen were to report to the abbey for compensation, where they would receive the 

bargain-basement price of ½d. and some bread for each stick that Malerbe took.2 As a 

point of comparison, in 1273 King Edward I issued a series of price controls for goods 

 
1 Et si per aquas invenerit klammatores habentes anguillas, de melioribus anguillis eligere debet quod 
stikas voluerit et deportare in coquinam Abbatis vel conventus et dabitur piscatoribus pro qualibet 
stika, obolum et j pannum garcionum.” Charles Elton and Edmund Hobhouse, eds., Rentalia et 
Custumaria Michaelis de Ambresbury, 1235-1252: Et Rogeri de Ford, 1252-1261, Abbatum Monasterii Beatae 
Mariae Glastoniae, with an Excursus on Manorial Land Tenures, vol. 5, Somerset Record Society (London: 
Harrison and Sons, 1891), 177. 
2 There is some uncertainty here stemming from the phrase pannum garcionum. The transcription’s 
editors suggest that this could be a regional term for an unknown type of cloth (pannum). But it is 
more likely that the scribe meant panem garcionum, a phrase for a kind of bread that appears in other 
places, including a 1307 entry in the Eynsham Cartulary where the meaning is clear. H.E. Salter, ed., 
Eynsham Cartulary, vol I (Oxford: Oxford Historical Society at the Clarendon Press, 1907), 370. Given 
the context, of the two options bread seems the more probable choice; it would mean that the 
monks would be replacing food with food, rather than flooding the local economy with small pieces 
of cheap cloth.  
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sold in London that set the cost of eels at an unsustainably low 2d. per stick.3 The 

fishermen do not seem to have appreciated the situation; in its discussion of payment 

the trial record mostly calls the fisherman by the standard Latin term piscatores, but it 

uses the unusual word klammatores to describe the fishermen on the water in the moment 

when Malerbe came upon them. The editors of the Somerset Record Society 

transcription simply suggest that this is another word for fishermen, but it seems highly 

likely that the intended word here was clamatores, from clamator, which means a shouter 

or bawler – one who makes a fuss.4 This was probably an apt term to describe the 

fishermen’s state of mind when Malerbe hauled up alongside their boats to take their 

best eels and offer a pittance in return.5 

In thinking about eels in the broader medieval English economy, most historians 

have not looked much beyond the in-kind rental payments covered in the previous 

chapter. But, as the story of Robert Malerbe and the clamor of the Glastonbury 

fishermen shows, taking formalized eel-rents as the sole source of information about 

the topic is problematic. Landlords like the abbot of Glastonbury could, and did, collect 

their due of eels from tenants through ad hoc mechanisms that fell outside of set and 

recorded tax regimens. And registers of rents do not provide an accurate accounting of 

 
3 John Noorthouck, “Book 1, Ch. 4: Edward I to Edward III,” in A New History of London Including 
Westminster and Southwark (London: R Baldwin, 1773), 57–74, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-
series/new-history-london/pp57-74. 
4 This, along with pannum, suggests that the scribe had a unique sense of spelling. 
5 For an effort at working out the relative value of a stick of eels, with rough modern equivalents, 
see: John Wyatt Greenlee, “What Does a Stick of Eels Get You?,” Historia Cartarum, accessed 
October 27, 2018, http://historiacartarum.org/eel-rents-project/what-does-a-stick-of-eels-get-you/. 
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how many eels were being caught, eaten, and traded at any given time: they only provide 

us with some sense of the scale of taxation.6 As historian Mark Bailey has observed, the 

scale of the collected rents indicates that running a fishery must have been a lucrative 

business that introduced a great many eels into regional economies.7 Indeed, from at 

least the tenth century onward, England had a thriving eel trade that existed alongside 

the system of rents, and there were considerably more of the fish moving through the 

economy than tax registers alone indicate. 

The wide-spread appetite for eels created a consistent market demand, and the 

English caught and poached them all across the country in response. Fishermen like 

those at Glastonbury sold or bartered at least some of their catch in local markets, but 

a large number of eels also entered into regional trade networks. The outlines of this 

trade are difficult to reconstruct, but hints of it appear across a range of sources, 

including literature, tax records, court cases, and local ordinances. Eels moved as cargo 

along England’s roads and waterways, where they were assessed, tolled, and sometimes 

stolen. Cities taxed merchants and fishmongers bringing eels within their walls, and 

charged shipmasters fees to unload the fish from their vessels. During in the early 

medieval period the English mostly ate and traded domestic eels. But starting in the 

 
6 Ellen Arnold makes a similar observation about records of timber tithes in the medieval Ardennes, 
where staggering numbers only tell part of the story. See: Ellen F. Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape: 
Environment and Monastic Identity in the Medieval Ardennes (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013), 67. 
7 Mark Bailey, A Marginal Economy?:  East Anglia Breckland in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 161–62. 
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fourteenth century they began to import an increasing number of the fish from their 

neighbors across the Channel, eventually buying large numbers of eels from the Dutch. 

These connections only increased over time, and the commercial trade in eels 

strengthened England’s ties to the rest of Europe well into the Early Modern period. 

Throughout much of the Middle Ages, in a range of ways, eels played a vital and 

consistent part in the evolving English economy. 

 

Eel Catches in Regional Economies 

The 1290 lay subsidy roll for the region around Ramsey proves instructive for 

getting a sense of the numbers of eels moving in the economy beyond rents. The roll 

offers not only a list of assessed taxes, but also a detailed record of the Ramsey residents’ 

personal assets, from livestock down to pots and kettles. Of the 167 people in and 

around Ramsey on the 1290 roll, nine appear with eels listed among their taxable assets.8  

The assessors noted the numbers of eels in binds, with each bind being a collection of 

ten sticks.9 The roll shows those nine Ramsey residents as bearing taxable responsibility 

for a combined total of 4,600 binds, or 1,150,000 eels. The roll also includes an entry at 

the top of the record for Ramsey that assesses a further 10,000 binds – 2,500,000 eels 

– to newly cleared spaces around the village (ad novum locum) rather than to a named 

 
8 James Ambrose Raftis and Mary Patricia Hogan, Early Huntingdonshire Lay Subsidy Rolls (Toronto: 
PIMS, 1976), 47–56. 
9 This was not unique to the 1290 roll; binds, along with sticks, were a standard unit of measurement 
for eel-rents. 
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individual.10 Taken as a whole, the 1290 lay subsidy roll for Ramsey seems to suggest 

that there were upwards of three and a half million eels being caught and introduced 

into the local economy each year by the population of this small fenland town.  

Numbers this large need to be treated with high caution. It is possible that the 

scribe mistook his terms and wrote “binds” where he meant “sticks.” This was certainly 

the understanding that James Raftis and Mary Hogan, who edited the roll’s only 

translation, brought to the numbers, as did historians Anne and Edwin DeWindt in 

their work on Ramsey.11 But Raftis and Hogan’s own text argues otherwise, noting 

explicitly that “each bind consists of 10 sticks of 25 eels each,” assessed at the rate of 

4d. per hundred binds.12 And these quantitates were unlikely to have been the result an 

on over-active tax agent; the taxation lists for lay subsidy rolls resulted from 

collaborative negotiation between taxing agents, community leaders, and the listed 

individuals, meaning that Ramsey’s residents likely signed off on the subsidy’s quantities 

and the terminology.13 Moreover, the lay subsidy rolls often undervaled, rather than 

overvalued, property worth, in part because much of what they captured seems to have 

been surplus materials bound for regional and interregional trade.14 Certainly, the idea 

 
10 Raftis and Hogan, Huntingdonshire, 47. 
11 Anne Reiber DeWindt and Edwin Brezette DeWindt, Ramsey:  The Lives of an English Fenland Town, 
1200-1600 (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 166. 
12 Raftis and Hogan, Huntingdonshire, 47. 
13 Raftis and Hogan, 13–14; Stuart Jenks, “The Lay Subsidies and the State of the English Economy 
(1275-1334),” VSWG: Vierteljahrschrift Für Sozial- Und Wirtschaftsgeschichte 85, no. 1 (1998): 8–10. 
14 J. F. Hadwin, “The Medieval Lay Subsidies and Economic History,” The Economic History Review 36, 
no. 2 (1983): 200–201, https://doi.org/10.2307/2595920; Jenks, “The Lay Subsidies and the State 
of the English Economy (1275-1334),” 29. 
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that millions of eels per year might be assessed to a handful of people in this small 

Fenland town strains credulity. But even if we follow Raftis, Hogan, and the DeWindts 

and accept the lower number, we are still left with an enormous quantity of fish – 

365,000 eels – moving into local and extra-local markets, in addition to fish being caught 

solely for sustenance. 

These quantities are certainly not scalable across England – Ramsey sits in the 

middle of the country’s greatest eel habitat, and most towns could not have produced 

nearly the quantity of fish that Ramsey’s nine residents managed.  But other evidence 

of wide-spread eel fishing throughout the country tells us that we should see Ramsey as 

an outlier in terms of volume, but not type. As they had from the pre-Norman period 

onward, mills all over England continued to serve as active spaces for eel capture, 

narrowing the stream and forcing the fish towards nets and traps. Willem Dekker and 

Laurent Beaulaton, in their 2016 article assessing the history of eel stock management, 

calculate that, taken together, the mills in England at Domesday that were taxed in coin 

rather than in kind likely caught 333 metric tons of unrecorded eels per year.15 These 

 
15 Dekker and Beaulaton are correct to point to Domesday’s failure to present a complete record of 
eels being caught in England in 1086. However, their methodology presumes the existence of mills 
at fisheries without evidence and uses an average from the provable eel-rents per mill to come to 
their conclusions. In fact, Dekker and Beaulaton are almost certainly low in their estimation the 
number of eels being caught in England. Willem Dekker and Laurent Beaulaton, “Climbing Back up 
What Slippery Slope? Dynamics of the European Eel Stock and Its Management in Historical 
Perspective,” ICES Journal of Marine Science, 2016, 73, no. 1 (2016): 7–8. 
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were fish that, like those on the lay subsidy roll, escape notice when we only pay 

attention to eel-rents.16 The richly illustrated fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter gives us 

a scene of this type of fishing in one of its illuminations, showing a mill with eel traps 

directly upstream to take advantage of the building’s effects on the watercourse (Fig. 10 

and 11). The image is thought to be a depiction of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s mill at Irnham, 

Lincolnshire – a mill for which we have no extant records of eel-rents, but which seems 

to have added eels to the local economy or diet.17  The basket-snares shown in the 

Luttrell Psalter were a regular sight on English waterways well into the modern era, and 

they caught surprising amounts of fish.18  

 
16 For context, in 2005 the United States imported 1,547 metric tons of the eels. Patricia Halpin, 
“Unagi: ‘Freshwater’ Eel. Anguilla Japonica, A. Anguilla, A. Rostrata,” Seafood Watch:  Seafood Report 
(Monterey Bay Aquarium, June 21, 2007), 20. 
17 “Early Topographical Drawings | British Library - Picturing Places - The British Library,” 
accessed November 19, 2018, https://www.bl.uk/picturing-places/articles/early-topographical-
drawings. 
18 For a useful overview of English eel traps broadly, see: “The Fine Art of Trapping Eels,” The 
Fishing Museum Online - Eel Bucks. Originally printed in Waterlog Magazine, accessed July 25, 2018, 

 

Fig. 10: A watermill, with eel traps upstream from the mill chase. BL Add 
MS 42130 f. 181r 

 

 

Fig. 11: A closer view of the eel traps, complete 
with eels. BL Add MS 42130 f. 181r 
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The traps’ commonplace nature may have allowed for their use as a culturally 

viable metaphor. Literary scholar Rebecca Davis has argued convincingly that Chaucer 

relied on eel traps for imagery at the end of his poem, The House of Fame.19 At the 

conclusion of the poem’s journey, Chaucer-as-narrator finds himself at the House of 

Rumour – a twisting, turning, labyrinthine building made of “twigges” that Chaucer 

says was made in much the same way that men make baskets and cages.20 The building’s 

description is reminiscent of a traditional woven-stick eel trap, and Chaucer connects 

the building to one of England’s great eel-fishing rivers by noting that the noise of the 

wind through its twigs is so great that you could hear it even “had hyt stonden upon 

Oyse” (if it stood by the [River] Ouse).21 There is a symbolic rationale to Chaucer’s 

description; rumors, like eels, are slippery and hard-to-grasp things of uncertain origin. 

It makes sense to catch and house them in a structure resembling an eel trap. The poet 

drives the point home in its last few lines, when he finds himself among a great throng 

of people inside the House of Rumour, who all hear a great noise and rush towards it. 

Chaucer describes the scene like this: 

And whan they were all on an hepe, 
Behynde begunne up lepe, 
Clamben up on other faste, 

 
http://www.fishingmuseum.org.uk/eel_bucks.html. For lepe, or leap, as a word for an eel trap, see: 
Laura Wright, Sources of London English:  Medieval Thames Vocabulary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 
61. 
19 Rebecca Davis, “Fugitive Poetics in Chaucer’s House of Fame,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 37, no. 
1 (2016): passim, esp. 114–26, https://doi.org/10.1353/sac.2015.0022. 
20 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The House of Fame,” in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry Dean Benson 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 370, ln. 1936–40. 
21 Chaucer, 370, ln. 1928. 
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Up the nose and yën kaste 
Trodden fast on other heles 
And stampen, as men doon aftir eles.22 
 

Davis points to the last line, comparing the rush of people to men stomping after eels 

in order to drive them towards a trap, in support of her argument, noting that it has 

been largely ignored in the scholarship to this point.23 What Davis has missed is that 

Chaucer gives a further, punning, indication that supports her claims: “lepe” in line 

2150, which has generally been read as meaning to jump, is also another name for an 

eel trap.24 Davis’s reading of this section has implications for understanding the poem 

as a piece of literature. But her argument also relies on a medieval readership with a 

ready cultural familiarity with eel traps and their workings. Without that, the audience 

would miss the poem’s ending conceit, just as most modern readers have. 

Benjamin Koonce, in his 1966 treatment of this passage, connects Chaucer’s 

imagery to the popular trope of stepping on serpents common in biblical exegetical 

traditions and copied in other forms of literature. He argues that Chaucer employs the 

eels here negatively – that the whole section deals with crushing sin underfoot, and that 

the eels are therefore a “symbol of Satan or other evil beings who attempt to impede 

 
22 Chaucer, 373, ln. 2149–54. 
23 Davis, “Fugitive Poetics,” 122, n. 39. An indication of the degree to which the line has been 
considered uncritically can be found in the 1983 translation for Penguin Books by Brian Stone, 
where he writes the line as “stamping, as men do on eels,” which is quite a different thing, and 
speaks to how far we are culturally from the simile. See: Geoffrey Chaucer, Geoffrey Chaucer: Love 
Visions, ed. Brian Stone (New York: Penguin Classics, 1983), 121. 
24 Wright, Sources of London English:  Medieval Thames Vocabulary, 61. 
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man’s spiritual journey.”25 Koonce points, correctly, towards a medieval scholastic 

tradition of using eels instead of serpents in writing and visual artwork to represent evil, 

seizing on the animals’ similarity of appearance, as well as the relationship between the 

word for eel (anguilla) and the word for snake (anguis). In reading Chaucer’s eels as 

symbolic of wickedness, Koonce leans on this tradition, relying on the thirteenth-

century French Benedictine Pierre Bersuire to draw the connection between eels 

(anguillae) and wicked men (vir mali) who are hard to pin down and have a “slime of 

carnality” (limo carnalitatis).26  

But Koonce misses the fact this type of metaphorical interchangeability between 

snakes and eels was largely confined to continental writers like Bersuire. Though 

English bestiaries from the Second Family onward frequently note that eels derive their 

name from their similarities to snakes, there are few, if any, instances when the English 

seem to have conflated the two animals for symbolic purposes. The fable of the snake 

and the eel – originally written by the Italian Laurentius Abstemius in his Hecatomythium, 

but popular in England – clearly demonstrates this: the tale features an eel complaining 

to a serpent that, despite their similarities, men fish and trap eels relentlessly but leave 

snakes alone. The snake replies that his kind are protected by the well-known danger 

 
25 Benjamin Granade Koonce, Chaucer and the Tradition of Fame: Symbolism in The House of Fame 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1966), 171–73. 
26 Koonce, 273, n. 179. 
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they pose to humans.27 As William Shakespeare pointedly asks in The Taming of the Shrew, 

“is the adder better than the eel / Because his painted skin contents the eye?” (IV.iii.183-

184)28 And the answer, as John More makes clear with his quip about marriage 

prospects that began this book, is no: the eel is self-evidently better. More’s bag of 

snakes and eels highlights the fact that medieval and early modern English people clearly 

distinguished between the two animals.29 

Even setting aside the issue of conflation between serpents and eels, Koonce has 

misunderstood the action in the poem. Chaucer does not describe people moving as if 

they were stepping on eels, but rather as if they were stomping after them. There is not 

the sense that they are figuratively crushing the eels beneath their heels. This is a fishing 

metaphor, and one that tells us several important things. Firstly, Chaucer’s use of the 

simile helps to reinforce the ubiquity of eel fishing in England. The poet anticipated a 

level of knowledge in his readers, expecting them to know that catching eels during the 

day often means stomping along the riverbanks to drive them from their mud homes 

towards the waiting traps. Secondly,  poem’s description tells us that the English hunted 

 
27 Philip Ayres, Mythologia Ethica, or, Three Centuries of Æsopian Fables in English Prose Done from Æsop, 
Phædrus, Camerarius, and All Other Eminent Authors on This Subject : Illustrated with Moral, Philosophical, and 
Political Precepts : Also with Aphorisms and Proverbs in Several Languages, and Adorned with Many Curious 
Sculptures Cut on Copper Plates (London, 1689), 21, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A26524.0001.001; Walter Pope, Moral and Political Fables, Ancient and 
Modern Done into Measured Prose Intermixed with Ryme (London, 1698), 17, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A55424.0001.001. 
28 William Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew, ed. Barbara Mowat et al. (Washington: Folger 
Shakespeare Library, n.d.), 175–77, http://www.folgerdigitaltexts.org.  
29 For more on the metaphorical valences of eels in England, see Chapter 6 
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the fish enthusiastically. There is an energy and a yearning in Chaucer’s description; he 

did not intend for it to conjure up an image of men trudging drearily along a riverbank, 

engaged in a thankless task. The people running about in the House of Rumor are 

excited to the point of frenzy in pursuit of a thing desired, and Chaucer uses the image 

of stamping after eels to help explain their fierce turbulence. The simile only works if 

readers can relate to such eagerness in their own real-world experience. The line, in 

context, speaks not only to widespread fishing practice but also to widespread 

enjoyment of the process and, presumably, of the catch. 

The popular English practice of stamping after eels continued well past 

Chaucer’s own time. Into the seventeenth century it finds passing mention in a range 

of texts, never with much explanation and always with the clear assumption that the 

audience can relate to the activity. William Bradford, writing in 1620 about the early 

days of the Plymouth settlement in New England, wrote that his Patuxet neighbor 

Tisquantum brought the English a welcome gift of eels in celebration of their new peace 

accord. Bradford recorded without surprise that the man “trod them out with his feet, 

and so caught them.”30 James Prosek, in his 2010 book on eels, writes that Tisquantum 

 
30 Henry Martyn Dexter, Edward Winslow, and William Bradford, Mourt’s Relation or Journal of the 
Plantation at Plymouth, Library of New-England History, No. 1 (Boston: J. K. Wiggin, 1865), 97, 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001261966. As a happy side note, it seems likely that the First 
Thanksgiving included a table full of eels. See: James Prosek, “Opinion | Give Thanks for ... Eel?,” 
The New York Times, November 24, 2010, sec. Opinion, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/25/opinion/25prosek.html. 
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taught the starving English how to fish for eels, but this interpretation seems unlikely.31 

Eels hibernate in winter, burrowing deep into the mud, and so must be fished with a 

spear – they cannot be trod out in colder months. The Pilgrim settlers had made landfall 

at the end of December and had barely survived a harsh New England winter before 

coming to peaceful terms with the regional Wampanoag tribe in mid-March. At the 

time that Tisquantum brought his gift, the fish would have just started coming out of 

hibernation, and the settlers may have not yet realized that their new home was as rich 

in eels as their old. Even if Bradford had not have personal experience in stomping after 

eels, he seems to have been familiar with the principal. 

The phrase appears again somewhat later in the century, when the author John 

Donne used it in a satirical poems recounting the old story of the fox and the wolf. 

Donne tells of a fox who went down a well looking for food, only to be disappointed 

when he found none. Upon realizing that he was trapped in the well and seeing that he 

needed a counterbalance on the bucket to get back out, the fox tricked a passing wolf 

into trading places with him. The wolf eagerly rode the bucket down the bottom of the 

well, where he immediately (and unsuccessfully) “began to tread for eels.”32 Having 

made good his escape, the fox abandoned the wolf to a fate empty of eels, but full of 

 
31 James Prosek, Eels: An Exploration, from New Zealand to the Sargasso, of the World’s Most Mysterious Fish 
(New York: Harper, 2010), 119. 
32 John Donne, Donne’s Satyr Containing 1. a Short Map of Mundane Vanity, 2. a Cabinet of Merry Conceits, 
3. Certain Pleasant Propositions and Questions with Their Merry Solutions and Answers: Being Very Useful, 
Pleasant and Delightful to All, and Offensive to None (London: Printed by R.W. for M. Wright, 1662), 68.  
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hunters.33 As the wolf’s actions suggest, even several hundred years after Chaucer 

stomping after eels remained a well-established piece of cultural habit. 

While one could, like Tisquantum or Donne’s wolf, tread for eels and catch them 

by hand (or maw), fishing by foot often worked in the manner that Chaucer suggests, 

by driving the fish towards traps at places where the waters narrowed. Mills like the one 

shown in the Luttrell Psalter certainly helped in this endeavor; as Thomas Buttes’ 1679 

rent indicated, mill ponds and chases funneled the eel into ready catchment spaces. But 

mills did not provide the only means of controlling the flow of rivers and fish. Weirs – 

a common means of eel fishing that employed dams or staked nets – offered another 

approach. Weirs were not without their own problems, however. They could 

significantly alter a river’s course, and consequently they often created ecological, 

logistical, and legal concerns. Issues surrounding weirs appears repeatedly in the 

historical record. Famously, the 1215 Magna Carta banned all fish-weirs on the Thames, 

the Medway and anywhere else in England except the coast.34 However, King John’s 

great charter was neither the first time, nor the last time, that this issue came up. In 

1196 John’s brother Richard had ordered the removal of Thames weirs – including 

those set by his own Tower wardens – citing the problems that they caused the citizens 

 
33 The story that Donne tells is not original to him; the story of the fox and the wolf is the oldest 
English version of a Reynard the Fox story before Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale. But the wolf 
stomping after eels is unique to Donne. 
34 Omnis kidelli de cetero deponantur penitus de Tamisia, et de Medewaye, et per totam Angliam, 
nisi per costeram maris. Thomas Rymer, Fœdera, Vol. 1, Part 1 (London: s.n., 1816), 131. 
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of London.35 John’s son, Henry III, had to deal with the issue as well in 1253, when 

agents of the mayor of London attempted to enforce these earlier charters by destroying 

nets on the Thames and the Yantlet and arresting twenty-five local fishermen. Henry 

reiterated the earlier declaration, and ordered any remaining weirs on the Thames and 

at Westcheape burned.36 This did not prove to be the end of the matter; the 1297 

reissuance of the Magna Carta again included the prohibition on fish and eel weirs, and 

in 1348 the Crown appointed a commission in response to an appeal from the 

commons to remove weirs and nets that were blocking river traffic on the Thames, the 

Severn, the Ouse, and the Trent.37  

Not all weirs proved problematic. In 1410 King Henry IV mediated a 

disagreement between the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Earl of Arundel regarding 

use of the River Ouse in Sussex. Among other things, the agreement stated that “the 

archbishop and his successors shall have as full power to fix ‘rees’ and engines called 

‘warenettes’ for taking eels in the river within the said bounds as the earl and his heirs 

or any other.”38 But the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries saw a number of court cases, 

 
35 Breve Regis quod propter magnum detrimentum civibus London omnes kidelli qui sunt in 
Thamísia penitus amoveantur. Rymer, 67. 
36 Henry Thomas Riley, ed., Munimenta Gildhallae Londoniensis: Volume 1: Liber Alubus, Compiled A.D. 
1419, Rolls Series (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 500–503. 
37 Edward Miller, The Agrarian History of England and Wales: (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 358; Buchanan Sharp, Famine and Scarcity in Late Medieval and Early Modern England: The 
Regulation of Grain Marketing, 1256–1631 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 76. 
38 A. E. Stamp, ed., “Close Rolls, Henry IV: Miscellaneous 1410-11,” in Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry 
IV: Volume 4, 1409-1413 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1932), 179–90, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/hen4/vol4/pp179-190. 
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from across England, alleging that weir construction both infringed on fishing rights 

and changed the flow of watercourses.39 In 1489, Henry VII granted control over the 

Thames around London to the city’s mayor, giving him leave to punish fishermen using 

weir nets to catch eel and cod.40 This later provision gives two specific rationales, 

common in many complaints about weirs but absent from the earlier charters regarding 

the Thames. Henry’s law noted that the unauthorized weirs increased flooding in and 

around London; and it claimed that use of weir nets caught too many of the eel fry 

(glass eels, or elvers) and, thereby, threatened their long-term viability as a commodity.41  

This last point became increasingly important to the English. Many of the 

complaints about weirs pointed to their destruction of fish, lamprey, and eel fry. Often 

this was an issue of equitable fishing, and making sure that a weir’s owner did not take 

more than their share. But by the late fourteenth century some instances of legal action 

and local ordinances had the broader goal of improving sustainability. The town of 

Spalding, in the Fens, had written bylaws going back at least until 1422 (codifying much 

older, long-standing traditions) that limited eel fishing by “gleave” (eel spear) in the 

commons to certain days of the week during the Fall and Spring, and did not allow such 

 
39 “Weir,” dataset, Legal History: The Year Books (Boston: Boston University), accessed April 29, 
2018, http://www.bu.edu/phpbin/lawyearbooks/search.php; C. T. Flower, ed., Public Works in 
Mediaeval Law, vol. I, Publications of the Seldon Society 32 (London: B. Quaritch, 1915), 155, 294; C. 
T. Flower, ed., Public Works in Mediaeval Law, vol. II, Publications of the Seldon Society 40 (London: 
B. Quaritch, 1923), 112, 128, 137, 199, 277. 
40 Chris Given-Wilson et al., eds., “Henry VII: January 1489,” in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/january-1489. 
41 Given-Wilson et al. 
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fishing during the summer.42 Spalding’s laws also prohibited fishing by “any Eel Nett 

or other Engine in any Wares or Lakes” in the surrounding waters and fens between 

Candlemas (February 2) through the Feast of the Annunciation (March 25), roughly 

corresponding with the spring upstream migration of elvers.43 The bylaws are explicit 

here about the need for sustainable fishing, noting that the ban is so that the “ffish may 

be lett to goe upwards to breed.” 44 In spite of such local regulations, however, 

overfishing – especially of juveniles – remained enough of a concern that Parliament 

passed acts in 1549, 1559, and 1667 limiting the capture of eel and salmon fry.45  

Unsurprisingly, not everyone followed these laws, and eel poaching – either by 

the deployment of illegal weirs or by more clandestine means – was another means by 

which the fish came into local economies uncaptured by tax registers. A quick sampling 

of legal claims related to eel theft both indicates the geographic and temporal ubiquity 

of eel fishing in England throughout the medieval and early modern periods, and casts 

some light on the importance of the eels across social strata. In 1241 a Norfolk man 

 
42 H.E. Hallam, “The Fens Bylaws of Spalding and Pinchbeck,” Lincolnshire Architectural and 
Archaeological Society Reports and Papers NS 10, no. 1 (1963): 47. 
43 Hallam, 49. 
44 Hallam, 49. Eels, of course, do not breed upstream, so this remark demonstrates the real 
confusion about fish’s life cycle that continued into the twentieth century. 
45 “House of Commons Journal Volume 1: 13 March 1549” (London: His Majesty’s Stationery 
Office, 1802), 10, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/commons-jrnl/vol1/p10b; “House of 
Commons Journal Volume 1: 10 March 1559” (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1802), 57, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/commons-jrnl/vol1/p57b.; John Raithby, ed., “Charles II, 1677 & 
1678: An Act for Preservation of Fishing in the River of Seaverne,” in Statutes of the Realm: Volume 5, 
1628-80 (London: Great Britain Record Commission, 1819), 892–93, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/statutes-realm/vol5/pp892-893. 
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named Richard de Bec defended himself from a charge of taking fish and eels without 

permission from two mills in Billingford. His jury found that Richard had the right to 

take eels, but no other fish.46 Had the jury found otherwise, Richard would have faced 

a fine, as four people at Mitton, Staffordshire did in 1290 when they were found guilty 

of taking fish and eels worth 60s from a fishpond belonging Roger de Thornton and 

his wife Isabella. 47 In 1345, the prior of Hardham in Sussex alleged that a man named 

Ralph atte Gate had stolen 1,100 of his eels – a serious loss given that the prior usually 

realized 4,000 eels per year from that stream.48 Some forty years later, in 1387, the prior 

of Nursling, near Southampton in Hampshire, brought charges of eel poaching against 

four local men. The prior accused John Goldsmith of Southampton, William Fisher, 

Robert Goudyer, and Richard Lobbe of stealing 200 lampreys, 300 salmon, 200 trout, 

and 4,000 eels from his fishery on the River Trent, worth a total of £40.49 In 1418 the 

abbot of St. Benet’s at Holm charged three men with having grazed their cattle on his 

lands and poached 300 eels from his ponds in North Walsham, Norfolk, and in 1531 

 
46 Francis Blomefield, “Eynford Hundred: Billingford,” in An Essay Towards the Topographical History of 
the County of Norfolk, Volume 8 (London: W. Miller, 1808), 192–95, https://www.british-
history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-norfolk/vol8/pp192-195. 
47 G. Wrottesley, ed., “Plea Rolls for Staffordshire: 18 Edward I,” in Staffordshire Historical Collections, 
Volume 6, Part 1 (London: Staffordshire Record Society, 1885), 191–200, https://www.british-
history.ac.uk/staffs-hist-collection/vol6/pt1/pp191-200. The perpetrators also cut down, and made 
off with, a mark’s worth of ash and alder wood 
48 William Page, “Houses of Augustinian Canons: Priory of Hardham,” in A History of the County of 
Sussex: Volume 2 (London: Victoria County History, 1973), 74–75, https://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/sussex/vol2/pp74-75. 
49 William Page, ed., “Parishes: Nursling,” in History of the County of Hampshire: Volume 3 (London: 
Victoria County History, 1908), 433–39, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/hants/vol3/pp433-
439. 
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the prior of Conishead, in Lancashire, unsuccessfully charged a group of local men with 

stealing eels and other fish from his pond at Ulverston. 50 

A curious and humorous inversion of these poaching cases appears in Reginald 

Scot’s 1585 The Discoverie of Witchcraft, where he describes a churchman stealing eels from 

the common folk in his own parish. In his section on curses, Scot relates a story in 

which “a certain sir John [i.e. a priest] went abroad a jetting, and in a moone light evening 

robbed a millers weire, and stole all his eeles.” 51 Not knowing the identity of the 

poacher, the miller “made his mone to sir John himselfe,” who promised to curse the 

thieves from the pulpit.52 On Sunday, wearing his stole (a nice sartorial joke!) and 

banking on his parishioners’ inability to understand Latin, John “cursed” the thieves, 

saying, “All you that have stolen the millers eeles, Laudate Dominum de cælis.” 53 Scot’s 

work is stridently anti-papist, and the vignette’s primary purpose is to underscore his 

contempt for the rapacity of the Roman Church, its use of Latin as a gatekeeper to 

understanding, and its reliance on superstition to maintain its authority. But the story 

 
50 Francis Blomefield, “Tunstede Hundred: North Walsham,” in An Essay Towards A Topographical 
History of the County of Norfolk: Volume 11 (London: W. Miller, 1810), 73–79, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-norfolk/vol11/pp73-79; William Farrer and J. Brownbill, eds., 
“Townships: Ulverston,” in A History of the County of Lancaster: Volume 8 (London: Victoria County 
History, 1914), 348–56, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/lancs/vol8/pp348-356. The men in 
question were found guilty of taking salmon, to which they had no customary right, but the jury 
found their custom extended to all other fish, including eel. 
51 Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft, ed. Brinsley Nicholson (London: Elliot Stock, 1886), 215–
16. Italics and brackets are from the text. 
52 Scot, 216.  
53 Scot, 216. The Latin here is from the start of the 148th Psalm and translates as “Praise the Lord of 
Heaven.” Scot’s account gets repeated in other similarly-themed works, such as Samuel 
Harsnett’s 1603 tract, A Declaration of Popish Imposters.  
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also speaks to the continuing place of eels in local economies and power relationships. 

Even though the priest might not be taking eels in rent, he is nonetheless using his 

authority and position to acquire them from the miller. And the miller, for his account, 

is troubled at his loss of both food and real income. Scot’s story may well not be based 

on a real set of events. Regardless, it is believable both in its outlines and its details, and 

is worthy of attention. 

Accounts of poaching and theft were not the only places that the fish appear in 

the country’s illicit economy. They also seem to have been a tool for too-sharp horse 

dealers, looking to dress up an older, broken-down horse as young and energetic. 

Among the tricks of the trade was one called “feaguing,” which Francis Grose, in his 

1785 Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, says means “to put ginger up a horse’s 

fundament, and formerly, as it is said, a live eel, to make him lively, and carry his tail 

well.”54 Grose goes on to note that the practice was so wide-spread that “a forfeit is 

incurred by any horse-dealer’s servant, who shall shew a horse without first feaguing 

him.”55 And while eels may have been a tool of the past by Grose’s day, earlier evidence 

suggests that he was not trading in urban myths (or, if he were, they very well-

established ones). The humorist poet Edward Ward, in his 1700 “A Song Upon 

Dancing,” wrote that dancers “skip with nimble force / As Eels i’th’ belly of a Horse / 

 
54 Francis Grose, “Feague,” in Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue (London, 1796). 
55 Grose. 
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Which Jockies use each Market-Day / To make ‘em dance, as People say.” 56 Ward, like 

Grose, may be professing a lack of first-hand knowledge – it depends on what his “as 

People say” refers to – but writers from the previous century certainly did not.  

A young John Milton made reference to feaguing in his ribald 1628 Latin poem 

Prolusion VI, in a section mocking his fellow Cambridge students. In reference to 

“certain Irish birds” (aves quaedam Hibernicae) he says that they are “more useful to 

grooms because they are by nature lively and brisk and prancing, and if they were forced 

into the anus of scraggly horses would make them livelier and quicker than if they had 

ten live eels in their bellies.”57 Milton’s statement is far more affirmative than Ward’s, 

and he was not alone in speaking about feaguing with eels as common practice. In 1616, 

friends of the famously late poet and politician Thomas Overbury republished his most 

well-known work, the poem “Wife,” along with an array of poetic caricature sketches 

of unsavory types of people written by anonymous authors.58 One of those poems 

detailed the characteristics of “An Arrant Horse-Courser,” and noted that (among other 

 
56 Edward Ward, The Dancing-School with the Adventures of the Easter Holy-Days. (London: J. How, 1700), 
6. Italics in original. 
57 “Has igitur arbitror agasonibus utiliores futuras; nam cum sint naturae vividae vegetae et 
saltaturientes, si equis strigosis per podicem ingerantur reddent eos protinus vivaciores et velociores 
quam si decem vivas anguillas in ventre haberent.” John Milton, “Prolusion VI,” in Latin Writings: A 
Selection, ed. and trans. John Hale, Bibliotheca Latinintatis Novae (Assen: Van Gorcum & Comp., 
1998), 88. Hale, the editor, seems unfamiliar with feaguing, because he makes a note to say that, at 
this point, Milton’s comparisons are becoming “almost surreal and magical.” 
58 Overbury’s death became an enormous scandal in its day. He expired while a prisoner in the 
Tower of London, and it eventually came out that he had been poisoned at the direction of a court 
conspiracy that included Overbury’s best friend, the friend’s married love interest, and King James 
himself. The lurid tale involved political intrigue, lust, infidelity, money, and betrayal, and essentially 
reads as a work of bad historical fiction. 
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unsavory habits) the man knows how cover up diseases and defects of all sorts. “For 

powding his [the horse’s] eares with / Quicksilver, and giuing him suppositories / of 

live eels he’s expert.”59 As with Milton’s poem, there is no “as is said” or “formerly” in 

this description, and the author does not put distance between himself and what he 

portrays as an established practice. Nor, for that matter, does he mention ginger, or 

other instruments for feaguing horses that appear later. At the start of the seventeenth 

century, it seems that eels were the way you spirited up a horse for sale. And everybody 

from university students to the king’s councilors knew – or, at least, believed – it to be 

true.60 

 

The Domestic Eel Trade 

Shady used horse dealers might not always have time to catch their own 

suppositories, but, like many of their countrymen, they could have bought their eels at 

market. Of the millions of English eels poached, snared in weirs, ponds, and mill chases, 

or fished with line and spear, many certainly stayed in the local economy. However, at 

least some of them traveled more broadly, and substantial evidence exists pointing to a 

 
59 Sir. Thomas Overbury, “An Arrant Horse-Courser,” in Sir Thomas Ouerburie His Wife with New 
Elegies Vpon His (Now Knowne) Vntimely Death : Whereunto Are Annexed, New Newes and Characters / 
Written by Himselfe and Other Learned Gentlemen. (London, 1616), 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A08597.0001.001/1:4.50?rgn=div2;view=fulltext. Amusingly, 
the author writes that, though everyone falls victim to these ministrations, they work best on 
Frenchmen, who are especially gullible. 
60 Historical descriptions of the practice leave some questions about its mechanics unanswered. They 
will remain unanswered here, save to say that translations of Milton that go with “suppository” miss 
the full force of his description. 
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vibrant trade network for eels that spread across the country, using many of the same 

infrastructure of commodity transport that undergirded the eel-rents system. The 

earliest evidence of this trade comes from the late tenth-century, at almost exactly the 

same time that we find the first extant eel-rent charters, and it appears in a text by the 

abbot Ælfric of Eyensham.  

Ælfric’s book, called the Colloquy, is an instructional work for children and 

features an imagined dialogue between a teacher and his students. The teacher inquires 

in turn of each student about their profession, and when he come to the fisherman, the 

teacher asks what kind of fish the man catches (Hwilce fixas gefehst þu?).61 The man 

answers that he fishes for “Eel and pike, small fish and eelpout, trout, lamprey, and any 

others that swim in the rivers” (Ælas 7 hacodas, mynas 7 æleputan, sceotan 7 lampredan, 7 swa 

wylce swa on wætere swymmaþ). 62 That eels are the first item that the fisherman names bears 

attention; other comparable lists in Ælfric’s text appear to present their information in 

descending order of social value. The Colloquy’s huntsman, for example, when asked 

what animals he kills for the king, lists them in order of social weight – harts, boars, roe 

deer, goats, and some rabbits (Ic gefeo heortas 7 baras 7 rann 7 rægan 7 hwilon haran).158 

Given the hierarchical structure at play in this and other lists in the text, it seems likely 

that the eel’s place in the fisherman’s inventory of his freshwater catch has meaning. 

 
61 G. N. Garmonsway, ed., Aelfric’s Colloquy, 1 edition (Exeter: Liverpool University Press, 2005), 27. 
62 Garmonsway, 27–28. The ongoing conversation makes it clear that the fisherman is talking here 
about fishing on a river (ea) rather than on the sea (sæ). 
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And Ælfric’s fisherman is not simply engaging in subsistence fishing, either; he takes 

his eels to town. He tells the teacher that he sells his catch in the city (on ceastre), and 

that he cannot land enough fish to meet market demand (Ic ne mæg swa fela gefon swa ic 

mæg gesyllan).63 We have to be careful about reading too much into the Colloquy; this is a 

text for children, and Ælfric did not intended it to provide a detailed social history. But 

we can safely understand the text as being generally reflective of its society and time, 

and as providing broadly accurate descriptions in order to teach its lessons. So we can 

take the Colloquy’s account as evidence that at least some eel fishermen were not only 

selling their catch at home; they were also going on ceastre. 

City populations grew notably in England from the eleventh century onward, 

and the demand for all fish – including eels – grew along with it.64 James Barrett and 

others have noted the so-call “fish event horizon” around 1000 CE, when the English 

consumption of salt water fish spiked noticeably at the expense of many types of 

freshwater fish. But eels remained a significant part of the English diet throughout this 

change, and the demand from the cities seems not to have slacked.65 Getting the fish to 

town, though, was not always easy or cheap. Eel traders like Ælfric’s student faced tolls, 

fees, and taxes along the road, and cities charged merchants to bring the fish through 

 
63 Garmonsway, 27. 
64 Barrett James H., Locker Alison M., and Roberts Callum M., “The Origins of Intensive Marine 
Fishing in Medieval Europe: The English Evidence,” Proceedings of the Royal Society of London. Series B: 
Biological Sciences 271, no. 1556 (December 7, 2004): 2420, https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2004.2885. 
65 Barrett James H., Locker Alison M., and Roberts Callum M., 2419. 
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their gates. These records offer places where we can see relatively consistent movement 

of eels and other fish around the country through the centuries. The Anglo-Norman 

Custumal of Exeter, a register recording the city’s tax structures first complied in the 

mid-thirteenth century declared that “if a man carries a stick of eels for sale (he pays) of 

four one halfpenny if carried on horseback; and one stick out of seven from the ship 

or from (the boat).”66 Clearly, eels were being moved along Devonshire roads and 

waterways at a high enough rate to warrant this fairly specific notation. London had 

similar regulations, with murage tolls (civic taxes for the building and maintenance of 

walls) in 1315 and in 1368 noting that imports of eels into the city were to be taxed at 

a rate of 10d. per 1,000 fish.67 In the early fourteenth century visiting merchants selling 

eels, herring, and salmon in the city of Chester had to pay a toll for the privilege, and in 

1518, the city of Bristol published a calendar of fees that levied both regular customs 

duties of 2d. and a murage fee of 1d. per one hundred eels. Bristol also charged ¼d. 

customs duty per eel head.68 These tolls indicate regional trade in the fish – the Exeter 

 
66 Jacob Wilhelm Schopp and R. C. Easterling, eds., The Anglo-Norman Custumal of Exeter, History of 
Exeter Research Group 2 (London: Oxford University Press, H. Milford, 1925), 31. Italics in the 
original. This particular fee is unusual in that it provides an example of a city as a corporate entity 
taking eels in taxation. 
67 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios Xli - l: 1315,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: E, 
1314-1337 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1903), 53–66, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/vole/pp53-66; Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., Calendar of Letter-Books 
Preserved Among the Archives of the Corporation of the City of London at the Guildhall: Letter-Book H: 1375-
1399. (London: J.E., 1907), 297–99. 
68 Henry Bush, “Origin of the Town Dues,” in Bristol Town Duties A Collection of Original and Interesting 
Documents [Etc.] (Bristol: s.n., 1828), 43–83, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/bristol-
duties/pp43-83; C.P. Lewis and A.T. Thacker, eds., “Later Medieval Chester 1230-1550: Economy 
and Society, 1230-1350,” in A History of the County of Chester: Volume 5 Part 1, the City of Chester: General 
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Custumal would have captured any local fisherman on his way to market. But they also 

point, as in the case of Chester with its tax targeting alien (meaning both foreign and 

non-local English) merchants, towards movement of eels across longer distances.  

The Brokage Books of Southampton provide further direct and explicit evidence 

of this type of movement, at what might traditionally have been considered the far 

geographic periphery of the eel’s importance in England. Southampton charged a 

brokage fee for goods leaving the city, with the amount of the fee based on the 

commodity and the distance to be traveled, meaning that the extant Brokage Books 

provide a useful snapshot of elements of the inland trade originating from the city. In 

the thirty-eight years for which we have records between 1430 and 1541 there are 

notations for carts of eels (these are separate from records for conger eels, but there 

may also be overlap) leaving Southampton and going to Andover, London, Ringwood, 

Romsey, Salisbury, and Winchester.69 The total numbers here – seven carts and sixteen 

carters in total – are small, although the records do not give us a count of eels per cart. 

But they also only capture export; the brokage fees only applied to exports from the 

city, and does not cover eels coming into the city for sale to townspeople. Ælfric’s 

fishman would have not have appeared in these records, nor would the kinds of eel 

 
History and Topography (London: Victoria County History, 2003), 44–55, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/ches/vol5/pt1/pp44-55. 
69 For the Southampton brokage books I am relying on the recent exciting work done by the 
members of the Overland Trade Project, whose work in transcribing, digitizing, and mapping the 
books’ entries has been helpful to me (and will, I am certain, be invaluable to others).  See: 
“Overland Trade Project - People, Places, and Commodities 1430-1540,” accessed March 25, 2017, 
http://overlandtrade.org/. 
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trade considered by the Exeter Custumal. 

These records sketch the outlines of 

commercial networks in eels that existed all 

across England, and that lasted for most of the 

Middle Ages. Even today, we can get a sense of 

the fish’s economic weight by looking to places 

where memories of the medieval eel trade still 

linger. One of the best examples comes from the town of Beverly, just north of Hull in 

eastern Yorkshire. Beverley was an important medieval market town, and the present-

day city celebrates that past with a self-guided “Town Trail” that takes tourists past 

important medieval guild locations. At each stop along the trail, the town has 

commissioned and installed artwork representing each guild’s activities.70  The stop for 

the Guild of Fish Traders is marked by six paving insets depicting eels placed along the 

street where the guild had done its business (see Fig. 12). Men of this guild were not 

vendors selling fish in small batches at the market; those were the members of the 

Fishmonger’s Guild, who are remembered on Beverley sidewalks through inset 

sculptures of perch, herring, and roach. Rather, Fish Traders Guild members moved 

fish in and out of cities, supplying the fishmongers and other purchasers. And though 

Beverley’s merchants certainly dealt in other fish, it was their trade in anguillae has 

 
70 “Visit Beverley,” accessed April 1, 2019, http://www.visithullandeastyorkshire.com/beverley/. 

 

Fig. 12: One of six eels marking the location of the 
medieval Fish Trader’s Guild on Well Lane (formerly 
Fishmaerketmoorgate) in Beverley, England. Photo credit: 
Keith Evans, 2014. Creative Commons BY-SA 2.0.  

 
 

 

Fig. 11: One of six eels marking the location of the 
medieval Fish Trader’s Guild on Well Lane (formerly 
Fishmaerketmoorgate) in Beverley, England. Photo credit: 
Keith Evans, 2014. Creative Commons BY-SA 2.0.  
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proven the most emblematic, and that has stood out most clearly in deep civic memory. 

In Beverley’s streets we can see clear signs of how England’s medieval eel trade left a 

lasting mark on the country’s cultural landscape.  

None of this is to say that business always went smoothly for Beverley’s 

guildmembers, or their counterparts across the land. The traffic in eels fostered 

problems and legal challenges like any other, and juridical records dealing with those 

disagreements give us another window into the trade. In 1288 Edward I brokered an 

agreement between Otto de Grandisono, his keeper of the Channel Islands, and a group 

of Guernsey fishermen with whom he had quarreled over the sale of eels and other 

fish.71 While the details of Otto’s dispute are unclear, other court cases point to the 

issue likely being one of price and payment. In 1420 a Lincolnshire man named John 

Fyssher successfully charged John Ethersshede with failing to pay for the 20 pike, 200 

tench, and 300 eels that he had purchased.72 In a similar case from 1462, a London 

fishmonger named Thomas Turke alleged that William Acclan of Beddington owed him 

money for an order of fish, including 40 eels, made in February of that year with a pay-

by date of Easter.73 In these, and other like disputes, the issue before the court most 

 
71 H. C. Maxwell Lyte, ed., “Deeds: D.301 - D.400,” in A Descriptive Catalogue of Ancient Deeds: Volume 
3 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1900), 441–51, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/ancient-deeds/vol3/pp441-451. 
72 Jonathan Mackman and Matthew Stevens, “CP40/651: Michaelmas Term 1423,” in Court of 
Common Pleas: The National Archives, Cp40 1399-1500 (London: Centre for Metropolitan History, 
2010), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/common-pleas/1399-1500/michaelmas-term-
1423. 
73 Jonathan Mackman and Matthew Stevens, “CP40/806: Michaelmas Term 1462,” in Court of 
Common Pleas: The National Archives, Cp40 1399-1500 (London: Centre for Metropolitan History, 
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often involved alleged failure to make good on a purchase made on short credit. The 

existence of these types of contracts hints at the well-established nature of eel markets; 

these fish were either for consumption or resale, but in either case the sellers expected 

prompt and predictable repayment. These types of failure to meet contractual terms 

were not always the fault of the purchaser, either. Sometimes it was the buyer who had 

cause to pursue a judicial remedy, as in the 1333 case of a Lackenheath man named 

Thomas Doune, who wound up in court accused of having failed to deliver 8,000 eels 

worth £7 to a fellow merchant.74  

 Even if he had intended to fulfill his contract, Doune might have been waylaid 

by any number of obstacles along the road. Transportation could be unreliable, and the 

risk of theft was very real. This threat finds an echo in one of the stories of Reynard the 

Fox – the anthropomorphic fox and trickster whose deeds where chronicled in a 

popular cycle of fables that dates back to at least the late twelfth century. The story goes 

that Reynard, upon seeing a pair of fish merchants headed to market with a cart of fish 

and eels, played dead to trick them into placing him in their cart (for the purpose of 

selling his pelt later). Once in the wagon bed, Reynard gorged himself on eels and then 

made off with a large number of them on a line, which he wore like a necklace as he 

 
2010), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/common-pleas/1399-1500/michaelmas-term-
1423. 
74 Mark Bailey, Medieval Suffolk: An Economic and Social History, 1200-1500 (Woodbridge: Boydell & 
Brewer Ltd, 2010), 95. 
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fled (Fig 13).75 Reynard’s antics highlight a 

real concern about theft while transporting 

goods along England’s roads, where 

sometimes the foxes taking your merchandise 

were people. In 1203 a Northampton man 

named Geoffrey Cardin stood trial on the 

charge of collecting an unauthorized, 

unjustified toll on carts crossing his land. 

Geoffrey had been “taking from every cart 

crossing his land at Winwick with eels, one stick of eels, and from a cart with greenfish, 

one greenfish, and from a cart with salmon, half a salmon, and from a cart with herrings, 

five herrings.”76 Geoffrey claimed that his family had collected this custom since the 

Conquest, but the jury disagreed, and ordered him both to pay a fine and to cease 

harassing travelers.   

Traders could avoid unscrupulous road agents like Geoffrey if they went by ship, 

but sea voyages presented their own risks.77 In addition to the natural dangers posed by 

 
75 Douglas David Roy Owen, The Romance of Reynard the Fox (Oxford University Press, 1994), 73–76. 
76 F.W. Maitland, ed., Select Pleas of the Crown: Vol. I. A (London: Bernard Quaritch, 1887), 21. 
Underscoring the difficulties that travel by cart posed on medieval English roads, Geoffrey’s jury 
also found that, while he had license to take a toll from passing salters’ wagons, if the wagon broke 
down while passing through his land he had to grant the salter’s horse free pasturage until the cart 
was repaired. 
77 For my introduction to the term “road agent” I am grateful to: Penrod Schofield, “Harold 
Ramorez, the Road Agent, or Wild Life Among the Rocky Mts.,” in Penrod, ed. Booth Tarkington 
(New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1965), 16–20. 

 

Fig. 13: Reynard the Fox stealing eels from a peasant on his 
way to the market. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Douce 360 fol. 
33r. 

 
 

 

Fig. 12: Reynard the Fox stealing eels from a peasant on his 
way to the market. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Douce 360 fol. 
33r. 
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storms, shoals, or sandbars, pirates loomed as a real and present threat to eel traders. 

In 1392, for example, Richard II ordered the earl of Northumberland to investigate 

allegations that Scottish pirates had seized a cargo of herring and eels that York and 

Nottingham burgesses had sought to ship to England with the Dutch shipmaster John 

Berynsoun.78 It was not always foreign actors, either; sometimes the thieves were 

English. Some thirteen years after the Nottingham burgesses lost their investment, 

another ship carrying eels met a similar fate. In 1405 Henry IV adjudicated a claim 

brought by two Danish merchants, Albert Nailler and Oliff Shipper. The Danes had 

alleged that four English ships, led by William Herewod and Johan Smyth of Whitby, 

had attacked their vessel and stolen both their ship and its cargo of pork, malt, meal, 

and eels, which Nailler and Shipper valued at 840 nobles. The Danes sought redress 

from the King, who in turn ordered his sergeant-at-arms John Topelif to force 

Herewod, Smyth, and the other pirates to pay restitution to the Danes and return to 

them their ship and their merchandise.79 Presumably, at that point, the eels, pork, and 

other products continued on their way to their intended destination. 

 

 

 
78 Great Britain Public Record Office, Calendar of the Close Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: 
Richard II, Vol. 4: 1389-1392 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1914), 426. 
79 Thomas Rymer, “Rymer’s Foedera with Syllabus: July-September 1405,” in Rymer’s Foedera Volume 
8 (London: Apud Joannem Neulme, 1739), 402–19, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/rymer-
foedera/vol8/pp402-419. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 3 

 117 

The Turn to Foreign Fish 

These two cases of piracy highlight an important change of England’s eel 

economy: in spite of the fish’s long history of natural abundance in Britain, beginning 

in the second half of the fourteenth century the English increasingly imported more 

and more eels from the Continent, and specifically from the Netherlands. Until that 

point the bulk of English eel trade was likely native and inland, but the decades after 

1350 saw an increase in records of eels coming into England by sea. The evidence 

suggests that by the latter half of the fourteenth century the English, particularly in 

London, were having a difficult time securing enough eels. The London eel trade will 

be addressed in more detail in Chapter 7, but several highlights serve to prove the point 

here. In the 1360s Parliament granted exemptions to Dutch eel merchants seeking to 

take English coins back out of the country after selling their fish in the city. 80 And in 

the 1380s, in an effort to get more of the fish into the city, Parliament exempted fresh 

eels, along with bream and pike, from a ban on London fishmongers competing with 

foreign traders and going outside of the city to purchase fish.81 These efforts seem to 

have had only limited success in improving the city’s supply of fish. A pair of decrees, 

issued by Richard II in 1392, drives home this point. On April 26, Richard declared the 

 
80 H. C. Maxwell Lyte, ed., Calendar of the Close Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Edward III. Vol. 
12: 1364-1368 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1910), 30–31. 
81 Cornelius Walford, “Early Laws and Customs in Great Britain Regarding Food,” Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society 8 (1880): 105, https://doi.org/10.2307/3677826; Chris Given-Wilson et al., 
eds., “Richard II: October 1382,” in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/october-1382. 
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following: 

To the collectors in the port of London of the petty custom and of the 
subsidy of 12d. in the pound last granted to the king. Order to take no 
custom or subsidy upon eels or other fresh fish brought to London after 
the Purification last or henceforward until further order; as the king's 
desire is that victuallers native and alien shall more speedily bring the same 
from over sea, where they are abundant, to London where they are dear.82 
 

Richard’s concern did not solely lie with Londoners, either. Ten days later, on May 6, 

he issued an almost identical decree, this time covering most of England’s southern 

coast, waiving import fees on eels at “the port of Cicestre and in singular the ports and 

places along the coast from thence to Dovorre on the one hand and Portesmouth in 

the other.”83 These orders followed ones in the previous year that had similarly cut 

customs fees on imported grains.84 The scarcity of grain and bread in fourteenth-century 

England has been fairly well-documented. But Richard’s orders also speak to a well-

developed native appetite for eels that had outstripped locally available sources, and 

supports earlier evidence of an ongoing import trade in the fish to England from the 

Continent. 

In fact, almost all of England’s international eel traffic was inbound. Foreign 

traders generally did not take eels back home, and there are very few documented 

instances of English merchants shipping the fish out of the country. The handful of 

 
82 Great Britain Public Record Office, Calendar of Close Rolls: Richard II, Vol. 4, 457. This stands out, 
in part, because fifteen years earlier Richard II had passed the first Act of Navigation, which vainly 
sought to ensure that all imports were carried on English ships. 
83 Great Britain Public Record Office, 478. 
84 Sharp, Famine and Scarcity in Late Medieval and Early Modern England, 195. 
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examples we do have show that the exported fish that were not destined for foreign 

markets. Rather, they were being sent – usually in relatively small quantities – to 

Englishmen abroad. In some cases, at least, English eel culture traveled with the 

English. In 1433, for example, John of Lancaster, the Duke of Bedford and recent 

governor of Normandy, received a waiver for customs and subsidies on items shipped 

to him in France from London for the consumption of his household. Along with items 

for waging war – four hundred bowestaves, one standard with a veil and other harness, 

nine dozen bows, three gross of bowstrings and two thousand feathers – John ordered 

six hundred salt fish, five casks of porpoise, four casks of salmon, and two casks 

of eels.85 

Similarly, in 1539 Arthur Plantagenet, the Lord Lisle and the Lord Deputy of 

Calais, had his agent in London send him a small shipment of eels. On January 19th the 

agent, a merchant named John Husee, wrote to Lisle with a report on his recent 

activities on behalf of his master. After accounting for a range of other actions, 

including the collection of various property rents, Husee concluded his letter by writing, 

“I will prepare a little barrel of eels for you as shortly as I can.”86 This was not the end 

of the matter; a month later, Husee wrote again to Lisle concerning the order’s progress, 

 
85 A. E. Stamp, ed., “Close Rolls, Henry VI: November 1433,” in Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry VI: 
Volume 2, 1429-1435 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1933), 262–67, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/hen6/vol2/pp262-267. 
86 James Gairdner and R.H. Brodie, eds., “Letters and Papers: January 1539, 16-20,” in Letters and 
Papers, Foreign and Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 14 Part 1, January-July 1539 (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office, 1894), 29–41, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-
hen8/vol14/no1/pp29-41. 
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noting in a February 21st letter that he had sent by ship “almonds, rice, raisins, and a 

little firkin of 30 great eels which were alive in London and which I had much ado to 

come by.”87 The agent wrote on the same day to the Lady Lisle, providing her with the 

quantities of the goods he had shipped (one piece raisins, a hundredweight rice, and 

half a hundredweight almonds), promising receipts, and telling her that the eels had cost 

13s. 10d.88 Clearly, Lisle and his wife had written to their London representative at least 

once – and from the attention that Husee seems to have given the matter, perhaps more 

than once – requesting that he send them eels. Lisle could have procured eels in Calais; 

northern France had its own long dietary and cultural history with the eel. But, for 

whatever reason, Lisle and his wife seem to have wanted a taste of home. These, and a 

few other like examples, constituted the primary type of English eel exports: small 

orders for personal or household use rather than market engagement.  

It is quite possible that the English did not have the eels to export at any grander 

scale, even had they wanted to: there is some evidence to suggest a decline in the 

country’s eel population starting in the 1300s. The century saw a fairly sharp drop in 

eel-rents – as we have seen, from more than 450,000 eels due as annual taxes in the 

thirteenth century, to only 33,797 due in records from between 1300-1399. 

 
87 James Gairdner and R.H. Brodie, eds., “Letters and Papers: February 1539, 21-25,” in Letters and 
Papers, Foreign and Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 14 Part 1, January-July 1539 (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office, 1894), 129–43, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-
hen8/vol14/no1/pp129-143. A firkin is a quarter-sized barrel. 
88 Gairdner and Brodie. 
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Archeological digs in York may indicate that eels began to lose ground to marine fish 

as a percentage of the diet in that city at the same time, while also suggesting a decrease 

in the average size of those eels that were eaten.89 Additionally, the century gives us the 

first evidence of regulations aimed at eel conservation, such as those at Spalding. Taken 

together, these factors paint a picture of England as a country with fewer eels swimming 

through its waterways. In previous centuries the populations of other fish species had 

shrunk all across Europe – including in England – as the steady building of mills and 

damns changed river patterns and created serious impediments to fish migration.90 Eels, 

due to their ability to move across the land and climb over low damns (especially as 

elvers), had largely been unbothered by these man-made changes. In fact, as Richard 

Hoffman has noted, both eel populations and the human consumption of them likely 

increased as the spread of mill damns negatively impacted other fish groups.91 But 

where these human-wrought ecological transformations did not much affect eel 

populations, climate change was another matter. The fourteenth century brought 

 
89 Jennifer Harland et al., “Fishing and Fish Trade in Medieval York:  The Zooarchaeological 
Evidence,” in Cod and Herring:  The Archeology and History of Medieval Sea Fishing, ed. James Barrett and 
David Orton (Oxford and Philadelphia: Oxbow Books, 2016), 180–85. The numbers from York are 
intriguing, but must be taken with care. The dig itself is fairly limited, and the numbers in total are 
quite small. It is hard to draw broader conclusions from this study. 
90 Richard C. Hoffman, “Environmental Change and the Culture of Common Carp in Medieval 
Europe,” Guelph Ichthyology Reviews 3 (1995): 62–64, 
https://journal.lib.uoguelph.ca/index.php/gir/article/view/26; H. J. R. Lenders et al., “Historical 
Rise of Waterpower Initiated the Collapse of Salmon Stocks,” Scientific Reports 6 (July 20, 2016): 
29269, https://doi.org/10.1038/srep29269; James H. Barrett, “An Environmental (Pre)History of 
European Fishing: Past and Future Archaeological Contributions to Sustainable Fisheries,” Journal of 
Fish Biology, 2019, 3–4, https://doi.org/10.1111/jfb.13929. 
91 Richard C. Hoffmann, “Economic Development and Aquatic Ecosystems in Medieval Europe,” 
The American Historical Review 101, no. 3 (June 1, 1996): 650. 
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natural environmental challenges that may have had adverse consequences for 

England’s eels. 

The early part of the 1300s saw drastic swings in short-term weather patterns 

that included both floods and droughts, and that would have temporarily disrupted 

English eel ecologies. More importantly, though, the century experienced a general 

cooling as the end of the Medieval Warm Period gave way to the advent of the Little 

Ice Age. The resultant colder water temperatures – both in the North Atlantic and in 

inland river systems – likely changed habitat ranges for a number of fish species. The 

range of cold-loving Atlantic salmon seems to have expanded. 92 At the same time, 

sustained frigid air over the North Atlantic lowered the surface temperature enough to 

force cod to retreat towards the south, away from their usual grounds.93 Dekker has 

made the case that eels are essentially a warm-water fish with limited tolerance for colder 

temperatures, and so they were likely subject to these same pressures.94 Eels, like cod, 

could have been driven southward by cooling seas, which would have meant fewer of 

the fish in England’s waters, especially in the north of the country. 

At the same time, demographic changes affected how the English were catching 

 
92 Catherine C. Carlson, “The (in)Significance of Atlantic Salmon,” Federal Archaeology 8, no. 3/4 
(1996): 22–30; Jean M. Grove, Little Ice Ages: Ancient and Modern (Taylor & Francis, 2004), 607–15; 
Richard C. Hoffmann, “A Brief History of Aquatic Resource Use in Medieval Europe,” Helgoland 
Marine Research 59, no. 1 (2005): 25. 
93 Grove, Little Ice Ages, 607; B. M. S. Campbell, The Great Transition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), 206, 348. 
94 Willem Dekker, “On the Distribution of the European Eel (Anguilla Anguilla) and Its Fisheries,” 
Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences 60, no. 7 (July 1, 2003): 793–97, 
https://doi.org/10.1139/f03-066. 
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those fish that remained to them. The Black Death in 1348-49 and its subsequent 

reappearances in the latter half of the century affected broad shifts in English land use 

and food production. The sharp drops in population opened up opportunities that likely 

pulled people away from fishing, as survivors and their descendants were able to 

diversify both their work and their diet. Rural spaces saw increased grazing of sheep, 

cattle, and goats as less desirable farmland became harder to rent for cultivation, and 

the post-plague English began to eat more red meat.95 Concurrently, immigration to 

towns by skilled and unskilled workers alike took people out of the countryside.96 These 

factors, combined with the ongoing loss of salmon, sturgeon, and other types of 

freshwater fish to human environmental manipulation, argue that there were likely 

fewer people working as vocational fishermen. The English did not stop eating eels: 

isotopic evidence indicates that the fish remained a consistent part of their diet 

throughout the period.97 Rural families continued to take eels for their own personal 

subsistence, or to trade locally. But with fewer fish in the water, and fewer people 

catching them, there were fewer merchants bringing eels to town: the longer-distance 

traffic that had marked the earlier period lessened. To be sure, it did not stop; the 

 
95 C.M. Woolgar, “Meat and Dairy Products in Late Medieval England,” in Food in Medieval England: 
Diet and Nutrition, ed. C. M. Woolgar, D. Serjeantson, and T. Waldron (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 88–94. 
96 Richard Britnell, “The Black Death in English Towns,” Urban History 21, no. 2 (1994): 205–6; 
Miller, Agrarian History. 
97 Gundula Müldner and Michael P. Richards, “Fast or Feast: Reconstructing Diet in Later Medieval 
England by Stable Isotope Analysis,” Journal of Archaeological Science 32, no. 1 (January 1, 2005): 39–48, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2004.05.007. 
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Southampton Brokage Books, along with other evidence such as city murage rates tell 

us that people were still moving the fish along inland roads. But it slowed, and cities 

like London needed to turn elsewhere for their eels. As Richard II noted, the fish were 

dear, rather than abundant, in England’s major southern urban centers.  

Fortunately for them, the fish were increasingly abundant, and increasingly for 

sale, just across the Channel. Many of the dynamics that would have undercut England’s 

domestic eel economy had the opposite effect in the Netherlands. Petra van Dam has 

detailed how ecological and demographic changes in Holland in the fourteenth century 

acted to create excellent inland eel habitats that quickly fell into the possession of urban 

merchants.98 The Dutch had over-mined their native peat beds, creating low-lying 

spaces which required constant maintenance to keep drained. The Black Death saw 

much of the country’s rural population move into the cities, and the drainage systems 

broke down. From the mid-century onward, roughly fifty percent of the region’s inland 

spaces had become lakes that proved first-rate eel territory. And while the early part of 

the fourteenth century was exceptionally cold in the Netherlands, after 1328 

temperatures became relatively moderate and remained that way for the rest of the 

century.99 If the eel’s optimal range had shifted somewhat southward due to colder 

 
98 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, “Sinking Peat Bogs: Environmental Change Holland, 1350-1550,” 
Environmental History 6, no. 1 (2001): 32–45, https://doi.org/10.2307/3985230; Petra J. E. M. van 
Dam, “Eel Fishing in Holland: The Transition to the Early Modern Economy,” International Journal of 
Maritime History 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2003): 163–75. 
99 Campbell, The Great Transition, 208. 
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global temperatures, these Dutch lakes would have been well positioned to receive 

them. Taking advantage of this confluence of situations, wealthy merchants in 

Amsterdam, Purmerend, and other cities bought up fishing rights to the hinterlands’ 

sluicegates and weirs. They then began commercial fishing operations that not only fed 

the Dutch in their cities, but also created a significant surplus for export. English eel 

populations might have been shrinking, but the Dutch were increasingly prepared to 

meet that shortfall. 

King Richard had hoped that the Dutch would bring their fish to cities such as 

Dover or Portsmouth as well as to the capital. And they did. But London proved to be 

their primary market. By 1412 the city had to establish regulations to normalize the 

types and sizes of eels sold in London from Dutch “eleshippes,” and to set price lists 

by weight.100 In one of a series of efforts aimed at curbing unscrupulous sales practices, 

in 1428 the city declared “that that no eels from beyond the sea be exposed for sale 

until they have been sorted by the Mayor or his deputies” into their appropriate sizes.101 

While at first most, if not all, of the eels imported from the Netherlands were salted or 

smoked, during the fifteenth century the Dutch began to import live eels, brought over 

in the hulls of well ships called schuyts. Eventually almost all of their business in the city 

 
100 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios Cxi - Cxx: Jan 1411-12 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of 
London: I, 1400-1422 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1909), 101–11, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/voli/pp101-111. 
101 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios 51-60: March 1428 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of 
London: K, Henry VI (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1911), 68–91, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volk/pp68-91. 
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was in live fish. Throughout the sixteenth century the eel ships became a fixture of 

London’s cityscape, so that by 1600 they began to appear in maps and other 

descriptions of the capital as a landmark feature.102  

Given these evolutions in the English eel economy, there is an irony to the 

request that Lord Lisle made to his man in London in 1539. In earlier times Husee 

might have procured native fish for his master, but by his day the state of the eel 

economy had shifted markedly from the situation that Ælfric of Eyensham described 

in the tenth century. The long period of eel-rents had largely passed, as had the years 

when towns like Ramsey might catch hundreds of thousands of the fish, or the Abbot 

of Glastonbury might hire a man to seize them as a matter of course. Even in the 

swampy Fens, villages had begun to think about conservation and species protection. 

And the nature of the country’s eel trade changed to match these new realities. The fish 

remained important to markets small and large across England throughout these 

periods of economic transition. As the next chapter will demonstrate, men and women 

from all social standings, and from all parts of the country, continued to rely on eels for 

food and medicine throughout the medieval period and into the seventeenth century. 

But the shape and nature of the trade changed, moving from single fishermen selling 

their wares in local towns to an economy that was far more complex and national in 

scope Where through the thirteenth century the English had seen expanding domestic 

 
102 The history of the Dutch eel ships in London is covered in greater detail in Chapters 7 and 8. 
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inland trade networks, from the fourteenth century onward they began to develop an 

international import economy as population and environmental changes altered long-

held fishing and consumption patterns. And as England’s economy slowly coalesced in 

London during the fifteenth century, the eel trade followed suit. 

It is highly likely, then, that the live eels that Husee procured for his lord came 

originally from the Netherlands, and that he bought them from the palingmen on the 

Thames before sending them over to Calais, just down the coast from where they were 

caught. Lisle may not have known; eels had been a part of English culture since before 

Bede, and the land had a long and well-known history of being overflowing with the 

fish. But Arthur Plantagenet and his wife did not live in Bede’s England, nor in Æfric’s, 

and the world had changed. There were still eels being caught and eaten in the 

countryside, and, as we shall see, the fish continued to be an important part of the 

English cultural identity. But native fish were harder to come by in the cities. Lord Lisle 

and his wife may have longed for a taste of home when they sent across the Channel 

for the fish, but in their time the eels of London had a distinctly Dutch flavor. 
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CHAPTER 4 

INGESTED AND INCORPORATED EELS 

 
The insular taste for eels that seems to have motivated Lord Lisle to send across 

the sea for a firkin of the fish finds its narrative apogee about two hundred and fifty 

years later. In 1796 the great English comic actor Richard Yates, who was known for 

his dramatic depictions of old people, is reported to have demanded a dinner of eels 

and then died of “rage and disappointment” after his housekeeper could not procure 

them for him.1 Yates likely stands as England’s single most notable martyr to eel culture 

– others of his countrymen like Lisle and his wife had the patience to wait for their fish 

– and his extreme example serves to remind us that the eel’s importance to the English 

was ultimately as a foodstuff. Its final value as a commodity, even in instances where 

the fish became a kind of secondary currency, rested on the broad appeal of its edibility. 

Eels were, at least for poor Richard Yates, a food to die for. While others may not have 

been quite so attached to the fish, their appeal was nonetheless great. They were not 

merely a dish for prima donna actors and mighty lords. We have seen that monastic 

communities ate substantial quantities of eels, and the evidence so far has also suggested 

that eels formed an important part of common people’s diets. While in later times eels 

in England became clearly marked as a poor person’s food (echoing Juvenal’s far early 

 
1 Peter Cunningham, Handbook of London: Past and Present, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (London: J. Murray, 1850), 
467. 
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complaint about the distribution of food at feasts), this presumption of class affiliation 

did not hold in England. Throughout the Middle Ages – and indeed, up through at least 

the seventeenth century – anguillae formed a ready part of the everyone’s diet, from the 

king on down. The fish provided a ready cultural space where peasants could effectively 

sit at the same table as nobles and dignitaries in a shared habit of consumption that was 

older than the kingdom of England, and older than the commonalities of language or 

religion. All England came together over a pan of eels, even if most of them had the 

patience to wait their turn.  

 

Eels and Kings 

Eels appeared on the tables of English monarchs on a fairly regular basis, 

sometimes in large quantities. In 1213, in preparation for his Christmas celebration at 

Windsor, King John sent to the Sherriff of Canterbury requesting 10,000 salted eels 

(decem millia anguillarum salatarum) to go along with the huge quantities of pork, herring, 

hens, almonds, peppers, and more that he had demanded from his other procurement 

officers.2 John’s son, Henry III, also appears to have enjoyed eels at his feasts, and left 

number records to that effect. He had eels on his table each August for the Feast of the 

Assumption, and he appeared to have greatly enjoyed Christmas eels.3 In 1240 the king 

 
2 Rotuli Hundredorum, temp. Henr. III. & Edw. I.: in turr. Lond. et in curia receptae Scaccarii Westm. asservati 
(London, 1818), 157. 
3 J.B.W Chapman, ed., Calendar of the Liberate Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Henry III, Vol IV, 
AD 1251-1260 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1959), 321,324. 
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ordered the Sheriff of Cambridge to deliver 20,000 eels to Westminster at Christmas – 

an order that Henry repeated on a yearly basis, with variation.4 In 1245 he asked for 

10,000 fish, but a year later was back to needing 20,000.5 In addition to these, Henry 

often needed large deliveries of eels for right after Christmas, as well.. 

Henry’s spiritual life – and in some ways his political life – centered on his 

veneration for Edward the Confessor, the last legitimate pre-Norman king of England.6 

Henry lavishly celebrated the saint every January 6 (the day of Edward’s original burial) 

with a feast which frequently included large numbers of eels. In 1246, for example, 

Henry asked for 30,000 eels from Cambridge for the celebration of the Confessor’s day, 

in addition to the 20,000 fish that he had requested for Christmas.7 This type of double 

order was normal for Henry. In the main these were not large fish; the king’s orders 

generally specified pimpernel, or small eels (these were sometimes called pimper eels).8 

But there were occasions when Henry wanted larger eels as well.  In 1257 the king sent 

 
4 J.B.W. Chapman, ed., Calendar of the Liberate Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Henry III, Vol II, 
AD 1240-1245 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1930), 15. 
5 J.B.W Chapman, ed., Calendar of the Liberate Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Henry III, Vol III, 
AD 1245-1251 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1937), 12, 212. 
6 Henry took Edward as his patron saint for himself and his family, naming his son after the 
Confessor. The signature religious event of Henry’s life was his 1247 barefoot pilgrimage to 
Edward’s shrine bearing a vial of Christ’s blood. The king, with an eye towards his legacy, asked the 
St. Alban’s chronicler, Matthew Paris, to record the details of the affair. See: Matthew Paris, Chronica 
Maiora, ed. H. R. Luard, vol. 4, Rolls Series (London: Longman & Co., 1877), 641–45. 
7 Chapman, Calendar of the Liberate Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Henry III, Vol III, AD 1245-
1251, 83. 
8 For example, the 1251 order for eels asked for “10,000 well-salted small eels” (x. milibus anguillarum 
que vocantur pympernell, bene salitis). See:  H. C. Maxwell Lyte, ed., “Close Rolls, September 1251,” in 
Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry III: Volume 6, 1247-1251 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1922), 497–508, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/hen3/vol6/pp497-508. 
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to Ely asking for 100 large (steiling) eels and 100 medium-sized (shaftel) eels to go along 

with 5,000 small ones to help celebrate the Confessor.9 But Henry did not limit his 

requests for eels to feast days. At the end of February of 1257, not two months after 

the Feast of St. Edward, the king demanded another shipment from Ely, possibly in 

preparation for Lent. This time, Henry ordered a total of 5,450 eels – 200 large, 1250 

medium, and 4,000 small – to be sent to him at Westminster “with all haste” (cum omni 

festinacione).10 No one, least of all a king, wants to wait for their eels. 

Henry’s son Edward I, too, made similar demands for fish, but it seems that by 

his day the local fishermen had become somewhat more sophisticated in their dealings 

with the royal demand for eels. In 1274, in advance of sending his purchasing agents to 

Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Cambridgeshire and Wiltshire to buy eels for a Lenten feast, 

Edward wrote to the sheriffs in those counties. He ordered them that “they should not 

suffer fishers to buy any pikes or eels in gross in order to make gain against the king's 

feast, until the king's buyers have made their prises.” 11 Edward’s concern speaks both 

to the court’s demand for the fish, and to the fluid eel economy discussed in the 

previous chapter. Clearly the locals had previously attempted to corner the market on 

 
9 A. E. Stamp, ed., “Close Rolls, December 1257,” in Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry III: Volume 10, 
1256-1259 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1932), 282–87, British History Online, accessed 
July 6, 2018, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/hen3/vol10/pp282-287. 
10 A. E. Stamp, ed., “Close Rolls, February 1257,” in Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry III: Volume 10, 
1256-1259 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1932), 31–39, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/hen3/vol10/pp31-39. 
11 H. C. Maxwell Lyte, “Close Rolls, Edward I: February 1274,” in Calendar of Close Rolls, Edward I: 
Volume 1, 1272-1279 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1900), 66–73, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-close-rolls/edw1/vol1/pp66-73. 
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eels in advance of Lent, and the king was exerting his royal privilege to preempt the 

market. Not only does a king not wait for his eels, but he gets to set the price, too. 

Fish in the quantities that Henry or Edward demanded were surely meant for the 

court at large, rather than for the king’s own personal enjoyment, but this does not 

mean that that eels were inappropriate royal fare. As noted above, Robert I of Scotland 

reportedly ate them with relish, and we have specific examples of English kings enjoying 

their eels as well.12 The case of the manor of Otterers Fee, in Aylesbury, 

Buckinghamshire, provides a delightful and explicitly personal instance. In 1179, Henry 

II gave the manor to Roger Follus, his otter-hunter, under the condition that when the 

king visited the property he was to receive bedding and food, up to three times per year. 

During summer visits the serjeanty required Roger to provide his monarch with fresh 

rushes for his bed and two grey geese, while in the winter he owed the king a pallet of 

new straw and three eels.13 Three eels – assuming that they were of average size and 

weight – would only feed the king and perhaps his closest companions. This was an 

arrangement for small, private meals, suggesting a specific appreciation of eels on the 

part of the monarch. The Otterers Fee serjeanty stayed in force for several centuries at 

least, with the conditions reappearing in a post mortem inquisition in 1279, and once 

 
12 Caroline Proctor, “Physician to the Bruce: Maino De Maineri in Scotland,” The Scottish Historical 
Review 86, no. 221 (2007): 17. 
13 William Page, ed., “The Borough of Aylesbury: Manors, Churches and Charities,” in A History of 
the County of Buckingham: Volume 3 (London: Victoria County History, 1925), 12–19, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/bucks/vol3/pp12-19. 
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again in a 1365 court case over inheritance of the manor.14 For at least two hundred 

years, then, English kings continued to maintain their right to dine on eels, as often as 

three times per year, when passing through Aylesbury. 

 Beyond pointing us towards a better understanding of the cross-class appeal of 

eels to the English, this royal consumption suggests a rethinking of how we understand 

the death of Henry II’s grandfather, King Henry I. Famously, the twelfth-century 

chronicler Henry of Huntingdon wrote that the king passed away after consuming a 

dinner of carnes murenarum – a meal which he loved even though it disagreed with him, 

and which his doctors had advised him against eating.15 The traditional interpretation 

of this story has been that Henry died from eating a surfeit of lampreys.16 As noted 

above, however, muraena can mean eel as well as lamprey, and medieval writers 

frequently confused the terms. Henry of Huntingdon’s own linguistic choices do not 

help to sort out the confusion. The Historia Anglorum contains no other mention of 

lampreys, and while the text has several instances of eels as anguillae, these only occur in 

 
14 J. E. E. S. Sharp, ed., “Inquisitions Post Mortem, Edward I, File 21,” in Calendar of Inquisitions Post 
Mortem: Volume 2, Edward I (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1906), 165–74, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/inquis-post-mortem/vol2/pp165-174; Great Britain Public 
Record Office, Calendar of the Fine Rolls, Preserved in the Public Record Office: Edward III, Vol. 7: 1356-
1368 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1932), 320. 
15 “Cum igitur … comedit carnes murenarum, que semper ei nocebant, et semper eas amabat. Cum 
autem medicus hoc comedi prohiberet, non adquievit rex salubri consilio.” Henry of Huntingdon, 
Historia Anglorum: The History of the English People, ed. and trans. Diana Greenway, Oxford Medieval 
Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 490. 
16 Indeed, the term “surfeit of lampreys” developed a cultural life of its own that continues still. See, 
for example, Ngaio Marsh’s 1941 murder mystery by that name. Ngaio Marsh, Surfeit of Lampreys: 
Inspector Roderick Alleyn #10 (Felony & Mayhem Press, 2012). 
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passages or quotes that Henry took directly from other people, such as Bede’s story of 

St. Wilfrid. To be clear, the chronicler might have meant lampreys, which, like eel, were 

a frequent food for the English from the king down.17 But there is also room to believe 

that eels, rather than lampreys, made up the king’s final meal. 

 Henry was not the only monarch to have his death connected a dinner of murena. 

There is a story that Eustace IV (d. 1153), the son of King Stephen, choked to death 

on a plate of eels – a tale which suggests that Henry II owed his inheritance to not one, 

but two separate incidences of eel-related tragedy. It is unlikely that Stephen actually 

met his end this way. No account from the period attests to the story; it first appears 

much later, unsourced, in twentieth-century historiography.18 More 

contemporaneously, the Lanercost Chronicle, from the far north of England, records that 

the Scottish king Alexander III (d. 1286) had a diner of fresh eels (murena recenti) 

immediately before his tragic death.19 While the fish themselves were unrelated to the 

king’s death (he fell from his horse), the murena still seem sibylline in their role in the 

story.20 The chronicle notes that during a feast Alexander sent a plate of the fish to one 

 
17 King John famously fined the city of Gloucester forty marks in 1201 for failing to provide him 
with the lampreys he requested. See: Doris M. Stenton, ed., The Great Roll of the Pipe for the Third Year 
of the Reign of King John, Michaelmas 1201 (Pipe Roll 47) (London: The Pipe Roll Society, 1936), 46. 
18 Amy R Kelly, Eleanor of Aquitaine and the Four Kings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1950), 
87. 
19 Joseph Stevenson, ed., Chronicon de Lanercost (Edinburgh, 1839), 116. 
20 The English chronicler at Lanercost, who never missed an opportunity to paint his northern 
neighbors as horrible, happily reports that Alexander fell from his horse after getting lost on a dark 
and stormy night while trying to make an assignation with his badly irreligious and unsuited bride-to-
be. The Scots would come to see Alexander’s death as a tragedy, but the Lanercost scribe saw it as 
divine judgement for the king’s silly and reckless behavior. See: Stevenson, 116. 
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of his barons, urging the man to make merry because it was the Day of Judgement. To 

which the baron answered that, if it be Judgement Day, at least they would soon rise 

again with full bellies.21 In the chronicle’s next line, the feast ends and the king rides off 

towards his death and presumed resurrection, prepared with a belly of murena.22 Not for 

nothing, it seems, did Robert the Bruce’s physician worry about kings and eels; one way 

or another, murenae developed a reputation for luring Britain’s kings to their deaths. 

Even so, English royalty, like their Scottish counterparts, continued to enjoy the fish at 

large feasts and private dinners alike.  

 

The Aristocratic Taste for Eels 

 What was good enough for monarchs was certainly good enough for the nobility, 

and eels appear in the purchasing records of English aristocratic families as a matter of 

course. The historian Christopher Dyer has noted that “the main freshwater fish served 

in aristocratic households were eels,” and the evidence supports his assertion.23 The 

household expenses for Bristol Castle in 1225-1226, during the 39-year captivity of 

Eleanor of Brittany, offer an excellent example. The accounts show that her captors 

 
21 “Cum ad prandendum ventum esset, inter sercula et pocula fronte serenata exennia de murena 
recenti misit uni baroni, mandans ei per armigerum laetum agere discubitum, et sciret judicii esse 
diem illum. Ille, inter gratias reserendas, facete dominor espondit, ‘Si hodie est dies judici,i 
resurgemus cito ventre replete.’” Stevenson, 116. 
22 As an authorial aside, I would report a degree of sadness that this study does not include a section 
on eels in Scotland, primarily because it means that the section heading, “Hey, MacMuraena!” has 
gone to waste. 
23 Christopher Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England (London: A&C Black, 2001), 106. 
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bought eels for Eleanor and her personal household on a regular basis; they ate the fish 

usually once, and often twice, a week, most often on Saturdays, Wednesdays, or 

Fridays.24 Eleanor’s condition as a royal prisoner certainly constrained her ability to 

choose her own food, but her diet does not appear to have been unusual for someone 

of her social class – receipts for anguillae appear repeatedly across the pages of Chris 

Woolgar’s compiled Household Accounts of Medieval England.25 This regular buying of eels 

for use in upper-class kitchens continued into the Early Modern period across 

spectrums of influence and affluence, from the lower tiers of the aristocratic ladder all 

the way up to political heavyweights such as Cardinal Wolsey or the Duke of 

Richmond.26 

 The aristocratic demand for eels, which routinely sent household cooks and 

procurement personnel out into the market, plays a role in one of medieval England’s 

more important pieces of literature. The mid-thirteenth-century romance Havelok the 

Dane relies on an eel-purchasing scene to start its titular character along his narrative 

 
24 C. M. Woolgar, ed., Household Accounts from Medieval England, vol. 1 (Oxford: Published for the 
British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1992), 126–50. 
25 Woolgar, Household Accounts from Medieval England, 1992; C. M. Woolgar, ed., Household Accounts from 
Medieval England, vol. 2 (Oxford: Published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 
1992). 
26 John Sherren Brewer, “Henry VIII: February 1525, 12-20,” in Letters and Papers, Foreign and 
Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 4, 1524-1530 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1875), 471–86, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-hen8/vol4/pp471-486; James Gairdner, ed., “Henry 
VIII: March 1534, 21-25,” in Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 7, 1534 
(London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1883), 145–56, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-
papers-hen8/vol7/pp145-156; John Sherren Brewer, “Henry VIII: March 1526, 16-31,” in Letters and 
Papers, Foreign and Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 4, 1524-1530 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery 
Office, 1875), 912–29, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-hen8/vol4/pp912-929. 
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arc. Having left home to make his way in the world, a barefoot and penniless Havelok 

comes to Lincoln looking for work. After several days in the city with nothing to eat, 

he fights off other poor men in the marketplace for a contract job as a porter for the 

cook from the castle, carrying meat from the vendors’ stalls to the kitchen. The next 

day, when the cook comes back to the marketplace to buy “a cartload of squid, salmon, 

plaice, great lampreys and eels” (“a carte lod of segges, laxes, of playces brode / of grete 

laumprees and of eles”) for the Earl of Cornwall, Havelok again fights his way into a 

job.27 A prodigiously strong young man, he carries the entire load of seafood back to 

the castle by himself, and the impressed cook considers offering him full-time work. 

The two begin what is essentially a negotiation, and Havelok lists off his credentials. He 

tells the cook that he can carry water and firewood, that he can break sticks into kindling 

to make a good fire, that he can wash dishes, and whatever else the cook asks. Havelok 

only mentions one skill related specifically to food: he tells the cook that “I can split 

sticks well, to skin eels” (“Ful wel kan ich cleven shides / Eles to turven of here 

hides”).28 These qualifications prove sufficient, and the cook accepts the young man 

into his service. 

Several points stand out from this section of the poem. That eels are on the menu 

 
27 Ronald B. Herzman, Graham. Drake, and Eve. Salisbury, eds., “Havelock the Dane,” in Four 
Romances of England: King Horn, Havelok the Dane, Bevis of Hampton, Athelston (Kalamazoo, Mich.: 
Published for TEAMS in association with the University of Rochester by Medieval Institute 
Publications, Western Michigan University, 1999), 108, ln. 896–98. 
28 Herzman, Drake, and Salisbury, 109, ln. 914–21. 
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at the castle aligns with the evidence from Eleanor of Brittany, the Lord and Lady Lisle, 

and others for the fish’s place in the aristocratic diet. The cook has not come to the 

market to find provisions for servants or soldiers; the text tells us specifically that these 

are fish for the Earl. The poem does not indicate anything out of the ordinary about 

this, and the scene’s normalcy is evident both in the man’s repeated trips to the market, 

and in his clear habit of hiring day laborers as porters. It seems likely that the cook 

purchases and prepares eels for the earl on a regular basis – a detail underlined by 

Havelok’s explicit claim that he knows how to properly skin the fish. 

The seriousness and value of this point get overlooked in scholarship around 

Havelok, but the line matters. Skinning eels well and quickly is a skill that would have 

been extremely helpful in a medieval English kitchen that frequently had to deal with 

large numbers of them.29 Many of the extant medieval English recipes for eel dishes 

begin by calling on the cook to “take eles and fle hem” – a difficult task because 

traditionally the fish are supposed to be skinned alive.30 One generally begins by first 

securing the head, then making a cut below the gills and peeling the skin off of the eel 

from top to bottom. But the fish are slimy and wriggly in the best of circumstances, and 

 
29 A newspaper article from nineteenth century New England estimates that a talented and well-
trained worker could skin thirty dozen (360) eels an hour, in what admittedly sounds like a far more 
industrial operation that Havelok would have engaged in. See: Evening Journal, “Eels and Eel 
Catchers,” in The New England Farmer: Devoted to Agriculture, Horticulture, and Their Kindred Arts and 
Sciences, Vol. VIII, ed. Simon Brown (Boston: Joel Nourse, 1856), 466. 
30 Thomas Austin, Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books. Harleian MS. 279 & Harl. MS. 4016, with 
Extracts from Ashmole MS. 1429, Laud MS. 553, & Douce MS 55 (London: N. Trübner & Co. for the 
Early English Text Society, 1888), 89. 
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they object to being flayed.31 The received 

advice for preparing a single eel, still given in 

modern cookbooks, is to immobilize the fish’s 

head by nailing it to a board (see Fig. 14 for this 

being done with an already dead eel).32  

Skinning eels in this manner was almost 

certainly a commonly held skill in Havelok’s 

England – as the popular twelfth-century folk 

story of the Wise Men of Gotham who tried to 

drown an eel demonstrates, not knowing how 

to kill anguillae was a proverbial mark of idiocy.33 

But this method of flaying is likely too slow and inefficient for a castle kitchen where, 

thanks to pressures of time and schedule, medieval cooks were famously defined by 

their “hastiness.”34 Here, Havelok’s “cleven shides” would have been of great service. 

 
31 The eels’ objection (or lack thereof) to being skinned alive was the subject of a popular 
nineteenth-century saying, which is discussed in Chapter 6. 
32 See, for example: Nicholas Castellucci, Seafood Creations by an Italian Gourmet (Pittsburg: Dorrance 
Publishing, 2017), 181. Modern practice does not require that the eel still be alive. For a series of 
images of the process of skinning (with an already dead fish) from which Figure 12 was taken, see: 
“American Eel, a Chesapeake Tradition, Presented by Pot Pie Farm,” A Chesapeake Journal (blog), 
July 24, 2011, https://chesapeakejournal.wordpress.com/2011/07/24/american-eel-a-chesapeake-
tradition-presented-by-pot-pie-farm/. 
33 Elizabeth Gmeyner and Joyce Russell, The Key of the Kingdom: A Book of Stories and Poems for Children 
(Great Barrington, MA: Bell Pond Books, 2004), 50. 
34 C. M. Woolgar, The Culture of Food in England, 1200-1500 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2016), 1. 

 

Fig. 14: Nailing a (dead) eel’s head to a board in 
preparation for skinning and cooking. From “American 
Eel, a Chesapeake Tradition, Presented by Pot Pie Farm,” 
A Chesapeake Journal (blog), July 24, 2011. Photo 
credit: Kathy Bosin, 2011. Used with permission. 

 
 
 

 

Fig. 13: Nailing a (dead) eel’s head to a board in 
preparation for skinning and cooking. From “American 
Eel, a Chesapeake Tradition, Presented by Pot Pie Farm,” 
A Chesapeake Journal (blog), July 24, 2011. Photo 
credit: Kathy Bosin, 2011. Used with permission. 
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The split ends of the sticks go through the gills on either side, holding its head and 

making the whole process, from impaling to disposal, much faster. In this scene, then, 

Havelok is not just telling the cook that he knows how to take the skin from an eel. 

Rather, he argues for his employability based on knowing how to help skin eels in 

quantity, and at speed. It is neither a surprise that Havelok would tout his skill, nor that 

the cook would value it.   

Importantly, the poem uses this scene, with its eels, to move Havelok from 

obscurity and poverty into the aristocratic orbit of one of the story’s main antagonists. 

In the cook’s service, Havelok becomes increasingly well-known, before long coming 

to the notice of the cook’s lord, Godrich, the Earl of Cornwall. One of the story’s two 

primary villains, Godrich eventually brings Havelok into court politics in an effort to 

manipulate the young man to his own benefit, unwittingly launching Havelok towards 

his destiny as king of England and Denmark. In some respects, then, the narrative arc 

of the poem turns on the earl’s taste for eels, and on Havelok’s facility with their 

preparation. An active eel culture forms a part of the romance’s structural background 

– as much as anything else in the poem, Havelok’s ability to participate in it marks him 

as authentically English, helping to validate his later dual kingship. To be sure, Havelok’s 

story is fictional and, in many ways, unrealistic. However, the poem’s fantastical 

narrative unwinds within the framework of a believable world where nobles ate eels 

regularly, and where being able to prepare them well mattered.  

Eels not only fed English nobles at home, but also helped to provision their 
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armies in the field. This fact is apparent in the household accounts of the Early of Derby 

– the future King Henry IV – who fought in Prussia with the Teutonic Knights in 1390-

91, and then made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1392-1393. Henry’s treasurer, Richard 

Kyngston, kept good receipts and accounts for these two expeditions, and they provide 

an unusually granular look at the logistics involved in managing a small, personal 

medieval army.35 Among the receipts from the purchase of provisions are numerous 

entries for eels. In all, between the two expeditions Kyngston recorded 37 separate eel 

purchases. Some of these were for larger numbers, such as the July 8, 1390 purchase of 

48 sticks of eels (1200 fish in total) caught at Boston, from the appropriately named 

Thomas Fisher, who received 4d. per stick, less a total of 8d.36 Some were for smaller 

quantities, such as a July 16, 1392 receipt for “twelve large eels” (xij angiullis grossis).37 In 

some instances, Kyngston noted that the eels were salted, in which case they came 

packed in barrels – a unit of measurement for eel sales that would soon become 

standardized at 42 gallons.38 For context, the expedition purchased eels almost as often 

 
35 Determining the actual size of Henry’s army and retinue proves difficult, but estimates range from 
100-300, with the latter being the total given by contemporary chroniclers. The numbers from 
Kyngston’s payroll accounts suggest that Henry had 11 knights with him, and no more than 100-150 
people total, including servants. See: Lucy Toulmin Smith, ed., Expeditions to Prussia and the Holy Land 
Made By Henry Earl of Derby (Afterwards King Henry IV) in the Years 1390-1 and 1292-3 Being the Accounts 
Kept by His Treasurer for Two Years (Burlington: TannerRitchie Publishing and The University of St. 
Andrews, 2015), xxii, xliii–xlv. 
36 “Et per manus Thome Fyssher pro xlviij styks anguillarum ab ipso emptis apud Boston, le styk ad 
iiij d., minus in toto viij d., xv s. iiij d.” Smith, 20. 
37 Smith, 155. 
38 Smith, 49; Chris Given-Wilson et al., eds., “Edward IV: January 1483,” in Parliament Rolls of 
Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-
series/parliament-rolls-medieval/january-1483. 
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as it purchased beef (39 times), and far more often than it procured most other 

provisions: pigs, for example, appear in Kyngston’s receipts twelve times, stockfish and 

salmon ten times each. The total number of eels that Henry’s army bought is difficult 

to determine, because many of the records only give the expense and not the amount 

acquired. This makes assessing eels as a percentage of the army’s entire diet impossible. 

However, at least in terms of the frequency of purchase of individual commodities, eels 

stood near the top of the list for Henry’s army. 

The regularity of eels in the kitchens and field camps of English nobility was not 

merely a function of their broad availability in the country’s waterways, or a reflection 

of the nutritional value that they provided. There is a reason why Chaucer’s line in The 

House of Fame about men stamping after the fish worked so well as a simile: the English, 

including the nobility, truly enjoyed eating their eels. The upper-class taste for eels plays 

a key role in a story in The Book of the Knight of the Tower, a guide for the proper behavior 

of well-born women. Originally written in France in 1372, the book appeared in 

England sometime during the middle of the fifteenth century. Among its other lessons, 

the book offers a moralizing story warning against gluttony and greed, relying on the 

deliciousness of eels to make its point. The book’s fifteenth chapter tells of a lord who 

kept a “grete Ele” in a box in a pond on his manor.39 He placed a high value on the eel, 

keeping it “derworthely” (as a treasure),  and he planned to give it as a gift either “to 

 
39 Geoffroy de La Tour Landry, The Book of the Knight of the Tower, ed. M. Y. Offord, trans. William 
Caxton, Early English Text Society (London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 31. 
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som good lord of his / or to somme frende / yf they come to see hym.”40 One day, 

with the lord away on an errand, his lady wife and her servant conspired to eat the eel 

and blame its disappearance on thieves – not, as we have seen, a farfetched explanation. 

To the lady’s dismay and lasting shame, the plan fell apart when her magpie, which 

repeated everything that it saw, gave them away after the distraught lord demanded to 

know what had happened to his prize eel. The story offers the explicit moral “that no 

good woman sholde not ete for hir lycorousnes the swete / or deynte morsels without 

the wytting of her husband.”41 This vignette highlights the value of eels in the English 

diet: the author clearly identifies them as being a not only suitable for aristocratic 

consumption, but in fact desirable. The fish in the story stands in for all kinds of 

tempting and delicious morsels: it was not only for kings like Henry I or Robert the 

Bruce to enjoy a plate of eels.  

The Book of the Knight of the Tower was written as a guidebook for the elite, but after 

Caxton translated and printed the text in 1483 it quickly became popular with the 

English middle-class readers harboring aristocratic aspirations. While some elements of 

the book might have seemed foreign to this broader audience, the English taste for eels 

makes it likely that this story at least would have struck a chord. A similar cross-class 

sensibility also appears in part of a series of Latin exercises in a grammar school book 

from mid-fifteenth century Exeter. The book’s language exercises draw on a mixture of 

 
40 Geoffroy de La Tour Landry, 31. 
41 Geoffroy de La Tour Landry, 31–32. 
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religious themes and realistic experiences for their topics, and so provide a window into 

daily life in Devon. In one passage for translation, the imagined narrator writes that for 

the last Rogation Day Feast he avoided eating fish, which he does not enjoy “unless 

they are dainty: think of lampreys, eels, loaches, coles, milts, turbots, trouts, plaices, 

porpoises, crabs, lobsters, and salmons.”42 Here again, eels appear as both ubiquitous 

in presence and desirable in taste. The book’s author expected the school’s students to 

identify with these exercises; the subject of the translation activity directly following the 

eels deals with bored pupils sitting in a classroom and daydreaming about playing 

outside.43 In fifteenth century Devon, as in other parts of the country, the fish’s formed 

part of the background of English life. 

The dainty and delicious nature of the fish, noted in the Devon grammar book 

and common to other descriptions as well, speaks to another role of eels in English life 

at play in The Book of the Knight of the Castle: that of food gift. The lord in The Book of the 

Knight of the Tower kept his treasured eel to give either to his peers, or to his social betters. 

This is not idle fiction; as Christopher Dyer notes, presents of food served to strengthen 

social bonds, and eels had value within that gift economy.44 This was true in religious 

circles – bishops and other high ranking churchmen sent eels to each other as a sign of 

 
42 Nicholas Orme, “An English Grammar School ca. 1450: Latin Exercises from Exeter (Caius 
College MS 417/447, Folios 16v-24v),” Traditio 50 (1995): 290. 
43 Orme, 290. 
44 Christopher Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England (A&C Black, 2001), 109. 
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respect – but also in secular ones.45 In 1328 the mayor and aldermen of London 

included eels as part of a gift of foodstuffs made to King Edward III and his wife.46 

The accounts of the mayor of Leicester show similar types presents to the local earl’s 

household, with the town sending gifts of eels for Lent in 1328 and for a diner on Lady 

Day (the Feast of the Annunciation) in 1378.47 As late as the sixteenth century, cities 

like London and Lincoln continued to give eels as to visiting worthies. In 1538 

London’s mayor gifted ten large fresh eels (along with some other fish, wine, and 

torches) to Lady Motrell, a member of the court of the ill-fated Queen Madeleine of 

Scotland. Passing through London on her way back home to France, Lady Motrell had 

requested lodging in the mayor’s house. Unable to accommodate her, he sent the fish 

and eels as something of a consolation prize.48 Important people passing through 

Lincoln might receive a similar welcome. On March 14, 1548, the city gave the visiting 

Bishop of Lincoln a present of two pikes, two tenches, two breams, and two eels. 

 
45 Dyer, 109; T.F. Palmer and J.A. Robinson, eds., “Household Roll of Bishop Ralph of Shrewsbury 
(1337-8),” in Collectanea ..: A Collection of Documents from Various Sources (London: Somerset Record 
Society, 1924), 87–88. 
46 Reginal R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios clxxxi - cxci: Oct 1327 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of 
London: E, 1314-1337 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1903), 223–34, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/vole/pp223-234. 
47 R.A. McKinley, ed., “The City of Leicester: Social and Economic History, 1066-1509,” in A 
History of the County of Leicester: Volume 4 (London: Victoria County History, 1958), 31–54, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp31-54. 
48 James Gardiner, ed., “Henry VIII: August 1538 21-25,” in Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, 
Henry VIII, Volume 13 Part 2, August-December 1538 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1893), 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-hen8/vol13/no2/pp57-75. For the identification of 
the Lady Motrell, see: Sir Henry Ellis, Original Letters Illustrative of English History; Including Numerous 
Royal Letters From Autographs in the British Museum and One or Two Other Collections, vol. II (London: 
Harding, Triphook, and Lepard, 1824), 107. 
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Almost identical gifts greeted the Duke of Norfolk, the Earl of Rutland (who received 

“three great roasting eels”) and visiting judges.49 Twenty years later, in 1569, the record 

shows a standardization in these gifts, reporting that, “the Bishop and Justices of assize 

to have presents of pikes, breams or perches, tenches and eels, at their coming.”50 The 

nineteenth-century compilers from the Historical Manuscript Commission, rather than 

repeating this recurring standard order, only noted that the register shows “similar 

entries on subsequent dates.”51  

 

Eel Recipes 

 Before eels could appear on the table in front of bishops, knights, or kings, 

however, they needed to be prepared. Medieval kitchens like the one that employed 

Havelok had a range of choices at their disposal for how to cook the fish, from relatively 

simple offerings to complex and highly-seasoned dishes. The food order that John 

Husee sent across the Channel in 1539, for example, would have provided his masters 

with several of the key ingredients necessary for preparing popular fare such as eles in 

grave (eels in gravy) or blawnche perrye (creamed leeks with rice), a dish that required that 

 
49 The Historical Manuscript Commission, “The Corporation of Lincoln: Registers, Vol. III 1541-
64),” in The Manuscripts of Lincoln, Bury St. Edmunds Etc. Fourteenth Report, Appendix; Part VIII 
(London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1895), 37–58, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/hist-
mss-comm/vol37/pt8/pp37-58. 
50 The Historical Manuscript Commission, “The Corporation of Lincoln: Registers, Vol. IV (1564-
99),” in The Manuscripts of Lincoln, Bury St. Edmunds Etc. Fourteenth Report, Appendix; Part VIII 
(London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1895), 58–75, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/hist-
mss-comm/vol37/pt8/pp58-75. 
51 The Historical Manuscript Commission. 
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the cook to: 

Take almondes, and grinde hom, and drawe hom up with swete wyn, and 
put hit into a pot; and do therto hole culpons of eles, and clowes, and 
maces, and raisynges of corance, and pynes, and ginger mynced, and let 
hit boyle, and colour hit with saunders; and in the settynge doun do therto 
a lytel vynegur, medelet with pouder of canelle, and serve hit forthe.52 
 

In general, this recipe is representative of the way that extant late medieval English 

cookbooks recommend treating eels – often with raisins and almonds, and usually 

flavored with a variety of spices.53 Extant late-medieval cookbooks call for eels in many 

types of dishes. We have recipes from across England for eels in pies, breads, and soups, 

as well as in cakes such as this fifteenth-century recipe for nese bekys: 

Take Fygys & grynd hem wel; þan take F[re]yssche Samoun & goode 
Freysscbe Elys wyl y-sothe, & pyke owt þe bonys, & grynd þe Fyssche 
with þe Fygis, & do þer-to powder Gyngere, Canelle; & take fayre past 
[of] Flowre, & make fayre cakys ryth þinne, & take of þe fars, & lay on þe 
cake, & close with a-noþer ; þen take a Sawcere, & skoure þe sydis, & close 
þe cake, & Frye hem wyl in Oyle ; & jif þou wolt haue hym partye, coloure 
hym with Safroun, Percely, & Sawnderys; & serue forth for a gode fryied 
mete.54 
 

Dishes like these continued to appear in cooking guides into the Early Modern period. 

Instructions for minc’d pyes of an eel from an English women’s guidebook from 1670 are 

not too dissimilar from directions from several hundred years earlier: 

Take a fresh Eel, flea it, and cut off the Fish from the Bones, mince it 
 

52 Richard Warner, Antiquitates Culinariae Or Curious Tracts Relating to the Culinary Affairs of the Old 
English (London: Blamire, 1791), 68. These recipes in Warner’s work come from BL MS Harley 279 
and BL MS Arundel 334, which both date to the first quarter of the fifteenth century. 
53 For a discussion of the role and range of spices in medieval cooking, including a section on 
lampreys, see: Paul Freedman, Out of the East:  Spices and the Medieval Imagination (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008). 
54 Austin, Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books, 45–46. 
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small; then pare two or three Wardens, or Pears, mince of them as much 
as of the Eel, temper them together, and season them with Ginger, 
Pepper, Cloves, Mace, Salt, a little Sanders, some Currans, Raisins, Pruans, 
Dates, Verjuice, Butter, and Rose-water.55 
 

The same handbook includes other recipes as well, providing information on how to 

souse eels, how to roast them, and how to use them as a complementary flavor with 

roasted salmon.56  

 Eel pies make an appearance in William Shakespeare’s play King Lear. The king, 

in bemoaning his circumstances during the play’s second act, wails, “Oh me, my heart, 

my rising heart! But down!” To this, his Fool replies, “Cry to it, nuncle, as the cockney 

did to the eels when she put 'em i' th' paste alive. She knapped 'em o' th' coxcombs with 

a stick and cried, ‘Down, wantons, down!’ Twas her brother that, in pure kindness to 

his horse, buttered his hay.” (II, iv, 124-128). The cockney woman does not think to 

kill or prepare her eels before putting them in the pie, and then has to rely on yelling at 

them and trying to hit them over the head.57 The Fool’s commentary here deals with 

the king’s similarly ineffective and ill-conceived attempts at controlling his daughters, 

and as such relies on a fairly common metaphorical construction that saw eels stand in 

 
55 Hannah Woolley, The Accomplish’d Lady’s Delight in Preserving, Physick, Beautifying, and Cookery 
(London, 1670), 278–79, EEBO, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A66834.0001.001. 
56 Woolley, 252, 330–31, 336. 
57 There is some disagreement about the word “cockney” here. It may mean someone from London, 
it may mean a city-dweller more broadly, or it might simply mean a cook. Shakespeare uses the word 
only one other time, in Twelfth Night, and its valences are unclear. See: Anatoly Liberman, An Analytic 
Dictionary of the English Etymology: An Introduction (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 
40. 
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for hard-to-control women.58 But this is also a moment of levity for the audience, 

relying, like the tale of the Wise Men of Gotham who tried to drown an eel, on 

culturally-visible stupidity to work. Only an idiot, Shakespeare winks knowingly to his 

audience, would not know how to make at least a basic eel pie (or, for that matter, 

would think to butter his horse’s hay). Modern scholars have dismissed this bit of levity 

as ineffective and flat, but its intended targets might have appreciated the humor more 

than we think.59 The joke likely lands best among playgoers with experience in killing 

eels and putting them in pies, who would recognize the folly when they saw it and who 

could feel personally superior to the silly cockney.60 

While eels provide the main ingredient for eel pies, they were also often included 

in dishes for which they were not the primary component – nor even the primary 

protein. They appear frequently in a garnishing role, or as a means of rounding out a 

dish’s flavor profile. Additionally, the fish sometimes formed the basis for other recipes. 

The Liber Cure Cocorum, an early fifteenth-century poetic cookbook from Lancashire, 

 
58 For more on this metaphorical trope, see Chapter 6. 
59 S. Nagarajan and William Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s King Lear: An Edition with New Insights, ed. S. 
Nagarajan (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 181 n. 125-128. For 
further work on this scene, see: Judd Arnold, “How Do We Judge King Lear?,” Criticism 14, no. 3 
(1972): 215–16; Sara Rafferty Sparer, “The Food of Fools: An Analysis of the Fools’ Gustatory 
Imagery in King Lear” (MA Thesis, Boca Raton, FL, Florida Atlantic University, 2009), 33–37. 
60 Despite its ubiquity, not everyone loved eel pie. The Italian humanist and papal librarian 
Bartholomea Platina, in his late 15th-century cookbook De honesta voluptate et valetudine, provided a 
recipe for eel pie but concluded by saying that, when the pie was cooked, you should serve it to your 
enemies because there was nothing worthwhile about the dish. See: Bartolomeo Platina, Platyne De 
honesta voluptate & valetudi[n]e (impensis & expensis Gerardi de Flandria, 1480), Liber VI, no page 
numbers. 
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gives these instructions for a brothe of elys: 

Fyrst flyghe þyn elys, in pese hom smyte, 
Put hom in pot, þagh þay ben lyte, 
With clene water; þen take þou schalle 
Alle powder of peper, coloure hit with alle 
With safroune and alyed þenne 
With floure, and cast alle in, I kenne, 
At þe fyrst boylyng þat may falle 
Soth hote, and serve hit in to þe halle.61 
 

While the Liber does not make further mention of the broth, other cookbooks do; fish 

broths, including eel broth, appear as an ingredient in a number of other dishes. 

Instructions for stockfissh in sauce in the 1440 Boke of Kokery (BL MS Harley 4016), for 

example, begins by telling the reader to “take faire broth of elys or pike.”62 Other 

contemporary recipes call for salted, or powdered, eels as supplementary elements to 

the dishes’ main components. 

The English were not alone in their taste for eels; the French enjoyed the fish as 

well, and there is some overlap in recipes across the Channel. Recipes for roasted or 

stewed eels are roughly interchangeable, but there are several French eel dishes that did 

not translate. Perhaps the most haute cuisine French method of cooking the fish, les 

anguilles reverses (reversed eels), does not appear to have gained much purchase in 

England. The recipe, which appears first in the fourteenth century Le Viandier de 

Guillaume Tirel dit Taillevent, and then later in the century in the gentlewoman’s 

 
61 Richard Morris, ed., Liber Cure Cocorum (Berlin: A. Asher & Co. for the Philological Society, 1862), 
50. 
62 Austin, Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books, 100. 
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handbook, Le Ménagier de Paris, calls for an eel to be skinned, deboned, and then sewn 

back together inside out, with a stuffing of bread crumbs, meats and spices, before 

being cooked in red wine.63 Other versions of the recipe show up in contemporaneous 

French recipe collections, including the fifteenth-century Recueil de Riom.64 The recipe 

does make an appearance in one English recipe collection (Bodleian MS Ashmole 

1393), which calls for the eel to be stuffed with dates, currants, spices, and pieces of 

boiled egg yolk.65 Beyond this single instance, however, the fabulous reversed eel seems 

to have joined savory eel flan (ancient Roman fare that became a later Lenten desert) as 

a dish that never truly gained a foothold in Britain.66 

These types of instructions represent the more complicated end of the 

preparatory spectrum. While elite values of food culture and habits of preparation 

filtered down through much of English society, eels fed the poor as often – if not more 

often – than the upper classes, and not everyone had the time, resources, or inclination 

to cook eels in the manners described above.67 In monastic settings, where asceticism 

mattered as an both as a way of life and an aesthetic of obedience, the fish often found 

 
63 Taillevent, Le Viandier de Guillaume Tirel Dit Taillevent (University of Ottawa Press, 1988), 179; 
Jérôme Frédéric Pichon, ed., Le Ménagier de Paris: traité de morale et d’économie domestique composé vers 1393 
par un bourgeois parisien, vol. II (Paris: Crapelet et Lahure, 1847), 191. 
64 Carole Lambert, Le Recueil de Riom et la Manière de henter soutillement: un livre de cuisine et un 
réceptaire sur les greffes du XVe siècle (preface de Jean-Louis Flandrin), vol. 20, le Moyen Français (Montreal: 
Éditions Ceres, 1987), 80. 
65 Constance B. Hieatt, “Medieval Britain,” in Regional Cuisines of Medieval Europe: A Book of Essays, ed. 
Melitta Weiss Adamson (Routledge, 2013), 37. 
66 Terence Scully, The Vivendier: A Critical Edition with English Translation (Prospect Books, 1997), 41. 
67 See: Woolgar, The Culture of Food in England, 1200-1500, 1–25. 
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their way into rather plain baked or stewed servings.68 It is somewhat harder to know 

how eels might have been prepared in more common settings, beyond the monastery 

walls and outside of upper-class kitchens. There are some indications, however. The 

late-thirteenth-century scholar and churchman Bartolemeus Anglicus (Bartholomew 

the Englishman), in his widely read encyclopedia De Proprietatibus Rerum, relates in 

passing a story that outlines a more basic recipe. At the end of a discussion of the 

medicinal properties of snakes with regard to leprosy, Bartolemeus writes about a “blind 

man to whome (he saith) his wife gaue an Adder with garlike in stéede of an Ele, that it 

might slay him, and hée eate it: And after that by much sweate he reicouered his sight 

againe.”69 In another, slightly later, version of this story the man, upon subsequently 

learning that he had unwittingly eaten a snake, immediately fell ill and died.70 In both 

accounts, the couple’s unhappy marriage seems to have been sustained on a simple and 

regular diet of eels in garlic – a more likely every-day meal for most people than dishes 

with saffron, raisins, and ginger.  

These two stories echo the traditional English border ballad “Lord Randall” 

(Child 12), in which the titular character’s lover (or mother, depending on the version 

 
68 Barbara Harvey, Living and Dying in England 1100-1540: The Monastic Experience (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1993), 50–51. 
69 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Batman Vppon Bartholome His Booke De Proprietatibus Rerum, Newly Corrected, 
Enlarged and Amended: With Such Additions as Are Requisite, Vnto Euery Seuerall Booke: Taken Foorth of the 
Most Approued Authors, the like Heretofore Not Translated in English. Profitable for All Estates, as Well for the 
Benefite of the Mind as the Bodie. 1582., ed. Stephen Batman, trans. John Trevisa (Ann Arbor, MI; 
Oxford: Text Creation Partnership, 2003), 114. 
70 Alexander Ross, Arcana Microcosmi (London, 1652), 131, EEBO, 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A57647.0001.001. 
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of the poem) feeds him a poisoned meal of “eels fried in a pan,” killing both the lord 

and his scrap-loving hound.71 As with the other similar tales, two points about the eels 

stand out: firstly, that a plate of eels was quotidian enough to be an unsuspicious vehicle 

for murder; and secondly, that the lady in question seems to have prepared a fairly 

simple dish. There is no indication that she cooked anything overly-complicated. Aside 

from the poison, Lord Randall’s final supper might have looked much like the one 

described in a 1682 cure for deafness that begins by telling the reader to “take a large 

Eel, flaw it, and cut it into three pieces; then stick them with Rosemary and Sage, and 

bake them in a pan in the Oven.”72 The instructions then call for the cook to skim the 

fat off of the top for use in the remedy. Happily, the eel was ready to eat by the end of 

the process, making this advice medically sound as well as practical for day-to-day 

cooking. 

 

Eels as Medicine 

As the last recipe suggests, the line between food and medicine was often 

uncertain, and eels had certain presumed pharmaceutical qualities. The fish had 

something of a reputation as an aphrodisiac, which perhaps helps to explain why Lord 

 
71 Francis James Child, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, Part I (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and 
Company, 1882), 158–60, http://archive.org/details/englishandscotti01chiluoft. 
72 Kenelm Digby, The True Preserver and Restorer of Health Being a Choice Collection of Select and Experienced 
Remedies for All Distempers Incident to Men, Women, and Children, ed. George Hartman (London, 1682), 
95, EEBO, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A42984.0001.001. 
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Randall or the husband in Bartolemeus’s story might have been willing to take their 

lovers’ eels without question. In the early sixteenth century Wynkyn de Word printed a 

book called the Distaff Gospels – a translation of a collection of late medieval French 

women’s folktales called Les Evangiles des Quenouilles – that included an admonition 

against letting young maids eat sheep’s heads, cock’s combs, or eels. Women that do 

eat these forbidden foods risk falling over backwards with epilepsy, or Saint Lupus’ 

disease, (“ye fallynge of saynt lupe behy ̄de”).73 The line about women falling over 

backwards has a sexual double meaning. Shakespeare makes this same joke in Romeo and 

Juliet, when the Nurse relates a tale of her husband humorously saying to a baby Juliette, 

after she had fallen and bruised her head that, “thou wilt fall backward when thou hast 

more wit” (I.iii.46). On the off chance that his listeners missed the joke, Shakespeare 

repeats it almost immediately, with the Nurse telling the story a second time. “‘Yea,’ 

quoth my husband, ‘fall'st upon thy face? / Thou wilt fall backward when thou comest 

to age’” (I.iii.59-60). The Distaff Gospels relies on this phrasing as a warning against 

promiscuity: a meal of eels runs the risk of encouraging young women to fall on their 

backs (presumably, though not necessarily, with a partner). Other sources suggest that 

the fish provided a boost in performance, as well. In 1654, in the first issue of his 

salacious news journal Mercurius Fumigosus, John Crouch singled out the eel-pies from 

 
73 Fouquart de Cambray, Duval Antione, and Jean d’Arras, The Gospelles of Dystaues, trans. Henry Watson 
(London: Wynkyn de Word, 1510), np. Saint Lupus was thought to offer a cure for convulsions stemming 
from either possession or epilepsy. See: Yvan Lebrun and Franco Fabbro, Language and Epilepsy 
(London and Philadelphia: Whurr Publishers, 2008), 22. 
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Ware, in Hertfordshire, as a particular aid in the bedroom. He wrote that, “you may 

take Horse, or Coach to Ware, where you may have further satisfaction, by eating of the 

said Ele-Pyes, boyl’d, bak’d or Roasted, before you go to solace your selves in the Great 

Bed; which kinde of Pies are excellent provokatives, For to Increase and Multiply, And make 

young Sisters fructify.”74 Not only could eels knock you on your back, but they could 

improve the experience.75 

Even if whole eels might prove problematic for the chastity of young women 

(or, as physicians for Henry I and Robert the Bruce fretted, for the constitution of 

kings), various components of the fish were understood to hold great curative 

possibilities.  Eel gall, for example, served as an ingredient in a solution for cleaning the 

eyes of smallpox victims.76 Sulphur from the liver and gall of an eel was reportedly 

useful for slowing down the childbirth process, while drying out the liver and the gall 

and mixing them in a drink has the opposite effect, speeding up delivery.77 Most notably 

valuable, however, was the fish’s fat, which appears as an component in a number of 

 
74 John Crouch, Mercurious Fumigosus, or The Smoking Nocturnall (1) (London, 1654), 4. Italics are 
original to the text. 
75 Echoes of this connection between eels and sexual prowess continue into the modern day. See: 
Sarah Whitehead, “The Viagra of the Thames: Jellied Eels to Lure Your Lover,” News, 
Eastlondonlines, February 13, 2012, 
http://www.eastlondonlines.co.uk/2012/02/viagraofthethames/. 
76 Edwards, A Treatise Concerning the Plague and the Pox Discovering as Well the Meanes How to Preserve from 
the Danger of These Infectious Contagions, as Also How to Cure Those Which Are Infected with Either of Them. 
(London, 1652), 62, EEBO, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A37944.0001.001. 
77 George Thomas, Ortho-Methodoz Itro-Chymikē: Or the Direct Method of Curing Chymically Wherein Is 
Conteined [Sic] the Original Matter, and Principal Agent of All Natural Bodies. Also the Efficient and Material 
Cause of Diseases in General. Their Therapeutick Way and Means. (London, 1675), 98, 135–36, EEBO, 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A62438.0001.001. 
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English remedies. On its own, eel fat, or grease, was believed to be “a sovereign thing 

to recover hearing” and it appears commonly in cures for deafness and other aural 

afflictions.78 But the ingredient shows up in other cures as well: as a remedy for baldness, 

for the retention of menstrual blood, or – properly mixed with egg yolk into an 

ointment – for piles and hemorrhoids.79 In fact, eel fat proved so popular a curative 

that Nicholas Culpeper, in his 1653 The Complete Herbal, put it near the top of a long 

catalogue which he says the College of Physicians provided to English apothecaries, 

listing “what Parts of living Creatures and Excrements that they must keep in their 

shops.”80 Eel fat was not without its dangers; in 1632 the English trading fort in Quebec 

burned to the ground after eel fat left near a hearth caught fire.81 But this was a problem 

of collection and storage, rather than consumption. 

Eels did not always need to be taken into the body to be effective proof against 

 
78 Thomas Collins, Choice and Rare Experiments in Physick and Chirurgery, or, A Discovery of Most Approved 
Medicines for the Curing of Most Diseases Incident to the Body of Men, Women, and of Children Together with an 
Antidotary of Experiments Never before Published (London, 1658), 146, EEBO, 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A34011.0001.001. 
79 John Pechey, A Plain Introduction to the Art of Physick: Containing the Fundamentals, and Necessary 
Preliminaries to Practice (London, 1697), 219; John Pechey, The Compleat Midwife’s Practice (London, 
1698), 218, EEBO, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A53913.0001.001; Digby, The True Preserver and 
Restorer of Health, 228. 
80 Nicholas Culpeper, Culpeper’s Complete Herbal,: To Which Is Now Added, Upwards of One Hundred 
Additional Herbs, with a Display of Their Medicinal and Occult Qualities ; Physically Applied to the Cure of All 
Disorders Incident to Mankind. To Which Is Now First Annexed His English Physician Englarged, and Key to 
Physic, with Rules for Compounding Medicine According to the True System of Nature. Forming a Complete Family 
Dispensatory, and Natural System of Physic to Which Is Added Upwards of Fifty Choice Receipts, Selected from the 
Author’s Last Legacy to His Wife (London: Richard Evans, 1816), 275. 
81 HCA 13/50, fols. 111r and 112r. Digitized and transcribed by Marinelives.org. The traders appear 
to have been drying their eels on a kitchen fire adjacent to their powder magazine, which, 
retrospectively, may have been unwise. 
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illness, either. The seventeenth-century polymath Sir Kenelm Digby, in a letter to John 

Winthrop the Younger, the governor of Connecticut, offered a pseudo-medicinal 

defense that he found highly efficacious against all manner of agues. “Pare the patients 

nayles when the fitt is coming on,” he wrote, “and put the paringes into a litle bagge of 

fine linen or sarsenet, and tye that about a live eele’s neck in a tubbe of water. The eele 

will dye and the patient will recover.” Digby did not explain why eels worked best for 

this particular transference of disease, but he did add a note, which Lord Randall and 

his hound would have appreciated, that “if a dog or hog eate that eele they will also 

dye.”82  

Eel skin had its uses, too. Robert Thornton, in his 1440 book of medical advice, 

recommends that for a patient with a bloody nose you should “tak ele skynnes and dry 

þam & bryn þam & blaw þe powdir in his nose thirlles with a pipe.”83 Powdered eel 

skin had further topical applications; for example, it was alleged to help a woman 

suffering from a falling of the womb (a prolapsed uterus) when placed directly on the 

belly.84 The skin was not only useful when crushed and ground, though. Northumbrians 

used it to wrap sprains, and across the country people relied on it in a variety of ways 

 
82 Walter R. Steiner, “Governor John Winthrop, Jr. of Connecticut, as a Physician,” in Johns Hopkins 
Hospital Bulletin, vol. 13–14 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Univerity Hospital, 1902), 302. 
83 Robert Thornton, The Liber de Diversis Medicinis in the Thornton Manuscript (Ms. Lincoln Cathedral 
A. 5. 2.), ed. Margaret Sinclair Ogden (London: Pub. for the Early English text society by H. 
Milford, Oxford University Press, 1938), 48. 
84 Pechey, The Compleat Midwife’s Practice, 212. 
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to cure cramps.85 Most such remedies call for a freshly flayed skin to be placed on the 

afflicted area, often while one slept, but Yorkshire folklore recommended instead 

wearing eel-skin garters throughout the day.86 

Most of these prescriptions came into the growing corpus of printed medical 

advice from a deep grounding in customary folkways. Not all such cures had their roots 

in folk medicine, though; in at least one case a classical belief about eels' medicinal value 

reappears. Culpeper’s Complete Herbal repeats Isidore’s ancient cure for alcoholism – 

passed down through bestiaries and other sources – that “eels, being put into wine or 

beer, and suffered to die in it, he that drinks it will never endure that sort of liquor 

again.87 Curiously, this one piece of eel-related medical advice seems to have survived 

into the present, albeit in a distorted manner. Modern popular books and articles 

discussing hangover cures frequently (though without citation) list raw eels with bitter 

almonds as a traditional medieval English remedy.88 This is a highly dubious claim; eels 

are always cooked because eel blood is toxic in mammals – Charles Richet’s 1913 Nobel 

Prize winning work used a toxin derived from eel blood serum to prove the principle 

 
85 That Northumberland tradition also called for ministration by a sprain stomper, whose job it was 
to step heavily on the sprained joint before applying the eel-skin wrap. William Henderson, Notes on 
the Folk-Lore of the Northern Counties of England and the Borders (London: Nichols and Sons, 1879), 155; 
Digby, The True Preserver and Restorer of Health, 223. Fisherman on Lough Neagh in Ulster, Ireland still 
use eel-skin bandages to bind sprains. For more on this, including an image, see: Linda-May Ballard, 
“An Approach to Traditional Cures in Ulster,” The Ulster Medical Journal 78, no. 1 (January 2009): 26. 
86 Elizabeth Mary Wright, Rustic Speech and Folk-Lore (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1913), 242. 
87 Culpeper, Culpeper’s Complete Herbal, 252. 
88 See, for example: David L. Sloan and Christopher Shultz, The Hangover Survival Guide (Key West: 
Phantom Press, 2006), 74; Claire Suddath, “A Brief History Of: Hangover Cures,” Time, December 
31, 2008, http://time.com/3958046/history-of-hangovers/. 
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of anaphylaxis – but the toxin breaks down when heated to 58-70º Celsius.89 The 

medieval English might on occasion have fallen victim, like Lord Randall, to a plate of 

poisoned fish or to a dinner of disguised snakes, but long cultural experience almost 

certainly meant that they knew better than to compound a hangover with a venomous 

chaser of raw eel. 

 

 
89 Friedrich-Wilhelm Tesch, The Eel: Biology and Management of Anguillid Eels, ed. P.H. Greenwood, 
trans. Jennifer Greenwood (London: Chapman and Hall, 2012), 40–41. 
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CHAPTER 5 

EELS AND ENGLISH IDENTITY 

 
Located on an island in the heart of the East Anglian Fens, the town of Ely has 

a long and well-known association with eels. As we have seen, the Venerable Bede wrote 

in his eighth-century Historia Ecclesiastica that the city took its name from the eels that 

swam around and through its lands. The monastery at Ely held the earliest extant eel-

rent, and as previous chapters have shown, the fish played an important role in the 

region’s economy throughout the medieval and early modern periods. To this day, Ely 

and its people recognize and celebrate their historical association with eels. Since 2004 

the city has hosted an annual Eel Festival Weekend, 

complete with a parade led by a giant eel parade 

puppet.1 In 2006 the city used the festival to unveil a 

nine-foot tall galvanized steel eel sculpture in the 

downtown Jubilee Gardens (see Fig. 15).2 But though 

modern Ely stands somewhat apart in the degree of 

ostentatiousness it shows in the embrace of its deep 

historical connections with eels, the whole Fenland 

region shares in this heritage. Britain’s last remaining 

 
1 “Welcome,” Ely Eel Festival, accessed November 27, 2018, https://elyeelfestival.co.uk/. 
2 “Sculpture Is R-Eel Star of Historic Day,” Ely Standard, May 4, 6AD, 
http://www.elystandard.co.uk/news/sculpture-is-r-eel-star-of-historic-day-1-257792. 

 

Fig. 15: Eel sculpture in Ely’s Jubilee Gardens.  
Photo credit: Keith Evans, 2009. Creative 
Commons BY-SA 2.0. 
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professional eel catcher, a Fenman names Peter Carter, only retired in 2015. His family 

had been catching and selling eels since at least 1475.3 Graham Swift’s 1983 novel 

Waterland captures the area’s ingrained eel culture, showing the understated but 

important ways that the fish move throughout issues of life and identity in this region 

where, as recently as the end of the nineteenth century, eel-skin wedding rings were 

more traditional than metal ones.4 Though today the rings are mostly gold and the eel 

catchers have gone, the Fens and their residents continue to have their identity wrapped 

up together with the eel. 

Such a close and obvious relationship with eels marks the region and its people 

as distinct, and it has done so for some time. Francis Grose, compiling a collection of 

English regional words and expressions in 1787, noted that Lincolnshire men were 

often called “yellow bellies” after the coloring of their eels.5 However, this localization 

of eel culture to the Fens which Grose notes as an othering element was a relatively 

recent artifact in his day. True, the fourteenth century saw the beginnings of changes to 

the place of eels in England’s cultural landscape, and the country’s subsequent 

 
3 “Eel Fisherman Quits amid Plunging Eel Numbers,” The Telegraph, March 15, 2016, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/2016/03/15/eel-fisherman-quits-amid-plunging-eel-
numbers/. 
4 Graham Swift, Waterland, Reissue edition (New York: Vintage, 1992), passim, but esp. 193-204. For 
eel-skin wedding rings, see: Walter Henry Barrett, Tales from the Fens, ed. Enid Porter (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963), 172, n. 2; David Righton and Mandy Roberts, “Eels and People in 
the United Kingdom,” in Eels and Humans, ed. Katsumi Tsukamoto and Mari Kuroki, Humanity and 
the Sea (Tokyo: Springer Science & Business Media, 2013), 5. 
5 Francis Grose, A Provincial Glossary, with a Collection of Local Proverbs, and Popular Superstitions (London, 
1787), ccixxi. The negative connotation here is interesting, and likely relates to Early Modern efforts 
at othering residents of the Fens as the space became a site of serious enclosure contestation. 
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demographic shifts meant that patterns of commerce and consumption began to center 

more around London and the Fens than other parts of the country. But England’s true 

break with its eel culture only came at the end of the seventeenth century. Prior to that, 

the English relationship with the fish more closely resembled that of the Fens dwellers. 

Throughout much of the medieval and early modern periods, the English identified 

themselves and their country with their eels. 

Given the sheer quantities of the fish that the English consumed as food and 

medicine, it should not be surprising that the fish would influence the islanders’ 

expressions of themselves and their spaces. Incorporation of the fish, both bodily and 

socially, lead to a regular use of eels as a metaphorical identifier – essentially, in their 

own telling, the English were what they ate. As scholars like Ann Hagen, Allen, Chris 

Woolgar, and Paul Lloyd (and, to a certain macabre extent, Geraldine Heng) have noted, 

food formed an important component of medieval and early modern English identity.6 

Sometimes, as Lloyd shows, it could mark internal social stratifications. But the insular 

food cultures that Woolgar highlights, with their rituals of preparation and presentation 

and their multiple cultural valences, also acted to help construct an affirmative sense of 

Englishness. And, as we have seen, eels were not merely a foodstuff; they influenced 

 
6 Ann Hagen, Anglo-Saxon Food and Drink: Production, Processing, Distribution and Consumption (Norfolk, 
England: Anglo-Saxon Books, 2006), passim; Allen J. Frantzen, Food, Eating and Identity in Early 
Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 2014), passim; C. M. Woolgar, The Culture of 
Food in England, 1200-1500 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2016), passim; Paul S. 
Lloyd, Food and Identity in England, 1540-1640: Eating to Impress (London and New York: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2015), passim; Geraldine Heng, Empire of Magic:  Medieval Romance and the Politics of Cultural 
Fantasy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), passim.  



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 5 

 163 

English economy, history, and literature. Eels were a natural sovereign currency, an 

important commodity, and a valued gift item; as scholars like Chris Gregory, Nicholas 

Thomas, and others have shown, exchanged and traded items can act to create and 

strengthen strands of social relationships.7 This appears to have happened with eels. 

The wide-spread, cross-class consumption and exchange of eels left a lasting imprint 

on the social landscape that connected the English with the fish. Across a range of 

media that included not only literature, legend, and art, but also family emblems, the 

English frequently chose eels as metaphors through which to represent themselves. 

These personal connections spilled over into spatial ones, as well; the English named 

landscapes and places after the fish, and at times imagined their island nation in 

anguilloid terms.  

 

The Long History of Æthelwold’s Dream 

A striking early example of the connection between English identity and eels 

appears in Wulfstan of Winchester’s eleventh-century Vita Sancti Æethelwoldi (Life of St. 

Aethelwold). Along with Dunstan and Oswald, Æthelwold was one of the primary leaders 

of England’s tenth-century Benedictine monastic reform movement and he held the 

 
7 C. A. Gregory, Savage Money (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Press, 2005), 44–45; Nicholas 
Thomas, Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 2009), 16; Wim van Binsbergen, “Commodification: Things, Agency, and 
Identities: Introduction,” in Commodification: Things, Agency, and Identities; The Social Life of Things 
Revisited, ed. Wim van Binsbergen and Peter L. Geschiere (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2005), 15–23. 
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office of Bishop of Winchester from 963 until his death in 984. His hagiography, written 

by his student Wulfstan in about 1000, relays a story that Æthelwold allegedly told his 

pupils in which he had a dream-vision of the English as eels. Wulfstan writes that 

Æethelwold recounted finding himself on a beach and coming upon a large ship filled 

with fish, most of which were eels.8 He heard the voice of God, telling him that the eels 

lack human reason and are dead (in spirit at least, and possibly in the flesh), before 

ordering the saint to pray over the fish and convert them to men. 9  Æthelwold did as 

the voice commanded, and the eels turned into people, many of whom he knew. One 

of the men was a former monk named Æthelstan, who appears earlier in the Vita as 

someone who was ordained together with Æthelwold and Dunstan, but who had 

abandoned the monastery and who “finished his life in the stench of luxury” (in fetore 

luxuriæ uitam finiuit).10 This fate found a reprise in the Bishop’s dream, as Æthelstan 

alone fell back and turned again into an eel.11 The rest of the men found salvation 

through Æthelwold’s efforts. Wulfstan concludes his tale by noting that the saint’s 

vision has since come to pass, with many men leaving the world behind and taking 

monastic vows. 

Wulftan’s account operates at several levels, as befits a hagiographic narrative. It 

 
8 “putabam me stare iuxta litus maris, ubi mihi videbatur adesse quaedam maxima nauis, in qua 
mulititudo copiosa piscium, et maxime anguillarum.” Wulfstan of Winchester, Life of St. Æthelwold, 
ed. Michael Lapidge and Michael Winterbottom (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 58. 
9 Wulfstan of Winchester, 60. 
10 Wulfstan of Winchester, 12. 
11 Wulfstan of Winchester, 58. 
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trumpets the saint’s miraculous prophetical powers, while highlighting both his natural 

holiness and his role as a humble emissary of God. At the same time, the hagiographer’s 

explicit mention of fish (piscium) at the beginning of the vision overtly ties Æthelwold 

to a long Christian symbolic tradition. By reminding his readers that that eels are fish 

(multitudo copiosa piscium, et maxime anguillarum), Wulfstan writes the saint as an allegorical 

reproduction of biblical actors, making Æthelwold, like Jesus’s first disciples Simon and 

Andrew, a fisher of men.12  

But Wulftan’s decision to single out eels bears attention; his account does not 

need them either to make his allegorical connection or to speak to the saint’s holiness. 

The eels matter, though, because they help to explain the scope and context of the 

vision. That the eels are fish connects the bishop and his vision to exegetical tradition, 

but the fact that the fish are eels makes the story specifically about the English – a point 

that fits squarely within the broad themes of Æthelwold’s life and work. Throughout 

most of his career, the saint’s motivating interest lay in the expansion of the England’s 

newly reformed monastic order. He focused his attentions and interests at home rather 

than abroad, and he understood the country’s spiritual geography as a contested space, 

fought over by his monks and the more traditional clergy whom he distained. The Vita’s 

dream-vision reflects this worldview, laying out a parable in which Æthelwold leads his 

people towards salvation. In telling this story, Wulfstan relies on an allegorical tradition, 

 
12 Matthew 4:18 and Mark 1:17. 
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going back to Isidore of Seville, that reads the ocean as a metaphor for the whole of the 

mortal world.13 “This world,” as an anonymous thirteenth-century crusading sermon 

informs us bluntly, “is a sea.”14 And within that tradition, Æthelwold’s ship floating 

along in the water likely stands in for the island of England, with the eels as her 

unredeemed residents. In bringing his countrymen back to life spiritually, the saint leads 

them from their corporal existence to a perfected spiritual one on the shore of the 

afterlife. Kathy Lavezzo has written about a medieval English sense of communal 

identity based on the perception of shared geographic isolation – a people alone on an 

island at the very edge of the world.15 We can see that idea at play in Æthelwold’s dream. 

Wulftan’s story uses the ship and its eels to set the geographic and cultural boundaries 

for the saint’s divine mission, and he trusted to his audience to see these connections 

as clearly as they saw the Biblical ones.  

In considering the growth of English eel culture, it is important to keep in mind 

the timing and context of the dream story in Wulfstan’s Vita. The account did not make 

reference to eels in a vacuum. Æthelwold was a contemporary of Ælfric of Eyensham, 

whose Colloquy gives us one of the first examples of an active English eel trade, and the 

 
13 Isidore of Seville, Sententiae, ed. P. Cazier, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 111 (Brepols, 1998), 
Liber 3, cap. 5 sent. 27; Liber 3, cap. 22, sent. 2. 
14 Jessalynn Bird, Edward Peters, and James M. Powell, eds., “An Anonymous Crusade-Recruiting 
Sermon, ca. 1213–1217,” in Crusade and Christendom, Annotated Documents in Translation from 
Innocent III to the Fall of Acre, 1187-1291 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 
116. 
15 Kathy Lavezzo, Angels on the Edge of the World: Geography, Literature, and English Community, 1000-
1534 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2006), passim. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 5 

 167 

two men lived during the earliest period for which we have significant extant records 

of eel-rents. In fact, as we have seen earlier, Æthelwold himself was personally 

responsible for two of those rents, having declared that the fishermen of Wyllan and 

Eollem owed 8,000 eels per year to both Thorney and Peterborough Abbeys.16 Wulfstan 

wrote his Vita as a part of a culture that was clearly engaging broadly with eels as food, 

currency, and commodity. That Æthelwold’s dream-vision dates from this same period 

suggests that, by the end of the tenth century, those social elements had begun to cohere 

into a self-reinforcing narrative of national character. 

A version of Wulfstan’s account has likely persisted into the present day as part 

of regional East Anglian legend. Modern tourist guides to the island and city of Ely 

frequently point to a vague medieval legend about how St. Dunstan gave the region its 

name by turning a group of impious local priests into eels in a fit of righteous rage.17 

The actual origins of the Dunstan story are unclear; the tourist handbooks do not offer 

citations. A short article in Notes and Queries from 1863 makes a reference to it, quoting 

from an unnamed older work on marriage and celibacy of the clergy.18 That work 

appears to have been a 1712 book by William Nelson about the rights of the English 

clergy, from a section on marriage and the priesthood. Nelson provides a more detailed 

 
16 Cyril Roy Hart, The Early Charters of Eastern England (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1966), 
182. 
17 See, for example: Trudy Ring, Noelle Watson, and Paul Schellinger, Northern Europe: International 
Dictionary of Historic Places Volume 2 (New York: Routledge, 2013), 260; Clive Tully, The Visitor’s Guide 
to East Anglia (Ashbourne, Derbyshire: Moorland Publishing, 1990), 180; Kimberly Hagan, ed., Let’s 
Go 2009 Britain (New York: Macmillan, 2008), 334. 
18 W. Bowen Rowlands, “Strange Derivations,” Notes and Queries 4, no. 3 (December 1863): 142. 
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telling of the story than the present-day chapbooks, writing that Dunstan, as a part of 

his monastic reform movement, demanded that the English clergy give up their families 

and possessions and commit themselves to a cloistered existence.19 A large number of 

priests defied the saint, who in turn cursed them, transformed them – along with their 

wives and children – into eels, and cast them into the East Anglian fens. 

Nelson explicitly reports his tale as a fiction, saying that it was invented by the 

tenth-century monks in the wake of the reforms to justify their receipt of the benefices 

that Dunstan stripped from the uncooperative clergymen.20 This attribution may be 

correct, but not provably so. The story does not appear in any of the medieval lives of 

the saint, and Nelson’s commentary seems to be the earliest extant version.21 Nelson 

may have been influenced by a 1688 essay on the history of the celibacy of English 

clergy by Henry Warton. Remarking, like Nelson, about stories that the celibate monks 

told to support their position, Warton recounted several stories, including, “the 

imposture  of the Crucifix in the Synod of Canterbury, openly giving its Vote 

for Dunstan, against the married Clergy; and  the whole Colledge of married Priests 

of Elingen turned into  Eels, when by the favour of the Emperour they retained their 

 
19 William Nelson, The Rights of the Clergy of That Part of Great-Britain Call’d England; as Established by the 
Canons, the Common Law, and the Statutes of the Realm. Being a Methodical Collection Under Proper Titles, of 
All Things Relating to the Clergy (London: J. Nutt, 1712), 378–79. 
20 Nelson, 379. 
21 For the non-presence of this story, see, for example: William Stubbs, ed., Memorials of Saint 
Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury (London: Longman & Company, 1874), passim; Bernard J. Muir and 
Andrew J. Turner, eds., Eadmer of Canterbury: Lives and Miracles of Saints Oda, Dunstan, and Oswald, 
trans. Bernard J. Muir and Andrew J. Turner (Clarendon Press, 2006), passim. 
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Wives against the threats and curses of the Pope.”22 Here Warton has juxtaposed 

Dunstan’s rise to power and a separate tale from Germany, which he cites broadly to 

the fifteenth-century historian John Capgrave. Nelson may have conflated these two 

accounts, attributing the German eels to an English saint. Even so, it seems likely is that 

his Dunstan story has its origins at least in part in Wulfstan’s Vita, with the miracle 

eventually attaching to the more popular saint.23 The similarities between the two 

accounts are clear, even if their narrative processes are reversed. The disobedient monks 

in Nelson’s version are cast from their positions and essentially revert to plain eels – 

essentially reverting into ordinary, unenlightened Englishmen – again. Even understood 

as a wholly different narrative version, however, the story of Dunstan’s eels works nicely 

as metaphorical twin of Wulftan’s. 

But taking these two versions as a single, changing narrative is illustrative, 

because it helps us to see the eels’ place in the present-day Fens as a surviving artifact 

of a much wider historical phenomenon. The story’s various iterations, which became 

increasingly limited in terms of geographic scope and cultural identity, mark the decline 

and retreat of English eel culture over time. Wulftan’s account, which comes from 

Winchester, speaks to the kingdom’s priests and people as a cultural and geographically-

bounded whole – a ship full of eels for the saint to save. Some seven hundred years 

 
22 Henry Warton, A Treatise of the Celibacy of the Clergy Wherein Its Rise and Progress Are Historically 
Considered, Early English Books, 1641-1700 / 1080:08 (London, 1688), 148. 
23 For evidence of Dunstan’s superior popularity, note that there is no extant children’s poem 
beginning, “St. Æthelwold, as the story goes…” 
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later, Nelson’s telling still encompasses all of the English clergy, but he wrote on the far 

side of the seventeenth-century break when eels had begun to lose their cultural place, 

and his account reflects that transition. He limited the space of the eels’ confinement 

to the Fens, and his understanding of the link between the fish and national identity 

was fundamentally different than Wulfstan’s. There is still a permeability between the 

English and their eels in Nelson’s version, but crossing the threshold between man and 

animal is an othering act that serves to exile the troublesome clergy from their English 

community. In its modern iterations, the Dunstan story deals solely with the saint’s 

disagreement with East Anglian clergy, aligning with the region’s current perception of 

its own cultural past. This is a geographically contained myth about the connections 

between local people, local places, and local ecology. Even when truncated in this way, 

though, these later accounts share underlying threads of commonality with Wulfstan’s 

version that twine together the identity of the English and their eels. 

One of the curious aspects at play in the stories of both Æthelwold and Dunstan 

is the lurking specter of cannibalism. As previous chapters have made clear, underneath 

all of the other cultural valences eels’ ultimate value rested on their edibility, and this 

creates something of a paradox. Using your food as a metaphorical proxy for your 

people means that your people are also the food. Æthelwold’s ship of eels is also a feast 

at sail. Where Wulfstan saw an island of lost souls in the parable, a king like Henry III 

might have seen supplies for the his annual celebration of St. Edward. This issue was 

not unique to eels; anthropophagism is a frequently reoccurring thematic element in a 
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wide range of English literary and cultural productions. Medieval travel narratives such 

as The Travels of Sir John Mandeville spend significant time and attention on the 

cannibalistic habits of the strange peoples at the far edges of the world, and those same 

cannibals appear on English mappaemundi like the Hereford and Psalter maps.24 Scholars 

have noted a surprising number of instances of cannibalism in medieval English 

literature, with Geraldine Heng and Heather Blurton each arguing that the scenes were 

frequently deployed to articulate cultural identity and national character.25 So it bears 

noting that in both the Æthelwold and Dunstan stories – and in the other examples in 

this chapter – the issue of identity floats above a riptide of cannibalism: it is not only 

that you are what you eat, but also that you eat what you are.26 Nelson’s later account 

of Dunstan and the eels plays on this theme as well, but does so with a certain macabre 

post-Reformation flavor. In his telling, the Catholic priests who will not reform to 

proper English ways of belief become food for the faithful, in a process that mirrors 

the way that the Henry VIII consumed the monasteries and other Roman Church 

properties in the wake of the 1534 Act of Supremacy. 

 

 

 
24 John Mandeville, The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, ed. and trans. C.W.R.D. Moseley (London: 
Penguin Books, 1983), 117, 134, 187. 
25 Heather Blurton, Cannibalism in High Medieval English Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), passim; Heng, Empire of Magic, passim. 
26 Wulfstan’s account also interfaces interestingly with eels’ role as a commodity; Æthelwold’s 
prayers redeem – literally buy back (redimere) – the souls of his countrymen. 
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English Eels on Murals and Tapestries 

Æthelwold’s dream-vision may be the first place where we can see connections 

between eels and English identity, but it was far from the last. Roughly one hundred 

years after Æthelwold’s death, the fish make an appearance on the famous Bayeux 

Tapestry that may, also, work in this register. The Tapestry, a seventy-meter-long 

embroidered cloth chronicling the lead-up to the Norman invasion of England, begins 

by following Harold Godwinson – the English earl who would later be crowned king 

of England and die at Hastings – as he leaves England on a diplomatic mission to 

Normandy. Following some misadventures, Harold eventually winds up in the 

company of Duke William of Normandy and accompanies his host on a military 

campaign against a rebellious vassal, Duke Conan II of Brittany. After the Norman’s 

victory over Conan, the tapestry shows Harold receiving arms from William in a likely 

sign of vassalage, and then later depicts Harold swearing an oath to William on holy 

relics.27 While the tapestry is not explicit about the nature of the oath, other Norman 

sources recorded that Harold swore to support William’s claim to the English throne 

on the death of the elderly king. There are real questions about whether this part of the 

story actually happened, or whether Harold’s eventual decision to take the throne for 

himself led to the Norman invasion of England in 1066. Regardless, the story of his 

foresworn oath played an important part in accounts of the invasion because it provided 

 
27 David J. Bernstein, The Mystery of the Bayeux Tapestry (London: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 
20; David M. Wilson, The Bayeux Tapestry (New York: Knopf, 1985), 180. 
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William with legitimate causus belli.  

The Norman’s campaign against Conan almost ended in disaster before it could 

get going, however. The tapestry depicts William’s army imperiled while crossing of the 

Couesnon River into Brittany near Mont-St-Michel, with soldiers and horses becoming 

trapped in the delta sands (Fig. 16). The image shows Harold coming to the Normans’ 

rescue, pulling one man to safety while carrying a second warrior on his back. The 

caption above this part of the tapestry tells the viewer that “Here Duke Harold dragged 

them [the Normans] from the sand” (hic harold dux trahebat eos de arena). The scene merges 

into the border below, showing are a pair of fish and six eels in the water. One of the 

eels is being grabbed be a man holding a knife, who is himself being seized by a 

quadruped, which is in turn part of a chain of other beasts.  

The scene’s incorporation of the border into the narrative is unique, and 

consequently has received a fair bit of attention. Jill Frederick notes in her essay on this 

vignette that the scholarly consensus about the eels has been that they hint at Harold’s 

 

Fig. 16: Harold saves the Norman soldiers from the sands and waters of the Couesnon River. Bayeux Tapestry. 
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forthcoming treachery.28 In this reading, the proverbially slippery eels reveal the true 

nature of Harold’s character, suggesting that despite his virtuous acts in the main part 

of the tapestry’s narrative, the Earl is untrustworthy and will try to wriggle out of his 

obligations. This reading makes some sense; as Frederick notes, the use of slippery eels 

as a metaphor for untrustworthy people goes back at least to the Romans, and was 

certainly in use in medieval Europe.29 And the man in the water, if he is attempting to 

catch an eel, is certainly going about it in a way that invokes the fish’s slippery nature. 

Holding an eel by the tail is an expression with long historical standing, usually used to 

indicate that someone has unwittingly gone about a task the wrong way. As Havelok 

knew, you have to catch and hold an eel by the head, or it quickly squirms out of your 

grasp. The tapestry scene may, as Frederick and others have noted, employ the eels to 

undercut Harold’s bravery on the riverbank with a reminder of his forthcoming 

faithlessness.  

 But such a reading rests on a wholly negative perception of eels, engaging only 

with their modern metaphorical range. As Æthelwold’s dream-vision shows us, eels 

could stand in for English identity in ways that had nothing at all to do with 

untrustworthiness, and it seems likely that the same thing is true here, as well. If we 

extend Æthelwold’s metaphorical framework to the Bayeux Tapestry, and understand 

 
28 Jill Frederick, “Slippery as an Eel: Harold’s Ambiguous Heroics in the Bayeux Tapestry,” in The 
Bayeux Tapestry: New Approaches, ed. Michael Lewis, Gale Owen-Crocker, and Dan Terkla (Oxford 
and Oakville: Oxbow Books, 2011), 121,123. 
29 Frederick, 123. For a more detailed examination of eels as metaphors, see Ch. 6 below. 
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the eels as standing in for the English as a people, then a possible explanation comes 

clear that encompasses not only the eels, but the scene as a whole. Frederick points out 

that the man in the water grabbing at the eels is English – his haircut, mustache, and 

the seax in his hand all mark him as such.30 And, in fact, he looks very much like the 

images of Harold at the start of the tapestry’s narrative; he is dressed in the same style 

and color of clothes that the English duke wore, and his hair color matches that of the 

earlier Harold.31A quadruped of some type has the man’s foot I n its mouth, and the 

scene plays out under the gaze of a bird, a second quadruped, and a centaur or 

onocentaur (Fig. 17).32 

This chain of beasts has no obvious explanation, and scholars have offered a 

wide range of possible readings.33 Though Frederick fails to provide a convincing 

reading of the whole scene, her analysis of the individual animals is suggestive. She 

argues that the quadrupeds – likely wolves – stand for greed, violence, and 

 
30 Frederick, 117, 123. 
31 While Harold’s hair in this scene appears reddish, in the earlier scenes his hair is mostly blonde. 
32 Frederick, “Slippery as an Eel,” 124–25. 
33 See, for example: J. Bard McNulty, The Narrative Art of the Bayeux Tapestry Master (New York: AMS 
Press, 1989), 40–42; Frederick, “Slippery as an Eel,” passim; John Marshall Carter, “The Bayeux 
Tapestry, Bishop Odo of Bayeux, and the Pastimes of the Medieval Silent Majority,” in The Bayeux 
Tapestry as a Social Document: Selected Readings, ed. John Marshall Carter (Lexington, MA: Ginn Custom 
Printing, 1985), passim. 

 

Fig. 17: The border below the scene of Harold’s heroics, showing the Saxon man and the chain of animals, ending with the centaur or 
onocentaur. 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 16: The border below the scene of Harold’s heroics, showing the Saxon man and the chain of animals, ending with the centaur or 
onocentaur. 
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rapaciousness, while the onocentaur is a marker of hypocrisy and treacherousness, and 

the bird, which she believes to be an eagle or raptor of some variety, symbolizes royal 

authority.34 This series of interpretations provides us with a curious constellation of 

personified characteristics – greed, violence, hypocrisy, and royalty – pursuing an 

English man looking like an earlier Harold, who is hunting eels and has taken one by 

the tail. If we understand the eels after Æthelwold’s model, then this border vignette 

may show us Harold, driven by ambition for the throne, grasping with a naked blade 

for control of the English. His grip is tenuous and slippery, and he will not be able to 

hold on for long. Interpreting the scene in this way does not significantly change what 

scholars have generally considered to be its role in the tapestry’s narrative; the images 

remain both a commentary on Harold’s character and a foreshadowing of future events. 

But changing how we think about the eels offers clarity to the role of the other beasts, 

and brings a rationale to the entire group that has been lacking. 

 In considering this argument, it bears noting that while the tapestry was most 

probably commissioned by a Norman – possibly by Bishop Odo of Bayeux – much of 

the artifact’s detail work points to it production in England, by English embroiderers.35 

 
34 Frederick, “Slippery as an Eel,” 124–25. 
35 For a succinct summary of the argument for Odo as the tapestry’s patron, see: Suzanne van der 
Raad, “The Influence of Mixed Provenance on the Portrayal of Harold and William in the Bayeux 
Tapestry” (MA Thesis, Leiden, Leiden University, 2014), 16–18. For a partial list of scholars arguing 
for the tapestry’s likely English provenance, see the summary at: George T. Beech, “The Breton 
Campaign and the Possibility That the Bayeux Tapestry Was Produced in the Loire Valley,” in The 
Bayeux Tapestry: New Approaches, ed. Michael Lewis, Gale Owen-Crocker, and Dan Terkla (Oxford 
and Oakville: Oxbow Books, 2011), 14–15. 
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The English artists who planned out and created the Bayeux Tapestry came out of a 

cultural setting that relied on eels for food, currency, and metaphor – they were as likely 

to rely on the fish as a marker of English identity as to use them as an indicator of 

treachery. And while the tapestry’s narrative has been primarily understood as a 

celebration of the Norman Conquest, recent reevaluation of the images suggests a 

counternarrative that extolls English virtues as well.36 The tapestry paints Harold as a 

worthy adversary and, as his rescue of the Normans suggests, a valorous man. If the 

English embroiderers did, indeed, harbor anti-Norman feelings, then we should not be 

surprised that the tapestry shows Harold, at the height of his powers and potential in 

the last scene before he swears himself to William, standing above a river full of eels. 

This is the final instance in the narrative when Harold Godwinson is free and 

uncompromised – the last moment when England might still have had a native king – 

performing his greatest deeds. The eels in the water tie together the narratives above 

and below, as Harold stands tallest as an Englishman in their presence even as we see 

him laid low in the future by his elusive dream of holding them in mastery. 

The Bayeux Tapestry was not the only place where English artists connected eels, 

river crossings, and Englishness. These same elements also appear across England, in 

paintings and illuminations of St. Christopher. The patron saint of pilgrims and 

travelers, Christopher became increasingly popular in England from the mid-thirteenth 

 
36 Andrew Bridgeford, 1066: The Hidden History in the Bayeux Tapestry, Reprint edition (New York, 
NY: Walker Books, 2006), passim. 
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century onward. Initially, images of the saint appeared primarily in illuminated 

manuscripts such as psalters and books of hours, but by the end of the century church 

wall paintings of the saint were becoming increasingly common. The saint quickly 

became a staple of English local church decoration and adoration, so in-demand that 

artists often shoehorned his images into pre-existing Passion Cycle paintings.37 By the 

middle of fourteenth century most English parish churches boasted an image of the 

saint on one of its walls, with at least 378 murals in England and Wales combined.38 

These images of the saint generally focus on the vignette that Jacobus de 

Voragine made famous in his 1260 hagiographic collection, The Golden Legend, where 

the pagan giant Cristopher carries a disguised infant Christ across a river, thereby 

earning his name and receiving a blessing from his passenger. The giant then plants his 

staff in the bank, where it springs into flower.39 Paintings and illuminations of the saint 

usually capture him mid-stream with the Christ Child on his shoulder, bent under the 

surprising weight of his burden and leaning on his staff for support.40 From the twelfth 

 
37 Eleanor Pridgeon, “Saint Christopher Wall Paintings in English and Welsh Churches, c.1250-
c.1500, Volume 1: Text” (Doctoral Dissertation, Leicester, University of Leicester, 2008), 13. 
38 Eleanor Pridgeon, “National and International Trends in Hampshire Churches: A Chronology of 
St. Christopher Wall Paintings (c.1240 to c.1530),” Proceedings of the Hampshire Field Club Archaeological 
Society 68 (2013): 87. Pridgeon cautions that the number is an estimate both because the degraded 
state of some murals makes them hard to assess, and because there are an unknown number of 
images still hidden under layers of paint and plaster. 
39 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend:  Reading on the Saints, trans. William Granger Ryan 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2012), 398. 
40 For additional work on England’s St. Christopher murals, see: John Lewis André, “Wall Paintings 
in Sussex Churches,” in Transactions of the St. Paul’s Ecclesiological Society, Vol. IV (London: Harrison 
and Sons, 1900), 297–307; John Salmon, “St. Christopher in English Medieval Art and Life,” Journal 
of the British Archaeological Association 41 (1936): 76–109; Ernest William Tristram, English Wall Painting 
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century onward – both in England and on the 

Continent – murals and illuminations of this scene 

frequently include decorative fish in the river.41 In 

England, however, very often these scenes of riverine 

life also include eels. They commonly twist in the 

water around the saint’s feet, and in some instances 

come curling out of the water around his legs or the 

shaft of his staff (see Fig. 18).  Interestingly, these 

scenes of Christopher, with the Christ on his back and 

eels at his feet, recall the image of Harold in the 

Bayeux Tapestry.  

Eels make occasional appearances in Continental murals of Christopher, 

especially in eel-rich regions such as the Rhine Valley or Northern Italy, but the fish are 

more consistently present in English representations, where they help to make the 

saint’s story relatable to the island’s people. Julie Chittock makes this point in her 

discussion of the fourteenth-century mural of St. Christopher in the church of St. Mary 

and All Saints at Willingham, Cambridgeshire, which includes an eel and other 

characteristically regional fish in its depiction. Chittock writes that local viewers would 

 
of the Fourteenth Century (London: Routledge & Paul, 1955), 114–20; Roger Rosewell, Medieval Wall 
Paintings (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014). 
41 Pridgeon, “Saint Christopher Wall Paintings,” 229. 

 

Fig. 18: St. Christopher mural at St. Peter 
and St. Paul’s Church in Pickering, North 
Yorkshire. Note the eel curling around the 
saint’s leg. Photo credit: J. Hannon-Briggs, 
2016. Creative Commons BY-SA 2.0. 

 

 

Fig. 17: St. Christopher mural at St. Peter 
and St. Paul’s Church in Pickering, North 
Yorkshire. Note the eel curling around the 
saint’s leg. Photo credit: J. Hannon-Briggs, 
2016. Creative Commons BY-SA 2.0. 
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have seen their own environment in the image of the saint fording “a river which is 

marked out by its fauna as being a fenland waterway.”42 Eels would have formed an 

important part of life in medieval Willingham: the village stands in the heart of the Fens, 

and one of the local marshes had an assessed eel-rent in 1251 of 5,000 sticks of eels 

(125,000 fish) due to the Bishop of Ely.43 The eel in the mural helps to make the story 

both local and relevant. Eels in the other church paintings of Christopher serve the 

same end, bringing the saint’s life home to parishioners and making him, in a sense, 

English.  

The connection between Christopher and eels appears again in the mid-

fourteenth-century poem “Satire on Sinful Townspeople.”44 One of the so-called 

Kildare Poems found in British Library MS Harley 913, the work is a tongue-in-cheek 

commentary on vice in which each stanza pokes fun at the hidden wickedness of its 

subject.45 Likely composed in Norman Ireland, the poem is written in English and – at 

least in the St. Christopher section – is explicitly about England. The author writes: 

7. Hail, St. Christopher with your long stake!  
    You bore our lord Jesus Christ over the broad lake. 
    Many a great conger eel swims about your feet. 

 
42 Julie Chittock, “The Medieval Wall Paintings of St. Mary and All Saints, Willingham,” Proceedings of 
the Cambridge Antiquarian Society 81, no. for 1992 (1993): 78.  
43 T.D. Adkinson et al., “South Witchford Hundred: Haddenham,” in A History of the County of 
Cambridge and the Isle of Ely: Volume 4, City of Ely; Ely, N. and S. Witchford and Wisbech Hundreds, ed. R.B. 
Pugh (London: Victoria County History, 2002), 140–49, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/cambs/vol4/pp140-149. 
44 The poem has previously been erroneously titled “Satire on the People of Kildare,” and is 
sometimes simply titles “Satire.” This title is taken from: Deborah L. Moore, Medieval Anglo-Irish 
Troubles: A Cultural Study of BL MS Harley 913 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 73. 
45 For an extended discussion of the poem and its meaning, see: Moore, 73–77. 
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    How many herring for a penny at West Cheap in London?  
    This verse is from Sacred Scripture, 
    It comes from a noble talent.46 
 

The specific meaning of this stanza seems to be something of a mystery. Some of its 

specifics are confusing – conger eels do not live in lakes – and the poet is not as openly 

critical of the saint here as he is of other targets in other stanzas. Perhaps for these 

reasons, scholars who have studied the poem have all avoided discussing this section, 

beyond noting its West Cheap reference.47 Several things stand out in the lines, however. 

They show a markedly specific knowledge of London’s commercial geography. And, 

like the English parish churches, the stanza shows a connection between eels and the 

saint. As much as anything, the poet seems to be making the Christopher into a 

fisherman who walks with eels and sells herring in Cheapside. If nothing else, the saint 

appears to be engaged in England’s commercial networks. 

There are a handful of examples of Christopher murals that also show the saint 

as an English fisherman.  Three separate church wall paintings – at Peakirk in 

Cambridgeshire, East Wellow in Hampshire, and Aldermaston in Berkshire – go 

beyond merely having eels coursing through the waters below the saint and his charge. 

 
46 “Ail, Seint Cristofre with thi lang stake! / Thou ber Ur Louerd Jesu Crist ouer the brod lake. / Mani 
greate kunger swimmeth abute thi fete. / Hou mani hering to peni at West Chep in London? /This uers is 
of Holi Writte, / Hit com of noble witte.” Angela M. Lucas, ed., Anglo-Irish Poems of the Middle Ages 
(Blackrock: The Columba Press, 1995), 58–59. 
47 For this absence, see: Wilhelm Heuser, Die Kildare-Gedichte: Die ältesten mittelenglischen Denkmäler in 
anglo-irischer Überlieferung (Bonn: P. Hanstein, 1904), 150–54; Lucas, Anglo-Irish Poems of the Middle Ages, 
182–84; Moore, Medieval Anglo-Irish Troubles, 75; St John D. Seymour, Anglo-Irish Literature: 1200-1582 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 109–13. 
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All three depict the saint holding, instead of his customary staff, a particular type of eel-

spear called an eel-glaive. A fourth example, at the Church of St. Edmund in Fritton, 

Suffolk, show the saint with an eel pick, while in the mural at Willingham the saint leans 

on a two-pronged fishing spear.48 Chittock rightly notes that spears and glaives like 

these were not useful for catching the quantities that landlords and rental contracts 

demanded. These were, rather, tools for personal fishing.49 This variant on the 

Christopher scene is wholly English, and there are no matching Continental examples. 

Across the Channel, images of the saint either include a plain staff, or one sprouting 

foliage from its top to recall the miracle that occurred after the giant had born the child 

beyond the flood. If the flora and fauna of these popular images helped to set the scene 

in England, then the eel-glaives acted to render the saint himself as an Englishman, 

bowed by the weight of the world and leaning for support on his spear (and, by 

extension, on the eels he might catch for supper). As Chittock writes, these elements 

painted a saint “with whom the ordinary men and women of the parish could have 

identified more readily.”50 Unsurprisingly, the four extant examples are not clustered in 

the Fens but are, like the eel-rents and the evidence of tolls and trade, distributed across 

the country. 

 

 
48 David Butcher, Medieval Lowestoft: The Origins and Growth of a Suffolk Coastal Community (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 2016), 214. 
49 Chittock, “The Medieval Wall Paintings of St. Mary and All Saints, Willingham,” 78. 
50 Chittock, 78. 
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Eels and Familial Identity 

The type of connection suggested here between identity and the paraphernalia 

of eel fishing was not confined to church wall paintings. A number of English families 

took eel-spears as a part of their heraldry, as well.51 The Strateley family’s arms are 

recorded as sable, a chevron between three eel-spears argent (see fig. 19).  Thomas 

Moule, in his nineteenth-century book on fish in English heraldry, writes that the 

Strateley (or Stratele) family likely drew their name from the 

town of Streatley, in Berkshire on the Thames – not a town 

with extant eel-rents, but still situated in the middle of 

historically active eel fishing grounds.52 Other families, from 

across the island, had similar heraldry. By way of example, the 

Cutlers of Suffolk featured three eel spears on one of their 

sigils; the arms of the Worthington family in Lancaster displayed three eel-pricks (a 

variant of eel spear, sometimes also called a pheon); and the Granell family arms showed 

an eel wrapped around the shaft of a single pheon.53 Eel-spears appear in other 

emblems, as well: the Soap-maker’s Guild, incorporated in 1638, chose a dolphin naiant 

 
51 John Guillim, A Display of Heraldry, 6th ed. (London, 1724), 317. 
52 Thomas Moule, Heraldry of Fish: Notices of the Principal Families Bearing Fish in Their Arms (London: J. 
Van Voorst, 1842), 195. 
53 Bernard Burke, The General Armory of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales: Comprising a Registry of 
Armorial Bearings from the Earliest to the Present Time (London: Harrison & sons, 1864), 255; Henry 
Gough and James Parker, A Glossary of Terms Used in Heraldry (London: J. Parker, 1894), 220; Moule, 
Heraldry of Fish, 195. 

 

Fig. 19: Strateley family arms: 
sable, a chevon between three eel-
spears argent. Moule, Heraldry of 
Fish,195.  

≈ 
 

 

Fig. 18: Strateley family arms: 
sable, a chevon between three eel-
spears argent. Moule, Heraldry of 
Fish,195.  

≈ 
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between three eel-spears or as their sigil.54 Glaives and eels spears are not the only pieces 

of eel-fishing gear show up on family coats of arms, either. 

Branches of the Folebarn, Wheeler, and Forton families all 

employed eel traps, called wheels, or eel-pots, in their heraldry, 

as did the Willard family from Sussex.55  John Williams (d. 

1559), the first Baron Williams of Thame and Lord Chancellor 

to Queen Mary, used an eel-pot in his personal coat of arms (Fig. 20).56 

English heraldry did not merely display expressions of eel-capture; eels 

themselves appear frequently on crests and coats of arms.57 The Ellises of Cornwall 

displayed a shield with three eels naint in pale sable, and other 

branches of that family bore similar arms.58 Likewise, the Eales 

family arms showed three eels embowed in pale sable (Fig. 21), 

with a family crest depicting an eagle on an embowed eel.59 

Other families with surnames specifically linked to the fish, 

such as Eel, Eales, or Elwis, and also Grigg (grig being a term 

 
54 Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 195. A copy of the Soap-Maker’s arms may be seen here: William Carew 
Hazlitt, The Livery Companies of the City of London: Their Origin, Character, Development, and Social and 
Political Importance (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Company, 1892), 140. 
55 Gough and Parker, Terms, 615. 
56 Gough and Parker, 615. Gough and Parker note that, in their day, these arms were carried by the 
Earl of Abingdon. 
57 Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 194. 
58 Matthew Carter, Honor Rediviuus [Sic] or An Analysis of Honor and Armory (London, 1660), 150; 
Burke, The General Armory of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, 322–23; Guillim, A Display of 
Heraldry, 238. 
59 Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 195; Burke, The General Armory of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, 312. 

       

Fig. 20: Eel pot from the arms of 
John, 1st Baron of Thame. Moule, 
Heraldry of Fish, 195. 

 
 
 

       

Fig. 19: Eel pot from the arms of 
John, 1st Baron of Thame. Moule, 
Heraldry of Fish, 195. 

 
 

       

Fig. 21: The Eales family arms, 
showing three eels, embowed. 
Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 195. 

 
 
 

       

Fig. 20: The Eales family arms, 
showing three eels, embowed. 
Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 195. 
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both for a small eel and for an eel 

trap) boasted related sets of arms and 

crests. But heraldic eels were not 

limited to those families whose names 

reflected a historic link to the fish, and 

families such as Boors, Foy, and 

Matthily all displayed eels as a marker of their identity as well.60 Anguillae were not the 

only kind of eels used in English heraldry, either: conger eels also make common 

appearances on coats of arms and family crests, though more often these images show 

the fish’s head rather than its whole body.61 Another repeated heraldic emblem was an 

eel in the beak of a bird such as a heron or cormorant, with families including the 

Chicesters of Devon and the Eastoffs using the sign (see Fig. 22 for an example taken 

from the personal arms of the early sixteenth-century knight, Sir John Styell).62 This 

image mimics a familiar natural scene in England – so much so that, in his Parliament of 

Fowls, Chaucer introduced the heron as “the eles fo” (the eel’s foe) – and one that still 

repeats in the twenty-first century (see Fig. 23).63 Though a less intimate connection 

between personal identity as the fish, emblems like this still speak to the formidable 

 
60 Burke, The General Armory of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, 100, 374; Gough and Parker, 
Terms, 219. 
61 Gough and Parker, Terms, 219. 
62 Burke, The General Armory of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, 192, 313; Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 
196. 
63 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Parliament of Fowls,” in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry Dean Benson 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 390, ln. 346. 

 

Fig. 22: A demi-stork catching an 
eel, from the arms of Sir John 
Styell (c. early 16th century). 
Moule, Heraldry of Fish,196. 

 

 

Fig. 23: A cormorant catching 
an eel at Lodmoor at Weymouth, 
in Dorset. Photo credit: Mark 
Wright, @markwright12002, 
2018. Used with permission. 
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presence of eels in the public and personal imagination. 

 Interestingly, while eels were common adornments in English heraldry, other 

fish in that same general category were not. Morays are wholly absent, which makes 

sense given that they do not swim in English waters. More surprising, however, is that 

fact that lampreys – despite being a valued food and much-traded commodity in their 

own right, frequently mistaken in written texts with eels – occur “but rarely” in English 

coats of arms and crests.64 Merely being a part of the medieval insular diet was 

insufficient grounds to be the symbol that represented a family. Eels owned a significant 

cultural space that lampreys, eel-pouts, sand-eels, and other like fish simply couldn’t 

match.  

And the choice of eels as an emblematic proxy – a sign to represent yourself and 

your house to the world – was a notably English one. Moule points to only a handful 

of Scottish and Irish examples, and notes that eels featured in a couple coats of arms 

for important Spanish houses.65  James Parker and Henry Gough wrote that, “neither 

the anguille or the conger have been observed on French arms;” a point which is seconded 

by Jean Boisseau in his 1657 work on French heraldry. 66 Boisseau lists only one example 

 
64 Gough and Parker, Terms, 364. Gough and Parker only note two instances of the fish in English 
heraldry. 
65 Moule, Heraldry of Fish, 196–97. In a moment of enjoyable historical coincidence, eels feature 
prominently on the family arms of the Alonso Pérez de Guzmán y de Zúñiga-Sotomayor, the 7th 
Duke of Medina Sidonia, who commanded the Spanish Armada when it sailed for England in 1588. 
66 Gough and Parker, Terms, 218. 
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of heraldic anguillae across his three books on the subject.67 There are a handful of 

examples of eels on the arms of Continental cities, most notably ones in northern 

France and Germany. These towns were most often located on large waterways, and 

the eels on their emblems tended to reflect the fish’s importance to the cities’ economic 

standing. But the fish did not appear on personal coats of arms in these regions, 

suggesting a distance between fish and identity that became blurred in England. 

 

Eels in Toponyms and Spatial Identity 

The English did not only take eels for their personal or family sigils; they also 

used eels for local toponymies. Currently, there are only a small number of English 

place-names that derive from the country’s history with the fish. The most famous, of 

course, is Ely. As we have seen, the city’s name has been tied to eels, in one form or 

another, since at least Bede. There are other, less well-known examples scattered around 

the country, such as Eel Pie Island on the lower Thames or Elmore on the Severn, and 

there are toponyms that retain an echo of eel fishing, such as the islands of Buck Ait 

and Handbuck Eyot on the Thames in Oxfordshire.68 The relatively small number of 

existing modern toponyms is somewhat misleading, however, because historically there 

were many more. Records of eel-rents often noted specific fishing spaces or marshes 

 
67 Jean Boisseau, Promptuaire armorial, Où sout representées les Armes, Noms, Qualitez & Balzons des Prives 
& principaux Seigneurs du Royaume de France, vol. 2 (Paris, 1657), 44. 
68 Frederick Samuel Thacker, The Thames Highway: A History of the Inland Navigation, (London: Fred S. 
Thacker, 1914), 95–96. 
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named for the fish, such as the fishery of Eale-Set near Smallburgh in Norfolk, Eele 

Meade in Heckfield, Hampshire, or Eel Croft (Yewcrafte) in Somerset.69 But place 

names – especially local place names – change over time in reflection of changing local 

histories and needs, and the demise of eel fishing in England has left few clear 

toponymical traces. 

There is, however, a wide catalogue of English place names with uncertain 

etymologies that may well have a connection to eels. The Old English words for eel (æl) 

is close to the word for running water (ea), and gets confused with the Middle English 

isle. We can see the remnants of this confusion in the Northumberland dialect, where 

the word eel, or eale, means both an island and a piece of low-lying ground subject to 

frequent river flooding.70 This is to say, then, that an eel is a piece of fen-like land where 

one would expect to find eels in abundance. There are still a handful of examples of 

these toponyms in Northumberland, such as the Eales (or the Eels) on the Tyne River 

near Wark, and historically there have been many more. Other parts of England have 

place name histories with similar levels of ambiguity. Tresillian, in Cornwall, means 

 
69 A.P. Baggs and R.J.E. Bush, “Parishes: Dowlish Wake,” in A  History of the County of Somerset: 
Volume 4, ed. R.W. Dunning (London: Victoria County History, 1978), 151–56, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/som/vol4/pp151-156; Francis Blomefield, “Tunstede Hundred: Smalburgh,” in 
An Essay Towards the Topographical History of the County of Norfolk, Volume 11 (London: W. Miller, 1810), 
64–67, ttp://www.british-history.ac.uk/topographical-hist-norfolk/vol11/pp64-67; William Page, 
ed., “Parishes: Heckfield,” in History of the County of Hampshire: Volume 4 (London: Victoria County 
History, 1911), 44–51, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/hants/vol4/pp44-51. 
70 John Hodgson, A History of Northumberland: The Topography and Local Antiquities, Arranged in Parishes, 
vol. 1, Part II (Newcastle upon Tyne: E. Walker, 1827), 86–87; Richard Oliver Heslop, 
Northumberland Words: A Glossary of Words Used in the County of Norhtumberland and on The Tyneside 
(London: English dialect society, 1892), 261. 
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either “a place of eels” or “in open view,” depending on which etymology you read.71 

In Essex, the village of Arlesford either finds its name from a man’s name (a ford 

belonging to Arle), or from the eels in the local creek.72 Ellesmere in Shropshire might 

speak to fish in the local ponds, and in Kent the village of Elham and its local valley 

may take their names from the eels that run in the nearby Nailbourne River. Perhaps. 

Or it might be that Elham instead refers to the spot of a heathen temple.73 This 

ambiguity, along with the fact that many names of small places have vanished from the 

historical record, make it difficult to get any type of sense of the scale of eel toponyms 

in medieval and early modern England. But we know there were some, and it seems 

likely that there were many more. 

On the one hand, it should be almost unremarkable that England would have a 

surfeit of eel toponyms. People tend to name places after their important features, and 

the landscape was crowded with eels providing food, medicine, and currency. But 

naming practices have importance and weight; how and why we name our spaces 

matter. 74 As Paul Carter notes in his analysis of Captain Cook’s naming habits in the 

 
71 Daniel Lysons and Samuel Lysons, “General History: Gentry,” in Magna Britannia: Volume 3, 
Cornwall (London, 1814), n. 3, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/magna-britannia/vol3/xcviii-cxviii. 
72 Caroline Taggart, The Book of English Place Names: How Our Towns and Villages Got Their Names (New 
York: Random House, 2011), 65. 
73 Edward Hasted, “Parishes: Eleham,” in The History and Topographical Survey of the County of Kent: 
Volume 8 (Canterbury: W. Bristow, 1799), 95–110, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/survey-
kent/vol8/pp95-110; “A Brief History of Elham and The Square,” Elham Valley Website, accessed 
December 9, 2018, http://www.elham.co.uk/Elham/IntoHistory.htm. 
74 For an introduction to some of the issues around the study of toponyms, see: Jani Vuolteenaho 
and Lawrence D. Berg, “Towards Critical Toponymies,” in Critical Toponymies: The Contested Politics of 
Place Naming (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 1–18. 
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South Pacific, place-names assign history and value to otherwise “empty” space.75 

History and meaning accrete in localized spaces, and toponyms tell those stories. Keith 

Basso writes that place-names are “the most highly charged and richly evocative of all 

linguistic symbols,” and that they can be used to “summon forth an enormous range of 

mental and emotional associations.”76 The English took the fish to represent their 

families, and by naming places after eels they connected personal and regional history, 

entwining identities of space and self. A countryside full of such toponyms speaks in 

the language of landmarks to the close interplay between the people and their land.77  

It was not only local spaces where the English eel culture spilled over into spatial 

identity, either. As we saw earlier, Bede associated eels with England very early on, and 

he provided a template for future medieval historians. The twelfth-century writer Henry 

of Huntingdon, for example,  copied Bede’s form verbatim, and began his history of 

England by noting that the land was replete with eels.78 Ranulph Higden, in his popular 

fourteenth-century Polychronicon, did the same.79 Later regional geographies followed 

suit; the mention of eels became a standard part of describing English geographies. And 

 
75 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay:  An Exploration of Landscape and History (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1988), 3–33. 
76 Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), 76.  
77 Robert Macfarlane lovingly calls these place-stories “topograms.” See: Robert Macfarlane, 
Landmarks (London: Penguin Books, 2016), 6. 
78 Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum: The History of the English People, ed. and trans. Diana 
Greenway, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 10. 
79 Ranulph Higden, Polychronicon Ranulphi Higden, Monachi Cestrensis; Together with the English Translations 
of John Trevisa and of an Unknown Writer of the Fifteenth Century, ed. Churchill Babington, vol. 2, Rolls 
Series (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1869), 12. 
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while this trope certainly reflected a physical reality, it also indicates a connection 

between the fish and native ideas about spatial identity. 

There is a telling example of this connection in Thomas Bradwardine’s 

fourteenth-century book On Acquiring a Trained Memory (De Memoria Artificiali), in which 

eels act as a metaphorical stand-in for all of England. Bradwardine, an English cleric 

who was King Edward III’s confessor and, briefly, the Archbishop of Canterbury, 

wrote a short handbook on the arts of memory in which he details a number of 

mnemonic techniques. Towards the end of his work, having already shown how to 

remember individual words and phrases, he walks his reader through a lesson on how 

to remember whole sentences. Using as an exemplar a Latin sentence about the king of 

England conquering the Scottish town of Berwick, Bradwardine instructs his readers to 

replace individual words with familiar, easily associable images that they will be able to 

call readily to mind. After setting the scene, he tells them to: 

bring together a king, resplendent in a crown, and the other tokes of royal 
majesty, or if you should know well any king, or someone called of 
surnamed King, or one who in some game was a king, place him there, 
and let him hold in his right hand an eel [anguilla ] wriggling about greatly, 
which will give you ‘England’ [Anglia ]. And in his left hand he might hold 
a bear by the tail or foot, which in English would signify the two first 
syllables of the word ‘Berwicum.’ [Berwick].”80 
 

 
80 Thomas Bradwardine, “On Acquiring a Trained Memory,” in The Book of Memory: A Study of 
Memory in Medieval Culture, ed. and trans. Mary Carruthers, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 368. 
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Three main points stand out in this section. Firstly – and perhaps least importantly – 

Bradwardine gives us a picture of the king that matches the image of Harold in the 

border of the Bayeux Tapestry: an English monarch grasping a writhing eel. But where 

Harold was holding the fish by the tail, Bradwardine’s imagined monarch, who is meant 

to represent the commanding Edward III, seems to have a firm grasp. Likely his reader 

would have imagined a king holding an eel by the head (which contrasts nicely with his 

grip on the bear). Secondly, it is noteworthy that Bradwardine chose anguilla here for 

his mnemonic device, rather than angel, which was a much more famous pun. In his vita 

of Gregory the Great, Bede tells a story about Gregory seeing a group of slave boys 

from Britain in the market and declaring them so fair that they should be called Angeli 

(angels) rather than Anguli (Angles).81 Bradwardine certainly had this classic joke at his 

disposal, but he chose to ignore it in favor of eels.  

Lastly, it is telling that the text only offers one mnemonic substitute for England. 

For most other words, Bradwardine permits his reader the freedom to decide on the 

imagined device that best serves their memory. Consider the options for remembering 

the word “king”: you could simply image a fictitious monarch, or picture a real king if 

(like the author) you happen to know one, but if you know someone named King, or 

someone who once pretended to be a king, then that would work as well. Bradwardine 

prods his reader towards a range of options here, and in most other places in his book, 

 
81 Bede, Historiam Ecclesiasticam Gentis Anglorum: Historiam Abbatum, Epistolam Ad Ecgberctum Una Cum 
Historia Abbatu Auctore Anonymo, ed. Charles Plummer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1896), 390.  
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because the images that jog the memory of one person may not suffice for another. To 

be effective the substitute has to be specific, and tailored by its user. But Bradwardine 

does not permit this type of freedom when it comes to England. Instead, he only gives 

a single possible mnemonic for his country: when you want to think of England, he 

tells us, you must think of eels. 

 In discussing this section of the text, historian of medieval memory practices 

Mary Carruthers writes that this mnemonic works because of the similarity between the 

two words. She suggests that Bradwardine likely relied on a regional dialect here in order 

to change the pronunciation of anguilla to something more like angilla, thereby creating 

a more exact rhyme with Anglia.82 Carruthers is not wrong that the Latin words for eel 

and England need to be forced into rhyming, but she errs in assuming that the 

mnemonic only succeeds to the degree that the words’ relative homophony creates a 

pun; Carruthers has not considered the eel culture that Bradwardine lived in. The 

connections between Anglia and anguilla went deeper than punning, and were centuries 

in the making. Bradwardine makes the assumption in this passage that eels were so 

culturally, commercially, and dietarily important to his English readership – a people 

whom Ælthelwold and Wulfstan described as eels, who saw themselves in the eel-

spearing St. Christopher on the wall of their parish church, and who took eels for their 

family names and emblems – that they would all readily imagine themselves and their 

 
82 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 457, n. 2. 
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country as the fish. The text offers only one possible mnemonic for England not 

because there is only one available, but because Bradwardine fully expected it to be the 

only prompt his readers needed. For the writer and his audience, England in the time 

of Edward III was a wriggling eel, held fast by a strong and powerful king. 

 Bradwardine died in 1349, a victim of the Black Death, and in many ways his 

work stands as a high-water mark for role of eels in the English construction of identity. 

As pervious chapters have shown, the period around his death witnessed shifts in the 

English relationship with eels, with declines in rent numbers, and the beginnings of a 

consistent import economy. Changes in demographics, land use, and habits of 

consumption brought changes in people’s interaction with, and consequently their 

perceived relationship to, the fish. As we have seen, the English continued to trap, 

poach, trade, and eat the fish well beyond the fourteenth century. And, as we shall see 

in the next chapter, they continued to use eels in their language and literature. But fewer 

English were catching fewer eels, and some of the place-names began to lose meaning. 

Bradwardine might be the last instance of someone’s tying eels to a national sense of 

identity. Following his death, English eel culture began to fracture, settling slowly in 

London and the Fens. Eels came to influence identity on increasingly local and personal 

scales. By the end of the seventeenth century, an Englishman taking Bradwardine’s 

advice and calling to mind an eel was more likely to think of the Netherlands than of 

England. And by the start of the twenty-first century, eels would only form a small part 

of the historical identity of people in places like Ely, with their nine-foot eel sculpture 
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and their yearly festival. But Bradwardine, Wulfstan, and others discussed in this chapter 

make clear that the modern remnants of eel identity in places like the Fens are isolates 

from a far more pervasive phenomenon – holdovers from a time when to think of the 

English and England was to think of eels. 

 



196 

CHAPTER 6 

THE EEL IN FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

 
 In 1931 Winston Churchill wrote an essay for The Strand in which he defended 

the medium of political cartoons as an essential part of a free and effective British 

democratic system. Churchill credited the graphic satirists of Punch for helping him to 

develop in his youth a sense of political perspective, and he praised the cartoonists of 

the present day for their role in holding the government to account. Rather than criticize 

the artists’ frequent lampooning of public figures – including himself – Churchill argued 

that the responsibility fell to politicians to harden themselves against such assaults. In 

making that case, he employed what now seems like a particularly unusual turn of 

phrase, writing that, “Just as eels are supposed to get used to skinning, so politicians get 

used to being caricatured.”1 This was not the only time that Churchill used this 

particular expression; in a secret 1940 address to Parliament during the Blitz he said that 

people would need to “get used to it [the bombings]. Eels get used to skinning.”2 The 

phrase seems to have been one that Churchill kept at the ready, and one that he 

expected to play well with multiple kinds of audiences.   

 
1 Winston Churchill, “Cartoons and Cartoonists,” The Strand Magazine 81 (1931): 586. He later 
republished this essay along with other works in his 1932 book, Thoughts and Adventures. 
2 Richard Langworth, ed., Churchill By Himself: The Definitive Collection of Quotations (Philadelphia: 
PublicAffairs, 2008), 29. 
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Modern English has little use for eels in either metaphor or idiom, which makes 

Churchill’s aphorism stand out. The fish’s slipperiness alone has remained axiomatic; 

outside of discussions of the actual animal, the expression “slippery as an eel” (or, 

alternatively, “slick as an eel”) marks the only place that eels show up consistently in 

current English language usage.3 It can describe a desired thing which is hard to hold 

onto, or – most often – an untrustworthy person or someone who cannot be pinned 

down or caught: a politician or a criminal.4 As these uses show, we now employ the 

phrase almost exclusively to convey a negative impression. But this reflects a relatively 

recent change in the language, matching the European and American shift away from 

eating the fish. Modern Western culture has a largely unpleasant view of eels, and their 

space within our linguistic habits reflects that fact. But, as Churchill’s expression 

suggests, eels have historically played a much larger and richer linguistic role than they 

do at present.  

Churchill’s phrase had its roots in the late eighteenth century, but England’s 

history of using eels in figurative language is much older than that. Medieval and early 

modern English authors used the fish as metaphor and simile across a range of 

circumstances and registers. We have, in fact, already seen evidence of this: the previous 

 
3 Righton and Roberts, “Eels and People in the United Kingdom,” 2013, 6; Palmatier, Speaking of 
Animals, 350; Sarah Zielinski, “Find Your Fishy Metaphor,” Smithsonian, accessed January 20, 2019, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/find-your-fishy-metaphor-23790557/. As noted 
in the Introduction, there are occasional regional examples of eel metaphors in modern English, but 
these have tended to be both localized and temporary. Moreover, these too have tended towards the 
negative. 
4 Palmatier, Speaking of Animals, 350. 
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chapter detailed how the English turned to the fish – both linguistically and visually – 

as a metaphor for themselves and others. But they also employed eels as cognitive 

metaphors far more broadly, using the fish in spoken and written words to explain 

themselves through imagery in a way that demands our attention. It was not only John 

More, whose metaphor about snakes and eels we examined in the Introduction, who 

used eels to help explain his words and tell his stories. William Shakespeare included 

eels more frequently than any other freshwater fish in his writing (and at least as often 

as he wrote about herring and whales), and almost always figuratively.5 And he was far 

from alone; authors throughout the period, and especially sixteenth-and-seventeenth-

century playwrights, followed suit. Their use of metaphors and other types of figurative 

language betrays patterns of social thought and practice, and give us hints about what 

mattered to their audiences.6 It tells us what cultural tools they had at their disposal to 

craft memorable imagery through language. Where modern linguistic treatment of eels 

tends primarily towards the observational, medieval and early Modern people used 

language that was grounded in personal experience and cultural familiarity. Their 

 
5 Henry Nicholson Ellacombe, Shakespeare as an Angler (London: E. Stock, 1883), 40–41, 75–78. As 
an authorial aside, Ellacombe’s book is one of the more delightful things I’ve read during this 
project – an idiosyncratic and personal essay dedicating to parsing out what type of fisherman the 
Bard might have been, the book is clearly a labor of several loves. Ellacombe does not count 
coauthored plays such as The Two Noble Kinsmen, hence the ambiguity about counts for fish. 
6 For foundational work on cognitive metaphors, see: Andrew Ortony, ed., Metaphor and Thought 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We 
Live By (University of Chicago Press, 2008). For an overview of more recent scholarship, see the 
essays in: Elena Semino and Zsófia Demjén, eds., The Routledge Handbook of Metaphor and Language 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016). 
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metaphorical and idiomatic choices both reflected and expected a hands-on knowledge: 

these were the words and images of a people accustomed to hunting, handling, and 

living with eels. The fish formed an integral part of their economy, their diet, and their 

identity. It makes sense that the eel’s space within English culture found an echo within 

the English language as well. 

 

The Axiomatic Slipperiness of Eels 

An examination of eel metaphors in pre-modern England must begin with the 

one example that has remained with us: their proverbial slipperiness. The fish’s slickness 

has long been one of its most notable traits, and since antiquity has provided the most 

common grist for metaphor. The third-century CE rhetorician Athenaeus lists several 

instances in his Deipnosophists from ancient Greece where the fish’s lubricious nature 

found its way into fanciful language. The oldest instance he attributes to the fifth-

century BCE Greek poet Simonides who wrote that a slippery character was “like an 

eel down in the slime.”7 Simonides’s example set a precedent that would continue into 

the present day, and one with which medieval Europeans were quite familiar. An 

anonymous 1213 sermon recruiting for volunteer crusaders serves as a good example. 

In making an extended analogy about the wickedness of the world by comparing it to 

the bitter salt sea, the author writes that there are “infernal eels, that is, usurers who 

 
7 Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, 1929, 3:343. 
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have so many…hiding places and are so slippery and wriggling that they cannot be held, 

neither through an oath nor another means.”8 This sermon was delivered in Paris, but 

the English were just as familiar with this aspect of the eel’s nature as were the French.9 

The late fourteenth-century Wycliff Bible offers a place where we can see a clear 

idiomatic connection between medieval England and classical antiquity. Wycliffe and 

his peers faithfully translated all of the Vulgate into vernacular English, including 

Jerome’s moments of commentary. Among these is the incipit prologue to Job, which 

discusses the problems of making sense of the book and in its various source languages 

and contexts. Jerome relies on eel imagery to make his point about the text’s tricky 

nature, using an expression that would have spoken clearly to the Wycliffe Bible’s many 

readers. The prologue notes that the Book of Job is written in what Greek rhetoricians 

call figurative language, and that even in the Hebrew the text is “derc and slidery” (dark, 

or oblique, and slithery), often saying one thing where it means another.10 Trying to 

understand the book is “as if thou woldest an eel or a laumprun holde with streite 

hondis, how myche stengerli thou thristis, so myche the sunnere it shal sliden awey” (as 

if you tried to hold an eel or lampern between close hands: the stronger you squeeze, 

 
8 Bird, Peters, and Powell, “An Anonymous Crusade-Recruiting Sermon, ca. 1213–1217,” 117. 
9 France has its own history of eel metaphors and idioms, including the gloriously evocative phrase 
Voloir rompre l’anguille au genou (to try to break an eel on your knee), which means trying to do 
something impossible. See: Antoine Oudin, Curiositez françoises pour supplément aux dictionnaires (Paris, 
1656), 371. 
10 Josiah Forshall and Frederic Madden, eds., The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments with 
the Apocryphal Books in the Earliest English Versions Made from the Latin Vulgate by John Wycliffe and His 
Followers, vol. II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1850), 670–71. 
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the sooner is slides away).11 Jerome’s example employed a metaphorical language with 

which the English were already familiar; in 1410 – not twenty years after the Wycliffe 

Bibles entered popular circulation, and five years before Wycliffe was posthumously 

declared a heretic – the poet Thomas Hoccleve despaired about his own writing and 

language using similar terms. In the midst of the exceptionally long prologue to his 

poem The Regiment of Princes, Hoccleve explains away his poor wordsmithing by saying 

that, though he means well, his knowledge is informal and young, adding that, “My wit 

is also slipir as an eel.”12 Hoccleve here is probably both engaging in a bit of false 

modesty and also seriously describing his struggles in keeping his mind (his wit) focused 

enough to bring his hand and his eye to bear on the writing process.13 In either event, 

he felt comfortable describing his feelings with the same eel imagery that Jerome 

reached for, and which Wycliffe’s translators wrought into English. 

While Hoccleve used the slipperiness of eels to explain away his poor words, 

other authors took the idiom in a different direction and described carefully devious 

and lawyerly speech in anguilloid terms. “An evil kepte tong glydith as an ele,” Stephen 

Scrope tells his readers in his 1440 translation of Christine de Pisan’s The Epistle of Othea, 

 
11 Forshall and Madden, II:671. 
12 Thomas Hoccleve, The Regiment of Princes, ed. Charles R. Blyth (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medievel 
Institute Publications, 1999), 96, ln. 1982–86. 
13 David R. Carlson, “Thomas Hoccleve and the Chaucer Portrait,” Huntington Library Quarterly 54, 
no. 4 (1991): 292, https://doi.org/10.2307/3817852; Hisashi Sugito, “Reality as Dream: Hoccleve’s 
Daydreaming Mind,” The Chaucer Review 49, no. 2 (2014): 257–58. 
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and he was far from alone in feeling that way.14 In a 1538 letter to Thomas Cromwell, 

William Dynham related a conversation he had with a Roman Catholic about the nature 

of religion and the state. The letter tells us that the Catholic dodged and weaved and 

prevaricated until Dynham, exasperated, proceeded to unmask the heretic’s deceptions 

with the cry, “ye have a versatile ingeyne, but were ye so sleper as an eel, here will I hold 

you.”15 The more in hand the speaker’s wit, the more likely his words would be eel-like 

in their twisting and turning. 

 Late medieval and early modern texts abound with examples like this, relying on 

the fish’s proverbial slipperiness to explain or describe a wide range of topics. A 1555 

epigram on time by John Heywood urges the reader to “Take tyme when tyme cumth, 

assay to be holde of it, / But slyper as an eeles tayle is the holde of it.”16 The writer John 

Lyly, in his 1580 book Euphuesis and his England, used eels to discuss maintaining difficult 

friendship, writing that “Eeles cannot be held in a wet hand yet are they stayed with a 

bitter Figge leafe…so friends that are so slipperye, & wauering in all their dealings, are 

not be kept with faire and smooth talke, but with rough & sharpe taunts.”17 And the 

 
14 Christine de Pisan, The Epistle of Othea to Hector; or, The Boke of Knyghthode, ed. George Warner, trans. 
Stephen Scrope (London: J.B. Nichols and sons, 1904), 56. 
15 James Gardiner, ed., “Henry VIII: October 1538 11-15,” in Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, 
Henry VIII, Volume 13 Part 2, August-December 1538 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1893), 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/letters-papers-hen8/vol13/no2/pp227-239. 
16 John Heywood, Two Hundred Epigrammes, Vpon Two Hundred Prouerbes with a Thyrde Hundred Newely 
Added and Made by Iohn Heywood. (London, 1555), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A03173.0001.001. 
17 John Lyly, Euphues and His England Containing His Voyage and His Aduentures, Myxed with Sundrie 
Pretie Discourses of Honest Loue, the Discription of the Countrey, the Court, and the Manners of That Isle. 
Delightful to Be Read, and Nothing Hurtfull to Be Regarded: Wherein There Is Small Offence by Lightnesse Giuen 
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Jacobean playwrights Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher opined in The Scornful Lady 

that, “He that holds a woman, has an Eele by the tayle.18 Fletcher particularly liked using 

slick eels as a metaphor for troublesome women and he did so in several other plays, 

including The Two Noble Kinsmen, which he co-authored with William Shakespeare.19 

And, as we saw earlier with the cockney and her eel pie in King Lear, Shakespeare was 

independently at home to this usage as well. Fletcher, Beaumont, and Shakespeare had 

company in this; authors throughout the sixteen and seventeenth centuries frequently 

turned to the fish to help describe hard-to-control female characters. 

 Noteworthy in these examples is that they anticipate a degree of cultural 

experience with the fish. Texts such as the prologue to Job begin with the basic precept 

that the audience knows that too-tightly holding the fish increases the odds of its escape. 

Fletcher and Heywood both recognized that their audiences understood the specific 

futility of trying to hold the fish by the tail. And Lyly had enough faith in his readers’ 

familiarity with a standard solution to this problem that he felt comfortable using it to 

illustrate his point about troublesome acquaintances. This matter of holding eels by the 

tail has come up before, in both Havelok the Dane and the Bayeux Tapestry, and the 

 
to the Wise, and Lesse Occasion of Looseness Proffered to the Wanton. (London, 1580), 91, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A06607.0001.001. 
18 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, The Scornful Ladie A Comedie. As It Was Acted (with Great 
Applause) by the Children of Her Maiesties Reuels in the Blacke Fryers. (London, 1616), II, i, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A06389.0001.001. 
19 John Fletcher and William Shakespeare, The Two Noble Kinsmen Presented at the Blackfriers by the Kings 
Maiesties Servants, with Great Applause (London, 1634), 44 (III, vi), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A00969.0001.001. 
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idiom became tremendously popular in early modern England. It appears in public 

plays, private letters, and books of all kinds. Famously, Alexander Pope used the phrase 

in his 1729 mock-epic poem The Dunciad to describe the allure and inadequacy (or, in 

the context of the poem, dullness) of gleaning a book’s meaning from its index. As part 

of a longer jeremiad about the degradation of learning, Pope complained about: 

How Prologues in Prefaces decay, 
And these to Notes are fritter’d quite away: 
How Index-learning turns no student pale  
Yet holds the eel of science by the tail.20 
 

Here Pope laments the simplification of complex thoughts down to overly simplified 

summaries, and his use of the eel metaphor drives home his point: catching an eel by 

the tail means that you have gone about a task in a way that guarantees failure, and so 

index-learning is the wrong way of going about trying to gain true knowledge. 21 You 

will never be able to reassemble knowledge that way, and the approach will leave you 

believing that you know things that you do not. Pope’s eel metaphor has confused some 

modern scholars, with one commenter in 1985 wondering “from where did this image 

swim up into his consciousness?”22 But Pope grew up in England’s eel culture, and he 

 
20 Alexander Pope, The Dunciad: With Notes Variorum, and the Prolegomena of Scriblerus (London: Lawton 
Gilliver, 1729), 83, ln. 231–34. It bears noting here that Pope is using “science” to mean knowledge 
generally, tending closer to the word’s Latin roots (scientia) than to our more specific modern 
meanings. 
21 For more on the pushback by Pope, Johnathan Swift, and others of their circle against prefaces, 
notes, indexes, and the other apparatuses of modern writing, see: Roger D. Lund, “The Eel of 
Science: Index Learning, Scriblerian Satire, and the Rise of Information Culture,” Eighteenth-Century 
Life 22, no. 2 (May 1, 1998): passim. 
22 Robert Scholes, “Is There a Fish in This Text?,” in On Signs, ed. Marshall Blonsky (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), 319–20. Scholes goes on to provide a very convoluted 
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knew his readers had the experience – both with the fish and with the idiom – to 

understand his meaning.  

 

Eels and Other Metaphors 

 While the eel’s slippery nature remained consistently axiomatic throughout the 

medieval and early modern periods, it was far from the only place where the English 

employed the fish for figurative purposes. Eels offered a surprisingly wide range of 

metaphorical possibilities for authors to work with. The twelfth-century chronicler 

Henry of Huntingdon, whose Historia told the story of King Henry I’s death-by-

muraenae, preserved some of the earliest examples. In a long and moralizing letter to his 

friend the archdeacon Walter, titled De Contemptu Mundi (“On Contempt for the 

World”), Henry relates the story of a young man named Simon, the son of Henry’s 

bishop. Simon seems to have been a promising youth, blessed with charm, good looks, 

and a quick mind. He grew up at the royal court, and as an adult earned the friendship 

of the king and held a number of offices. But, as Henry’s letter tells Walter, the boy fell 

 
answer to this question, hypothesizing that Pope drew inspiration from his earlier poem Windsor 
Forest where he wrote about “The silver eel, in shining volumes roll'd” (ln. 143). Scholes notes that 
the word “volume” comes from the Latin word for coil or roll, and hence scroll, and argues that 
Pope is using the eel here to call back to Windsor Forest and complain about the reduction of scrolls 
to hard-bound books. While this explanation is arguably consistent with Pope’s themes in this part 
of the poem, it is nonetheless a desperately complicated explanation that ignores the more obvious 
answer. Scholes’s failure to understand and contextualize the metaphor speaks clearly to the modern 
disjuncture with the role of eels in England’s past. His overdetermined answer to his own question 
offers a good example of the consequences of this particular point of historical blindness. 
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victim to greed and envy, whereupon he began to sow seeds of discontent at court 

through slander and false accusations. 

Henry records that Simon reveled in his role of provocateur, writing to Walter 

that the boy bragged, “I am placed among the couriers like salt among live eels” (Ego 

curialibus interponor quasi sal anguillis uiuentibus).23 Henry explains this curious turn of 

phrase, noting that “just as salt tortures eels, so he tormented all those who attended 

the king with his accusations” (Sicut enim sal anguillas excruciat, sic delationibus suis omnes regi 

famulantes distorsit).24 Simon here is making reference to a long-established method of 

killing the fish. Putting a live eel in a container filled with salt both kills it and removes 

much of its slime. The salt osmotically pulls moisture from the eel, making it 

increasingly impossible for the fish to breathe.25 Death takes several hours, and the eel 

loses something like 5% of its body weight in the process.26 Because this begins the 

drying process, salting is a preferred mode of execution if the eel is to be smoked.27 But 

it is not a painless or humane end. The eel writhes uncontrollably throughout the 

process (and even for a time after death), as the sodium ions in the salt cause its motor 

 
23 Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, 596–97. 
24 Henry of Huntingdon, 596–97. 
25 This is essentially identical to killing slugs and snails with salt, but on a much grander (and more 
grotesque) scale.  
26 David M. Forrest, Eel Capture, Culture, Processing and Marketing (Surrey, England: Fishing News 
(Books) Ltd., 1976), 154; J. Horne and K. Birnie, “Catching, Handling and Processing Eels” (Torry 
Research Station: Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, 2001), 
http://www.fao.org/wairdocs/tan/x5915E/x5915e01.htm; Richard Schweid, Consider the Eel 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 134. 
27 Forrest, Eel Capture, 154. 
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neurons to fire involuntarily.28 Simon’s analogy, then, speaks volumes about the great, 

and possibly deadly, agitation he caused to his peers at court. 

But, Henry goes on to reveal, all of Simon’s scheming and maneuvering proved 

his undoing. He made himself such a nuisance to so many people at court that, in the 

end, he found himself first imprisoned and then exiled. Henry thinks the boy’s choice 

of analogy covers this part of the story as well, it unusually, if accidentally, apt. Henry 

wrote that, “Just as salt is ruined by the eels’ moisture, so he [Simon] was destroyed by 

the whispering of all” (Sicut sal anguillarum destruitur humore, sic ipse omnium aspiratione 

adnullatus est).29  Having succeeded in drawing out the slime from those around him, he 

then became corrupted by it. Henry calls Simon’s original statement a prediction, but 

one which the boy did not fully appreciate because he had not thought the expression 

all the way through. This section of the letter concludes with the admonition that Walter 

should be wary of those young men who seem to have all the charm and money, as they 

often fall victim to vice, sin, and ill-fortune.  

The use of the eel simile here, both by Henry and by Simon, is interesting not 

least because it offers another example of the fish used as a stand-in for Englishmen. 

There are several possible readings on offer. Simon may be making a comment about 

the slipperiness of politicians, or the sliminess of the king’s courtiers. That particular 

 
28 Günter Grass described this process in The Tin Drum when he wrote that eels “wriggle themselves 
to death in the salt.” Günter Grass, The Tin Drum, trans. Breon Mitchell (Boston and New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009), 138. 
29 Henry of Huntingdon, Historia Anglorum, 596–97. 
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meaning certainly had currency in medieval England, but there is little indication in 

Henry’s account that the metaphor here is carrying that type of connotation. Simon 

seems less interested in commenting on the character of his peers, and more on his 

ability to make them squirm. It is Henry, rather, who comments on the slime and its 

negative effects – part of his smugness in relating the story comes from Simon’s 

obliviousness to the side-effects of his salting the court. There is also the possibility that 

Henry saw more threat in the expression than we might suppose; salting an eel not only 

kills it, but also helps to prepares it for cooking and eating, and so the metaphor might 

speak to an active weakening of the court and the realm. But again, that idea does not 

gain much purchase in Henry’s writing. His primary concern lies in moralizing, and his 

writing displays a palpable sense of self-satisfaction at having understood the fullness 

of the metaphor when poor Simon did not. 

Much like the axiomatic use of the expression about holding an eel by the tail, 

Henry and Simon’s figurative language here betrays a real familiarity with the fish, 

clearly grounded in experience. There are, though, gradations of knowledge, as Henry 

shows. The story demonstrates a difference in the degree to which the two men 

understood the process of salting an eel. Simon, a courtier, knew enough to understand 

that when you douse the fish in salt it causes great irritation. But Henry suggests that 

Simon may have been somewhat detached from the details of the process. This makes 

a certain degree of sense; courtiers might not need to know what happens to the salt. 
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But Henry – who was himself a man of rank and privilege – had a better grasp of details, 

and he used them to make his point. 

This expression that Henry attributed to Simon had a fairly long life, appearing 

in English writing as late as the seventeenth century, though it changed somewhat. In 

1601 Ben Jonson used a version of the expression in his play Cynthia’s Revels when he 

described people lying on the rushes, gasping and fighting with each other as “no better 

than a few trouts cast ashore, or a dish of eels in a sand bag.”30 The line appears again 

in a number of other seventeenth century plays, including The Roaring Girl from around 

1611, where the playwrights wrote that the play’s main character Moll Cutpurse  

“wriggles…like an eel in a sandbag.”31 In his dictionary of sixteenth and seventeenth 

century proverbs Morris Tilley conflates this expression with more general expressions 

about eels wriggling in mud, or on the banks of the river.32 But those are more akin to 

proverbs about eels’ slipperiness, and the metaphor about eels in a sack of sand 

describes someone in a far more dire situation – the sand removes some of the slime in 

preparation for killing and eating. The salt might have been gone from the saying, but 

the sentiment seems to have carried over from Henry of Huntingdon’s time into 

Elizabethan and Tudor London. 

 
30 Ben Jonson, The Complete Plays of Ben Jonson: Cynthia’s Revels. Poetaster Sejanus. Eastward Ho, ed. 
Gerald Alfred Wilkes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 36, II v. 
31 Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker, The Roaring Girl, ed. Paul Mulholland (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1987), 181, IV i. 
32 Morris Palmer Tilley, A Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries :A 
Collection of the Proverbs Found in English Literature and the Dictionaries of the Period /. (Ann Arbor :, 1950), 
E59, 182, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015016495585. 
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There were other instances of figurative language that combined eels and salt, 

however. From at least the early seventeenth century onward, the term “salt eel” meant 

a whip used for flogging. Lashes made of eel leather have a long history, going at least 

as far back as the Romans. Pliny the Elder noted that Roman children were beaten with 

eel skins, and Isidore recorded that the Romans used eel-skin whips, which he says were 

called both anguilla and scotica, to punish disobedient schoolboys.33 The practice seems 

to have survived the Romans; fully a thousand years after Isidore wrote about scotica 

François Rabelais described almost exactly the same punishment in his Gargantua and 

Pantagruel.34 Across the Chanel in England, though, the term “salt eel” came to be used 

metaphorically to mean a whip made of rope, or simply the end of the rope. Samuel 

Pepys recorded thrashing his servant using just such an instrument, writing in his diary 

on April 24, 1663, “Up betimes, and with my salt eel went down in the parlor and there 

got my boy and did beat him till I was fain to take breath two or three times.”35 Pepys 

was a secretary to the Navy Board and he may have picked up the phrase at work. The 

idiom had its most common usage among sailors, who were more liable to be flogged 

 
33 Pliny the Elder, Natural History: Books 8-11 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 279; 
Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, 124. 
34 Francois Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel, trans. M. A. Screech, New Ed edition (London: 
Penguin Classics, 2006), 350. 
35 Samuel Pepys, The Diary of Samuel Pepys, Vol. III, Part I, Jan. 1, 1663-July 5, 1663., ed. Henry 
Wheatley (New York: Croscup & Sterling Company, 1893), 91. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 6 

 211 

than most of their countrymen. As the ship’s master in John Fletcher’s 1622 play The 

Sea Voyage observes, “A seaman is seldom without a salt eel.”36 

Fletcher’s line about salt eels does double work as a dirty joke: at this point in 

the play the ship’s master has just had his manhood questioned by the noblewoman 

Crocale, and he responds by inviting her to search him for his eel.37 Fletcher’s fishy 

double entendre is far from original; their phallic shape has long made the fish an easy 

target for penis puns. The sixteenth-century composer Thomas Whythorne – that 

composer who commented on hearing John More’s axiom about eels, snakes, and 

marriage when he first came to London as a young man – made a joke on this same 

theme while offering advice on courting. Whythorne helpfully informs his readers that, 

“as he that worth a maid must be brave in apparel and outward show, so he that worth 

a widow must not carry quick eels in his codpiece but show some proof that he is stiff 

before.”38 Young women, he tells us, may be impressed by outward appearance, but 

more experienced women know to look past the frills and below the belt. Courting such 

a widow with a live eel (hard to grasp, bendy and pliant) in your pants is a recipe for 

failure. Shakespeare uses eels to similar purpose in the fourth act of Pericles. There, 

husband and wife brothel owners Pander and Bawd discuss their plans to pimp out the 

beautiful Marina, whom they have recently purchased from pirates. Bawd sends the 

 
36 John Fletcher and Philip Massinger, “The Sea Voyage,” in Three Renaissance Travel Plays, ed. 
Anthony Parr (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 199 (IV.iii). 
37 Fletcher and Massinger, 199 (IV.iii). 
38 Whythorne, The Autobiography of Thomas Whythorne, 33. 
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brothel’s doorkeeper out into the town to talk up their new acquisition, and the servant 

boasts of all the men that his descriptions will arouse. “Thunder shall not so awake the 

beds of eels,” he says, “as my giving out her beauty stirs of the lewdly inclined.” 

(IV.iii.146-149).39 But while his salesmanship rouses the city’s eels, Marina’s chastity and 

virtue turn away all of the men who come to her, perhaps proving Whythorne’s point 

about bringing a quick eel to bed. Even so, playwrights and poets continued to use the 

fish as a happy phallic pun in their work.40 

 The image that Shakespeare invoked in Pericles – that of eels being stirred from 

their beds by thunder – appears in a number of other places, as well. John Marston’s 

biting seventh satire from his 1598 The Scourge of Villanie describes opposing troops as 

“Eeles, that never will appeare / Till that tempestuous winds or thunder teare / their 

slimie beds.”41 One hundred years later, the writer John Sergeant used the idiom 

similarly to describe a routed army that scattered “As Beds of Eels by Clap 

of Thunder broke.”42 The phrase was proverbial enough to carry both positive and 

negative connotations with ease. John Hanson employed it unflatteringly in a 1604 

 
39 William Shakespeare, Pericles, Prince of Tyre, ed. Barbara Mowat et al. (Washington: Folger 
Shakespeare Library, n.d.), 134, http://www.folgerdigitaltexts.org. 
40 For more examples of eels as a metaphor for penises, see: Gordon Williams, A Dictionary of Sexual 
Language and Imagery in Shakespearean and Stuart Literature, vol. I (London: The Athlone Press, 1994), 
431. 
41 John Marston, The Scourge of Villanie Three Bookes of Satyres. (London, 1598), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A07078.0001.001. 
42 John Sergeant, An Historical Romance of the Wars between the Mighty Giant Gallieno, and the Great Knight 
Nasonius, and His Associates (Dublin, 1694), 44, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A59224.0001.001. 
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poem to paint an image of Catholic priests coming out of their slimy caves to spread 

their heresy in the world.43 But in 1613, the satirist George Wither wrote that he hoped 

that his words would break men out of the mud of their sins like the roar of a gale 

shakes loose the eels.44 Once again, these kinds of examples show a real acquaintance 

with the fish’s habits. Brown eels are, in fact, especially active during thunderstorms; 

they tend to move away from bright light and loud noises, and they may be troubled by 

the increased electricity in the air.45 Additionally, heavy rains provide an easier 

environment for eels to move overland between bodies of water. Consequently, 

thunderstorms serve as an excellent opportunity to catch eels, both in the water and on 

land, and the English reading public knew it.  

Other metaphors from eel fishing permeated the culture, as well. Phrases about 

muddying the waters to rouse the eels – a figure of speech at least as old as Aristophanes 

– appear frequently.46 We have already seen an iteration of the expression in Chaucer’s 

House of Fame with men stamping after eels, but later writers borrowed more explicitly 

 
43 John Hanson, Time Is a Turne-Coate. Or Englands Three-Fold Metamorphosis VVherin Is Acted the Pensiue 
Mans Epilogomena, to Londons Late Lamentable Heroicall Comi-Tragedie. Also a Panegyricall Pageant-Speech or 
Idylion Pronounced to the Citie of London, Vpon the Entrance of Her Long Expected Comfort. (London, 1604), 
60, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A02622.0001.001. 
44 George Wither, Abuses Stript, and Whipt. Or Satirical Essayes (London, 1613), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A15623.0001.001. 
45 Forrest, Eel Capture, 125, 128. This is not a phenomenon limited to European eels, either. 
Indigenous North American peoples also understood this about the eel’s behavior. See: Merrell-Ann 
S. Phare, “Indigenous Peoples and Water: Governing across Borders,” in Water without Borders?: 
Canada, the United States, and Shared Waters, ed. Emma S. Norman, Alice Cohen, and Karen Bakker 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 31. 
46 Aristophanes, Aristophanes, 209. 
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from the ancient Greeks. A 1625 sermon, picking up on Wither’s imagery of humans 

as eels wallowing in the mud of sin, pronounced that God “saw vs Eeles that would not 

bee caught, but when the waters were troubled; He therefore sent his destroying Angell 

abroad; who laide about him on all side.”47 Other writers took the metaphor in other 

directions, though. Raphael Holinshed, in his sixteenth-century chronicle of English 

history, turned to the idiom to complain about courtiers who, like the callow Simon 

from Henry of Huntingdon’s letter, create palace intrigue to further their own interests. 

Holinshed blamed much of the troubles that Henry II had with his sons on such men, 

writing: 

we shall fée that no attempt of the sons against the father but had 
originall from the suggestions of euill disposed persons, who (like eeles 
that fatten not in faire running water, but in muddie motes and ponds) 
sought honour in hurlie burlies, & reached out long armes to riches by 
manie a ones impouerishment.48 

Holinshed shared this meaning with other authors, such as Henry Peacham who wrote 

in 1638 that some people delight “to be meddlers and brokers in other mens businesse, 

as Eeles in troubled waters and mudde.”49 In both of these cases the authors look to eel 

fishing to help lend a palpably negative sense to their writing, but the phrase carried 

 
47 Joseph Hall, A Sermon of Publike Thanksgiuing for the Wonderfull Mitigation of the Late Mortalitie Preacht 
before His Matie (London, 1625), 48–49, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A02589.0001.001. 
48 Raphael Holinshed, The First and Second Volumes of Chronicles. [Vol. 3 (i.e. The Third Volume of 
Chronicles)] Comprising 1 The Description and Historie of England, 2 The Description and Historie of Ireland, 3 
The Description and Historie of Scotland (London, 1587), 95, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A68202.0001.001. 
49 Henry Peacham, The Truth of Our Times Revealed out of One Mans Experience, by Way of Essay., Early 
English Books, 1475-1640 / 969:10 (London, 1638), 194. 
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other valences, too. Thomas Tomkis’s tremendously popular play Lingua, for example, 

ends its first scene with the main character urging himself to action by noting that “He 

that will catch Eeles must disturbe the floud.”50 Nothing ventured, nothing gained, 

Tomkis tells his audience, and he offers up eels as an idiomatic prize for boldness.  

 The fish’s muddy home itself provided substantial metaphorical fodder for early 

modern writers. A large number of sermons and moralizing texts picked up on the 

thread that George Wither and Joseph Hall started with, and used the image of the fish 

in mud to describe humankind living in a dirty and sinful world.51 Because of the close 

historic connections between the monasteries and the fish, Protestant English authors 

were fond of using the image of eels in mud as a specific metaphor for Catholics, 

wallowing in the filth of their heresy.52 But the image of the eel’s mucky home served 

secular ends, too. The humorist poet Matthew Stevenson complained in 1645 that 

 
50 Thomas Tomkis, Lingua: Or The Combat of the Tongue, and the Fiue Senses for Superiority A Pleasant 
Comoedie., Early English Books, 1475-1640 / 1261:05 (London, 1607), I.i. 
51 See, for example: Stephen Jerome, The Arraignement of the Vvhole Creature, at the Barre of Religion, 
Reason, and Experience (London, 1631), 84, 202, 328, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A03411.0001.001; Samuel Otes, An Explanation of the Generall Epistle of 
Saint Iude. Delivered in One and Forty Sermons, by That Learned, Reverend, and Faithfull Servant of Christ, 
Master Samuel Otes, Parson of Sowthreps in Norfolke. Preached in the Parish Church of Northwalsham, in the 
Same County, in a Publike Lecture. And Now Published for the Benefit of Gods Church, by Samuel Otes, His 
Sonne, Minister of the Word of God at Marsham. (London, 1633), 203, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A08578.0001.001; James Eglesfield, The Saints Sacred Laver (London, 
1646), EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A83667.0001.001; George Swinnock, The Works of 
George Swinnock, M.A. Containing These Several Treatises..., Early English Books, 1641-1700 / 703:28 
(London, 1665), 661. 
52 See, for example: Thomas Gataker, A Discussion of the Popish Doctrine of Transubstantiation Vvherein the 
Same Is Declared, by the Confession of Their Owne Writers, to Haue No Necessary Ground in Gods Word: As 
Also It Is Further Demonstrated to Be against Scripture, Nature, Sense, Reason, Religion, and the Iudgement of the 
Auncients (London, 1624), 116, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01532.0001.001.  
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Yorkshire ale was so dark and dirty that he expected there to be eels hiding in his cup.53 

And in his 1572 Schoole of Wise Conceytes, author Charles Blague reworked the classic 

Aesop fable about the Tuna and the Dolphin into a particularly English version that 

included an eel and its mud. The original tale features a dolphin that chases a tuna fish 

up onto the beach, where they both die. Blague’s version has the dolphin chasing down 

a mocking eel, who lures the dolphin up onto the mud where “she stack fast on dry 

groūd” while the eel burrows to safety. A fisherman comes along to slay the stranded 

dolphin, and Blague notes as a moral that, “He that goeth with his foe, it is no maruell 

if he fall.”54 Aesop’s tuna had to solace himself that at least his enemy would perish 

along with him; the English eel, safe in its mud, survived to swim another day. 

 In addition to their slippery nature and river-bottom habitat, the eels’ slender 

shape also found its way into metaphorical employment, with writers commonly 

invoking it to suggest their characters’ thinness. Love’s Cure, a play from around 1612 

attributed to Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, features a cobbler’s servant named 

Lazarillo who tells his master that, “I am very hungry; they tell me in Sevil here, I look 

like an eel with a man’s head.”55 In the event that the image of an eel with a human head 

 
53 Matthew Stevenson, “Upon Yorkshire Ale,” in Occasions Off-Spring, or, Poems upon Severall Occasions 
by Mathew Stevenson. (London, 1645), 69, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A61487.0001.001. 
54 Thomas Blague, A Schole of Wise Conceytes Vvherin as Euery Conceyte Hath Wit, so the Most Haue Much 
Mirth, Set Forth in Common Places by Order of the Alphabet (London, 1569), 27–28, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A16191.0001.001. 
55 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, “Love’s Cure; or, The Marital Maid,” in The Works of 
Beaumont and Fletcher (London: G. Routledge, 1883), 158 (I.iii). The authorship of this play is in 
serious doubt, but for simplicity sake I am here following tradition and attributing it to Beaumont 
and Fletcher. 
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did not properly convey the sense of the man’s leanness, Lazarillo goes on to say that 

he might also be mistaken for a fishing pole. The simile gets a more direct and graphic 

treatment in James Howard’s 1672 drama All Mistaken. Part of that play’s plot involves 

the lead female character Mirida sadistically stringing along an obese suitor named 

Pinguister, whom she has promised to marry if he can make himself thin through a 

punishing regime of exercise and purging. At one point, as Mirida laughs at Pinguister 

and calls him her “most extream Fat Asse” while he rolls helpless on the floor, he snaps 

back at her:  

Oh thou woman; may'st thou grow  
Fat; that thy Breasts and Belly may  
Meet together, so that all the fat  
Hostesses in Christendom may appear  
But Eels to thee.56 

 
Presumably poor Pinguister is not cursing his would-be love to a future of cannibalism, 

where other hostesses appear as delicious as eels; rather, he hopes that for her 

mistreatment of him, Mirida becomes so enlarged that even fat women look thin by 

comparison. 

Shakespeare used eels to denote skinniness in his plays, as well. In the first scene 

of King John, the character of Philip marks the difference in appearance between himself 

and his half-brother through an eel metaphor. Philip, who grew up believing himself to 

 
56 James Howard, All Mistaken, or, The Mad Couple a Comedy: Acted by His Majestyes Servants, at the 
Theatre Royal (London, 1672), 55 (V.i), EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A44632.0001.001. 
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be the son of Sir Robert Faulconbridge, learns that he is actually the bastard son of 

Richard the Lionheart. Queen Eleanor and King John ask Philip to choose between 

either inheriting the adoptive family’s estate or accepting his royal lineage (which comes 

with no property but plenty of prestige). He answers her that he would be happy to 

remain a Faulconbridge if he looked like his painfully thin adoptive brother and father: 

“And if my legs were two such riding-rods, 
My arms such eel-skins stuffed, my face so thin 
That in mine ear I durst not stick a rose, 
Lest men should say “Look where three-farthings 
goes,” (I.i.43-47)57 

 
As Philip’s morphology more closely resembles that of the late King Richard, though, 

he accepts his true heritage and leaves the Faulconbridge lands to his half-brother. 

Every description in this passage is belittling (both figuratively and literally), including 

Philip’s description of his half-brother’s arms. Philip is not content merely to compare 

the man’s limbs to slender eels, which might at least connote some degree of suppleness 

or strength. Rather, he calls them “stuffed eel-skins,” suggesting both a constrained 

stiffness, and the dry lifelessness of a captured and slaughtered creature. The imagery 

here is tellingly dismissive. 

This moment in King John is not the only time that Shakespeare used eel skins to 

derisively highlight thinness. Several years after writing King John, Shakespeare came 

back to the same phrasing at least once, and probably twice, in his Henry IV plays. In 

 
57 William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II, ed. Barbara Mowat et al. (Washington: Folger Shakespeare 
Library, n.d.), 17, http://www.folgerdigitaltexts.org. 
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Act III, Scene 2 of Part II, Falstaff recounts once having seen John of Gaunt beat Justice 

Shallow in a tournament. Falstaff says that he joked that Gaunt had “beat his own name, 

for you might have thrust him [Shallow] and all his apparel into an eel-skin” (III.ii.136-

138).58 And in Henry IV Part I Prince Hal and Falstaff engage in a back-and-forth that 

devolves into insults over weight where the line almost certainly comes up as well. Hal 

mocks his companion’s obesity, calling him a “bedpresser,” a “horse-backbreaker,” and 

a “huge hill of flesh” (II.iv.236-237), before Falstaff interrupts to slag the prince’s 

aggressively slight stature: “’Sblood, you starveling, you eel-skin, you dried neat’s 

tongue, you bull’s pizzle, you stockfish!” (II.iv.238-239).59 There is some uncertainty 

around the term “eel-skin” in this line; in the first two quartos the word is reproduced 

as “elsskin” and in the third quarto changes to “elfskin,” with the editor likely mistaking 

a long s for an f. The eighteenth-century editor Sir Thomas Hanmer suggested “eel-

skin,” which most modern scholars have agreed is likely the correct reading.60 “Els” is 

well within the range for possible spellings for eels at the turn of the seventeenth 

century. And, as Joan Fitzpatrick notes in her book on Shakespeare and food, reading 

the epithet as “eel-skin” keeps the whole of the passage gustatory, making all of the 

items named by Falstaff foodstuffs linked to both emaciation and dryness – an insult 

 
58 Shakespeare, 135–37. 
59 William Shakespeare, King Henry IV Part 1, ed. David Scott Kastan, Third Series (London: Arden 
Shakespeare, 2002), 220. 
60 C. J. Sisson, New Readings in Shakespeare, vol. II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
31–32; Shakespeare, King Henry IV Part 1, 220, n. 238. This marks one of Hanmer’s few viable 
changes (along with changing “wayward sisters” to “weird sisters”); his other efforts earned him a 
scathing critique from Alexander Pope in his Dunciad. 
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to the sanguine humors of the Prince’s youth.61 Moreover, Falstaff’s line gets copied 

almost verbatim in a 1610 play by Nathaniel Field which describes a character as “that 

little old dried neat’s tongue, that eel-skin.”62 Shakespeare almost certainly meant to 

evoke eels, rather than elves here: it was a metaphor he was familiar with, it spoke to 

the eel culture of his audience, and it suitably insulted the prince on multiple levels.  

Eel skins had other figurative valences, as well. The phrase “a merchant of eel 

skin” occurs semi-regularly throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and 

means a failed or fake merchant – someone trying to sell the hide without having the 

meat or the fat to go with it.63 John Heywood gives a sound definition in his 1562 books 

of proverbs on marriage, writing that a man who barters poorly shall soon, “prove a 

merchant of eel-skins – A merchant without either money or wares.”64 One of the 

earliest examples of the expression comes from a 1545 handbook on archery, called 

Toxophilus. In discussing shooting in heavy wind, the author says that an archer who 

does not take changing conditions into account is like the ship’s master who does not 

consider how the weather affects his trade: 

 
61 Joan Fitzpatrick, Food in Shakespeare: Early Modern Dietaries and the Plays (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2016), 18–19. 
62 Nathaniel Field, A Woman Is a Weathercocke: A New Comedy, in Five Acts, and Chiefly in Verse, ed. J. 
Payne Collier (London: Septimus Prowett, 1829), 20 (1.ii). David Kastan, the Arden Shakespeare 
editor for Henry IV, notes this point as well. See: Shakespeare, King Henry IV Part 1, 230, n. 238. 
63 To borrow from the late Terry Pratchett’s description of his perpetually unsuccessful “merchant 
venturer” character Cut-Me-Own-Throat Dibbler, an eel-skin merchant is someone attempting to 
“sell sizzle” without the meat. See (among many other examples): Terry Pratchett, Making Money 
(New York: Harper, 2007), 157. 
64 John Heywood, A Dialogue of the Effectual Proverbs in the English Tongue Concerning Marriage, ed. John 
Farmer (London: Gibbings, 1906), 66. 
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But nowe sir, he that wyll at all aduentures vse the seas knowinge no 
more what is to be done in a tempest than in a caulme, shall soone 
becumme a marchaunt of Eele skinnes: so that shoter whiche putteth no 
difference, but shooteth in all lyke, in rough wether and fayre, shall 
alwayes put his wynninges in his eyes.65 

 
The archer who does not adjust his shot for changing conditions will have little to show 

for it, like the heedless ship’s master who loses his cargo and winds up a vendor of 

nothings. As these examples suggest, the expression about sellers of eel skins most often 

appears as a means of describing an actual merchant; this is the meaning it takes in texts 

such as Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Honest Man’s Fortune (1613) and Anthony Brewer’s 

play The Love-sick King (1655).66 It had broader applications as well, though. In 1656 the 

Cambridge philosopher Henry More wrote in defense of Plato’s work, slandering his 

own contemporary critics as “those poor Merchants of Eel skins, that deal with nothing 

but the Exuvia of things, words and phrases, are more taken with smooth Non-sense, 

or superficiall flourishes, then with the deepest knowledge in a carelesse dresse.”67 Here 

the idiom refers not to actual merchants, but to brokers of surface-level, skin-deep 

 
65 Roger Ascham, Toxophilus the Schole of Shootinge Contayned in Tvvo Bookes. To All Gentlemen and Yomen 
of Englande, Pleasaunte for Theyr Pastyme to Rede, and Profitable for Theyr Use to Folow, Both in War and Peace 
... (London, 1545), EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A22011.0001.001. 
66 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, “The Honest Man’s Fortune,” in The Dramatic Works in the 
Beaumont and Fletcher Canon: Volume 10 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 101 
(V.iv.125); Anthony Brewer, Anthony Brewer’s The Love-Sick King, Edited from the Quarto of 1655, ed. 
A.E.H Swaen (Louvain: A. Uystpruyst, 1907), 13 (II.443). 
67 Henry More, Enthusiasmus Triumphatus, or, A Discourse of the Nature, Causes, Kinds, and Cure, of 
Enthusiasme; Written by Philophilus Parresiastes, and Prefixed to Alazonomastix His Observations and Reply: 
Whereunto Is Added a Letter of His to a Private Friend, Wherein Certain Passages in His Reply Are Vindicated, 
and Severall Matters Relating to Enthusiasme More Fully Cleared. (London, 1656), 207, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A51300.0001.001. 
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insight. 

That calling someone a merchant of eel skins should be a slander, implying that 

they had nothing real or valuable to sell, seems a curiosity. We have seen that eel skin, 

both whole and powdered, had medicinal applications for a range of ailments.68 And 

leather from eels is remarkably strong – so much so that in the nineteenth century it 

frequently served as drive belts and lacing for industrial machines.69 But the enormous 

quantity of eels that the English ate far outstripped their capacity to make use of the 

skins. Hence, as the idiom suggests, eel skins established reputation as a trash good. 

This is perhaps best exemplified by the sad fate of Roger Styford, who was killed in 

1326 over eel skins. The London coroner reported that poor Roger “was walking in 

Cordewanerstrete carrying eels in a bucket for sale, when he threw down on to the street 

the skins of eels opposite the shops of Simon de Peckham and John de Keslyngbury.” 

70 An apprentice of de Keslyngbury accosted Roger and struck him, whereupon the 

 
68 See Chapter 4. 
69 John Haldeman Cooper, A Treatise on the Use of Belting for the Transmission of Power (Philadelphia: 
Claxton, Remsen & Haffelfinger, 1878), 47, 90, 183; James F. Hobart, “How to Lace and Join Belt 
Ends Correctly,” Power Farming: The Magazine of Farming with Mechanical Power, May 1919, 26. Eel skin 
leather’s utility in drive belts comes not just from its strength, but from its tendency to split 
lengthwise, rather than across the width of the belt. When a belt fails, it doesn’t snap. 
70 Reginald R. Sharpe, Calendar of Coroners Rolls of the City of London, A.D. 1300-1378 (London: R. Clay 
and sons, limited, 1913), 169–70. This particular crime of has recently received some international 
attention, thanks to the publicity that has attached to Manuel Eisner’s excellent interactive digital 
map of medieval London murders. The project is here: Manuel Eisner, Interactive London Medieval 
Murder Map (University of Cambridge: Institute of Criminology), accessed February 11, 2019, 
https://www.vrc.crim.cam.ac.uk/vrcresearch/london-medieval-murder-map/lmm-map. For 
examples of the media attention mentioning Roger Styford’s death, see:  Megan White, “Interactive 
Map Details Medieval London’s Murders Including Man Beaten to Death for Littering with Eel 
Skins,” Evening Standard, November 28, 2018, 
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/london/interactive-map-reveals-medieval-londons-murder-
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culprit fled the scene. Not content with that outcome, Simon de Peckham followed 

Roger to the local churchyard where he beat and kicked the poor vendor to death. 

Careless littering of the hides could be a killing nuisance, it seems – a fact which gives 

more context and weight to the later expression about merchants of eel skin. 

Not all of the English repertoire of eel imagery was native., and one of the 

notable imports also involved eels skins and skinning. The French proverb describing 

someone who cried out before he was hurt as being “like the eel of Melun, who scream 

before they are skinned,” had some cultural purchase in England, at least among the 

upper classes. The phrase has a long literary tradition in France, first appearing in 

Rabelais’s Gargantua in the 1530s where it reads as already being a well-established 

saying.71 The eels of Melun do not show up in English literature in the period outside 

of translations of Rabelais, but that exposure seems to have been sufficient for the 

phrase to have gained at least some linguistic traction. Eustance Chapuys, Charles V’s 

ambassador from the Holy Roman Empire to England, wrote in 1533 that he had used 

the phrase in a Privy Council meeting to deflect ire after he had been warned against 

 
hotspots-a4002861.html; Meilan Solly, “Relive Medieval London’s Bloody Murders With This New 
Interactive Death Map,” Smithsonian, accessed February 11, 2019, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/relive-medieval-londons-bloody-murders-new-
interactive-death-map-180970922/. 
71 For a thorough study of this expression, including its roots in French literature and folklore, see: 
Jody Enders, Death by Drama and Other Medieval Urban Legends (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2005), 79–90. 
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future misdeeds.72 This tells us that the expression was popular enough to be familiar 

both to a diplomat from Savoy and, in his judgement, to the most powerful men in 

England.  

 

Eels and Metaphors of Faith 

Eel skin merchants might be people with no goods or ideas to sell, but eels in 

Protestant England could also serve as a stand-in for Catholics peddling an empty faith. 

We have already seen several examples of this usage, with John Hanson and other 

writers talking about the fish in mud as a means of discussing popish heresies. Eels 

worked as metaphor and simile for English Catholics partly because of the close 

historical associations between the eels and monks, and partly because of the more 

broadly public reliance on the fish during Lent and other Church holidays. One 

particularly striking example of eels used to represent Catholics, which appears several 

times in the mid-seventeenth century, bears examining. In 1645 the weekly news-book 

Mercurius Britannicus reported on the siege of Basing House in Hampshire during the 

English Civil War, recording the efforts of the Parliamentarians to take the house from 

the Royalists. The siege director, Colonel Dalbier, had attempted to assault the 

defenders by burning piles of hay impregnated with sulfur and arsenic, and the Mercurius 

 
72 Pascual de Gayangos, ed., “Spain: May 1533, 1-15,” in Calendar of State Papers, Spain, Volume 4 Part 
2, 1531-1533 (London: Her, 1882), 658–76, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-
papers/spain/vol4/no2/pp658-676. 
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author wrote “Colonel D’Albier hath this last week tried to smoake him [the Marquis of 

Winchester] out with Straw, just as they use to serve eeles in old walles.”73 This is a 

curious turn of phrase on its face; eels do not live in walls, nor can they be fished by 

smoking them from their river bottoms. But the expression makes more sense if we 

take the eels metaphorically. Basing House was the property of the famously Catholic 

Marquis of Winchester, it harbored a number of priests, and by the end of the siege was 

garrisoned only by Catholic troops. The battle for the property took on an especially 

confessional significance for the Parliamentarians, and the final attack saw abnormally 

little quarter given the defenders. Of the ten priests sheltering at Basing House six were 

slain in the last assault and the other four were executed later.74 It seems likely that the 

Mercurius’ line about eels smoked from old walls refers to monks and to the violence 

that had accompanied the dissolution of the monasteries in the previous century, and 

so paints Dalbier as a worthy successor to those acts. 

This understanding of the expression gains support from its second instance, 

which also employs the expression to speak specifically to issues of breaching religious 

sanctuary. In 1654, the writer Francis Rous (the younger) noted in his study of classical 

Greek history that the Greeks had initiated the long-lived habit of allowing inviolable 

 
73 Thomas Audley, Marchamont Nedham, and Robert White, eds., “Issue 99 (22 September - 29 
September),” in Mercurius Britanicus, Communicating the Affaires of Great Britaine for the Better Information of 
the People. (London, 1643), 883, EEBO http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:citation:53403879. 
74 George Nelson Godwin, The Civil War in Hampshire (1642-45): And the Story of Basing House 
(London: John and Edward Bumpus Ltd., 1904), 350–59. 
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sanctuary at various shrines. Rous complained about the injustice of the practice, but 

wrote that someone in sanctuary was safe unless his pursuers “made a fire, and burnt 

him out of the hole, as we use to doe eeles.”75 Rous was a scion of a prominent Puritan 

house; his father Francis Rous was a member of Parliament, a confidant of Cromwell’s, 

and served as the Speaker of the House during the Barebone’s Parliament (1653). Given 

the family’s religious positioning, the incongruity of fishing with smoke, and the tenor 

of Rous’s discussion about ways to drive wrongdoers from the safety of religious 

asylum, it seems almost certain that his expression refers to monks or Catholic priests, 

rather than fish. Both Rous and the Mercurius’ author employ this expression in the same 

way, urging their readers to root out wickedness hiding in religious guise just as their 

forefathers had driven the earlier heretics from the old walls of their abbeys and 

cathedrals. 

While this understood connection between eels and monk and priests could be 

turned against the Catholics by writers like Rous or Hanson, it could also be carefully 

deployed in the other directions as well. One of the clearest, and most interesting, 

examples of this comes from Francis Thynne’s Emblems and Epigrams, a book of short 

poems that Thynne presented in 1600 to his patron, Sir Thomas Edgerton. The first 

 
75 Francis Rous and Zachary Bogan, Archaelogiae Atticae Libri Septem Seaven [Sic] Books of the Attick 
Antiquities : Containing the Description of the Citties Glory, Government, Division of the People, and Townes within 
the Athenian Territories, Their Religion, Superstition, Sacrifices, Account of the Yeare, a Full Relation of Their 
Judicatories / by Francis Rous ... ; with an Addition of Their Customes in Marriages, Burialls, Feastings, 
Divinations &c. in the Foure Last Bookes by Zachary Bogan ... (Oxford, 1654), 276, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A57708.0001.001. 
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part of the book contains moralizing poetic descriptions of heraldic emblems without 

accompanying images that Thynne called “naked emblems.76 The forty-eighth of these 

is titled “Ensigns of the Clergy” and describes a heraldic design that includes a hand 

grasping an eel.77 Most of the poem is given over to explaining why the eel is a good 

sigil for the clergy. The eel’s qualities may serve to remind the priest to be careful, 

Thynne writes, because: 

The Ele prest with the hand,  
     doth teach him to refrayne  
His lipps and tongue from vttring wordes  
     deceiptfull, false, or vayne.  
… 
ffor as the slipprye Ele  
     not prest, doth slide awaye,  
So doth the slipprye tongue, the thoughts  
     of inward minde bewraye. 78 
 

Thynne sees the eel as providing a good model for Catholic clergy trying to get by in a 

country bent on persecuting them: they must guard their speech and hide their thoughts, 

and thinking of eels should help remind them of this. The poem goes on to note that 

the eel’s white color serves to remind the priest that “all his deeds / Should be white, 

 
76 For more on Thynne and his books, see: Megan L. Cook, The Poet and the Antiquaries: Chaucerian 
Scholarship and the Rise of Literary History, 1532-1635 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2019), 137–47; Hoyt Hopewell Hudson, Epigram in the English Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2015), 33. 48; James Doelman, The Epigram in England, 1590-1640 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 133–34. 
77 Thynne does not describe how the hand is holding the fish, but we can assume that it was not by 
the tail, as this image would work counter to his goals in poem. 
78 Francis Thynne, Emblemes and Epigrammes (London: Pub. for the Early English text society, by N. 
Trübner & Co., 1876), 37–38. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 6 

 228 

pure, and Innocent / which from his hart proceedes.”79 Importantly, in this last part 

Thynne is not dealing with priests in a wholly dismissive manner. Eels do not just help 

priests remember to be guarded in their words; there is also the potential for real 

goodness and godly behavior in them that the eels serve to illustrate. Thynne’s choices 

here reflect his relationship with his patron. The poet himself was a Catholic, but 

Edgerton had converted in the 1570s and thereafter had a celebrated career harrying 

and indicting Catholics. He was one of the prosecutors in the trial of Queen Mary, and 

became England’s Attorney General in 1592. His public life in the 1580s and 1590s was 

spent relentlessly chasing down Catholic heretics, and Thynne was one of the very few 

old-church acquaintances that he kept from his youth.80 Thynne’s poem, with its eels 

and its call out to the inherent goodness of priests, reads as a subtle tap on the shoulder 

from an English Catholic to one of his faith’s primary persecutors. Even the Pope’s 

clerical eels could be pure of heart, Thynne gently reminds his patron.  

 

Less Common Examples of English Eel Metaphors 

In addition to the broad figurative categories that have been covered so far in 

this chapter, there also exists an extensive collection of single-instance and limited-use 

eel metaphors – expressions that appear only once or twice in the written record, and 

 
79 Thynne, 37. 
80 Louis A. Knafla, “Mr. Secretary Donne: The Years with Sir Thomas Egerton,” in John Donne’s 
Professional Lives, ed. David Colclough (Woodbridge: DS Brewer, 2003), 44–46. 
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do not seem to rise to the level of accepted idiom. These are worth examining, however, 

because they highlight both the space that eels held in the English imagination and the 

islanders’ comfort with the fish as a linguistic tool. Moreover, these examples give hints 

at a world of vernacular metaphors that seldom made it into manuscripts and books. 

The Second Shepherds’ Play, part of the early-fifteenth-century Wakefield collection from 

West Yorkshire, offers a good early example. The play features a scene in which a local 

thief named Mak has cast a spell on the eponymous shepherds, putting them to sleep 

so that he could steal one of their flock. As they wake from their induced slumber, the 

first shepherd recounts a dream he had, saying, “I thoght that we layd us / Full nere 

Yngland” (“I dreamed we lay close to England”). Upon hearing this, the second 

shepherd replies, “A, ye! / Lord, what I have slept weyll. / As fresh as an eyll.”81 The 

simile “as fresh as an eel” seems to be unique to this play, not appearing in other pieces 

of writing of in the medieval or early modern periods. It is an effectively evocative 

saying, and – like more clearly established expressions – speaks to a close familiarity 

with the fish.  

But there are two further reasons to pay attention to the line. Firstly, this section 

of the play offers yet another subtle example of the connections that the English drew 

between themselves, their spaces, and their fish. Both of the shepherds express a 

 
81 George England and Alfred Pollard, eds., The Towneley Plays: Re-Edited from the Unique Ms (Publisht 
for the Early English Text Society by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Company, 1897), 127, ln. 
353–56. 
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physical sympathy with England: the first shepherd dreams of the island, and the second 

immediately says he feels like an eel. Just like the images of St. Christopher among the 

anguillae on parish church walls, this moment helps bring the shepherds’ characters 

home to a local English audience. And secondly, there is reason to think that the 

Wakefield play captured a commonly applied local idiom that remained in use for a very 

long time in the north of England. A short book called A Garland of New Songs, published 

around 1815 in Newcastle, includes a song titled “Yorkshire Concert” which has the 

line “Johnny Figg was a Green and White grocer / In business as brisk as an eel, sir.”82 

Several years later, in 1826, Tyneside writer Thomas Wilson used the same turn of 

phrase in his poem “Joyce’s Patent Stove.”83 “As brisk as an eel” seems likely to have 

been part of the linguistic fabric of northern England from the Middle Ages onward, 

even though it seldom found voice on the page.84 If you were feeling as fresh, or as 

brisk, as an eel, then you were likely near not only near to England, but near to 

Northumberland as well. 

Other examples of limited-use eel metaphors and idioms show the wide scope 

that the fish offered to writers. William Lisle’s 1631 play The Faire Ætheopian describes a 

 
82 A Garland of New Songs (Newcastle upon Tyne: J. Marshall, 1815), 3. 
83 A Garland of New Songs, 3; Thomas Wilson, The Pitman’s Pay and Other Poems (Gateshead: George 
Watson, 1843), 119. 
84 The London dramatist Thomas Dibdin used the expression in his play, Don Giovanni, but Dibdin 
had travelled much in his youth, and spent at least some time in the areas around Liverpool in the 
north of England in 1791, where he may well have encountered brisk eels in conversation. See: 
Thomas Dibdin, Don Giovanni, or, A Spectre on Horseback: A Comic, Heroic, Operatic, Tragic, Pantomimic, 
Burletta-Spectacular Extravaganza, in Two Acts (London, 1829), 15 (I.iii). 
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procession of maids as being “as smug as Eeles.”85 The very next year Peter Hausted 

published The Rivall Friends, which features a character reeling off a string of insults at a 

companion before ending his rant with the crowning exclamation, “there’s sauce for your 

eeles.”86 The seventeenth-century Bible commentator John Trapp used eels to paint a 

lively picture of an unhappy marriage, writing in 1647 that when spouses did not work 

to accommodate each other “they are together in the house as two poisons in the 

stomack, as live Eels in the pot.”87 And Sir Roger L’Estrange’s 1680 book Citt and 

Bumpkin in a Dialogue over a Pot of Ale offers a simile that pulls together many of the 

separate strands that we have traced throughout this chapter. In a section where the 

two titular characters are busy slandering Jesuits, Citt says that he has recently been 

accused of being just as bad (if not worse!) than one of Ignatius Loyola’s disciples:   

for when They [Jesuits] break an Oath, they have some mental Reservation 
or other for a Come-off: But You Swallow your Perjuryes just as 
Cormorants do Eeles; an Oath's no sooner In at One End, then Out at 
t'other.88 

 

 
85 William Lisle, The Faire Æthiopian, Early English Books, 1475-1640 / 961:17 (London, 1631), 42. 
86 Peter Hausted, The Rivall Friends A Comoedie, Early English Books, 1475-1640 / 1960:04 (London, 
1632), IV.ix. Italics in original. 
87 John Trapp, A Commentary or Exposition upon the Four Evangelists, and the Acts of the Apostles: Wherein 
the Text Is Explained, Some Controversies Are Discussed, Divers Common Places Are Handled, and Many 
Remarkable Matters Hinted, That Had by Former Interpreters Been Pretermitted. Besides, Divers Other Texts of 
Scripture Which Occasionally Occur Are Fully Opened, and the Whole so Intermixed with Pertinent Histories, as 
Will Yeeld Both Pleasure and Profit to the Judicious Reader (London, 1647), 151, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A63067.0001.001. 
88 Sir Roger L’Estrange, Citt and Bumpkin in a Dialogue over a Pot of Ale Concerning Matters of Religion and 
Government (London, 1680), 14–15, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A47820.0001.001. The 
origin of the accusation, it turns out, is that English Protestants unseat kings just as readily as do 
Popes. 
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The number of different types of symbolism and metaphor that this small section pulls 

together is, frankly, remarkable. L’Estrange’s simile begins with the idea of eels as 

connected to slippery words and untruths that we have seen in texts like Scrope’s Othea 

or Hoccleve’s Regiment of Princes, and to this base adds a healthy dose of other eel tropes 

– he notably connects the fish to Catholic heretics, while demonstrating a familiarity 

with eels’ place in nature, before devolving in bawdy scatological humor. Sir Roger’s 

particular simile might have been singular, but it resulted from a complicated 

interweaving of the figurative eel imagery swimming in the cultural currents of 

Restoration England.89 

In many ways, L’Estrange’s earthy imagery provides a summative moment in the 

history of England’s metaphorical use of eels. He was a part of a long history of using 

the fish in figurative language – one that ran through Fletcher and Shakespeare, back 

through John More and his bag of snakes and eels, and back further still to medieval 

writers such as Thomas Hoccleve and Henry of Huntingdon. The depth and breadth 

of that tradition came to light with the explosive growth of printing in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries that saw eel imagery deployed across a wide range of literature. 

However, L’Estrange stood at the tail end of the culture that incubated that tradition, 

 
89 L’Estrange’s simile turns up in one other source. Peter Pett’s 1688 The Happy Future State of England 
uses the metaphor to describe England’s recent history of religious unrest, noting that England 
returns to religious strife like a cormorant repeatedly trying to eat an eel that keeps slipping through 
its body and out the other end. While Pett’s example is less symbolically layered than L’Estrange’s, 
he does double down on the scatological component. See: Peter Pett, The Happy Future State of 
England (London, 1688), 252, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A54580.0001.001. 
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and in many ways his words in Citt and Bumpkin mark a high-water point for the English 

figurative use of eels.  As I have noted several times already – and as later chapters will 

detail further – the end of the seventeenth century saw the end of a broad-based English 

eel culture. Eels increasingly gained a reputation as a poor person’s food, with middle 

and upper classes distancing themselves from the fish. And the country’s language use 

changed to reflect this fact.  

 

The End of a Metaphorical Lineage 

From the end of the seventeenth century onward, the English were far less likely 

to write about eels in any capacity, figurative or literal.  Figure 24, a Google Books 

Ngram of appearances of eel in its most common spellings (eel, eele, eal, eale) and their 

plurals in books printed in England from 1550 through 2000, helps to illustrate this 

change.   There are a number of important caveats to keep in mind in using this tool 

 

Fig. 24: Google Books Ngram for various spellings of “eel” and “eels” from 1550-2000. British English Corpus. Smoothing factor of 2. 
 Created 2/10/2018. http://books.google.com/ngrams 
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for analytical work.90 Google’s corpus is massive, but still limited in some important 

ways. Moreover, Google does not currently spend much time or money curating their 

materials either physically or digitally; for a variety of reasons (including a decade-long 

copyright infringement lawsuit), Google Books has been a low-emphasis project for the 

company for several years.91 Within the corpus itself there are real problems with false 

positive results resulting from Optical Character Recognition (OCR) errors, especially 

with scans of early printed works where the typography is messy. And Google’s distance 

reading pays no attention to context, so that the search includes texts like Charles 

Johnson’s 1717 The Cobbler of Preston, which spells the word “ale” as “eale.”92 For these 

and other reasons, Ngrams are not a particularly trustworthy tools for granular analysis. 

But they can fairly reliably capture broad trends, and Figure 24 describes an overall 

decline in the appearance of eels in English written texts over time.93 The graph begins 

with a fairly sharp jump, likely representing the increase in printed materials rather than 

a sudden uptick in metaphorical use. From the 1550s through the mid-1600s the 

 
90 For Google’s paper discussion the scientific and technical issues at play with Ngrams, see: Jean-
Baptiste Michel et al., “Quantitative Analysis of Culture Using Millions of Digitized Books,” Science 
331, no. 6014 (January 14, 2011): 176–82, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1199644. 
91 Robinson Meyer, “After 10 Years, Google Books Is Legal,” The Atlantic, October 20, 2015, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2015/10/fair-use-transformative-leval-google-
books/411058/. 
92 Charles Johnson, The Cobler of Preston: As It Is Acted at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. (London, 
1716). 
93 For a broader overview of some of these, and other, issues, see: Sarah Zhang, “The Pitfalls of 
Using Google Ngram to Study Language,” Wired, October 12, 2015, 
https://www.wired.com/2015/10/pitfalls-of-studying-language-with-google-ngram/; Scott 
Rosenberg, “How Google Book Search Got Lost | Backchannel,” Wired, April 11, 2017, 
https://www.wired.com/2017/04/how-google-book-search-got-lost/. 
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numbers stay relatively consistent, with peaks and valleys, showing consistent patterns 

of word use. But we can see a sharp drop in roughly 1675, after which mentions of the 

fish fall off until about 1700 when the numbers stabilize at a new, far lower level. From 

that point onward, the eels occupied a relatively static, if reduced, literary space for 

much of the next 100 years.  

 A part of that diminishment came in the form of a marked change in the way 

that the English used eels in their figurative language. In writing and in speech, the 

English in the eighteenth century looked far less frequently to the fish for their 

metaphors, similes, and idioms. This is not to say that eels vanished from metaphorical 

use. We have seen several of examples in this chapter of later uses. Some phrases, such 

as the “lively eel” from The Second Shepherds’ Play, do reoccur in later texts and hint at 

the possibility that some sayings and expressions retained a presence within vernacular 

lexicons throughout the period. And there are examples of more singular idiomatic use, 

such as Alexander Pope’s line about the “eel of science,” that recall the more 

freewheeling metaphorical climate of the previous century.  But these tend to appear in 

the first part of the eighteenth century and were written largely by people like Pope, 

who were born in the mid-to-late 1600s and so grew up during the tail end of England’s 

long eel culture period. Later writers, born after the turn of that century, were more 

likely to seek elsewhere for imagery, suggesting that, more and more, the fish were far 

from their thoughts and actions. And, importantly, even when they did turn to eels, 

they increasingly did so in a manner that looks much more modern than Elizabethan. 
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Where earlier metaphors were underpinned by close experience with the fish, latter ones 

became increasingly observational, and less hands-on. The eels’ slimy nature – always a 

large part of English figurative use – became the primary reason that writers brought 

the fish into their texts as metaphors. And even in instances where it was not, we can 

see evidence of a notable cultural detachment from the fish. 

The quotation from Winston Churchill about eels being accustomed to skinning 

that began this chapter offers an excellent example of this change. While Churchill had 

a well-deserved reputation for his barbed wit and distinctive quips, this axiom was not 

original to him. The earliest written version of the expression appears to be in Sir Peter 

Beckford’s popular 1781 book, Thoughts on Hunting in a Series of Familiar Letters to a Friend. 

In a section dealing with the proper disciplining of hounds, Beckford recounted a story 

of a gentleman who, while out hunting, comes upon a peasant girl skinning live eels. 

Taken aback by the process, he asks her if the practice were not cruel. “‘O not at all, 

Sir,’ replied the girl; ‘They be used to it.’”94 At its core, this statement is curious. There is 

no evidence prior to Beckford for this perception of eels, and in fact most earlier writing 

about skinning eels suggested the fish very much minded losing their hides. Dealing 

with this problem is what earned Havelok a job; it is part of why you have to hold the 

eel by the head, and also why you are supposed to nail it to a board before you start. It 

 
94 Peter Beckford, Thoughts Upon Hunting: In a Series of Familiar Letters to a Friend, 4th ed. (London, 
1802), 116. Italics in the original. Beckford included this vignette again in a different book published 
the same year. See: Peter Beckford, Thoughts upon Hare and Fox Hunting, in a Series of Letters (London, 
1781), 106. 
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is unclear, then, whether Beckford was passing along an actual contemporary saying, or 

whether he himself invented it to highlight peasant ignorance. 

Regardless, the turn of phrase quickly gained axiomatic traction. The next year 

Horace Walpole, the Earl of Oxford, reproduced the line from Beckford’s book almost 

verbatim as a metaphor while complaining over the tepid English reaction to the loss 

of Menorca to the Spanish and French. 95 The idiom appears frequently during the next 

several decades in debates over abolition, with William Windham saying in a 1792 

speech before Parliament in that those people arguing that slaves could wait several 

more years for their freedom were “like the person who, when charged with cruelty for 

skinning eels alive, answered, they were used to it.”96 Moving forward, the phrase 

became relatively commonplace in nineteenth century England, showing up in a 

surprisingly wide range of sources.97 This, roughly, was the background that informed 

Churchill’s comments.  

 
95 Horace Walpole, Letters of Horace Walpole, Earl of Oxford to Sir Horace Mann, His Britannic Majesty’s 
Resident at the Court of Florence, From 1760-1785, vol. II (Philadelphia: Lea & Blanchard, 1844), 233. 
96 John Almon, John Debrett, and John Stockdale, The Parliamentary Register, or History of the Proceedings 
and Debates of the House of Commons During the Second Session of the Seventeenth Parliament of Great Britain, 
Vol. 32 (London: Debrett, 1792), 401. 
97 For examples of the breadth of the range of materials in which the metaphor appears, see: “The 
Physiological Errors of Teetotalism,” The Westminster and Foreign Quarterly Review, July 1855, 123; 
David Livingstone and Charles Livingstone, Narrative of an Expedition to the Zambesi and Its Tributaries: 
And of the Discovery of the Lakes Shirwa and Nyassa, 1858-1864 (New York: Harper & Bros., 1866), 544; 
Cuthbert Bede, The Adventures of Mr. Verdant Green: An Oxford Freshman (London: James Blackwood 
& Co., 1885), 163; Michael MacMillan, The Promotion of General Happiness: A Utilitarian Essay (London: 
Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 1890), 7. 
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On its face, this short history of Churchill’s expression would seem to suggest 

that it was grounded in an experiential understanding of the fish – a linguistic echo of 

a common belief. But, in fact, the idiomatic use of the phrase is almost entirely about 

cultural separation from eels by the educated and well-off. In Beckford’s original story, 

his gentleman shows a marked surprise at the process of skinning eels that would have 

been wholly foreign to earlier Englishmen, both real and literary. The gentleman might 

eat eels, but he is far removed from any other interaction with them. And Beckford 

offers the story as a way of critiquing people who rely on received folklore to justify the 

cruel treatment of animals; the handlers who mistreat his hounds are as wrong as this 

peasant girl with her eels.  

This was the sense that the idiom had in its early usage. Walpole, Windham, and 

others deployed the phrase as a means of describing either uneducated people who 

foolishly believed something that was patently false, or people who hypocritically used 

traditional beliefs to justify their positions. But the meaning quickly shifted as the phrase 

became more popular, and it is clear that the English came to believe that eels did, in 

fact, become habituated to the pain of skinning. Where Windham had used the phrase 

to talk about people with a misunderstanding of slaves’ suffering, Lord Byron took the 

idiom at face value in his epic 1824 poem Don Juan. Describing slaves awaiting sale in 

the markets of Constantinople he wrote that, while most slaves seemed distraught, the 

Africans did not: “The negoes more philosophy display’d / Used to it, no doubt, as eels 
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are to be flay’d.”98 Byron was not alone in this shifting usage. The idea seems to have 

developed into something of an urban myth, with enough writers taking up the phrase 

in earnest during the 1820s that the philosopher Jeremy Bentham felt compelled to 

push back against it. In his 1832 pamphlet Boa Constrictor, he stressed that “no eel is used 

to being skinned successively by several persons, but one in the same person is used 

successively to skin many eels.”99 The editor of the London Quarterly Review applauded 

Bentham’s efforts shortly thereafter, proclaiming that this “formal refutation of the 

common fallacy as to eels” was “one of the most important services rendered by Mr. 

Bentham and his disciples to the world.”100 

 Despite this endorsement, Bentham’s protestations fell on relatively deaf ears. 

For most of the nineteenth century, English authors continued to use the metaphor 

with the steady confidence of people who had never actually tried to take away an eel’s 

skin. Beckham’s initial use, which demonstrated an elite distance form eel culture, had 

given way to later applications that show an equal detachment among a much wider 

range of English people. When Winston Churchill spoke about politicians needing to 

 
98 George Gordon Byron, The Complete Poetical and Dramatic Works of Lord Byron: With a Comprehensive 
Outline of the Life of the Poet, Collected from the Latest and Most Reliable Sources (D. McKay, 1883), 507. 
99 Jeremy Bentham, The Works of Jeremy Bentham, Part VI. (Edinburgh: W. Tait, 1838), 558. This was 
not the only occasion that Bentham used this image; he had earlier written that there was no more 
sympathy for human suffering in the hearts of men “than in the cook’s for the eels she is skinning.” 
See: Jeremy Bentham, Indications Respecting Lord Eldon: Including History of the Pending Judges’-Salary-
Raising Measure (London: Robert Heward, 1825), 74. 
100 John Gibson Lockhard, ed., “Review: The French Cook. A System of Fashionable and Economical 
Cookery: Adapted to the Use of English Families Etc. By Louis Eustace Ude, Ci-Devant Cook to Louis 
XVI and the Earl of Sefton Etc. Etc. Etc. 12th Edition,” The London Quarterly Review, 1835, 81, 
editor's note. 
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accustom themselves to political cartoons, or about Londoners becoming hardened to 

the horrors of the Blitz, this was the linguistic tradition he was coming from: one in 

which the infrequent use of eels in figurative language was removed from any level of 

experiential cultural familiarity. The long English tradition of using eels to explain, 

describe, and color one’s ideas came to a close along with other aspects of the country’s 

eel culture, at the end of the seventeenth century. 
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CHAPTER 7 

LONDON AND EELS THROUGH 1600 

 
November 11, 1375 was a bad day for Thomas Sprotbergh. On that morning, 

the London cook found himself standing before what surely must have been an 

intimidating panel of judges that included the city Mayor, a number of Aldermen, and 

other city notables. Sprotbergh, it seems, was not only a cook, but also an at-least-

occasional vendor of fish. And he was at times either careless or unscrupulous (or both) 

in that vocation. That November morning he had been brought before the bar to 

answer the charge of selling “a peck of eels unfit for human beings.”1 The cook does 

not seem to have tried to muster any defense, choosing instead to plead guilty and trust 

to the mercy of the court. He received what was at once both a fairly light and a 

relatively odious punishment: his jury sentenced him to spend one hour standing on an 

elevated pillory in public, while the offending eels were burned beneath the platform.2 

Probably to his relief, the cook appears to have managed only this single, brief moment 

of archival notoriety.3 But while he may have escaped further judicial censure, his case 

 
1 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., Calendar of Letter-Books Preserved Among the Archives of the Corporation of the City 
of London at the Guildhall: Letter-Book H: 1375-1399 (London: J.E. Francis, 1907), 16. 
2 Sharpe, 16. This type of punishment was not unusual for vendors caught selling bad fish, both in 
London and in other cities. 
3 As James Scott has noted, the job of peasants and every-day folk is to stay out of the archives as 
much as possible. In this case, doing so also meant staying out of the rotted eel smoke. See: James C. 
Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed:  An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2009), 34. 
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was far from a one-off event. As London’s population increased over the centuries so 

too did its demand for eels, and this came along with a concomitant rise in efforts to 

regulate the trade. Throughout much of the medieval and early modern periods, 

London, the Crown and the Parliament all struggled to manage eel sales within the city, 

at various times making efforts to control for variables such as eel types, weights, costs, 

barrel sizes, and locations for vending. Violations were common, and Sprotsbergh was 

not the only person sent to the pillory for trafficking bad eels in London. 

 As we have seen, Sprotsberg’s brush with the law occurred at a pivotal moment 

in the history of England’s eel culture. Thomas Bradwardine had already penned the 

last clear connection between English identity writ large and the fish some forty years 

earlier. The century brought the start of the Little Ice Age, and likely changes in the 

habits and range of eels and other fish. It saw population drops and demographic shifts 

due to plague and famine, which spurred declines in eel-rents, changes in consumption 

patterns, and the growth of an import economy. In 1375, when Sprotsberg was trying 

to pass off his bad eels, the demands of English cities were quickly outstripping the 

availability of resources from both local and regional hinterlands, as well as exceeding 

the capacity of longer native trade networks. London and other towns had begun 

turning towards Dutch merchants to import the fish that they needed. All around 

Thomas Sprotsberg, the English relationship with eels was changing. 

 From the mid-fourteenth century onward, we see increasingly fewer examples of 

an active eel culture in the country outside of London and the Fens. Broadly speaking, 
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the fish were not as important to everyday life as they had been even a century before. 

Fewer people were fishing for them, fewer landlords were demanding them, and they 

comprised a smaller part of the average diet. Consequently, they began to appear less 

frequently in art or literature, and other artifacts of cultural production. This is not to 

say that the English living outside of London and the Fens turned their backs to the 

fish. As we have seen, eel-rents did not disappear completely for centuries, and gifts of 

the fish – either singly or in rents – continued to have real social capital across the 

country. The numerous local and national laws aimed at curbing unsustainable and 

unequitable fishing tell us that catching eels was still an important matter for many 

people. And it is clear that the English, though they were eating a broader range of 

foods, were still consuming large numbers of the fish. Even so, eels slowly receded into 

the cultural background in much of the country, and that process sped up as the 

enclosure movements of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries drove large numbers 

of commoners out of the country and towards London. 

 To this point, London has only appeared sporadically in our story. But the city 

had its own long history with eels; Londoners ate them in great numbers, and the fish 

formed part of the cultural identity of the capital. From at least the thirteenth century 

onward the monarchy, Parliament, and city officials sought to control trade in the city. 

At various times they set price controls, pushed back against encroachments of the 

fishmongers guilds, and mandated standards for weighing and measuring the fish. 

Beginning in the mid-fourteenth century, however, the city faced increasing difficulties 
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in getting eels in its marketplaces, struggling to find enough of the fish to satisfy the 

needs of its citizens. As the city grew in population in the centuries following the Black 

Death, the demand for eels grew apace, exceeding the carrying capacity of London 

waterways, and straining declining native trade networks. Dutch merchants stepped in 

to fill this need, initially importing large numbers of salted fish in a seasonal trade that 

carried eels from the autumn migrations to London in advance of Lent. However, the 

city’s explosive population growth beginning in sixteenth century brought large 

numbers of migrants from the countryside who brought a taste for fresh eels, and the 

Dutch trade adjusted to compensate. They began to import eels live in barges called 

schuyts, and by 1500 the majority of eels coming into London were carried in these 

“eleshippes.” Over the course of the following century the Dutch eel ships came to 

dominate the trade in the city, becoming an integral part of London’s economic and 

cultural fabric and tying England’s eel culture to an increasingly international trade 

network. 

 

The London Eel Market 

London’s history with eels almost certainly goes back well before the Norman 

conquest. Located on the Thames – one of the main watery highways into the 

hinterland – the city has always been well-positioned to take advantage of both yearly 

migrations and settled fish populations. Eel bones appear in archeological evidence 

from Roman London, and eels were among the most commonly eaten fish in sites 
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across England, including London, from the seventh through the tenth centuries.4 We 

have almost no evidence from rents to help lend a sense for eels in the local economy 

during the early medieval period as we do in other parts of the country; due to its tax-

exempt status, London does not appear in the Domesday records, and there are almost 

no extant eel-rents from the areas immediately around the city.5 But the locals were 

certainly catching eels. We have seen that London had continued problems with nets 

and weirs blocking traffic on Thames; Richard I had sought to deal with this problem, 

but it famously persisted through the Magna Carta and beyond. And every spring the 

citizens of London came down to the river and trapped the elvers as they migrated 

upstream, in an event called the “Eel-fare,” from the verb “to fare,” meaning to travel.6 

This eventually came to be called the Eel-Faire, and took on something of the air of an 

 
4 Alison Locker, “In Piscibus Diversis; the Bone Evidence for Fish Consumption in Roman Britain,” 
Britannia 38 (2007): 156, 171–73; Barrett James H., Locker Alison M., and Roberts Callum M., “The 
Origins of Intensive Marine Fishing in Medieval Europe: The English Evidence,” Proceedings of the 
Royal Society of London. Series B: Biological Sciences 271, no. 1556 (December 7, 2004): 2416, 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2004.2885. 
5 There are proximal rents; Syon Abbey, just upriver from the city, had much of their income in the 
fifteenth century from eel-rents along the Thames, including from the area around Eel Pie Island. 
But there were no rents in the city itself. See: Tom Fort, The Book of Eels (London: HarperCollins, 
2002), 171. 
6 It is a well-established belief, made popular in the 19th century, that the word “elver” comes from 
“eel-fare.” See, for example, H. Cholmondeley Pennell, The Angler-Naturalist: A Popular History of 
British Fresh-Water Fish, with a Plain Explanation of the Rudiments of Ichthyology (London: John van 
Voorst, 1863), 388; Richard Schweid, Consider the Eel (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2002), 66. However, in his book on English etymology Antoly Liberman argues that elver is in 
fact a far older term, and that both elver and eel-fare spring from the same Old English root word, 
ælfare or ælfore. Anatoly Liberman, An Analytic Dictionary of the English Etymology: An Introduction 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 73. 
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annual festival.7 

Not all Londoners were fishing their own eels and elvers out of the waters, 

though, and sales of the fish were commonplace. One of the earliest pieces of evidence 

for this comes from 1273, when Edward I, at the start of his reign, imposed a number 

of restrictions on London fishmongers that included setting the price for eels at 2d. for 

“the best eels, a stake, or a quarter of a hundred.”8 Compared to prices for a stick of 

eels elsewhere in England this was fairly low, and it does not seem to have lasted.9 Eels 

were not only sold by the stick, either. As we saw with the story of poor Roger Styford, 

the Londoner killed in 1326 for littering eel skins, vendors sold the fish individually 

throughout the city as well. Roger was slain while walking through town with a bucket 

of live eels, peddling them as he went and skinning them on the spot for his customers. 

Roger was far from alone in his trade, and the city sought repeatedly to regulate the sale 

of eels within its walls, both in bulk and in smaller quantities. 

In addition to setting price controls, Edward I also attempted to combat 

unsavory sales tactics by London’s fishmongers. He banned the sale of unsalted fish in 

the city beyond the second day – the very offense that a century later led poor Thomas 

 
7 Fort, The Book of Eels, 174; Schweid, Consider the Eel, 66. Charles Dickens reported in 1889 that this 
was still the case. See: Charles Dickens, Dickens’s Dictionary of the Thames, From Its Source to the Nore, 
1888: An Unconventional Handbook, With Maps (London: Macmillan & Co., 1889), 59. 
8 John Noorthouck, “Book 1, Ch. 4: Edward I to Edward III,” in A New History of London Including 
Westminster and Southwark (London: R Baldwin, 1773), 57–74, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-
series/new-history-london/pp57-74. 
9 For some basic work on this issue, see: John Wyatt Greenlee, “What Does a Stick of Eels Get 
You?,” Historia Cartarum, accessed October 27, 2018, http://historiacartarum.org/eel-rents-
project/what-does-a-stick-of-eels-get-you/. 
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Sprotsberg to the pillory.10 He also set in place rules against the forestalling of all types 

of fish, making sure his own purchasers had the first choice of fish from traders.11 

Forestalling – the practice by which city fishmongers would purchase all of the 

incoming goods in order to corner the market and inflate prices – proved to be a 

consistent point of contention in the city, and eels were among the fish most often 

mentioned in regulations. In 1382 the city ordered that all traders, both foreign and 

domestic, who brought eels and other foodstuffs into the city had to offer their wares 

for sale to the public for three days before they could make them available to 

fishmongers. This rule applied to both fresh and salted eels.12 The next year, however, 

in response to a petition from London citizens, Parliament granted an exemption on 

eels, fresh bream, and pike, declaring that those fish “shall be and remain in common, 

as well to denizens as foreigners, to buy or sell.”13 The new law allowed the fishmongers 

both to forestall eels purchased within the city walls for retail, and also to travel outside 

of the city to purchase them and bring them back.14 

 
10 Walter Thornbury, “Fishmongers’ Hall and Fish Street Hill,” in Old and New London: Volume 2 
(London, 1788), 1–8, https://www-british-history-ac-uk.proxy.library.cornell.edu/old-new-
london/vol2/pp1-8. 
11 Thornbury. 
12 Reginald R. Sharpe, “Folios Clii - Clx: June 1382 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: 
H, 1375-1399 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1907), 190–209, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volh/pp190-209. 
13 Danby Pickering, ed., The Statutes at Large: From the Fifteenth Year of King Edward III. to the Thirteenth 
Year of King Hen. IV. Inclusive. Vol II (Cambridge: J. Bentham, 1762), 258. 
14 Pickering, 258; Chris Given-Wilson et al., eds., “Richard II: October 1382,” in Parliament Rolls of 
Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-
series/parliament-rolls-medieval/october-1382. 
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In her book on medieval English economic regulations Gwen Seabourne writes 

that Parliament granted these exemptions because the fish involved were so widely 

available that it did not matter if the fishmongers forestalled them.15 But the statute 

does not suggest that the fish were common, as Seabourne assumes; rather it declares 

that the right to buy and sell them was held in common by everyone in the city. In fact, 

instead of indicating eels’ ubiquity in London, the exemption speaks to their increasing 

scarcity. The 1382 regulations and the 1383 law that followed them were, broadly, sharp 

defeats for the fishmongers that put them at a steep disadvantage to their coalition of 

competitors.16 These laws were part of a complicated political struggle that pitted the 

city’s fishmongers’ companies against its other guilds for power in the city and access 

to the Continental wool staple.17 The 1382 petition to Parliament was a complaint against 

the fishmongers’ excesses and bad business practices, and the resultant law constrained 

them in a number of damaging ways. The restrictions on forestalling marked a striking 

victory for the forces allied against the guilds. That in this moment of political triumph 

the petitioners nonetheless asked for eels to be exempted from these regulations – to 

give the fishmongers space to compete – speaks volumes about the city’s unfilled 

demand for anguillae. 

 
15 Gwen Seabourne, Royal Regulation of Loans and Sales in Medieval England: Monkish Superstition and Civil 
Tyranny (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2003), 130, 154. 
16 Ruth Bird, The Turbulent London of Richard II (London: Longmans, Green, 1949), 79. 
17 Bird, 76–81; Pamela Nightingale, “Capitalists, Crafts and Constitutional Change in Late 
Fourteenth-Century London,” Past & Present, no. 124 (1989): 3–35. 
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 Despite these expanded privileges, London fishmongers still sought to game the 

system and buy eels from fish traders to forestall against the public. In August of 1394 

the customs officer in charge of foreign fish sales in Chepe charged the servant of a city 

fishmonger named Geoffrey Hardeby of “coming to Chepe and buying eels to regrate 

them for the profit of his master, against the ordinance of the city and as tending to 

produce a scarcity of victuals for sale to the people.”18 The fine for Geoffrey’s 

transgression was substantial: the Mayor and Alderman ordered that he should pay a 

fine of £40, unless he should manage to “obtain the favour of the court.” 19 Upon 

hearing this, the fishmonger pleaded that his fine be reduced to 10 marks. The source 

does not record whether or not he was successful in his plea, but the size of the initial 

fine shows the seriousness with which the city leadership viewed forestalling and its 

threat to the citizens’ affordable eels. 

London did not only regulate its native merchants; the city also exerted control 

over the men bringing eels into the capital. This began with tolls and tariffs. We saw in 

Chapter 3 that London set murage rates that included fees for eels in 1315 and 1368, 

but these were temporary taxes meant specifically for the construction and maintenance 

of the city’s walls. In addition to these, London also charged customs duties and 

subsidies on carts and ships importing the fish. The Liber Horn, a 1311 compilation of 

 
18 A. H. Thomas, ed., “Roll A 33: 1393-94,” in Calendar of the Plea and Memoranda Rolls of the City of 
London: Volume 3, 1381-1412 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1932), 205–27, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/plea-memoranda-rolls/vol3/pp205-227. 
19 Thomas. 
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London statutes and charters, notes that a ship importing various types of fish, 

including conger eels had to pay no customs fee but did have to pay a rate of 2d. for 

strandage.20 Strandage, from the Old English strande (shore), initially meant the right to 

moor the ship and leave it on or near the beach, and eventually came to mean a fee for 

unloading goods on the shore. The Liber Horn also tells us that the city’s water bailiff 

would receive the best two fish as payment from every cargo of congers which came 

into London by ship.21 As the murage rates indicate, though, eels came into the city by 

cart as well as ship, and while land transport is not considered in the Liber Horn, later 

law codes include it as a category. John Carpenter, a London city clerk whose 1419 Liber 

Albus stands as the first book of English common law, made mention of eels arriving 

in the city both by river and by road. In both cases the fees were similar to those from 

a century before. Carpenter wrote that “the cart that brings eels shall pay 2 pence and 

nothing for the fish” (La charecte qe meisne anguilles dorra ii deniers et rien del 

pessoun”), while “the vessel that brings…eels shall pay no custom beyond the 2 pence 

for strandage” (“La nief qe meisne… anguilles, nulle cus tume doit paier fors pur la nief 

ii deniers pur straundage”). 22  Carters and ships’ masters alike paid a flat fee to the city 

for the right to bring their anguillae to London.  

 
20 Laura Wright, Sources of London English:  Medieval Thames Vocabulary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996), 97–98. 
21 Wright, 98. 
22 “John Carpenter, Liber Albus, ed. Henry Thomas Riley (London: Longman, Brown, 1859), 234, 
236. 
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But while eel merchants might have been free from civic fees other than 

strandage, they did not escape the king’s customs officers. From the start of the 

fourteenth century onward, English monarchs began collecting a petty custom, on a 

range of foreign merchants, including those importing fish. By the next century customs 

duties had been extended to domestic merchants, as well. In addition to customs, the 

crown also collected a subsidy on imported goods, most notably wool, but on other 

goods as well. Subsidy and customs fees were collected at ports, including London, and 

the city’s customs accounts can give a sense of the scale and trends in eel imports.23 

By the time that Carpenter was penning his Liber Albus, carts were becoming a 

less prominent part of the eel trade into London. As demonstrated in previous chapters, 

the number of eels moving through England’s domestic markets dropped in the 1300s. 

The century’s combination of demographic and climate changes likely meant fewer fish 

in the country’s waters, and fewer Englishmen fishing for them vocationally. England 

in the latter half of the thirteenth century saw shortages of grain and bread, and London 

experienced a scarcity of eels. In 1392 Richard II waived customs duties on foreign eels 

imported to London and other southern coastal cities, noting that the fish were “dear” 

at home, but “abundant” abroad. 24 In the thirteenth century, London might have 

 
23 For an examination of petty customs records of fish imports broadly, see: Alison Littler, “Fish in 
English Economy and Society Down to the Reformation” (Unpublished Dissertation, University 
College of Swansea, 1979). 
24 Great Britain Public Record Office, Calendar of the Close Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: 
Richard II, Vol. 4: 1389-1392 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1914), 457. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 7 

 252 

expected carts bearing sticks of eels to contribute significantly to city’s dietary and fiscal 

well-being. But in even Carpenter’s day, the balance of trade was moving quickly 

towards transport by ship. And, increasingly, those ships were coming to London from 

Holland. 

 

The Rise of Eel Imports from Holland 

Dutch merchants likely began landing eels on the London strand sometime 

during the mid-fourteenth century. There may have been some earlier imports, but the 

lack of customs data makes it difficult to assess, and there is no hint of it in other kinds 

of records. The first direct evidence we have of the trade comes from 1364, and results 

from a moment of legal tension. In May of that year the Zeeland merchant James 

Dirkeson (or Jacob Diederijesz) petitioned the crown to be allowed to use the profits 

from his eel sales to purchase woolen cloth to take back to the Continent.25 Dirkeson 

pled that he had been importing large numbers of Dutch eels to London, to the great 

benefit to the city, but that recent changes in the law meant that he could not export 

English gold or silver back out of the country. It appears that Dirkeson’s specialized 

only in imports and was not in the habit of taking merchandise back away from London, 

but he hoped to be able to make good his costs under this new trade regime. The king 

 
25 H.J. Smit, Bronnen Tot de Geshiedenis van Den Handel Met Engeland, Schotland En Ierland 1150-1585 (’s-
Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1932), 277, n.507; Y. N. Ypma, Geschiedenis van de Zuiderzeevisserij, 
Publicaties van de Stichting Voor Het Bevolkingsonderzoek in de Drooggelegde Zuiderzeepolders, 
no. 27 (Amsterdam, 1962), 32. 
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consented, ordering that port officials in London allow Dirkeson to buy woolen goods 

and export them after paying the proper duties and customs.26  

Dirkeson was not the only eel importer facing this problem, nor the only one to 

complain about it. At the end of September of the same year, Edward III’s government 

sent an order to the sheriffs, customs officials, and forfeiture agents in London, 

commanding them: 

to suffer fishermen from foreign parts, who shall bring eels and other 
fresh fish to the city of London for sale, to take with them to foreign parts 
without let all money of gold which they shall receive for the sale of such 
eels and fish by witness of those who shall have knowledge of such sale, 
after paying the customs due thereupon, the proclamation to the contrary 
notwithstanding.27 
 

Several things become clear from these examples. Firstly, that Dutch merchants like 

Dirkeson had been trading eels in London with some regularity since at least the middle 

part of the century, and it appears to have been largely an import-only affair. Secondly, 

that the king and his government felt that the English need for eels and other fish 

outweighed the importance of keeping specie within the country. 

Eel merchants received this kind of exemption on other occasions, as well. In 

1397 Richard II ordered London officials to “dearest [de-arrest] James de Rothe, 

Matthew Deriksoun, Lawrence Deriksoun, James Hovelynge, Wolfard Petersoun and 

Arnald Andrewesoun merchants of Seland and Holand, and their ships laded with eels 

 
26 H. C. Maxwell Lyte, ed., Calendar of the Close Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: Edward III. Vol. 
12: 1364-1368 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1910), 16. 
27 Lyte, 30–31. 
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and ‘bere’ in the port of London.”28 An earlier royal decree had commanded that all 

ships and merchants from the Netherlands should be seized until several prominent 

Dutch traders repaid a sizeable debt that they owed to a Beverley man named John 

Waghen, and the London officials had complied.29 But here again, economic policy bent 

to the demands of a hungry city. Londoners needed their beer and eels more than John 

Waghen needed his money. 

These fourteenth-century traders brought large numbers of eels with them to the 

city; in September of 1384, for example, a Dutchman named Peter Baroldeson imported 

8,000 fish from the Low Countries into London.30 But in these early days of the trade 

the total number of imports could be uneven. The London customs accounts for 1384, 

for example, list Baroldeson as the only merchant to import eels for the whole year (or, 

at least, the only one who paid customs fees).31 But the trade picked up steam towards 

the century’s end, and 6 year later the customs records for the city show a very different 

situation. In 1390 foreign merchants – many of them from Holland – brought ships full 

of eels to the city throughout the year (Fig. 25): 

 
28 Great Britain Public Record Office, Calendar of the Close Rolls Preserved in the Public Record Office: 
Richard II, Vol. 6: 1396-1399 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1927), 42. 
29 Great Britain Public Record Office, 42. 
30 Stuart Jenks, ed., The London Customs Accounts, Part I: The Plantagenet Dynasty (1280/1-1399), Number 
4: 4 Richard II (1380/81) - 8 Richard II (1384/85) (Lübeck: Hansischer Geschichtsverein, 2019), 116, 
https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-accounts; Vanessa Harding, “Cross-
Channel Trade and Cultural Contacts,” in England and the Low Countries in the Late Middle Ages, ed. 
Caroline M. Barron and Nigel Saul (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), 158; P. H. Nienhuis, 
Environmental History of the Rhine-Meuse Delta: An Ecological Story on Evolving Human-Environmental 
Relations Coping with Climate Change and Sea-Level Rise (Springer Science & Business Media, 2008), 211. 
31 Jenks, 4 Richard II (1380/81) - 8 Richard II (1384/85). 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 7 

 255 

Fig. 25: Customs Accounts of Eel Imports into London By Ship - 1390 32 
 

Date Eels Value Merchant 
March 11 2 ferendels of eels* 3s 4d Owtre Andrewson 
March 19 6 barrels of eels 13s 4d Mariona Blessyng 
March 22 1 ferendel of eels 3s Martino Williamson 
March 28 9,000 eels £6 13s 4d  Henri Sonerson 
May 6 9,000 salted eels £7 13s 4d  Henri Sonerson 
May 6 10,000 salted eels £7 13s 4d, Simon Simonson 
May 15 6,000 salted eels 53s 4d Wlfard Perisson 
May 15 14,000 salted eels £5 16s 8d  Simon Rous 
June 4 10,000 salted eels £7 6s 8d Simon Simonson 
June 13 9,000 salted eels £3 6s 8d Henri Sonerson 
July 10 1 small barrel of salted eels 2s Chrstian Knoger 
August 28 2,000 large eels £5 Clays Berquitson 
 7,000 small eels £3 10s  
September 1 3,000 large eels £7 10s Willard Peresson 
 11,000 small salted eels £5 10 s  
September 1 10,000 small eels £6 13s 4d  Henri Sonerson 
October 10 4,000 large eels £12 Johannis Mewesson 
 6,000 small eels £4 10s  
 6 barrels of salted eels 30s  
October 16 2,000 large eels £5 Clays Berquitson 
 7,000 small eels £3 10s  
October 16 10,000 salted eels £6 13s 4d  Heyn Sonson 
October 16 3,000 large eels £7 Wolford Peresso 
 11,000 small eels £5 10s  
October 25 2 barrels of small eels 5s Clays Porre 
October 25 8 ferendels of eels 13s 4d Martino Hastyng 
October 25 4,000 large eels £12 Johannis Meweson 
 6,000 small eels £4 10s  
 6 barrels of salted eels 30s  
November 16 4,000 large eels £16 Clays Berquitson 
 6,500 small eels £4  
November 16  1 ferendel of eels  3s 4d  Richard Radwell  
    

* A ferendel is equal to ¼ of a barrel 
  

 
32 Stuart Jenks, ed., The London Customs Accounts, Part I: The Plantagenet Dynasty (1280/1-1399), Number 
5: 13/14 Richard II (1390) (Lübeck: Hansischer Geschichtsverein, 2019), 
https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-accounts; Stuart Jenks, ed., The London 
Customs Accounts, Part I: The Plantagenet Dynasty (1280/1-1399), Number 6:14 Richard II (1390/1391) - 
21 Richard II (1397/98) (Lübeck: Hansischer Geschichtsverein, 2019), 
https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-accounts. 
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In addition to these, on January 6, 1391 another two ships docked in London, bringing 

with them a combined total of 33,000 eels (16,000 large eels, and 17,000 small ones).33 

By the start of the fifteenth century, then, we can see the outlines of a year-round trade 

in eels to England’s capital. In the fall, during the silver eel migration, merchants 

brought more fresh eels. In the rest of the year the trade favored salted fish. 

 These numbers continued over the next century, with the trade beginning to 

cluster somewhat in mid-winter and early spring. In 1421, for example, the heavy 

majority of eel shipments in the customs records came in January. A large fleet of ships 

came into harbor on January 29, bringing a range of goods from the Continent that 

included a large number of eels. The trader Ertmar Swart arrived that day on a boat 

belonging to Heyne Pott, and unloaded about 18 barrels of salted eels (i lasta di 

anguillarum salsarum).34 Another ship, belonging to a man named Gerald Johnson, landed 

400 large eels, 3,200 medium-sized eels, 22,000 small eels, seven barrels of eels and two 

barrels of salted small eels (iiii(c) stubilelles, xxxii(c) shaftelles, xxiim pympernelles, vii barellis 

anguillarum et ii barellis pympernelles sals), as well as three additional barrels of salted eels (iii 

barellis anguillarum salsarum) belonging to Gerbrand Heykysson.35 Simon Albrightson 

 
33 Jenks, 21 Richard II (1397/98), 37. 
34 Norman Scott Brien Gras, The Early English Customs System: A Documentary Study of the Institutional 
and Economic History of the Customs from the Thirteenth to the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1918), 507; Stuart Jenks, ed., The London Customs Accounts, Part II The Dynasty of 
Lancaster (1400-1461), Number 2:13 Henry IV (1412) - 5 Henry VI (1426/27) (Lübeck: Hansischer 
Geschichtsverein, 2016), 45–51, https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-
accounts. 
35 Gras, The Early English Customs System, 507; Jenks, 13 Henry IV (1412) - 5 Henry VI (1426/27), 45–
51. 
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arrived with another 400 large eels, 3,200 medium-sized eels, 28,000 small eels, and 18 

barrels of salted fish.36 All told, at least seven other ships carrying eels came into London 

that day. Others had arrived a little earlier in the year and more followed them in the 

months to come, but the heavy bulk sailed up the Thames in the early spring.  

We can see this same pattern throughout much of the fifteenth century. The 

greatest need for eels seems to have been between Christmas and Lent – a pattern we 

saw earlier with eel-rents – and so the largest shipments appear to have been timed to 

arrive at that time of year. Figure 26 shows a partial list of imports from the winter of 

1463/1464, which comprised the bulk of recorded imports for the year: 

 

Fig. 26: Partial Customs List of Eel Imports into London By Ship -  
Winter 1463/1464 37 

 

Date Eels Value Merchant 
November 10, 1463 1,200 stubelles £33 6s 8d Johannis Petirsson 
 1,200 shaftelles   
 10,000 pympernelles   
November 10, 1463 1,200 stubelles £40 Johannis Derikson 
 1,200 shaftelles   
 22,000 pympernelles   
January 5, 1464 1,200 stubelles £60 Ysbrandt Jacobsson 
 1,200 shaftelles   
 24,000 pympernelles   
 3 barrels of salted eels   
January 7, 1464 1,200 stubelles £60 Arund Michaelson 
 2,000 shaftelles   
 30,000 pympernelles    
January 7, 1464 1,200 stubelles £60 Clais Sybotesson 

 2,000 shaftelles   
 

36 Jenks, 13 Henry IV (1412) - 5 Henry VI (1426/27), 49. 
37 Stuart Jenks, ed., The London Customs Accounts, Part III The Dynasty of York (1461-85), Number 4: 17 
Edward IV (14677/78) - 18 Edward VI (1478/79) (Lübeck: Hansischer Geschichtsverein, 2016), 
https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-accounts. This list is partial in that 
some smaller imports have been excluded for brevity. 
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 30,000 pympernelles   
January 7, 1464 1,100 stubelles £50 Jacobi Floresson 
 2,000 shaftelles   
 20,000 pympernelles   
January 7, 1464 6 barrels of salted eels £32 13s 4d Gherbarnt Gherbrantson 
 600 stubelles   
 1,000 shafteles   
 13,000 pympernelles   
January 7, 1464 2 barrels of salted eels £22 Meus Powlesson 
 600 stubelles   
 900 shaftelles   
 6,000 pympernelles   
January 7, 1464 600 stubelles £36 13s 4d Johannis Derikson 
 1,200 shaftelles   
 13,000 pympernelles   
January 7, 1464 6 barrels of salted eels uncertain Joanne Derikson 
January 7, 1464 7 barrels of salted eels uncertain Clais Sybotesson 
January 7, 1464 7 barrels of salted eels £4 13s 4d Arnoldo Michaelson 
January 7, 1464 6 barrels of salted eels £6 Jocobo Floresson 
January 7, 1464 5 barrels of salted eels £5 Clais Johanson 
    

 

As this list shows, the bulk of the eels appear to have been unsalted, meaning they were 

at least fresh, and possibly live. Other imports over the course of the year were primarily 

in barrels of salted eels. 

 As the number of foreign eel traders in the city grew, London officials needed to 

pay increasing attention to regulating them and the quality of their fish. Left to their 

own devices, merchants would hide rotten goods beneath fresh fish, or fraudulently 

layer larger, expensive eels on top of smaller and cheaper ones. In 1412, in response to 

complaints that these merchants were trying to sell little eels for the price of big ones, 

the city passed a set of price restrictions based on the size and kind of eel, declaring 

that: 
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all eels that from henceforth shall be brought by any persons whatsoever 
to the said city in vessels called ‘eleshippes,’ for sale, shall be sold by 
weight. And that in every vessel there shall be certain weights provided, 
one pound, 2 pounds, 3 pounds, 4, 5, and 6, and more or less, for 
emptying and making deliverance thereof, according as the King and his 
people shall need. And that the sellers and owners of such eels shall sell 
the large eels, called ‘stobele,’ at 2d. per pound, the pound of middling 
eels, called ‘shastele,’ at 1½., and the pound of the least and smallest eels, 
called ‘pymperneel,’ at one penny; without selling by number, or otherwise 
against this Ordinance, on pain of forfeiture of all the eels to the use of 
the Chamber, to the contrary hereof sold.38 
 

Fourteen years later, in 1425, the Mayor and Aldermen reaffirmed that statue, and 

clarified its meaning in the process, ordering again that any fresh eels coming into the 

city by water had to be sold by weight.39 It seems that these rules needed reinforcement, 

because in 1428 the city declared that “no eels from beyond the sea be exposed for sale 

until they have been sorted by the Mayor or his deputies into three kinds…and further, 

that they should be sold only by weight in the presence of an officer appointed by the 

Mayor, in the vessels which brought them and at prices prescribed.”40 This job almost 

never fell to the Mayor, but instead became the responsibility of the city’s water bailiff, 

or his assistants. 

 
38 Reginal R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios Cxi - Cxx: Jan 1411-12 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of 
London: I, 1400-1422 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1909), 101–11, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/voli/pp101-111. Italics in original. 
39 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios 31-40: Aug 1425 - ,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: 
K, Henry VI (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1911), 42–56, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volk/pp42-56. 
40 Reginald R. Sharpe, ed., “Folios 51-60: March 1428 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of 
London: K, Henry VI (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1911), 68–91, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volk/pp68-91. 
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 It was not only the sizes of fish that needed regulatory attention; the size of 

barrels required oversight, as well. The customs records the late fourteenth and early 

fifteenth centuries show a large number of eels being brought into the city in barrels, 

and barrel volume was another place where fish traders sought to cheat their customers. 

A 1423 law laid out basic rules for containers of eels, holding that barrels should be 

thirty well-packed gallons, and that half-barrels and firkins (quarter barrels) should be 

measured accordingly.41 The issue came up again in 1483 with a complaint to Parliament 

from the Fishmongers about continuing bad behavior among Scottish salmon traders 

and Dutch eel merchants. The resultant statute again standardized the sizes for barrels 

of fish, ordering that “no such Merchant or Palingman sell or set to Sale any Eels by 

Barrel, Half-Barrel, or Firkin, except the same Barrel contain Two-and-forty Gallons, 

the Half-Barrel and Firkin after the same Rate.”42 The regulations also reiterated the 

earlier concern about mixing fish, both barring eel traders from mingling sizes of fish 

and commanding them to keep bad eels away from good ones.43 These barreled eels 

were, by-and-large, not live; a 1475 ordinance held that, in addition to complying with 

local standards for the size, quality, and legal packing of their fish, that, “Palyng 

men shall in no wise brynge unto the said Citee hereafter any maner of Barrelled 

 
41 Danby Pickering, ed., The Statutes at Large: From the Fifth Year of King Henry V. to the Twenty-Second 
Year of Kind Ed. IV. Inclusive. Vol. III (Cambridge: J. Bentham, 1762), 87. 
42 Pickering, 457. For modern context, 42 gallons is roughly the capacity of a very large trashcan, like 
those used in janitorial work. It is also the industry standard volume for a barrel of oil. 
43 Pickering, 457–58. 
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Fissh..but suche as is clene wtoute bonys and napys,” which is to say that any eels 

imported in barrels needed to be deboned and decapitated.44 

 In all of these regulations we can see the steadily growing influence of the Dutch. 

The 1412 ordinance is noteworthy not only because it highlights the city’s continued 

fight against unscrupulous fish sellers, but also because it marks the first time that the 

city clearly designated foreign “eelshippes” as a specific type of merchant vessel: ships 

whose primary trade was in eels. These eel ships would quickly become an important 

part of city life in London, and even at this early stage they were almost all Dutch. The 

later regulations on barrel size recognize this fact, acknowledging the strong Dutch 

presence in the market through their use of the word “palingman.” Taken from the 

Dutch word for eel (paling), the word palingmen referred to merchants who primarily 

traded in eels, and the statutes distinguished these from other merchants who sold a 

variety of fish. Palingmen did not have to be from Holland; the term in London applied 

to any vendor whose main good was eels. But the word’s adoption speaks clearly to the 

Dutch presence in that market space. An eel trader need not be Dutch, but most were. 

The emergence of these two new terms – eel ships and palingmen – show that by the 

turn of the sixteenth century both London and Parliament had recognized the unique 

space that Dutch eel ships and their masters held in the city’s economic landscape, and 

were beginning to write it into statutes. 

 
44 P.E. Jones, ed., Calendar of Plea and Memoranda Rolls Preserved Among the Archives of the Corporation of the 
City of London at the Guild-Hall. Vol. 6 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), 96. 
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 In addition to working out the Dutch eel merchants’ place in London’s economic 

landscape, the city government also needed to figure out where the ships should fit in 

the physical landscape of the city. Traditionally, the area around the Queenhithe docks 

had been home to the most important fish market in the city, and in the thirteenth 

century Henry III had directed that all vessels carrying fish land there.45 Over time, as 

Queenhithe silted up and merchant ships gradually became too large to pass beyond 

London Bridge, Billingsgate became a more important landing, especially for fish. But 

the type of ship favored by the Dutch palingmen were broad, flat-bottomed schuyts 

(which the English often wrote as shoutes or skoots), and they were small enough to 

make the passage beyond the bridge. Historically schuyts brought all manner of goods 

into the city, and usually landed upstream from London Bridge, at docks like 

Estwatergate at Castle Baynard, or, more commonly, at the Queenhithe.46 The Dutch 

kept to this tradition, docking at Queenhithe even after Billingsgate became the city’s 

primary marketplace for fish.  

 In 1463 the city of London passed a set of ordinances to manage the competing 

demands of Queenhithe and Billingsgate markets, decreeing that if a single ship carrying 

foodstuffs from “beyond the See” arrived then it should go to Queenhithe, but that if 

 
45 J.C. Platt, “Billingsate,” in London, Vol. 4, ed. Charles Knight (London: Charles Knight & Co., 
1843), 194. 
46 Reginal R. Sharpe, “Folios Lxi b - Lxx: May 1357 -,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: 
G, 1352-1374 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1905), 88–101, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volg/pp88-101. 
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two came they should each go to a different landing. Additional ships were to be divided 

in the same way.47 This regulation applied to foodstuffs broadly – the ordinance offers 

an extensive set of examples that included “Graynes, Garlik, Oynouns, Heryng, 

Sprottes, Elys, Whityng, Places, Coddes, pagan, Makarell, Pigell, Heryng, or any other 

vitaill.”48 This list includes at least one, and likely two mentions of eels (elys is clear, but 

pigell quite possible refers to pignosed eels).49 Nonetheless, the ordinance goes on in 

the next section to lay out specific terms for “Ele Shippes,” setting a separate set of 

rules for them.  

Like other merchant vessels, these eel ships were to divide their numbers, with 

half going to Queenhith and half to Billingsgate. Unlike other kinds of ships, however, 

they were not to dock at the quay. Rather, the eel ships were required to anchor out in 

the current just off of one of the major docks in Queenhithe. They were supposed to 

haul themselves to the quay each morning to sell their eels and then return again to 

mid-stream at the end of the day.50 The eel ships that remained below the bridge were 

 
47 Reginald R. Sharpe, “Folios 21-31: Oct 1463,” in Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: L, 
Edward IV-Henry VII (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1912), 39–54, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/voll/pp39-54. 
48 Sharpe. In his notes on this section, Reginald Sharpe noted that the sixteenth-century antiquarian 
John Stow, who later reproduced this list, excluded “pagan.” Sharpe suggested that this was 
“possibly on account of its having presented the same difficulty of interpretation to him as it does to 
the present editor.” 
49 This was Sharpe’s guess. See: Sharpe, n. 13. 
50 “be at Roode (fn. 16) oon the West side of the Brigge afore Merlowes Keye or ellswhere oon the 
same side and the residue to remayne and abide on the Esteside of the saide Brigge and the owners 
of the saide Shippes so beyng oon the West side of the saide Brigge afore Merlowes Key or elles 
where shall daily towe their same Shippes to þe same Key and there to make their weying and sale of 
their Elis and to resorte nyghtly in to þe streme ageyn.” Sharpe, “Folios 21-31: Oct 1463.” 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 7 

 264 

to follow the same basic process at Billingsgate. If the ship masters were unwilling to 

have their vessels dragged back and forth, however, the ordinance allowed that the eel 

ships could stay mid-stream and “fynde Botes at theire owne costes to convey the 

people to theire saide Shippes and fro the same to bye theire saide Elys.”51 This would, 

in fact, be the method that the palingmen chose; for most of their time on the Thames 

the Dutch would ferry their customers out to the schuyts to buy their eels. Each group 

of ships (above and below the Bridge) had a weigher assigned to it whose job was to 

weigh the fish for sale and make sure they complied with the 1412 ordinance. The city’s 

water bailiff was charged with examining their cargo every morning, looking for bad 

fish and shady practices.52 

 The city set out these rules for the eel ships alone; the only other vessels that 

received special mention in the regulations were “Risshe Botes” (boats carrying rushes), 

whose masters were granted rights to land at a wider range of quays than other types of 

merchants.53 No other small ships had to stay out in the current, or find a way of moving 

either themselves, or their customers, back and forth. Ships that were too large to come 

up to a quay also had to stay further out in the river, but they were to land their goods 

 
51 Sharpe. 
52 Aside from checking for general quality, the water bailiff was charged specifically with looking for 
“red eels” and throwing them into the Thames if he found them. The red eel developed a fearsome 
reputation during this period for being inedible and unhealthy, and in several places is listed as the 
worst disease affecting the fish. See: Sharpe. 
53 The regulations permitted the rushes merchants to land at: “Watergate, at Towre, at Botulphes 
Warff, Dougate, Pouleswarff, Baynardes castell, Fletebrigge and Tempelbrigge.” Sharpe. 
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by lighter, and deal with issues of quality control and taxation on the dock.54 And no 

other merchants – including other fish traders – had weighers or assessors assigned to 

their ships when not at dock. Both the Fishmonger’s Guild and the mayor’s office 

fielded multiple fishmeters and gaugers with responsibility for quality control 

throughout most of London’s riverfront, but they mostly dealt with fish at the landing 

stages, not out on the water.55  

As the ordinance notes, not all eel traders were subject to these rules; indeed, 

they did not even apply to all Dutch eel traders. On December 12, 1463, city officials 

arrested a group of nine merchants from Zeeland who had come to the city with 97 

barrels of salted eels (anguillarum salsarum) and brought them ashore at Billingsgate. 

There was a disagreement over the payment of both customs and subsidies fees – it 

seems likely that the Dutch had tried to avoid the customs officials at the docks – and 

the traders found themselves in court the following February, where they faced a fine 

of £40 for their transgressions.56 But the fine was related to their apparent efforts at 

dodging taxation, rather than having to do with their landing practices: their goods 

 
54 Sharpe. 
55 Delightfully, the Guild of Stockfishmongers had an Eel-meter – a job that came complete with an 
official and traditional bushel basket, conferred upon him by the Mayor, to help him with his 
measuring. Sadly, his Latin title of mensuratur ceparum tells us that he was tasked not with measuring 
anguillae, but rather with keeping track of a type of fish called sand eels – a non-anguilloid fish. The 
bushel makes more sense in this case, as that is the unit of measurement for sand eels noted in the 
city’s fourteenth-century murage rates. Reginald R. Sharpe, “Folios Cccxi - Cccxx: Dec 1373 -,” in 
Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London: G, 1352-1374 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1905), 317–27, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/london-letter-books/volg/pp317-327. 
56 Smit, Bronnen Tot de Geshiedenis van Den Handel Met Engeland, Schotland En Ierland 1150-1585, 982, n. 
1539. 
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could go right to the docks. It was not the eels per se that demanded the extra attention 

from the city’s government. Rather, it was the eel ships and their cargo – a fact which 

raises questions. What about them demanded this type of attention from the city 

government? How were they different from other eel traders, and why did they have to 

anchor out in the river with their weighers? 

 

The Shift to Quick Eels and Waterships 

 The answer to these questions likely has to do with the kind of ships and eels 

that the 1463 regulations were trying to deal with. Early traders primarily dealt in salted 

or smoked fish, brought into the city by the barrel or the stick, rather than live ones.57 

It was possible to convey live eels in barrels by layering them with damp moss or hay – 

John Husee sent just such a firkin of live fish to Lord and Lady Lisle – but this was 

impractical for holding and transporting large numbers of the fish for sale.58 Sometime 

during the fifteenth century, however, the Dutch began shipping larger quantities of 

live eels to London in a variety of schuyt called a waterschip, or watership. A type of well-

boat used for transporting live fish, waterships featured a large midship storage space, 

or well, that could be filled with both water and fish (see Fig. 27).   These Dutch 

waterships had perforated hulls – sometimes with hundreds of small holes drilled below 

 
57 Nelly Johanna Martina Kerling, Commercial Relations of Holland and Zeeland with England from the Late 
13th Century to the Close of the Middle Ages (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1954), 92. 
58 In this the early eel import trade looked very much like the eel-rent system, which relied on 
preserved eels for the essentially the same reasons. 



Seeing All the Anguilles  Chapter 7 

 267 

the waterline, and sometimes with much larger openings covered in screens – which 

allowed for a constant flow of fresh water through the well but kept the fish from 

escaping. The ships were essentially floating aquariums, complete with a water 

replacement system.  

 The unusual nature of the 1463 regulations makes very good sense if the eel ships 

were in fact waterships, with their holds full of live fish. It would explain why the Dutch 

could not simply unload their goods at the dock like other merchants, but instead 

needed to sell their fish over the course of many days from the decks of their ships. 

And it helps explain both the need for special weighers on board each ship, and the 

daily visits from the city’s water bailiff. While barrels of fish could be inspected upon 

landing at the dock (and then be unpacked, checked, and repacked if necessary), live 

fish drawn from the wells of an eel ship ships for sale would need an in situ weigher.59 

 
59 A 1495 law set the pay scale for the workers gauging and inspecting barrels of fish, including eels: 
1 farthing to inspect each barrel, half barrel, or firkin; 2d. for unpacking, inspecting, and repacking 
each full barrel, 1d. for doing so with each half barrel, and a halfpenny for each firkin. See: Chris 

 

Fig. 27: A plan for an Early Modern Dutch watership, likely meant for carrying eels. Note the significant well below the waterline (colored 
blue here by the author), which would have been full of water and eels. This plan was used in building the historical reproduction, Kornelike 
Ykess II. From: De Palingaak Foundation, “Eel Barge Korneliske Ykes II,” presented at the Annual Meeting of the Sustainable Eel 
Group, London, June 2019.  https://www.sustainableeelgroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/STUURMAN.M-Eel-Barge-
small.pdf. Used with permission of De Palingaak Foundation. 

 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 24: A plan for an Early Modern Dutch watership, likely meant for carrying eels. Note the significant well below the waterline (colored 
blue here by the author), which would have been full of water and eels. This plan was used in building the historical reproduction, Kornelike 
Ykess II. From: De Palingaak Foundation, “Eel Barge Korneliske Ykes II,” presented at the Annual Meeting of the Sustainable Eel 
Group, London, June 2019.  https://www.sustainableeelgroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/STUURMAN.M-Eel-Barge-
small.pdf. Used with permission of De Palingaak Foundation. 
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Understanding “ele shippes” to be a specific reference to waterships puts the seemingly 

burdensome anchoring requirements in context, as well. Docking at one of the quays 

would mean keeping the captive eels in stagnant water, and so risk killing them and 

possibly ruining much of the cargo. Conversely, lying out in the river’s flow would allow 

the current to continuously move water moving through ship’s hull, helping to keep 

more of the fish alive and fresh. It is little wonder that, given the choice, the Dutch ship 

masters chose to remain mid-river all the time and bring their customers out to their 

schuyts; it would have helped preserve their profit.  

Waterships had been used to hold and transport fish within Holland from as 

early as 1339, and at some point during the fifteenth century Dutch eel merchants began 

to sail them across the Channel and up the Thames.60 Most fish could not be 

transported live like this, but eels are unusual in their ability to transition from 

freshwater to saltwater and back again. The waterships had to pause in the Thames 

estuary for a time to let the fish adjust from the cross-Channel trip, but then they could 

proceed upriver to London.61 The eel ships may well have been in use from early on; as 

we saw in Figures 25 and 26, the traffic in fresh eels was longstanding, and the term 

 
Given-Wilson et al., eds., “Henry VII: October 1495,” in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/october-1495. 
60 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, Vissen in veenmeren: de sluisvisserij op aal tussen Haarlem en Amsterdam en de 
ecologische transformatie in Rijnland 1440-1530 (Hilversum: Historische Vereniging Holland : Uitgeverij 
Verloren, 1998), 176. 
61 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, “Eel Fishing in Holland: The Transition to the Early Modern Economy,” 
International Journal of Maritime History 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2003): 169. 
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“eleshippe” makes its first appearance in 1412. But is difficult to assess from the records 

what type of ships these were, and whether they were selling freshly killed fish or live 

eels. Consequently, the date at which waterships first appeared on the Thames is 

uncertain. But during the 1460s customs officials stopped denoting fresh eels by type 

or number. Instead, they simply noted whole cargos as undifferentiated “fresh eels” 

(anguillis recentibus) and usually assessed customs dues of 20s. on a set value of £80 per 

ship.62 This suggests holds full of impossible to count or assess live fish and, in addition 

to the details of the 1463 ordinance and the emergence of “palingmen” as a broad 

descriptive term, argues for waterships on the Thames from at least the middle of the 

fifteenth century. It seems reasonable to assume a vibrant trade in live eels, sold from 

waterships, by the time of the 1463 ordinance.63 

Over the following decades the cross-Channel trade in eels continued to grow, 

with increasing emphasis on the live eels. By the start of the sixteenth century the eel 

ships were coming to London in two main sailings. The first group would arrive in the 

early autumn, sometime between August and November. The second group would sail 

up the Thames in the mid-winter prelude to Lent, usually arriving in between January 

and February. Where previously barrels of salted fish had outnumbered fresh eels, by 

 
62 See, for example, Jenks, 17 Edward IV (14677/78) - 18 Edward VI (1478/79), 2016, 2. 
63 Petra van Dam picks 1463 as the earliest point when it makes sense to assume a lively trade in live 
eels, but she does so based on a contemporary ban on the sale of smoked red eels in the city. But the 
English prohibited red eels –living or dead – throughout the period, making van Dam’s reasoning 
somewhat questionable here. See: van Dam, Vissen in veenmeren, 176. 
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this point the anguillis recentibus formed a major part of the trade. Figure 28, showing eel 

imports recorded in the London custom accounts for 1502/03, reveals a heavy 

preponderance of fresh fish; the value of live imports far outweighed that of barreled 

eels. 

Fig. 28: Customs Accounts of Eel Imports into London By Ship - 1502/03 64 
 
Date Eels Value Merchant 
October 1, 1502 75 eightendelles of eels uncertain Henrici Whyso 

November 10, 1502 1/2 laste of stub eels uncertain Petri Symondson 
 4 barrels of kyve eels   
 10 barrels of pimpernells   
November 10, 1502 1 barrel of stub eels uncertain Garaardi Johanson 
 1 barrel of kyve eels   
 11 barrels of pimperneles   
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £80  Petri Symondson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £80  Garaardi Johanson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £80  Petri Clayson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £80  Clayse Symondson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £80  Petri Peterson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £50 Derike Ardson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £50 Petri Mounson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £50  Laurencii Peterson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £50  Johannis Laurence 
 1 last of pimperneles uncertain  
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £50  Jacobi Clayson 
November 10, 1502 anguillis recentibus £40  Petri Mounson 
November 15, 1502 8 barrels of eels uncertain Lutkyn Buryng (Hans) 
November 25, 1502 5 barrels of stub eels uncertain Petro Mounson 
 4 barrels of kyve eels   
 8 barrels of pymperneles   
November 25, 1502 4 barrels of stub eels uncertain Jacobo van Rotterdam 
 4 barrels of kyve eels   
 4 barrels of pympernelles   
 10 small barrels of pympernells   
November 25, 1502 4 barrels of stub eels uncertain Laurencio Peterson 
 4 barrels of kyve eels   

 
64 Stuart Jenks, ed., The London Customs Accounts, Part IV: The Tudor Dynasty (1485-1553), Number 5: 18 
Henry VII (1502/03) (Lübeck: Hansischer Geschichtsverein, 2018), 
https://www.hansischergeschichtsverein.de/london-customs-accounts.  
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 4 barrels of pympernelles   
December 22, 1502 2 barrels of stub eels uncertain Michaele Ardson 
 6 barrels of pympernels   
December 22, 1502 2 barrels of stub eels £8 Garardo Johanson 
 2 barrels of kyve eels   
 4 barrels of pympernels   
December 22, 1502 1/2 last of pymperneles uncertain Jacobo Clayson 
 4 barrels of stub eels   
 4 barrels of kyve eels   
December 22, 1502 1 barrel of stub eels uncertain Petro Peterson 
December 22, 1502 1 barrel of pympernels uncertain Petro Derikson 
December 22, 1502 2 barrels of stub eels £8 Garardo Johanson 
 2 barrels of kyve eels   
 4 barrels of pympernels   
December 22, 1502 3 barrels of pympernels uncertain Michaele Ardson 
December 30, 1502 3 1/2 barrels of pympernells 43s 4d Flores Jacobson 
December 30, 1502 4 barells of pympernels uncertain Flores Jacobson 
 4 small barrels of pympernels   
December 30, 1502 1/2 last of pymperneles uncertain Jacobo Clayson 
 2 barrels of stub eels   
 2 barrels of kyve eels   
December 30, 1502 1 barrel of stub eels uncertain Garardo Johanson 
 2 barrels of pympernels   
December 30, 1502 1 last of pympernels uncertain Jacobo Clayson 
December 30, 1502 1 barrel of eels uncertain Johannis van Beme 
December 30, 1502 1 barrel of stub eels uncertain Garardo Johanson 
 2 barrels of pympernels   
January 7, 1503 3 barrels of stub eels uncertain Johanne Symondson 
 1 barrel of pympernels   
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40 Flores Jacobson 
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40  Johannis Laurens 
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40 Johannis Wood 
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40  Michele Ardson 
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40 Johannis Lowe 
January 10, 1503 anguillis recentibus £40  Petri Peterson 
February 12, 1503 2 firkins of eels uncertain Garardo van Grove (Hans) 
February 24, 1503 4 eightendelles of eels uncertain Petro Johanson 
July 26, 1503 100 eightendelles of eels uncertain Waltero Bisshope (Hans) 
July 26, 1503 50 cages of eels uncertain Joachym Hassard (Hans) 
August 7, 1503 190 eightendelles of eels uncertain Waltero Bisshope (Hans) 
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To be sure, preserved eels continued to have their place, and they continued to arrive 

in London throughout the year. And it must be remembered that these records are not 

complete accounts by any means. Even so, it seems clear that by 1500 quick eels had 

become a major focus for the city’s palingmen. 

The poet Piers of Fulham, writing around the turn of the sixteenth century, makes 

reference to the trade in his poem “Many Praty Conceytis in Love Under Covert Termes 

of Fysshiyng and Fowlyng.” The poem offers a highly opaque discussion of courtship 

and sexual interactions between men and women, hidden within fishing and hunting 

metaphors. Early on in the poem, Piers offers a quick glimpse into the eel trade, in the 

middle of advising his readers against “ontrew fyschenge” (untrue fishing), which is his 

allegorical cover for telling young men to be honest with women, and not to take their 

love under false pretenses out of lust.65 If you can have a little bit of patience, Piers says, 

you will get the fish you want. And it won’t even take long. After all:  

Comyth ther not al day owt of holland and flaundre 
Off fatte eles full many a showte, 
And good chepe, who that waytheth the tyddys abowt?66 

Piers was not interested here in describing the eel trade for his reader, but he is relying 

on it to make his point. He tells his readers that they will not have to persevere too long 

in their wooing: in his London, the schuyts (showtes) arrived frequently enough that 

 
65 William Carew Hazlitt, ed., “Piers of Fullham,” in Remains of Early Popular Poetry in England, Vol. II 
(London, 1866), 4, ln.69. 
66 Hazlitt, 4, ln. 71–73. 
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there never seemed to be much of a wait. If you can only hold on for just a little while, 

Piers tells us, your honest courtship will pay off and you will find good reward. Just as 

only a small degree of patience will earn you good, cheap, and live (fatte) eels off of the 

Dutch eel ships that come almost daily from Holland and Flanders. 

 Piers’s claim here – that the eel ships come with regularity – may have been 

overselling the case somewhat. The custom records suggest that his poem exaggerates; 

they show his fatte eels coming across the Channel between October and February. But 

even if Piers was not correct about the eels in his own day, his description did become 

increasingly accurate over time. As we shall see in the next chapter, by 1600 the Dutch 

eel ships had become a relatively constant presence in the city – so much so that they 

achieved something of a landmark status. Over the course of the 1500s the shipments 

of live eels continued to grow. In 1538 French warships seized two Dutch schuyts at 

sea, just off the coast of England. The Dutch accused their French neighbors of 

violating a recent treaty, arguing that the vessels were fishing ships and so were 

exempted from seizure. The French defended themselves by pointing out the schuyts 

were in fact merchant vessels full of quick eels, purchased in Holland and bound for 

resale in England, and that as such they were fair game.67 The French did not give the 

schuyts back.  

 
67 Louis Sicking, “Noordvaarders Captured: A Snapshot of Dutch Trade with Norway in the Sixteenth 
Century. Prize Cases as a Source for Economic History,” in Das Hansische Kontor Zu Bergen Und Die 
Lübecker Bergenfahrer: International Workshop Lübeck 2003, ed. Antjekathrin Grassmann (Lübeck: 
Schmidt-Römhild, 2005), 250. 
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Over the course of the sixteenth century these types of shipments became more 

and more commonplace, and cargos made up of salted, barreled eels became the 

exception, rather than the rule. An annual accounting for 1559-1560 recorded that total 

imports of £1,580 13s. 4d. worth of “eles freshe and salt,” and while we do not have 

more granular records to determine the ratio of fresh to salted, other records from 

around the same time suggest that the number would have skewed heavily toward live 

fish.68 The London port book for 1567-1568 shows only twelve total barrels of eels 

(combining all types) arriving in December and January on three different ships, and 

none at all in February or March.69 Scattered imports show up throughout the rest of 

the year, but nowhere do we see the vast number of eels that fifteenth century 

merchants had brought to the city. London’s port books can be a troublesome source; 

many of them are missing or damaged, and it is not possible to track granular change 

over time through them. Nonetheless, the difference in total barrels of salted eels 

between centuries is stark. The group of Dutch merchants who were arrested in 1463 

for sneaking 97 barrels of eels into Billingsgate accounted for many more barrels than 

appear in the records for the whole 1567-1568. Living fish had become the order of the 

 
68 Brian Dietz, ed., “Appendix III: Value of Imports, 1559/60 and 1565/6,” in The Port and Trade of 
Early Elizabethan London: Documents (London: London Record Society, 1972), 152–55, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/london-record-soc/vol8/pp152-155. 
69 Brian Dietz, “"London Port Book, 1567-8: Nos. 200-299 (Dec 1567 - Jan 1568),” in The Port and 
Trade of Early Elizabethan London: Documents (London: London Record Society, 1972), 28–45, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/london-record-soc/vol8/pp28-45. 
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day.70 

 

England’s Eel Culture Shifts to London 

 It is likely that the Dutch traders adjusted their methods in response to London’s 

changing demographics. By the early sixteenth century the city had an estimated 

population of 55,000-60,000 residents and had essentially recovered to pre-plague 

levels.71 From that point London grew at a remarkable rate. By the middle of the 

sixteenth century the population of the city itself was likely around 70,000-80,000 

residents, with as many as 120,000 people in the greater London area.72 By 1600 the 

population stood at perhaps 200,000 people, and by the mid-seventeenth century that 

number had at least doubled.73 The city’s population grew at a much faster rate than 

that of England as a whole, and this increase stemmed primarily from immigration. The 

city’s death rates far outstripped its birthrates, and London grew in size largely by pulling 

large numbers of people from the rest of England – an estimated 6,000 new migrants a 

year by the end of the sixteenth century, drawn to the capital by its combination of 

 
70 Those Dutchmen, with their 97 barrels of eels, highlight some of the problems with the customs 
records; because they had sought to smuggle their cargo ashore and avoid paying import fees, 
neither they nor their fish appear in the customs records at all. 
71 Nightingale, “Capitalists, Crafts and Constitutional Change in Late Fourteenth-Century London,” 
98. 
72 Vanessa Harding, The Dead and the Living in Paris and London, 1500-1670 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 14; Robert Bucholz and Joseph Ward, London:  A Social and Cultural History, 
1550-1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 8. 
73 Harding, The Dead and the Living, 15. 
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opportunity and relative affordability.74 As Erica Fudge notes in her book on the 

relationship between people and their cattle in early Modern England, one of the results 

of this growth was that London’s residents became increasingly disassociated with the 

raising or catching of their own food, developing instead a strong reliance on purchased 

foodstuffs.75 This was certainly the case with eels. Even before 1500 the city’s 

population was expanding beyond the carrying capacity of local waterways: recall that 

in 1489 Henry VII commanded the city’s mayor to apprehend and punish fishermen 

using weir nets to catch eel and cod, in part because this fishing threatened to wipe out 

the fish populations of the region.76 Similar legislation followed, with Parliament 

limiting fishing for young eels and other fry in 1558, and then reaffirming the law in 

1572, 1589, and 1593.77 As the number of Londoners swelled in these years, and their 

fishing options shrank, issues of procurement became more pronounced. 

 But the same drivers of this population shift also undercut London’s ability to 

meet its growing demand through inland domestic trade. The growth of London during 

 
74 E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 167–68; Harding, The Dead and the Living, 15–16; Pamela 
Nightingale, “The Growth of London in the Medieval English Economy,” in Progress and Problems in 
Medieval England: Essays in Honour of Edward Miller, ed. Richard Britnell and John Hatcher 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 98; Bucholz and Ward, London:  A Social and Cultural 
History, 1550-1750, 8–9. 
75 Erica Fudge, Quick Cattle and Dying Wishes: People and Their Animals in Early Modern England (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2018), 175. 
76 Chris Given-Wilson et al., eds., “Henry VII: January 1489,” in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/january-1489. See Chapter 3. 
77 Danby Pickering, ed., The Statutes at Large: From the Fifth Year of Queen Mary, to the Thirty-Fifth Year of 
Queen Elizabeth. Inclusive. Vol. VI (Cambridge: J. Bentham, 1763), 145–48, 303, 416, 434. 
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this period was fed in no small part by the intensifying pace of enclosures in the country. 

As landholders consolidated their properties and worked to turn arable fields and wastes 

into grazing space for sheep and cattle, they cut loose tenants and denied access to long-

established village commons. Whole systems of rural life collapsed in places; many 

villages disappeared completely and more lost large parts of their population.78 

Throughout the period (and, in fact, well into the eighteenth century) the enclosure 

movement contributed to an emptying of the countryside, and the movement of 

dislocated commoners into London. And one of the byproducts of enclosure was a 

diminished domestic eel trade. 

In rural England, enclosure cut people off from their traditional commons, 

including fishing grounds. This was particularly true in the Fens during the seventeenth 

century, as various drainage projects began to notably reduce the fish’s habitat in an 

effort to create year-round pasturage. While many people opposed these restrictions by 

intentionally inserting themselves into enclosed spaces, poaching and gathering banned 

goods, in general there were fewer of the fish being caught.79 We can see hints of this 

 
78 M. W. Beresford, “The Lost Villages of Medieval England,” The Geographical Journal 117, no. 2 
(1951): 129–47, https://doi.org/10.2307/1791650; M.W. Beresford, “Founded Towns and Deserted 
Villages of the Middle Ages,” in Man Made the Land: Essays in English Historical Geography, ed. Alan R. 
H. Baker and J. B. Harley (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and, 1973); James Alfred Yelling, Common Field and 
Enclosure in England 1450–1850 (London and Basingstoke: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1977), 20; 
Vittoria Di Palma, Wasteland: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 55–79; George 
Yerby, The English Revolution and the Roots of Environmental Change: The Changing Concept of Land in Early 
Modern England (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 138–74; Leonard Cantor, The Changing English 
Countryside, 1400-1700 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 28–30. 
79 Briony McDonagh, “Disobedient Objects: Material Readings of Enclosure Protest in Sixteenth-
Century England,” Journal of Medieval History 45, no. 2 (March 15, 2019): 270. 
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change in the disappearance of eels from some local cultural markers. Toponyms likely 

began to fade from memory or change as eeling spots in the foreclosed commons went 

unused. And while evidence such as the continued presence of the phrase “fresh as an 

eyll” in Northumberland tells us that the fish maintained some space in vernacular 

metaphorical use out in the country, in the main, instances of eels in language and 

literature outside of London and the Fens all but disappeared. Certainly people 

continued to engage with the fish, and they still had a place in folk medicine and 

foodways. They still stayed close to mind for many people. But there were fewer eels 

being sold at market, and the imbalance between domestic production and London’s 

growing need only continued to grow with time. 

To meet those needs, Londoners looked to the Dutch, and particularly to their 

live eels. The thousands of new residents who came to the city every year over the 

course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought their dietary habits with 

them. This included a taste for newly killed eels. They had stamped, trapped, fished, 

and speared eels to feed themselves and their families, eating them regularly in their 

home villages throughout much of the year. As recipes and other evidence from the 

period shows, fresh eels were the preferred standard for eating.  Once in London, they 

would have gravitated more towards the quick fish on the eel ships than to the salted 

fish on the docks. As the number of relatively recent arrivals to the city continued to 

grow, market pressures would have shifted as well. And the Dutch changed their 

methods to keep pace. 
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Trade in the fish remained strong throughout the period, and eels remained an 

important part of the city’s cultural tapestry. Londoners from all classes still ate the fish 

with regularity, eel parts were high on the list of must-have ingredients for the city’s 

apothecaries. As we shall see in the next chapter, the Dutch eel ships became a fixed 

landmark within the city, even as concerns over the eel supply in the capital drove 

multiple aspects of city and national policy. One of the best indicators of the vibrancy 

of London’s eel culture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, lies in the 

fish’s appearance in the literature and language of the capital. This was the London in 

which John More’s expression about bags full of snakes and eels gained popularity, and 

where Francis Thynne wrote about eels and priests. A great many of the instances of 

eels in English figurative language during this period came out of London plays and 

writings: Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Francis Beaumont, John Fletcher and others turned 

frequently to eels to reach out to their audiences. These playwrights and their 

contemporaries were speaking to the city in its own language, capturing the tenor of the 

commons in their writing. The frequency and variety of their eel references tells its own 

tale about the everyday nature of the fish in the city, as trends in the language followed 

from eels’ physical and cultural ubiquity. London’s growing size and importance during 

these centuries accounted for a significant realignment of the country’s cultural 

production writ large. The city came to dictate the national sentiment and customs as 

never before, and through the end of the seventeenth century English eel culture 

remained an important part of that mixture. 
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But eel culture did not come unchanged to the capital, and in many ways it had 

become far more unstable. The disassociation that Erica Fudge noted with cattle in this 

era applied to eels too. Londoners would have dealt with the fish far less commonly 

than they had at home. They were, in the main, not catching the fish themselves, or 

dealing with them in a capacity other than as a commodity. London eel culture – and 

consequently much of England’s eel culture – came to rest on a base of purchase and 

consumption more than anything else. And because the city had come to count so 

heavily on the Dutch palingmen and their eel ships, this meant that, increasingly, 

English eel culture was reliant on foreign markets and international imports. In the mid-

sixteenth century this posed little problem, but tensions between England and Holland 

escalated after 1600. The two nations would compete, and eventually to come to blows, 

over both far-flung colonies and regional fishing. Conflicts over trade and competition 

dogged Anglo-Dutch relationships throughout the seventeenth century. Suddenly 

London residents were subject to the ability of their nation’s competitors to provide 

them with a fish which had long been a native symbol of their national identity. And, 

as the next chapter will show, when those conflicts interrupted the eel trade in the latter 

half of the century, the city’s eel culture faltered and faded. 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE DUTCH EEL SHIPS IN 17TH CENTURY LONDON 

 
In October of 1938, just off Billingsgate, a small drama played out. The Dutch 

eel ship Vischerrij, low and broad in the beam like all of her kind, pulled away from her 

mid-stream anchorage and turned downstream, headed out to the sea and back home. 

She left only eddies and empty water in her wake, and when she had gone, no waiting 

vessel came to fill her place.1 The city scarcely noticed. But the ship's departure was no 

normal sailing, and the empty mooring was an unusual spectacle: for centuries, the sight 

of a pair of eel boats swinging at their chains in the Thames had been an established 

feature of the cityscape. Dutch eel 

schuyts had held this same spot on the 

river for roughly two hundred and fifty 

years, always replacing one vessel with 

another, and keeping a constant 

presence in the heart of the city (Fig. 29). 

The ships offered a kind of living artifact 

– a relic of the capital’s deep past. 

Customers still had to be ferried out to 

 
1 “Dutch Eel Boats Go After 300 Years,” The Straits Times, October 2, 1938; Y. N. Ypma, Geschiedenis 
van de Zuiderzeevisserij, Publicaties van de Stichting Voor Het Bevolkingsonderzoek in de 
Drooggelegde Zuiderzeepolders, no. 27 (Amsterdam, 1962), 35–36. 

 

Fig. 29: Dutch eel schuyts in the Thames in the 1930s. The ship on 
the right is named De Stad Workum. Photo Credit: Henry Turner, 
in Robertson, E. Arnot. Thames Portrait. London: I. Nicholson 
and Watson, 1937. 
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buy their fish, and the schuyts’ design had changed little from the days when waterships 

sailed into Shakespeare’s London, or brought eels up the Thames during the War of the 

Roses. Even the story of their location held connections to the murky medieval past. 

They held their privilege to the mooring by ancient charter – so the story ran – under 

condition that the space never stood empty. And so, until 1938, through peace and war, 

at any given time two of the schuyts were always at anchor in the river, selling their live 

eels and awaiting their replacement vessels. One would leave only when another stood 

in line behind it, ready to continue the Dutch claim to the space. When, in 1938, the 

last of these ships cast off her lines and turned into the current, London should have 

taken some small notice. But most city residents no longer ate eels regularly, and the 

schuyts had become more of a historical curiosity than an integral part of the city.  The 

event passed largely unnoticed, and one of few remaining pieces of England’s medieval 

past slipped downstream and out to sea. 

While this moment closed the final chapter of the schuyt’s long history in 

London, it did not mark the end of England’s eel culture. The Londoners in the early 

twentieth century were almost as far removed from the fish as they are today, nearly a 

century later. They saw eels primarily as a lower-class food, sold mostly by street 

vendors peddling jellied eels or eel pie and mash in London’s East End. They seldom 

interacted with the fish, and seldom spoke of them – a fact which had made Winston 

Churchill’s repeated references to skinning eels stand out. It was not schuyts’ 1938 

departure from the city that severed the multiple ties that the English drew with their 
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eels. Rather, it was a much earlier departure. The country’s eel culture effectively came 

to a close in the latter half of the seventeenth century, when conflicts with Holland 

resulted in the eel ships being evicted from the Thames between 1666 and 1680. 

That fifteen-year exile came at the end of an extended period of mounting 

tension between the English and the Dutch over the place of the ships within the city’s 

geographic and cultural spaces. The growing Dutch control over London’s eel market 

in the sixteenth century, combined with the schuyts’ unique positioning mid-river, 

meant that by 1600 the ships had become a landmark in the city, appearing on maps 

and in other iterations of the capital’s geography. Their importance, and their visibility, 

became more pronounced as the century progressed and English merchant-adventurers 

began serious efforts to enclose and drain the East Anglian Fens, destroying some of 

Britain’s best eel habitat and furthering Londoners’ reliance on imported fish. At the 

same time, however, the English and the Dutch became increasingly antagonistic with 

each other, with mid-century frictions leading eventually to out-and-out warfare. In this 

context, the Dutch eel merchants and their ships stood out as a threat, and their space 

in the London cityscape became a point of contestation. After their ouster in 1666 the 

king and Parliament sought to encourage English fishermen and merchants to supply 

eels to the city, but with limited success. There were not enough eels, not enough 

fishermen, and not enough residual cultural knowledge; the English could not supply 

their capital with the eels they needed. The Dutch were invited back after fifteen years, 

but by that point the damage was done. The city, and consequently the country, had 
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finally moved on from their eel culture. 

 

Watery Landmarks in the Urban Geography 

Sometime at the very end of the sixteenth century the Dutch and their schuyts 

went from simply being frequently present on the Thames to being an established 

feature of the London cityscape, with maps and literary descriptions of the city singling 

them out. The earliest detailed maps of London, which come from this period, do not 

show them.2 In 1544 Antonis van den Wyngaerde penned a panoramic view of the city 

that showed no ships anchored in the current of the Thames, either off of Queenhithe 

or Billingsgate.3 A nineteenth-century reproduction by Nathaniel Whittock show two 

ships near Queenhithe that look strikingly similar to images of the Dutch ships from 

seventeenth-century maps, but Whittock added these (and other details) himself. The 

so-called Copperplate Map from the 1550s does not appear to have shown the ships, 

and neither does the map which was based on it, the (also so-called) Agas Map from 

the 1560.4 The bird’s-eye view map of London in Georg Braun and Franz Hogenberg’s 

 
2 The oldest topographically accurate image of London is from a book of poetry by Duke Charles 
d’Orléans in 1480, currently held at the British Library (BL Royal MS F II). This image does not 
offer an especially accurate image of the city, beyond showing the Duke imprisoned in the Tower of 
London. There are no identifiable eel ships on Duke Charles’s map.  
3 Howard Colvin and Susan Foister, eds., The Panorama of London circa 1544, by Anthonis van Den 
Wyngaerde, London Topographical Society, Publication No. 151 (London: London Topographical 
Society, 1996), 25, 33. 
4 Neither map has a surviving sixteenth-century version. Three of the plates for the Copperplate 
map have been recovered (they include the Queenhithe sections), and the earliest known version of 
the Agas map is a printed copy from 1633. 
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1572 atlas, the Civitates Orbis Terrarum, likewise did not see fit to show the Dutch eel 

ships. Prior to 1600 no map of London – regardless of perspective – included the Dutch 

eel schuyts in their representations of the capital. 

John Stow, the great historian and antiquarian whose 1598 Survey of London 

offered the first detailed, ward-by-ward chorography of the city, hardly even bothered 

to mention eels. In the Survey’s section on Queenhithe Stow repeated verbatim much of 

the 1463 regulation that split trade between Queenhithe and Billingsgate, which listed 

eels among possible foodstuffs to be covered.5 But otherwise, the Survey of London is 

quiet about eels, and the schuyts go unmentioned. But for all that Stow’s book gives a 

highly detailed and telling account of the city’s spaces and histories, it does not fairly 

portray the London of its day. Historians Ian Archer and Patrick Collinson, among 

others, have made the point that John Stow rendered a highly nostalgic version of 

London that looked back to an idealized England of his youth. Stow, who lived from 

1525-1605, experienced broad changes to London over his lifetime, many of which he 

resented. He chaffed at the city’s size, its growing playgoing culture, and at what he 

understood to be a steady breakdown of its traditional bonds of social interdependence, 

and in writing his book he exscribed many of those elements from the city he 

 
5 John Stow, A Survey of London, Written in the Year 1598, ed. Henry Morley (Stroud, England: Sutton 
Publishing Ltd., 1999), 134–35. 
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presented.6 Stow’s great survey cast an antiquarian eye over the capital, and his text is 

often as marked by what it does not show as by what it does.7 Though the Dutch had 

essentially cornered the London eel market in his youth, they had not yet become an 

established part of the landscape. Moreover, their prominence in his day offered 

evidence of the new England that Stow did not care for: one that had to rely on 

outsiders like the Dutch to supply so intrinsically English a commodity as eels. That 

Stow chose to exclude them, both in the first printing of the Survey in 1598 and in the 

second printing in 1603, is perhaps not surprising. 

But though Stow might have wished them gone, by 1603 – and, for that matter, 

likely by 1598 – the eel ships at Queenhithe had worked their way into the imagined 

geography of the city’s people.8 In 1600 the English cartographer and surveyor John 

Norden printed a panoramic city-view of London that included the ships (Fig. 30).  

Measuring roughly one foot by four feet (39x125 cm), Norden’s map showed the city 

from Whitehall to Blackwall, looking northward from a central point in Southwark. To 

help his viewers, Norden labeled parts of the city, surrounding villages, and major urban 

landmarks.  He drew the Thames as a crowded river, teeming with ships. Below London 

 
6 Patrick Collinson, “John Stow and Nostalgic Antiquarianism,” in Imagining Early Modern London: 
Perceptions and Portrayals of the City from Stow to Strype, 1598-1720, ed. Julia F. Merritt (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 19. 
7 Ian W. Archer, “The Arts and Acts of Memorialization in Early Modern London,” in Imagining 
Early Modern London: Perceptions and Portrayals of the City from Stow to Strype, 1598-1720, ed. Julia F. 
Merritt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 89–115; Collinson, “John Stow and 
Nostalgic Antiquarianism.” 
8 If the Dutch were also still selling live eels off of Billingsgate at this time, they never made it onto 
maps or into descriptions of the city. 
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Bridge,  the river hosts an armada of ships, all heading out to sea in a clear expression 

of English expansionism. Above the bridge, the map shows a large number of small 

crafts scooting around the river – mostly water-ferries carrying Londoners between 

south and north banks of the Thames. Among the rowboats and water taxis and 

pleasure punts, however, Norden drew three larger vessels, which he labeled. The first, 

anchored hard by the south shore, is a big, three-masted ship that he marked as “The 

Galley Fuste.” Not far away from the galley, the second and third ships stand together, 

anchored mid-stream. Deep-welled and broad beamed – and clearly labeled – the twin 

Dutch eel ships wait just off of Queen’s Hythe with their writhing cargo (Fig. 31).  

 Norden’s decision to include the eel ships on his map is, in many respects, 

striking. With the exception of the Galley Fuste, every other named element on the 

document represents a fixed place. Norden labeled those monuments and 

 

Fig. 30: John Norden’s city-view map of London, Civitas Londini (1600). Reproduction by the London Topographical Society, 
Publication No. 94, 1961.  

 
 

 

 

Fig. 26: John Norden’s city-view map of London, Civitas Londini (1600). Reproduction by the London Topographical Society, 
Publication No. 94, 1961.  
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neighborhoods that bounded and filled in 

in the city’s urban geography.   The map 

gives title to such immovable landmarks of 

the cityscape as The Tower, St. Paul’s 

Cathedral, Coels Harbor (Coldhabor), 

Winchester Howse, and Hyghgate.  Even 

the Galley Fuste, although mobile, was a 

monument that operated within a 

prescribed space and role in the life of the 

city. The galley, which appears in Ben Jonson’s Epicoene and other plays of the era as the 

Galley Foiste, served as a centerpiece of an annual municipal ritual. Every year London’s 

Lord Mayor’s rode the vessel upriver in a celebratory procession to Westminster, where 

he swore his oath of office to the crown before taking the galley back home.9 The ship 

held an important place in the capital’s rites and ceremonies, was only used once per 

year, and then only travelled the small stretch of water between London Bridge and 

Whitehall – an itinerary conducted within the bounds of London’s physical (and, to a 

degree, political) ambit, and wholly encompassed by the scope of Norden’s map.10 In 

 
9 For a detailed discussion of the galley-foiste and its place in London's history and space, see: David 
Carnegie, “Galley-Foists, the Lord Mayr’s Show, and Early Modern English Drama,” Early Theatre 
7.2 (July 2004): passim. 
10 The map both shows (and names) buildings at Westminster, as well as including a more detailed 
map as an insert: the document provides a view of Westminster artfully tearing through the map in 
the fields outside of Southwark. Norden (and other, later mapmakers) quite clearly considered 
Westminster to be an integral part of the London cityscape. 

 

Fig. 31: Closeup image of the Dutch eel ships anchored in the 
Thames off Queenhithe, from Norden’s city-view map Civitas 
Londini (1600). Reproduction by the London Topographical 
Society, Publication No. 94, 1961.  

 

 

 

Fig. 27: Closeup image of the Dutch eel ships anchored in the 
Thames off Queenhithe, from Norden’s city-view map Civitas 
Londini (1600). Reproduction by the London Topographical 
Society, Publication No. 94, 1961.  
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addition to the demands of custom keeping it in place, the ship was also far too large 

to pass through London Bridge; it had been carried overland and then installed in the 

Thames.11 The Galley Foiste, like the map’s other named elements, represents an 

essentially static, permanent marker of London’s geographical and cultural identity. 

The eel ships, however, bring a markedly different aspect to the constructed 

space of the city map. Neither London nor the crown controlled the ships, and the 

vessels owned a particular impermanence unlike any other marked place on Norden’s 

map. Alone among the multitude of named landmarks, the eel ships had the ability to 

weigh anchor and depart. Not only did they possess the potential to leave, but individual 

ships did so on a regular basis. The entire trade, in fact, required it. Consequently, the 

ships that Norden penned represent not the actual physical vessels – which could come 

and go at will – but rather an idealized space in which the ships, as a type, remained 

fixed. The map weaves the perception of the palingmen and their schuyts into the fabric 

of the city, fixing into permanence what was, in reality, a literal movable feast.  

 Norden produced the first image of London in which the eel ships played a 

prominent role, but certainly not the last. John Speed’s 1611 map, The Kingdome of Great 

 
11 Carnegie, “Galley-Foists, the Lord Mayr’s Show, and Early Modern English Drama,” 55. 
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Britaine and Ireland, includes a miniature inset map of 

the capital that likely shows the schuyts at anchor in 

the Thames (Fig. 32). Like everything else on Speed’s 

inset the ships do not have a label, but there are clues 

to their identity. Firstly, the ships are clearly standing 

just off of Queenhithe, just as they had been on 

Norden’s map, and just as the city ordinances from 

previous centuries had demanded. The shape of the harbor and its location just south 

of St. Peter’s are telling as to its identity, but more important is the curiously-shaped 

tower with sloping sides to the left of the harbor. That building – which can also be 

seen on other maps, including Norden’s – was the waterworks building belonging to 

Bevis Bulmer. An English engineer, Bulmer had a contract with the city to deliver water 

to Chepe, as well as individual contracts with homeowners to bring water to their 

houses via piping.12 His building appears on numerous maps of the city, and identifies 

Queenhithe even if it goes unlabeled. Secondly, there are two of the ships, side-by-side, 

out in the river. Only the eel ships anchored in the Thames’ current, and artistic 

representations of them throughout this period always depict them as a matched pair, 

and always at Queenhithe. 

The ships next appeared on a map in 1616, when the Dutch cartographer Claes 

 
12 Leslie Tomory, The History of the London Water Industry, 1580–1820 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2017), 37–39. 

 

Fig. 32: Dutch eel ships from the inset of John 
Speed’s The Kingdome of Great Britaine 
and Ireland  from his atlas, The Theater of 
the Empire of Great Britain (1611). Held 
at Cambridge University, Atlas 2.61.1, p. 2. 

 

 

 

Fig. 28: Dutch eel ships from the inset of John 
Speed’s The Kingdome of Great Britaine 
and Ireland  from his atlas, The Theater of 
the Empire of Great Britain (1611). Held 
at Cambridge University, Atlas 2.61.1, p. 2. 
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Visscher produced a panoramic map of the city, similar in most respects to Norden’s 

efforts from sixteen years before. Visscher’s representation of the city, like Norden’s, 

shows and labels both the eel ships and the Galley Fuste, employing them as overt 

landmarks (Fig. 33). Visscher’s would come back to the ships again in later drawings of 

the city, including his 1625 Londinum florentissima Britanniae urbs (Fig. 34). Visscher’s 

images are somewhat more detailed than Norden’s, and in his later rendering you can 

clearly see the a small boat, loaded with fish, preparing to leave the schuyts and head 

back to shore.  

This first part of the century saw the eel ships appear in other kinds of 

descriptions of the city, and there are several instances after 1600 when the ships show 

up as an urban landmark in literary texts. One of the first of these is probably Kinde 

Kit’s Westward for Smelts, a collection of comic novelle that likely had it’s inspiration from 

 

Fig. 33: Dutch eel ships from Claes Visscher’s 
panorama view London (1616) Reproduced and 
published by the Folger Library, Washington, D.C., 
1972. 

 

 

Fig. 34: Dutch eel ships from Claes 
Visscher’s panorama view Londinum 
florentissima Britanniae urbs. (1625) Folger 
Library, Washington D.C., GA795.L6 V5 
1625 Cage. 
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Boccachio’s Decarmeron. It presents the account of “Kinde Kit of Kingston,” a 

waterman who has been hired to transport a group of women back home from 

Queenhithe, where they have come to purchase fish to eat during Lent. During the long 

trip back upriver the women take turns telling tales, and Kinde Kit serves as a narrator.13 

The book begins in Queenhithe, and Kit starts by talking about the Lenten holiday, 

when the butcher shops all-but close down and the fishmongers are at their busiest (and 

haughtiest). It is the time of year, he says, that, “the pudding-house at Brooke’s warfe 

is watched by the Hollanders eeles-ships, lest the inhabitants, contrararie to the law, 

should spill the bloud of innocents, which would be greatly to the hinderance of these 

butter-boxes.”14 Butter-boxes was a derogatory term for the Dutch, and Brook’s Warf 

was one of the major Queenhithe docks, so Kit is saying that during Lent the Dutch eel 

ships kept watch to make sure that their competition on shore was not making meat-

pies on the sly, and undercutting their market during their most profitable season. This 

is a somewhat off-hand remark, and Kit never comes back to talk about eels. But it 

nonetheless demonstrates the status that the ships held as an urban landmark. Kit uses 

the eel ships to help set the stage of the text and its conceit, helping to situate his readers 

within the city while at the same time establishing his credibility as a London waterman. 

The only extant copies of Westward for Smelt comes from 1620, though an eighteenth-

 
13 For a brief overview of Westward for Smelts, see: Ian Munro, “A Womans Answer Is Neuer to Seke”: 
Early Modern Jestbooks, 1526–1635 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), xxii–xxiii. 
14 Kinde Kit of Kingstone, Westward for Smelts: An Early Collection of Stories, ed. James Orchard 
Halliwell (London, 1848), 5. 
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century writer claimed to have seen a copy from 1603.15 In either case, the text comes 

from the same period in which Norden and Visscher produced their city-view maps. 

The Dutch eel ships appear in a more substantial (and stranger) way in Ben 

Jonson’s 1625 play, The Staple of News. A parody on, among other topics, the developing 

newpaper industry, the play features a scene in which the main characters visit The 

News Staple to purchase the latests bit of information – much of it worthless. One of 

the pieces of news, however, is that a Dutchman named “Cornelius-Son / Hath made 

the Hollanders an invisible eel / To swim the haven at Dunkirk and sink all / The 

shipping there.”16 The play here is refering humorously to Cornelius Drebbel’s 1621 

submarine, though Drebbel’s craft was not the eel that the play describes, with a tail 

that would drill through ship hulls. When the newsman is pressed as to where he learned 

such amazing news, he tells his customers, “From a right hand, I assure you: / The eel 

boats here that lie before Queenhithe, / Came out of Holland.”17 The answer suffices, 

and the play moves on. But Jonson’s reference stands out. He describes the ships in 

almost exactly the same way that his contemporaries did: multiple vessels anchored mid-

stream near Queenhithe. Like Norden, Visscher, and others, he understood the eel 

ships to be a specific and static part of the city’s geography – one which his audience 

 
15 Munro, “A Womans Answer Is Neuer to Seke,” xxiii. 
16 Ben Jonson, The Staple of News, ed. Anthony Parr (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 
161. III ii.  
17 Jonson, 163, III ii. 
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would know and relate to.18 

One other point that comes clear in Jonson’s play is the degree to which eels had 

become almost synonymous with the Dutch for Londoners. The submarine that they 

produce does not only look like an eel, but in fact is a mechanical eel. And of course it 

is! Surely you wouldn’t expect anything different from the Hollanders, the playwright 

winks at his audience. Jonson is not alone in drawing this explicit connection between 

the Dutch and their fish, either. In their 1611 play The Roaring Girl Thomas Middleton 

and Thomas Dekker make the same association, describing Moll Cutpurse as a woman 

who, “slips from one company to another like a fat eel between a Dutchman’s 

fingers.”19 At the turn of the seventeenth century live eels had become inseparable from 

the Dutch to London’s residents, and their established space in the city reflected that 

fact. 

 As the century progressed, maps and images of London increasingly showed the 

eel ships as an important part of the constructed city. In many cases these were copies 

of the earlier works of Norden or Visscher. In 1638, for example, the German artist 

Matthaus Merian the Elder produced a view of London that essentially replicated 

Visscher’s work, including the eel ships. It is difficult to assess with some of these maps 

 
18 Devra Kifer has made the argument that the Staple of News was a Lenten or Shrovetide play, and 
that the ships are a seasonal marker. See: Devra Rowland Kifer, “The Staple of News: Jonson’s 
Festive Comedy,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 12, no. 2 (1972): 329–44, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/449897. 
19 Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker, The Roaring Girl, ed. Paul Mulholland (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1987), 109, II i.  
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and images the degree to which the artists were faithfully reproducing the current lived 

geography of the city, and the extent to which they were simply slavishly reproducing 

earlier work. However, in the 1640s the draftsman and mapmaker Wencelaus Hollar 

began to include the schuyts in his images of London in ways that showed that he clearly 

understood them to be an integral part of the cityscape. 

In 1643 Hollar penned two different drawings of London scenes that included 

the ships in the background. The first, titled London viewed from Milford Stairs, looks 

eastward towards London from the bank of the Thames from just below Arundel 

House where he was living (Fig. 35). The second drawing offered much the same view, 

but from the roof of Arundel House (Fig. 36). Both images of the city show a pair of 

ships in the mid-Thames, anchored immediately next to each other.20 They are the only 

 
20 Richard Pennington, in his catalogue of Hollar’s work, makes note of the ships in the Arundel 
image, though not in Milford Stairs. But the ships’ location and twinned nature, combined with 
Hollar’s propensity for depicting the ships, argues for their presence in both images. See: Richard 

 

Fig. 35: Dutch eel ships in Wenceslaus Hollar’s 
London viewed from Milford Stairs (1643). The Met, 
Amoenissimi aliquot locorum... Prospectus, London 
1643-44, 18.90.5. Creative Commons CCO 1.0. 
 

 

Fig. 36: Dutch eel ships in Wenceslaus Hollar’s 
London from Arundel House (1643). The Met, 
Prospectus aliquot locorum in diversis Provincis..., 
London 1643, 20.81.2(1). Creative Commons 
CCO 1.0. 
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two vessels of any size on the river, and they appear to be moored off of Queenhithe. 

Their location is somewhat more trackable in London viewed from Milford Stairs because 

Bulmer’s waterworks building is easily identifiable. And while on their own these images 

do not suggest that Hollar saw the ships as important, his additional inclusion of the 

Dutch ships on his panoramic maps of the city make clear that, for him, the schuyts 

acted as a civic marker, and a transient fixture in the London landscape.  

Not all of Hollar’s images of the city showed the ships, but many of them did. 

Sometime during the 1640s Hollar produced a relatively small map of the city (8.5x12.5 

inches) that contained the same type of landmarks that previous mapmakers had 

included (Fig. 37).21  Hollar did not label them on the image itself, but he put numbers 

by each notable feature of the city, and provided a corresponding key below. And, once 

again, the eel ships made it into the cityscape, along with the Galley Fuste. Hollar spelled 

the ships’ name differently than Norden or Visscher, instead writing it “Ell Ships,” but 

otherwise he, like his predecessors, highlighted the ships’ space.  

Hollar did the same thing in 1647 in what is likely his most well-known view of 

the city, an immense panoramic image drawn the south bank of the Thames. His Long 

View of London from Bankside came in six 18x15 inch sections, and was roughly nine feet 

 
Pennington, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Etched Work of Wenceslaus Hollar 1607-1677 (Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 149, 173. 
21 Pennington, 173–74. The dimensions are those given by the University of Toronto’s Hollar 
Collection. 
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long when assembled (Fig. 38).22 Hollar was living in Amsterdam at the time, and he 

relied on drawings he had made while living in the city several years before. His Long 

View is roughly in the same style as similar images done by Norden and Visscher, as 

well as by Merian, with whom Hollar had trained briefly in 1627.23  Hollar differed by 

offering a view from a single fixed point, meaning the view bends away from the map’s 

view. He manipulated the cityscape somewhat to make the map look as he wanted, 

 
22 Marion Roberts, Dugdale and Hollar: History Illustrated (Newark and London: University of Delaware 
Press, 2002), 14–15; Gillian Tindall, The Man Who Drew London:  Wenceslaus Hollar in Reality and 
Imagination (London: Chatto & Windus, 2002), 91–92, 119; Pennington, A Descriptive Catalogue of the 
Etched Work of Wenceslaus Hollar 1607-1677, 175–76. 
23 Roberts, Dugdale and Hollar, 14. 

 

Fig. 37: Wenceslaus Hollar’s London (c. 1640s. Eel ships have been amplified by the author. University of Toronto, 
Wenceslaus Hollar Collection, Digital ID # Hollar_k_0970. 

 

 

 

Fig. 33: Wenceslaus Hollar’s London (c. 1640s. Eel ships have been amplified by the author. University of Toronto, Wenceslaus 
Hollar Collection, Digital ID # Hollar_k_0970. 
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rotating some buildings to fit his intent.24  But the eel ships remained as they had always 

been: twinned vessels peddling their live wares near Queenhithe (Fig. 39).25 Here, again, 

Hollar made an artistic decision to include the ships – not only as a visual part of the 

cityscape, but as a named landmark. Looking at Hollar’s images of London drives home 

both the importance of eels to the city, and the preeminent role that the Dutch 

palingmen played in that economy.  

Fittingly, Hollar appears to have been the 

author of the last city-view map of London to 

feature the eel schuyts, which appears in James 

Howell’s 1657 book Londonopolis. Howell was a 

historian and author in his own right, but he 

copied most of Londonopolis from John Stow’s 

Survey of London. His book included a fold-out 

 
24 Roberts, 15. 
25 These versions of the schuyts are notable for their detail: they look markedly similar to the ships 
that remained on the Thames in the 1930s 

 

Fig. 39: The eel ships from Hollar’s Long View of 
London from Bankside (1647). Reproduction by The 
London Topographical Society, Publication No. 112, 
1970. 

 

 

Fig. 38: Wenceslaus Hollar’s Long View of London from Bankside (1647). Reproduced by the London Topographical 
Society, Publication No. 112, 1970. 

 

 

 

Fig. 34: Wenceslaus Hollar’s Long View of London from Bankside (1647). Reproduced by the London Topographical 
Society, Publication No. 112, 1970. 
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map of Hollar’s – a copy of the undated map in Fig. 37.26 While the map was not new, 

its inclusion remains noteworthy. Stow’s book did not discuss the Dutch eel traders or 

their ships, despite the fact that he was writing at the time when the ships became visible 

in other city descriptions. That Howell chose a map that shows and labels the ships 

offers a nice addendum to Stow’s take on the city, updating the geography of The Survey 

to reflect the eel culture alive in London in the 1650s. 

 

Anglo-Dutch Tensions and the Eel Schuyts 

As much as the image of the eel ships’ low hulls might blend into London’s 

identity, however, the actual vessels themselves, along with their crews, remained wholly 

foreign to the city. The Dutch firms and captains that managed the ships owned no real 

estate in London; they kept no market stalls, did not vend their fish in the streets, and 

their eels could not be effectively warehoused anywhere so well as in the holds of their 

schuyts. The Dutch kept to themselves aboard their boats and seldom came ashore, 

while buyers ferried out to purchase what they needed before returning to terrestrial 

London to either eat or to resell the eels. Consequently, the Dutch eel men stayed in an 

essentially liminal state during their time on the Thames, and the ships themselves 

remained permanent transients within the cityscape. The space within the capital that 

Londoners accorded to the eel ships – for all that Hollar and others painted it as a part 

 
26 Pennington, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Etched Work of Wenceslaus Hollar 1607-1677, 173–74. 
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of England – remained steadfastly Dutch.  And in the early part of the seventeenth 

century this began to become a concern for the English. At the very moment when it 

would seem that the Dutch had arrived – at the same time that they began to appear in 

visual and literary descriptions of the city – Londoners began to express a growing 

unease with, and resistance to, their presence. 

 The initial pushback against the palingmen was light, and generally at least half-

joking in its tone. A number of plays from the first quarter of the century in the canon 

of Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher make reference to the eel ships, most often 

using them to mock the dubious valor of their characters.27 But their humor was tinged 

with hints of concern. The 1613 play The Honest Man’s Fortune revolves around multiple 

suitors vying for the hand of the woman Lamira, and includes a scene wherein four 

servants spend time making fun of each suitor in turn. One of the servants dismisses 

the suitor La-poope, an out-of-work sea captain, saying that he is so useless in his work 

that “without doubt he dares not hail an Ele-boate, i’th’way of War.” The next servant 

agrees, saying, “I think so, they would beat him off with Butter.”28 The eel ships here 

are Dutch, as the line about butter makes this clear, and though they are used here to 

mock the ineffectual captain – he would not even dare assault an eel ship! – there is an 

 
27 While recognizing that the authorship of many of these plays is complicated (The Honest Man’s 
Fortune may well have had different authors for each Act), for expediency here I will be referring to 
all of these as Beaumont and Fletcher’s plays, as they were all published in their folio. 
28 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon: Volume 
10 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 96, V iii. As an authorial aside, my two children 
(aged 6 and 9) find the name La-poope to be amazingly hilarious, a fact that I believe John Fletcher 
would appreciate. 
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undercurrent of tension. The play talks about the eel ships and war in the same line, 

leaving unsaid that there might be a reason why the captain might need to assault a 

Dutch watership. On its own this line is not especially suggestive, but The Honest Man’s 

Fortune is not the only time that Beaumont and Fletcher discuss the eel ships in terms 

of conflict with Holland. 

The idea comes up again several years later, in their 1616 play The Scornful Lady, 

and the playwrights employ the eel ships in roughly the same way that they had before. 

One character, mocking another’s courage, addresses him as “Good Captain, or what 

ever title else The Warlike Eele-boats have bestowed upon thee.”29 As before, the jibe 

works precisely because of the ships’ un-warlike nature; if he has gained his title from 

the Dutch eel merchants, then he is a sorry excuse for a captain indeed. As before, the 

tone is mocking and there is little sense of danger here. But the next instance ratchets 

up the rhetoric somewhat: the play The Noble Gentleman, which was first performed in 

1626 (though it may have been written as early as 1613) takes this same basic joke and 

gives it a somewhat sharper point. 

The Noble Gentleman is a comedy that follows the misadventures of the French 

gentleman Monsieur Geoffrey Marine, a wealthy man who has decided to become a 

courtier. His wife disagrees with his plan, and spends the play tricking him into thinking 

 
29 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, The Scornful Ladie A Comedie. As It Was Acted (with Great 
Applause) by the Children of Her Maiesties Reuels in the Blacke Fryers. (London, 1616), III i, EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A06389.0001.001. 
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that the King of France has promoted him to increasingly higher posts. At one point in 

the play Marine’s steward Jaques falls victim to this ruse, believing that his master has 

been elevated the rank of Duke, and goes to discuss the matter with Marine’s cousin, 

Cleremont. The cousin is hesitant to believe the news, and responds by asking if perhaps 

Jaques had misheard, and perhaps Marine had instead been given some far lesser 

position. Cleremont suggests several possible options, such as a low-ranking Baron, or 

a highly-paid clerk, or “Some lean commander of an angry block house, / To keep the 

Flemish eel boats from invasion?”30 Here the threat is more evident than before; it is 

still a joke, and tells the audience that command of such a blockhouse would be a little-

respected post. And the idea of invasion is somewhat blunted, as the play is set in 

France. But this was a London play, talking to a London audience, and the language 

suggests a degree of unease in the city with the palingmen and their ships. 

The ships matter in this context because, in many ways, they stood in for Dutch 

mercantile vitality and success. Waterships were closely associated with Holland; they 

saw heavy use along the country’s waterways, and were a daily part of life in its cities. 

They were common enough that René Decartes, who spent much of his life in 

Amsterdam, used well-boats full of eels as the metaphor to describe the differences in 

motion between water particles and ice particles: 

So that you can imagine even difference between water and ice, as you 
would do between a bunch of small eels either alive or dead, floating in a 

 
30 Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, “The Noble Gentleman,” in The Works of Beaumont and 
Fletcher, Vol. II (London: G. Routledge, 1883), 268, III i. 
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fishing boat full of holes through which the water of a river agitates, and 
a pile of the same eels, all dry and stiff with cold on the shore.31 
 

Water particles, he tells us, move around like the eels in the ship, while the ones on the 

beach are still, like ice. Waterships were ubiquitous in the Low Countries, and the Dutch 

heralded them as a quasi-national symbol. The ships appear frequently in Dutch 

paintings from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, most often as symbols of 

economic power.32 All this means that Beaumont and Fletcher’s jokes about invasions 

of warlike eel ships operated in multiple registers. They were humorous, because the 

ships are patently unthreatening. They were cutting in that they made light of a symbol 

of Dutch national pride. And underneath those they were concerned: any invasion from 

Holland was ominous, let alone an invasion led by the very icon of Dutch commercial 

success. There is a real sense in the playwrights’ treatment of the ships that they 

represented a growing threat, even if they might not appear menacing in their own right. 

This same undercurrent lives in the contemporaneous The Staple of News, as well; Jonson 

tied the eel ships to rumors of Dutch naval aggression and to invention of a new, and 

 
31 “En sorte que vous pouvez imaginer même différence entre de l'eau et de la glace, que vous feriez 
entre un tas de petites anguilles soit vives, soit mortes, flottantes dans un bateau de pêcheur tout 
plein de trous par lesquels passe l'eau d'une rivière qui les agite, et un tas des mêmes anguilles, toutes 
sèches et raides de froid sur le rivage.” René Descartes, “Essais: Les Météores: Discours Premier: De 
La Nature de Corps Terrestres,” in Oeuvres Complètes de René  Descartes. Electronic edition (Charlottesville, 
Va.: InteLex Corporation, 2001), VI, 236, 
http://pm.nlx.com/xtf/view?docId=descartes_fr/descartes_fr.00.xml. Decartes retuned several 
times to eels as a metaphor for water particles; their slippery nature seemed a good match to him. 
32 Joep Verweij, Wouter Waldus, and André van Holk, “Continuity and Change in Dutch 
Shipbuilding in the Early Modern Period.  The Case of VAL7 and the Watership in General,” Journal 
of Archaeology in the Low Countries 4, no. 1 (October 2012): 65–93. 
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possibly dangerous, war machine. 

The worry that these plays centered on the eel ships reflected a broader anxiety 

afoot at the time in England over the Dutch dominance in trade and fishing. An essay 

published in 1614 by a “Tobias Gentleman” titled “Englands’s Way to Win Wealth, and 

to Employ Ships and Mariners” argued strongly that Dutch were outperforming the 

English as merchants in no small part because of their mastery of the trade in fish.33 

Tobias claimed to be a fisherman, distraught by the state of his country, and his 

suggested solution was for England to focus its attention on clawing back fishing 

grounds from the Dutch, and selling those fish abroad. The essay does not mention 

eels or the eel ships, but Tobias did complain about the Dutch well-boats that traded in 

cod, and about their habit of draining gold out of the country.34 This was a long-standing 

complaint about the Dutch palingmen – we first saw it surface in the fourteenth century 

– because they almost always engaged in a one-sided trade in England. Their waterships 

were not well-equipped for carrying other cargo, and while there are a handful of 

records showing Dutch eel ships buying English lampreys to carry back home to sell, 

in the main the schuyts took nothing away from London but coin.35 

Tobias Gentleman was not alone in pointing to the Dutch growing concern over 

the English relationship with the Dutch, and especially over the question of fishing. A 

 
33 “Englands’s Way to Win Wealth, and to Employ Ships and Mariners,” in The Harleian Miscellany, 
Vol. 3 (London, 1809), 395–409. 
34 “England’s Way,” 400. 
35 HCA 13/52, f. 424r, 442v. Digitized and transcribed by Marinelives.org. 
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similarly-themed publication titled “The Trade’s Increase” appeared in 1615, again 

bemoaning the many ways that Dutch merchants were out-competing the English, 

particularly in terms of their trade in salt and salted fish.36  Other like publications 

followed, as the English began to square off more aggressively with their cross-Channel 

neighbors over issues from local fishing rights to colonial trade. In 1626, the same year 

that The Noble Gentleman debuted on a London stage, Parliament entertained a proposal 

to establish an English corporation “for exercising the trade of eel-fishing.”37 The 

petition complained that the whole import trade of eels to the country was in the hands 

of the Dutch, who “sell yearly in England eels of the value of 20,000l., and employ in 

the said trade 300 persons here and in the waters of Denmark.”38 This suggestion, 

though likely well-received, did not move forward, and even if it had it would have 

faced serious hurdles. Like the fourteenth century, the seventeenth century saw 

significant cooling across Europe. Holland appears to have been spared the worst of 

the period’s cold weather, with its grain and fish harvests far less affected than those of 

its neighbors.39 Other European countries, and especially in England, saw sharp drops 

in average temperatures, which once again made Britain a less-viable home for eels than 

 
36 “The Trade’s Increase,” in The Harleian Miscellany: Vol. 4 (London, 1809), 212–31. 
37 John Bruce, “Charles I - Volume 44: Undated 1626,” in Calendar of State Papers Domestic: Charles I, 
1625-26 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1858), 521–29, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/domestic/chas1/1625-6/pp521-529. 
38 Bruce. 
39 Jean M. Grove, The Little Ice Age (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 416–17. 
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it had been in previous decades.40  Compounding this, by 1626 efforts were well 

underway to enclose and drain the Fens in East Anglia, turning untold acres of swampy 

eel habitat into permanently arable fields suitable for year-round grazing  and growing 

cereal grains.41 As the years passed, and the draining progressed, the English increasingly 

lacked the environmental capacity to challenge the Dutch monopoly on eels. 

The project of draining the Fens had been ongoing, in fits and starts, for quite a 

long time. Individual fens had been reclaimed by monks or villages since the early 

medieval period, and in the late fifteenth century Cardinal Morton oversaw the 

construction of a major drainage effort.42 Large-scale drainage efforts became more 

commonplace during the 1500s and early 1600s, but it was only under Charles I in the 

1620s that wealthy Englishmen, with the support of the crown,  truly began to apply 

sustained energy towards remaking the swampy, flooded lands of East Anglia.43 Charles 

and the rulers who followed him hoped to be able to create new spaces in the eastern 

part of the country, which the government and the aristocracy could then parcel into 

 
40 Hubert H. Lamb, Climate, History and the Modern World (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), 1, 192, 207. 
For a recent popular treatment of the cooling during the century, see: Phillip Blom, Nature’s Mutiny: 
How the Little Ice Age of the Long Seventeenth Century Transformed the West and Shaped the Present (New York 
and London: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2017). 
41 Keith Lindley, Fenland Riots and the English Revolution (London: Heinemann Educational Books, 
1982), 2–3. 
42 W.D. Sweeting, ed., Fenland Notes & Queries, Vol. 7 (1907/09) (Peterborough: G.C. Caster, 1909), 
286; Eric H. Ash, The Draining of the Fens: Projectors, Popular Politics, and State Building in Early Modern 
England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017), 29. 
43 H.C. Darby, The Draining of the Fens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 1–22; Ash, 
The Draining of the Fens, 81–140. 
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lots for sale and rent.44 They considered the Fens to be a wasteland of unusable, 

unknowable, and un-mappable space.45 Indeed, they hardly considered the land to be a 

part of England, in part because the territory disappeared under water for large portions 

of the year. Undertakers – those men engaged in draining the regions – cast their efforts 

in terms of claiming new territory for the crown, envisioning the creation, ex aquis, of 

English territory that could rival the New World of the Americas.46 But this expansion 

came at a cost, for the loss of Fenland meant fewer eels, and the newly-enclosed 

pastures and fields had no space for fishermen. The Merchant Adventurers who 

financed the undertakings did well for themselves, but their efforts hamstrung any 

effort to revitalize England’s native eel fishing, and made sure that – regardless of their 

unease at the situation – Londoners had little choice but to rely on the Dutch 

palingmen.47  

For the next several decades, then, the situation with the eel ships remained fairly 

static. The English continued to express occasional worry about their presence, and 

about their monopoly. Underlying many of their explicit concerns lay an unease about 

a foreign power – and one that posed an increasingly graver threat – controlled such an 

 
44 Darby, The Draining of the Fens, 38–40. 
45 Vittoria Di Palma, Wasteland: A History (Yale University Press, 2014), 108–9. 
46 Lindley, Fenland Riots and the English Revolution, 4; Palma, Wasteland, 110. 
47 Ironically, it was only through the efforts of Dutch engineers and workers that the Fens and other 
English spaces were drained in this period. The Dutch had long experience in reclaiming submerged 
lands, and in the Fens, at Canvey Island on the Thames, and at a number of other places throughout 
England the Dutch workers helped to push back the waters, and so helped safeguard their 
countrymen’s place in London. 
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intrinsically English fish. Eels had, in the not-too-distant past, been a staple of English 

identity. By this point we are three hundred years past the point where Thomas 

Bradwardine could expect his readers to automatically associate the kingdom with the 

fish. But even in the previous century Englishmen were choosing eels and eel-catching 

equipment for their coats of arms, and fishmen and millers were still paying eel-rents. 

London was awash in eel metaphors, and every year large groups of new transplants 

arrived in the city, renewing the cultural memory and keeping up the demand for fresh 

fish. The London English were still an eel people in many ways. But now the eels were 

foreign, and if the tensions over the eel ships did not increase noticeably during the 

1630s and 1640s, they did not dissipate either. 

 This all took place against the backdrop of far wider-ranging frictions between 

the Dutch Republic and England that would eventually spill over into a series of wars 

in the second half of the century. Contestation over colonial possessions and global 

trade in sugar, spices, and other goods accounted for much of the fighting; this period 

saw the Dutch Republic finally break away from the Holy Roman Empire and become 

the premier maritime and colonial power in Europe. But the rising hostility between the 

two countries also owed much to disagreements about fishing and the Northern 

European trade in fish – the same issues that motivated pamphleteers like Tobias 

Gentlemen in the early part of the century. Indeed, the earliest significant action in the 

First Anglo-Dutch war saw the English sending a squadron of ships into the North Sea 
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to destroy the Dutch fishing fleet there.48 And the concerns over eels that surfaced in 

the works of Beaumont and Fletcher, and that motivated the idea for a new corporation 

to compete with the palingmen, fit into these broader themes. Eventually these 

concerns, combined with the ongoing broader struggles, encouraged the king and 

Parliament to move against the Thames palingmen. 

  

Eviction and Return of the Palingmen 

 Almost immediately upon taking his restored throne 1660, King Charles II began 

to reengage his country in their simmering disputes with Holland. The first Anglo-

Dutch War had concluded in 1654 but the two countries were still at odds in many 

respects, with complaints about privateers and trade at the fore of their ongoing 

discussions.49 Charles did little to calm hostilities, and in 1661 he ordered a new import 

tariff of 2 shillings and 6 pence per barrel on salted herring and cod brought into the 

country by “Flemmings or others.”50 The order also sought to encourage English 

fishermen, waiving customs fees for them on both incoming and outgoing trade, and 

protecting their ships from seizure for naval service. Charles couched his rationale as a 

 
48 J. R. Jones, The Anglo-Dutch Wars of the Seventeenth Century (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), 27–30. 
49 Gijs Rommelse, The Second Anglo-Dutch War (1665-1667): Raison D’état, Mercantilism and Maritime 
Strife (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 2006), 35–66, 78–83. 
50 “Charles the Second, by the Grace of God, King of England, Scotland, France and Ireland, 
Defender of the Faith, &c. to All to Whom These Presents Shall Come Greeting ... the Private 
Commodity of Our Subjects, Have Diligently Looked into and Observed the Great Plenty of Fish 
...” (John Bill and Christopher Barker, 1661), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A32198.0001.001. 
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desire to provide work for his idle people and to improve the economic stability of his 

realm, and his order follows some of the same prescriptions for economic growth that 

some of the earlier broadsides had urged. 51 In fact Charles went even further, declaring 

that inns, alehouses and other food sellers had to purchase barrels of herring from 

English fish sellers at a rate of 30 shillings per barrel until such time as English 

merchants had achieved parity with their Dutch rivals. 

 While this act did not address eels, it presaged what was to come. War broke out 

again with the Dutch in 1665, and in 1666 Parliament passed “An Act against importing 

Cattell from Ireland and other parts beyond the Seas and Fish taken by Forreigners” 

that (among other things) made it all-but impossible for anyone other than Englishmen 

to catch and sell fish, including eels, in England. The act stated that: 

for the better encouragement of the Fishery of this Kingdome Bee it 
further enacted by the Authoritie aforesaid That if any Ling, Herring, 
Codd or Pilchard fresh or salted, dryed or bloated or any Salmons Eeles 
or Congers taken by any Forreigners Aliens to this Kingdome shall be 
imported uttered sold or exposed to sale in this Kingdome That then it 
shall and may be lawfull for any person or persons to take and seize the 
same, The one halfe thereof to be disposed of to the use of the Poore of 
the Parish where the same shall be soe found or seized, the other halfe to 
his or their owne use which shall soe seize the same.52 
 

A Dutch captain bringing eels onto the Thames faced a terrible risk, as any Englishman 

could attempt to seize his ship and cargo without penalty. Though not an explicit ban, 

 
51 “Charles II (1661).” 
52 Danby Pickering and Great Britain, The Statutes at Large from the Twelfth Year of King Charles II.to the 
Last Year of King James II. Inclusive, vol. VIII (Cambridge: Joseph Bentham, 1763), 227. 
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the act served as a de facto bar on the palingmen, and unsurprisingly they quit their trade 

on the Thames. And while the war ended rather quickly one year later, the restrictions 

on foreign eel sellers remained in force. Not only did the act bar foreign merchants, 

but, in a further effort to encourage the domestic fishing industry, it also forbade the 

sale of eels that had been caught in foreign waters. This piece of regulation put an abrupt 

stop to any trade in the fish between Holland and England, and the residents of London 

suddenly found themselves limited to the eels that they could catch, or to those that 

might come into the city through native commercial networks. Parliament clearly hoped 

that the English would rise to the challenge and again become a nation of eel catchers. 

But it was not to be.  

 London and its hinterlands had been unable to provide enough eels to feed the 

city’s population for centuries; in 1392 Richard II had sought foreign eels because the 

fish were “dear” in the capital. Several centuries of increasingly rapid urban growth had 

not improved the situation. Looking further out into the countryside was fruitless, as 

well. Colder temperatures were making England’s waterways less welcoming to the fish, 

enclosure had cut to the bone the ability of villages to fish commercially, and the 

Merchant Adventurers in the Fens were destroying large swaths of the country’s best 

eel habitat. In the western part of the country people with resources turned to importing 

salted eels from holdings in Ireland, as Edward Conway did in 1677, having several 
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firkins of the fish sent from Dublin to his home in Chester.53 Some shipments like these 

probably went to London as well. But they would have been similarly small shipments 

of salted fish. They would not have been live eels such as the Dutch had been importing: 

the English did not know how to make waterships. 

 We know this because King Charles cheated. The monarch, like the rest of his 

countrymen, enjoyed his eels. Unlike everyone else, however, he had means of getting 

the fish from Holland. In 1666 he charged his purveyor of fresh fish, a man named 

Walter Underhill, with procuring eels for him. Walter first tried buying the cargos of 

Dutch waterships that had been captured as prizes of war.54 But this appears to have 

proven an insufficient, or unsteady, source of fish, because in 1669 Underhill and 

another man named Samuel Walton (soon to replace Underhill as the king’s fish buyer) 

were ordered to “import eels for the supply of his Majesty’s Household,” and they 

received permission for their ship the Hopewell to travel to Holland for the purpose.55 

This plan worked for several years, but at the outset of the Third Anglo-Dutch War in 

1672 the Hopewell was seized in Holland. The Dutch eventually released the ship, but 

 
53 F.H. Blackburne Daniell, ed., “Charles II: October 1677,” in Calendar of State Papers Domestic: 
Charles II, 1677-8 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1911), 387–437, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/domestic/chas2/1677-8/pp387-437. 
54 Mary Anne Everett, “Charles II - Volume 186: Undated 1666,” in Calendar of State Papers Domestic: 
Charles II, 1666-7 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1864), 394–410, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/domestic/chas2/1666-7/pp394-410. Underhill asked that these 
purchases should serve as “ready money” because, he claimed, the King was “indebted to him 
1,385l. 3s. 8d. for supply of freshwater fish for 26 years past.” 
55 F.H. Blackburne Daniell, ed., “Charles II: October 1672,” in Calendar of State Papers Domestic: 
Charles II, 1672-3 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1901), 1–110, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/domestic/chas2/1672-3/pp1-110. 
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the Prince of Orange, in an enjoyably petty rebuke to Charles, refused to grant Walton 

and Underhill a license to export eels from the country.56 The king’s men finally had 

their rights restored, but sometime in the next decade the Hopewell became unusable. 

Underhill appears to have retired or died by that point, but in 1684 Samuel Walton 

asked for permission to travel to Holland to purchase two new 40-ton waterships, the 

Adam and Eve and the Hope, so that he could continue to import eels, as well as cod and 

lobster. Walton explained that he needed to go across the Channel because “no vessels 

fit for that service were ever built in England …for above 30 years past.”57 He added 

that, if he did not, then the king ran the risk of letting the eel trade fall back wholly into 

the hands of the palingmen. 

 The small story of Samuel Walton and his two eel ships offers a useful glimpse 

into the problems that Parliament and the king faced in trying to encourage native 

fishing. Walton received initial permission to purchase the ships following his 1684 

petition. However, a year later the government changed course and denied his petition.  

The Privy Council had received a complaint from Sam Heron, Peter Martell, and 

William Miles, three London merchants who were attempting to set up a cod fishing 

business in England. They had planned on “bringing over Dutchmen to set up and 

teach his Majesty's subjects the art of catching and curing cod” and they worried that 

 
56 Daniell. 
57 William A. Shaw, “Entry Book: October 1684, 22-31,” in Calendar of Treasury Books, Volume 7, 
1681-1685 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1916), 1369–77, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-treasury-books/vol7/pp1369-1377. 
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Walton might import enough cod in his waterships to undercut their business.58 To 

encourage this home-grown industry, the king and his council revoked Walton’s 

permission to buy the ships. This was not the end of the story, though. In 1686 William 

Miles reported that the business had failed, and the next year the Privy Council renewed 

Walton’s original permission. Presumably Walton headed off to Holland and bought 

his ships with all due haste, before someone else could object. But his trials in getting 

to that point highlight the reality that, despite Parliament and the king’s intentions, the 

English were in no position to supply themselves with cod, or, for that matter, with 

eels. 

 And, in fact, the government had already recognized that fact. In 1679 Parliament 

received an anonymous petition titled “Reasons Humbly Offered to the Consideration 

of Parliament, Why Stock-Fish and Live Eels Should Be Imported into England” that 

asked the government to revoke the parts of the 1666 statute that forbid foreigners 

from importing dried cod (stock-fish) and live eels into the country. As for cod, the 

petitions argued that, though the King of Denmark had a monopoly on stock-fish 

through his control of Iceland, the fish were an irreplaceable part of the diet for English 

seamen and as such were vital for maintaining the nation’s navy and colonial shipping 

 
58 William A. Shaw, “Entry Book: October 1685, 1-10,” in Calendar of Treasury Books, Volume 7, 1681-
1685 (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1923), 397–413, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/cal-treasury-books/vol8/pp397-413. 
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networks. Dealing with the King of Denmark was the cost of being a colonial power.59  

With regard to eels, the petitioners first began by trying to dissociate the eel trade 

from the Dutch altogether, claiming that the eels prohibited by the 1666 law did not 

come from Holland at all, but rather that they were “taken at or near Copenhagen, 

within the said Kingdom of Denmark, and brought to London Market.”60 The 

petitioners were not entirely wrong; the Dutch had begun turning to eels caught in 

Danish waters to help satisfy the demands of the London trade. Like the English, the 

Dutch drained many of their inland fens and lakes during the first part of the century, 

in effect unmaking many of the eel habitats that had been created in the 1300s, and that 

had allowed them to corner the eel trade.61 Over the course of the century the Dutch 

eel industry shifted north, from around Amsterdam to Friesland, and during the fall 

migration Dutch fishermen would catch the fish in huge numbers as they funneled 

through The Sound near Copenhagen.62 They then brought the eels back home and 

used the Zuiderzee as an enormous fish pond that they could draw from to keep up the 

 
59 “Reasons Humbly Offered to the Consideration of Parliament, Why Stock-Fish and Live Eels 
Should Be Imported into England” (Petition, London, 1680 1679), EEBO 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A58263.0001.001. 
60 “Reasons Humbly Offered...” 
61 It is a curious fact to note that so many of the shifts in the eel trade between Holland and England 
were driven by land management issues – what pieces of land were flooded or drained, and at what 
time, significantly influenced the long-term fate of the trade. This example was not the last time this 
would happen, either. 
62 The Danes had their own tradition of eel fishing, using small well-boats called drifters. For a brief 
history of Danish eel fishing ships and work on historical recreation of one such ship, see: Morten 
Gøthche, Eel Drifters: Building a Traditional Fishing Boat from the Danish Island of Fejø (Roskilde: The 
Viking Ship Museum, 2015). 
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trade with London and the rest of Europe.63 So the petitioners were at least partially 

correct, as at least some of the eels they wanted imported  into the city came from 

Danish waters.64 But they were, in effect, talking fast and hoping that Parliament would 

not notice.  

To further downplay the role of the palingmen, the petitioners went on to claim 

that there would only be two ships per year (though they allowed that in the past there 

had been as many as fourteen such ships on the Thames at any one time), that the eel 

merchants would purchase English manufactured goods with their profits, and take 

those back to the Continent to sell, and lastly that the trade – though it previously had 

been managed by the Dutch – would henceforth be in the hands of the English 

fishmongers.65 None of these arguments bear close scrutiny, though, as we have seen. 

The English fishmongers could not build or acquire the ships to compete with the 

Dutch fishing off of Denmark, eel ships’ masters almost never took goods back home 

with them, and the schuyts came frequently to the city. These points in the petition 

were written to calm any possible concerns about letting the palingmen back into the 

city by instead pretending that lifting the ban would simply allow English merchants to 

get access to eels caught in foreign waters. 

 
63 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, “Eel Fishing in Holland: The Transition to the Early Modern Economy,” 
International Journal of Maritime History 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2003): 169; Willem Dekker, “The 
History of Commercial Fisheries for European Eel Commenced Only a Century Ago,” Fisheries 
Management and Ecology, 2018, 4. 
64 And, after all, they had already established that exemptions for Danish fish were acceptable. 
65 “Reasons Humbly Offered...” 
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The petitioners did make several more interesting and sensible points, as well. 

They wrote that London encompassed a far greater area, and housed a much larger 

population, than it had in the past, and, that consequently the current demand for the 

fish far exceeded that of earlier times. Additionally, they argued that England did not 

possess the resources to fill that demand, a fact that they blamed squarely on the 

undertakings in the Fens. They wrote, “with our Fenns in England being now drained 

also, there is not the hundredth part sufficient [of eels] taken in England to supply the 

Kingdom. And whereas there can be but two Ships imployed upon that Trade, if there 

were Lading to be had for more than twenty, they would be all sold 

in London Market.”66 Lastly, the petition made a claim for the reinstatement of the 

Dutch eel merchants on spatial and cartographic grounds, pointing out that “the 

aforesaid Trade of bringing live Eels into London Market, hath been Practised time out 

of mind, as will appear by all the Ancient Mapps of the City of London, where you will 

find the Eel-Ships alwayes figured out in the River of Thames, lying at Anchor over 

against Queenhithe.”67 To help make their case, the petitioners called on the vision of 

London’s geographic identity that cartographers like Hollar and Norden had 

constructed over the previous eighty years. The maps constituted a form of proof that 

claimed legitimacy for the Dutch presence in the capital. 

 The 1679 petition was followed up by one in 1680 that, while primarily 

 
66 “Reasons Humbly Offered...” 
67 “Reasons Humbly Offered...” Italics in the original. 
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concerned with convincing Parliament to relax the proscription against importing Irish 

cattle, also asked for exemptions for stock-fish and eels (as well as for caviar, sturgeon, 

and anchovies under the “Exemption of Delight”).68 These two petitions must have 

presented a compelling set of arguments to members of Parliament who, unlike the 

king, had no access to eels, either Danish or Dutch. Later that year Parliament amended 

the original law and passed the Act Prohibiting the Importation of Cattle from Ireland. The 

updated act declared that: 

Provided alwaies and bee it further enacted by the authoritie aforesaid 
That neither this Act nor any other Act. whatsoever heretofore made shall 
either hinder or be construed to extend to hinder the Importation of 
Stockefish or live Eeles into this Kingdome of England but that it shall 
and may be lawfull to and for all and every person and persons whatsoever 
to import into this Kingdome of England any Stock-fish or live Eeles as 
aforesaid Any thing in this Act or any other Law Statute Usage or Custome 
to the contrary in any wise notwithstanding.69 
 

Parliament essentially ignored the protestations from the 1679 petition that the Dutch 

would be cut out of the market if foreign fish were allowed back into the country, and 

instead acknowledged the truth of the matter: for something like two hundred years it 

had been Hollanders who had brought live eels into London, and if the English wanted 

the fish back they had to welcome back the palingmen. 

In the wake of this new law the Dutch eel ships returned to the Thames and 

 
68 John Collins, A Plea for the Bringing in of Irish Cattel, and Keeping out of Fish Caught by Foreigners 
(London, 1680), 1–2, EEBO http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A34002.0001.001. 
69 John Raithby, “Charles II, 1680: An Act Prohibiting the Importation of Catle from Ireland,” in 
Statutes of the Realm: Volume 5, 1628-80 (London: Great Britain Record Commission, 1819), 941–42, 
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/statutes-realm/vol5/pp941-942. The new law kept in place the 
ban on Irish cattle, however, even making it easier than ever for the animals to be seized. 
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quickly got back to the business of selling eels to Londoners. They did not go to 

Queenhithe, choosing instead to anchor off of the city’s primary fish market at 

Billingsgate. As they had for centuries the schuyts moored in the mid-stream, usually 

with two or three vessels at a time anchored in the city and others waiting further 

downstream to replace them at need. The English never made another serious effort to 

displace them, and their place in the capital was reified in 1698 when William III passed 

a law aimed at managing the Billingsgate market. That law, “An Act for makeing 

Billingsgate a Free Market for Sale of Fish” sought – like many other preceding acts – 

to break the monopolies of the Fishmongers, to open vending to any Londoner, and to 

manage the flow of goods. As other regulations in the century had done, the act 

prohibited the importation of foreign fish, or fish on foreign vessels. But it exempted 

stock-fish and live eels, holding that: 

no Fish (except Stock Fish and live Eeles) taken or caught by any 
Forreigners Aliens to this Kingdom (except Protestant Strangers 
inhabiting within this Kingdom) shall be imported in any Forreign Ship 
Vessell or Bottom not being wholly English Property and uttered sold or 
exposed to sale in this Kingdom under the paine of the Forfeiture.70 
 

Parliament and the crown, it seemed, had learned their lesson. Other fish, and other 

merchants, continued to face protectionist embargoes and heavy restrictions, but the 

Dutch palingmen were free to import eels and sell them from their schuyts without 

 
70 John Raithby, ed., “William III, 1698: An Act for Makeing Billingsgate a Free Market for Sale of 
Fish. [Chapter XIII. Rot. Parl. 10 Gul. III. p.3. n.4.],” in Statutes of the Realm: Volume 7, 1695-1701 
(London: Great Britain Record Commission, 1820), 513–14, http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/statutes-realm/vol7/pp513-514. 
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concern. 

From that point forward, the trade never saw another interruption, and the 

Dutch retained a comfortable corner on the market that lasted for the rest of their time 

on the Thames. For the next two hundred and fifty years, if you wanted to buy live eels 

in London you most likely caught a ride out to the schuyts and dealt with the Dutch.71 

In his nineteenth-century study of the London poor Henry Mayhew recorded that an 

estimated 1,632,960 pounds of eels were imported to the city every year (9,797,760 fish), 

and that roughly 1,505,280  pounds of those came from Holland, with the rest coming 

from England and Ireland.72 Untroubled by competition, and with a stable customer 

base, the waterships remained at anchor in the heart of London until 1938, when the 

last one finally departed. 

 

The End of English Eel Culture 

 The schuyts’ return to the capital was a response to a clear market demand that 

grew loud enough to force political action. London residents had begged Parliament to 

relent and help them find a way to get the eels they craved. And, to be sure, after 1680 

the Dutch quickly reintegrated themselves into the city, and Londoners went right back 

 
71 Mayhew reported in the nineteenth century that the watermen who took you out to the ships and 
back charged a rate of 1d. for every 10 pounds of eels you brought back. Henry Mayhew, London 
Labour and the London Poor: A Cyclopaedia of the Condition and Earnings of Those That Will Work, Those 
That Cannot Work, and Those That Will Not Work, Vol. I (London: G. Woodfall, 1851), 161. 
72 Mayhew, 63. 
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to eating the fish. Over the next centuries “Dutch Eels!” became a standard cry of 

London’s street vendors, and the heavy majority of eels consumed in London came 

from the holds of the schuyts.73 But the fifteen years between 1666 and 1680, when the 

Dutch were off the Thames and eels fell off the menu for most people, had a striking 

impact on how the English thought about the fish. Though the change was not 

immediate, in the years after the eel ships came back it became clear that English had 

disassociated themselves from eels in a number of meaningful ways.  

 Part of the reason for this is the length of time that the eel ships were gone from 

the city. This study has looked at eels in England over rather long stretches of history, 

and in that context fifteen years feels fairly short. But in terms of the lived experiences 

of the people in our story, fifteen years is a long time.  An entire generation of 

Londoners went from birth to early adulthood without eels playing any sort of 

important role in their lives. As many as 120,000 new residents moved to London from 

the countryside during that period, and whatever connections they had to the fish from 

their previous lives went unnourished.74 The fifteen-year gap may not have much 

diminished the market for eels in London, but it had irrevocably broken English eel 

culture. 

 
73 William Yarrell, A History of British Fishes, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (London: John van Voorst, 1841), 383; P. 
H. Nienhuis, Environmental History of the Rhine-Meuse Delta: An Ecological Story on Evolving Human-
Environmental Relations Coping with Climate Change and Sea-Level Rise (Springer Science & Business 
Media, 2008), 211. 
74 Wrigley and Schofield estimate an average of as many as 8,000 migrants per year by this point. E. 
A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), 168. 
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One of the key elements of this shift was a change in the fish’s status as a food. 

Where before everyone from the greatest lords to the meanest peasants had eaten the 

fish, from this point onward eels became closely associated with the lower classes. 

During the palingmen’s exile people with resources found other tastes, and when the 

ships returned the upper-class Englishmen and women were less interested in renewing 

the fish’s place on their plate. They ate fewer of them and with less fanfare: eels stopped 

appearing at feast menus, and nobles distanced themselves from the fish when possible. 

Sir Peter Beckford’s account in his 1781 Thoughts on Hunting of meeting the peasant girl 

and being befuddled by the process of skinning eels offers a nice encapsulation of this: 

he makes a point of not knowing anything about the fish. Beckford may have been 

exaggerating; Mayhew reported in the nineteenth century that all stations of citizens 

came out to the schuyts to barter with the palingmen. But he also observed that street 

vendors and the urban poor made up the heavy majority of the Dutchmen’s 

customers.75 Mayhew recorded that the street vendors bought roughly 70% of the live 

eels being imported into London, and that they sold hot buttered eels to passersby and 

to public houses.76 It might be that everyone still ate eels, but only the poor did so 

regularly.  

Hotdogs and other cheap sausages offer a useful modern analogy. Most people 

 
75 Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 66. 
76 Mayhew, 163. Mayhew also wrote that eels were the most commonly purchased street food after 
only coffee, tea, and dog meat. Mayhew, 210. 
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(barring dietary or ethical restrictions) eat hotdogs from time to time, and some people 

quite frequently. And there are occasions – at a baseball game, for example, or from a 

New York City sidewalk vendor – when they are even appropriate fare. But even in 

those types of settings hotdogs have a lower-to-middle-class cultural identity.77 There is 

a reason why candidates for political office go to state fairs and get photographed eating 

hot dogs, funnel cakes, and fried Twinkies: it shows them to be a man or woman of the 

people. Like hot dogs today, eels from the eighteenth century onward were more guilty 

pleasure than staple food for the wealthy and cultured. Charles II was likely the last 

monarch to hire men specifically to bring him boatloads of fresh eels.  

As the dietary habits around eels changed, so too did the fish’s place in the culture 

at large. Eels had once been a unifying food that connected the rich and poor, providing 

common ground for shared identity. In the literary England of Havelok the future king 

of the land started out working in the kitchen skinning the fish. King Henry II would 

visit his otter-hunter and eat eels in his house, the Earl of Derby bought the fish for his 

fellow crusaders, and London merchants gave gifts of the fish to kings, bishops, and 

other visiting dignitaries. With everyone eating eels, and everyone participating in the 

culture around them, the fish acted as a connecting food. But when the rich withdrew 

and stopped eating eels, that effect dissipated. In the wake of the eel ships’ return, their 

 
77 Bruce Kraig, Hot Dog: A Global History (London: Reaktion Books, 2009), 75–95; Joy Fraser and 
Christine Knight, “Signifying Poverty, Class, and Nation through Scottish Foods: From Haggis to 
Deep-Fried Mars Bars,” ed. Atsuko Ichijo, Venetia Johannes, and Ronald Ranta (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), 73–84. 
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fish went from being an English food to being a poor person’s food.78 

Consequently, unlike their parents and grandparents, this new generation of 

London residents no longer imagined eels as either an important part of their own 

identity, or as a part of their national identity. Beginning in the late 1600s the English 

ceased to turn so readily to the fish for metaphors, and when they did so it was in an 

increasingly narrow range that mostly focused on eels’ slippery, slimy nature. Eels 

essentially stopped appearing in all forms of cultural production in this period, as well. 

They disappeared from books, poems, and plays, and from artwork. In the midst of this 

change, the eel schuyts, despite their sought-for return, also vanished from view as a 

culturally important artifact. They do not appear in any city descriptions or maps again 

until the late nineteenth century, when they resurface as a point of antiquarian interest. 

No longer a landmark, they settled into the capital’s background rather than standing 

out against its skyline. 

 

 
78 It is noteworthy, too, that the eel ships’ exile coincided with the advent of a new potable good in 
England that quickly supplanted eels as a dietary commonplace: tea. London coffeeshops began 
selling tea in the late 1650s, and it swiftly grew in popularity. Today we might say that England has a 
tea culture. But tea was the new eels, and it may not be too much to ask if the success of tea as a 
cultural touchstone did not owe at least something to the fact that, at the moment it was introduced 
to London, the English were suddenly missing a long-held dietary identifier. 
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CONCLUSION 

HISTORICAL FORGETTING 

 
 I initially began working on this project because I was intrigued by the Thames 

eel ships, and I had questions. While conducting research for a different project I found 

myself looking at Hollar’s city-view maps of London and wondering why these two 

vessels demanded a label. To my mind they were not nearly as important as the other 

major monuments that dotted the cityscape. But Hollar obviously felt otherwise. So, 

what was it that made these ships important enough to have earned the status of a 

landmark, on par with The Globe Theater, London Bridge, or The Guildhall? The initial 

answers were easy to find, and at first seemed both simple and astounding. The ships 

were there because Londoners ate a lot of eels, and the received history attached to the 

schuyts is fascinating. It seems (so the tale runs) that at some point in distant past, as a 

reward for some well-received favor an English ruler had granted the Dutch eel ships a 

charter that guaranteed them both a monopoly on eel sales in Billingsgate and the right 

to moor their ships in the Thames free of charge, on the sole condition that the 

anchorage never stayed vacant for more than a few minutes. Over the centuries the 

Dutch had jealously guarded these privileges, replacing empty ships with full ones with 

military precision and even going so far as to leave empty ships an anchor for the whole 

of World War I simply to hold their spot. I was initially delighted to have found such 

an incredible historical anecdote to distract my attentions. 
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 But there were problems with this tale that I could not reconcile. Multiple 

versions of the story exist, and while they are alike in their basic elements they often 

vary wildly in important details. The name of the monarch and the reason for the charter 

differ from account to account, and the period of time allowed for the exchange of 

ships ranges from vague to highly specific. When I looked further into the matter in an 

effort to sort out these differences, I found the current historiography of the Dutch eel 

ships to be a morass. The authors who have written about the Dutch eel ships have 

been primarily interested in using them as an amusing aside – a moment of historical 

curiosity – and as such have not done the legwork to track down the facts of the story 

on their own.1 They are all clear that the Dutch had this set of historical privileges 

springing from a charter, but they can never point to an actual document that says what 

they allege it should. In fact, most modern writing on the matter relies, eventually, not 

on primary source material but on magazine articles from the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. And, by-and-large, all modern writing about the Thames eel ships gets the 

story wrong. Trying to sort through the various versions, and then attempting to parse 

out the truth of the tale, has resulted in the present work. 

 It is worth taking a moment, at the end of this study, to look briefly at these 

modern efforts at telling the eel schuyts’ story and to think about how, and why, they 

misrepresent the past. Certainly, they do not intend to do so. Partly it has to do with a 

 
1 As an authorial note, I should say that, in general terms, I strongly approve of using amusing 
anecdote in history writing. Not, however, in this case. 
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desire to use the ships on the Thames solely as an interesting anecdote – the sort of 

aside that, because it does not always warrant serious investigation, can become self-

reinforcing within a historiographical corpus. More than this, though, the mis-telling of 

the eel ships’ story comes down, in the end, to a problem of the modern Western 

perception of the eel, and to a failure to appreciate the nature of England’s history with 

the fish. Both nineteenth century journalists and more recent set of authors writing 

about the ships have focused on the importance of a single initiating event – a 

foundational moment based on a single favor – that would explain the ships’ presence 

in the city. Not only does this help make the story of the eel ships into proper anecdotal 

material, but it also gives an acceptable explanation for why the palingmen with their 

eels could possibly matter so much. Present-day Western authors and audiences have a 

difficult time seeing eels as anything other than odd and disgusting, and this colors the 

way that we understand their historical roles. In the Introduction to this study we looked 

at the ways that this limitation has affected the reading of John More’s quip about 

snakes, eels, and marriage. And the same set of blinders are in place here, too. The 

popular story of the Thames eel ships covers over a nuanced history in favor of a 

historiographical rimshot because we struggle to countenance a positive cultural 

relationship – or any cultural relationship, really – with eels. 

  

Unravelling the Myth of the Dutch Moorings  

 In most versions of the story of the Dutch eel ships the foundational charter is 
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key. Broadly speaking, the historiography breaks into two three relatively equal camps 

with regard to the question of when the Dutch received their charter, and why. The 

first group of writers posits that Queen Elizabeth, at some unspecified point late in her 

reign, granted the permissive charter to the Dutch fishermen. Hannah Velten, in her 

book Beastly London, provides a good representation of this argument, writing that 

Elizabeth “gave these boats mooring privilege and each boat had to wait to be relieved 

because if it left its moorings empty, the privilege would be lost.”2 Velten cites an article 

from the nineteenth century London weekly newspaper, The Saturday Review, as her 

source, which is problematic on two counts. Firstly, the article does not actually provide 

all of the information that Velten suggests: regarding the charter, it notes only that the 

Queen “gave a free mooring to these dutch skoots [schuyts], and this privilege has been 

taken advantage of up to the present time.” 3 Secondly, the brief Saturday Review piece 

fails to reveal its own sources, leaving the reader unable to follow up on its author’s 

assertions. Even a quick scrutiny of its story, however, suggests problems: even if such 

a charter had existed at one point, surely the ships’ fifteen-year exile in 1666 would have 

invalidated its proscription against vacancy. 

Velten’s decision to rely on a later, unverifiable secondary source like The Saturday 

Review might seem curious. It is, however, fairly common; most writers looking to place 

the charter with Queen Elizabeth have employed similar periodicals in support of their 

 
2 Hannah Velten, Beastly London: A History of Animals in the City (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 240. 
3 “Eels and Elvers,” The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science, Art, and Finance, 1885, 673. 
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claims. Petra van Dam, for example, in her essay “Eel Fishing in Holland: the Transition 

to the Early Modern Economy” relies on an article in the Dutch popular history 

magazine Spiegel Historiael to support her passing assertion of an Elizabethan charter.4 

The Spiegel piece, like that in the Saturday Review, fails to cite its sources. In both cases, 

the trail of evidence ends in the pages of the periodical. As frustrating as this dead end 

may be, it is not unusual: of the commonly-used periodical pieces that allege an 

Elizabethan charter – articles such as “A Remarkable Floating Market” from the 

February, 1906 edition of The Wide World Magazine: An Illustrated Monthly of True 

Narrative, Adventure, Travel, Customs and Sport, and “Fishing in Far Off Lands” from the 

1921 edition of the young adult magazine Chatterbox – none points the reader to a 

primary source of documentation.5 

Unsurprisingly then, these accounts frequently disagree among themselves about 

many of the story’s details. The author of the Spiegel Historiael piece, for example, writes 

that Elizabeth granted the Dutch the right to free mooring as thanks for their assistance 

against the hated Catholics of Spain.6 The Chatterbox account, however, holds that 

Elizabeth gave the palingmen their charter because they surprised her with a present of 

 
4 Petra J. E. M. van Dam, “Eel Fishing in Holland: The Transition to the Early Modern Economy,” 
International Journal of Maritime History 15, no. 2 (December 1, 2003): 169. 
5 B.J. Hyde, “A Remarkable Floating Market,” in The Wide World Magazine:  An Illustrated Monthly of 
True Narrative, Adventure, Travel, Customs and Sport, Vol. XVI: Nov. 1905-April, 1906 (London: George 
Newnes, LTD., 1906), 372; K.R. Brown, “Fishing in Far Off Lands:  Eel and Conger Fishing,” 
Chatterbox, 1921, 163. 
6 F. Read, “Hollandse palinghandel op London,” Spiegel Historiael, February 1981, 85. 
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delicious eels.7 The same article also notes that the Queen demanded that one ship 

remain at anchorage at all times in order to keep the privilege, while the Wide World 

Magazine reports that two ships needed to stay.8 Despite these discrepancies, and despite 

the lack of sourcing, the reliance on these periodicals for evidence is endemic in the 

literature. Even scholarship that seeks to rely on more academic work often ends of 

citing these, or similar, second-hand periodicals. 

 The second strand of historiography dates the charter from the reign of Charles 

II. David Righton and Mandy Roberts, in their chapter in Eels and Humans, sum up this 

claim well. They write that, in thanks for the assistance of Dutch fishermen during the 

Great Fire of London in 1666, the king issued a royal decree, “allowing eel barges to 

moor gratis on the Thames (provided that the mooring was never left vacant for more 

than 2 min!),” and granting them exclusive rights to sell eels in the London fish market 

at Billingsgate. Tom Fort also makes this claim about the Billingsate monopoly in his 

The Book of Eels, and his work has proved fairly influential; a substantial percentage of 

authors writing about the Dutch eel trade cite Fort’s book as their evidence.9 Fort’s 

understanding of the history, however, appears to be based on a misreading of the 1680 

act that allowed the eel ships back onto the Thames after their exile. The law, as we 

have seen, does not mention the Dutch by name, or discuss their role in the helping to 

 
7 Brown, “Fishing in Far Off Lands:  Eel and Conger Fishing,” 163. 
8 Brown, 163; Hyde, “A Remarkable Floating Market,” 372. 
9 Tom Fort, The Book of Eels (London: HarperCollins, 2002), 175. 
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feed Londoners in the aftermath of the Great Fire. 

It is, in fact, highly doubtful that the eel ships were in London at all during either 

the Great Fire or its aftermath. Parliament passed the 1666 act that drove the Dutch 

from the Thames early in the year, and it went into effect on February 2, 1666. The 

Great Fire broke out exactly seven months later, on September 2. Any Dutch captain 

foolish enough to be on the Thames at that point would have had his ship seized well 

before he could offer humanitarian aid. There are no accounts of the fire that speak of 

the palingmen providing food to Londoners, and the ships do not appear on any of the 

maps or drawings of the city. The only drawing of the city done by a man-on-the scene, 

a panorama view by William Sherwin, does not depict them.10 Perhaps more 

significantly, later that year Wenceslaus Hollar penned two long panoramic views of the 

city that offered matching images of London before and after the Fire, and neither view 

showed the eel ships. Given Hollar’s fondness for including the ships in his visions of 

the city, their absence here is telling. 

The same basic problems that plague Fort’s interpretation also apply to the final 

strand of historiography, which sets 1698/9, rather than 1680, as the date for when the 

Dutch received their mooring charter and monopoly. The City of London’s website, on 

its “History of Billingsgate” page, enunciates this claim with clarity, saying that:  

In 1699 an Act of Parliament was passed making it [Billingsgate] ‘a free 
and open market for all sorts of fish whatsoever’. The only exception to 
this was the sale of eels which was restricted to Dutch fishermen whose 

 
10 Simon Turner, “A Print of the Great Fire of London,” Print Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2009): 18–27. 
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boats were moored in the Thames. This was because they had helped feed 
the people of London during the Great Fire.11  
 

Like Fort, however, the City of London has misread its source material. As the previous 

chapter showed, the statue in question, An Act for Making Billingsgate a free Market for Sale 

of Fish, primarily concerned itself with breaking the monopoly of the Fishmongers 

Guild. In support of that goal, Parliament reaffirmed the 1680 law, holding that “no 

fish (except Stock Fish and Live Eels) taken or caught by any Foreigners, Aliens to this 

Kingdom (except Protestant Strangers inhabiting within this Kingdom) shall be 

imported on any foreign Ship.”12 The act permitted the sale of live eels by all people, 

including foreigners, and did not grant monopolies on the sale of any type of fish. 

Indeed, that idea runs contrary to the statute’s purpose. No law after the medieval 

period ever prohibited English people from selling eels in Billingsgate, and many 

English eel fishermen continued to compete with the Dutch.13 While the Dutch did 

wind up controlling most of the sales of live eels in the city, this came about through a 

complicated combination of market forces, demographic shifts, and technical 

knowhow, rather than through any legal proscription. The content creators for the City 

 
11 “History of Billingsgate,” municipal website, The City of London, May 1, 2014, 
http://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/business/wholesale-food-markets/billingsgate/Pages/history-of-
billingsgate.aspx. 
12 Sir Thomas Edlyne Tomlins, John Raithby, and Great Britain, The Statutes at Large, of England and of 
Great-Britain: From Magna Carta to the Union of the Kingdoms of Great Britain and Ireland (Printed by G. 
Eyre and A. Strahan, 1811), 238. 
13 In the nineteenth century, for example, the autumn trade of eels to London kept many Norfolk 
fishermen in money for the year. See: George Christopher Davies, Norfolk Broads and Rivers: Or, The 
Water-Ways, Lagoons, and Decoys of East Anglia (Edinburgh and London: W. Blackwood and sons, 
1884), 142. 
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of London’s website, along with writers like Fort, and Righton and Roberts, all point to 

the 1680 and 1699 acts of Parliament as evidence. But in fact they only use them 

uncritically as historicizing skeletons on which to hang the sinews of a more fanciful 

tale.  

So, the facts around the alleged charter are problematic, and the eel ships never 

had a monopoly in Billingsgate, or anywhere else in the city. But what of the final 

element of the story: the claim that the Dutch owned a tax-exempt spot on the river? 

They certainly were not granted one when they returned to the Thames; the 1684 Book 

of Rates assessed both a custom duty and a scavage subsidy to “Quick eels the Ships 

Lading.”14 And while this does not single out the Dutch, we have seen that they were 

among the only merchants bringing in ships full of live eels. The palingmen did 

eventually receive a waiver of import customs and mooring charges, but not until 1853. 

Until that point, however, each shipment of eels was charged a fee of £13 13s.15 As the 

Dutch Consul-general in London complained in 1842, “the Dutch eel schuyts have 

traded to London for a period of 150 to 200 years, and never paid a higher rate of duty 

than the present.”16 The Consul-general did not, it seems, know his eel history especially 

well; as we have seen, the Dutch had been selling eels in London for much longer than 

 
14 The Act of Tonnage and Poundage, and Book of Rates (London, 1684), 44, 295. 
15 John Ramsay McCulloch, A Dictionary ... of Commerce and Commercial Navigation ... (London: 
Longmans, 1877), 586; William Yarrell, A History of British Fishes, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (London: John van 
Voorst, 1841), 382. 
16 John Macgregor, Commercial Statistics: A Digest of the Productive Resources, Commercial Legislation, 
Customs Tariffs, of All Nations. Including All British Commercial Treaties with Foreign States (Whittaker and 
co., 1850), 945.  
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he thought, paying customs and strandage fees the whole while. It is true that the ships 

did not pay fees to the Fishmonger’s guild, but this was not an Early Modern 

development, either. The schuyts had escaped the fishmonger’s meters since at least 

1463, when their place in the middle of the Thames was first legislated.17 The privileged 

mooring, like the other components of the tale, is fanciful. 

Taken together, then, the oft-repeated popular versions of the eel ship story 

demonstrate a surprising bit of inattentive history writing, some of which comes from 

well-established and serious scholars such as Van Dam and Velten. Most of the versions 

base their claims on a misreading of the primary documents and their context, or on a 

recursive loop of unattributed historical assumptions. But it makes for a good, quick 

story, one that paints a tableau of the stubbornly medieval palingmen clinging to their 

mooring chains, reluctant to yield their space for even two minutes in the changing face 

of the modern world.  It works as an anecdote for several reasons. Firstly, because there 

are very few moments where the pre-modern world reaches all the way up into the 

modern, and it is noteworthy when it happens.  And secondly, because the idea of the 

eel trade being this important is foreign to modern writers and readers alike. It all but 

begs an incredulous reaction. We do not have much to do with eels, and we tend to be 

 
17 In 1901 the chief fishmeter of the London Fishmongers Guild confirmed in testimony before 
Parliament that he collected no dues from the Dutch eel schuyts, and said that he believed that the 
privilege dated to Elizabethan times. This highlights an important point about modern 
representatives of medieval guilds: they cannot always be trusted to know the history of their own 
organizations. See: Great Britain Parliament House of Commons, Sessional Papers (H.M. Stationery 
Office, 1902), 62. 
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morbidly fascinated by the idea that anyone would. 

This type of cultural distancing likely accounts for our received narratives about 

the Dutch eel ships. Recent scholarship has leaned heavily on late-nineteenth century 

writing on the topic, and the authors of those pieces faced the same dilemma as their 

modern descendants: they were trying to understand an ancient piece of cultural history 

without context or knowledge. And it seems likely that to find answers they went down 

to the river to ask the palingmen, presuming that the eel merchants would have a good 

sense of their own history. This presumption was flawed: like everyone else, the 

fishermen had lost track of their history. In the early 1930s a Dutch writer named Jan 

Zetzema rode along on one of the last trips of a Dutch eel ship between Danish waters, 

Holland, and London, and he was curious about the history of the ships’ free mooring. 

He asked his shipmates, London fishmongers, and Thames watermen, and he received 

a welter of different stories. In fact, he heard all of the stories that have influenced 

modern historiography.18 None of them knew that their freedom from customs fees 

was only 80 years old; instead they mythologized it as a part of their longer history on 

the Thames.  

 Belief  in this narrative created its own reality. The palingmen and the Londoners 

believed explicitly that the eel ships would lose their space if they left the spot vacant. 

 
18 Jan Zetzema, De Friese Palingaken (Leeuwarden: De Tille, 1976), 100–103. In fact, Zetzema heard 
several additional varients, including one that connected the Dutch eel ships’ space on the river to 
their aid during the Great Plague of 1665-66. 
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So the Dutch developed a system of keeping 

ships in waiting further down the Thames, 

near Canvey Island, to be ready to 

immediately replace empty vessels. In the 

1930s the Dutch moved away from this 

model, and instead left two schuyts at the 

mooring all the time and refilled them from 

steam cargo ships (Fig. 40). Fear of foregoing 

their privilege kept the eel ships at anchor all 

during World War I, even though they had no eels to sell.19 Belief in of a foundational 

charter and the rights that it conferred became established fact. The narrative of the eel 

ships’ berth created its own authority, despite being grounded on a foundation of 

historical forgetting. 

There is an embedded irony here. The eel ships were, in fact, one of those places 

where the medieval touched on the modern, with a history far older and more 

complicated than the popular story gives them credit for. The Dutch had been bringing 

eels to the Thames since the late 1300s, and since the 1400s they had done so in the 

holds of waterships almost identical to those that still anchored there in 1938. But 

cultural disassociation with the eels has led us to miss much of this story. The 

 
19 “War Held Dutch Eel Boats.,” Los Angeles Times, October 17, 1920. 

 

Fig. 40: Nederlandse palingschepen in de haven van 
Londen. Collection of the Netherlands Institute of 
Military History. 2000-1385-050. Used in 
accordance with the Netherlands Institute of 
Military History’s terms and conditions of use. 
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nineteenth-century writers who routinized this mythologized history themselves had 

little to do with the fish. Neither they nor their audience could imagine a culture that 

valued the fish at anything more than an unhealthy snack grabbed from a street vendor’s 

cart. This failure, fed by historical forgetfulness and cultural disassociation, wound up 

obscuring the ships’ true history – for the journals’ readers, for the palingmen, and for 

historians in the century to come. 

 

The Costs of Historical Forgetting 

 There is a well-regarded television commercial for HSBC Bank from the early 

2000s that offers a fascinating example of exactly how far removed the modern English 

are from their historical eel culture. The commercial features an Englishman on a 

business trip to China, being hosted at dinner by his Chinese associates. His host orders 

an eel and, to the ill-hidden consternation of the Englishman, a waiter brings a live fish 

to the table in a plastic bag for inspection before 

cooking (Fig. 41).20 The resulting dish is set before 

the businessman, and he puts aside his obvious 

unease to finish his portion, leaving nothing in his 

bowl.  As he eats, however, a voiceover narrator 

tells us that, while in England it is “a slur on your 

 
20 John More would have liked these odds. 

 

Fig. 41: English unease at the eel meal to come. 
From “Eel,” HSCB Bank, c. 2004. 
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host’s food if you don’t clear your plate,” in China eating all of your food questions the 

generosity of your host by suggesting that you will leave the meal hungry. The 

businessman’s Chinese associate looks concerned, and orders another, larger eel (again, 

brought to the table for inspection first) in order to preserve his reputation and satisfy 

his guest. The scene repeats identically once more, and the commercial ends with the 

kitchen staff trying to wrangle an enormous conger eel to the table, with the Englishman 

looking on in horror. The narrator then helpfully informs us that HSCB has offices all 

over the world and so can help avoid these types of cultural misunderstandings. The 

commercial works not only because of the disconnection between cultural mores 

around how much food to leave on the plate, but because of the eels. Even though he 

gets it wrong, the Englishman is trying to engage in his hosts’ culture by sharing in their 

food. But the commercial’s audience understands that this is a real struggle: eating eels 

has become a cultural obstacle to overcome, rather than a history to celebrate. 

 The HSBC advertisement reflects the negative popular modern perception of the 

eel that made the fish such a success in Verbinski’s A Cure for Wellness, or such a palpable 

threat in The Princess Bride.21 The bank’s advertising firm likely did not know or care 

about the long English relationship with eels; their job is to play with issues of the 

moment, and they did well. But the consequences for historians of reading the eels in 

 
21 As an authorial note, I will add here that it is a lasting regret that I have been unable to work the 
quote, “Probably some local fisherman out for a pleasure cruise…at night…through eel infested 
waters.” into this study.  
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our past solely through a modern lens are far more problematic. The previous section’s 

brief discussion about the historiography of the Dutch eel ships on the Thames gives a 

limited example of the ways that we mis-read the past because we have forgotten our 

eel history. The modern reception of John More’s aphorism about marriage odds offers 

another. And, to be fair, each of these is a fairly minor issue on its own. But, if this 

study has shown nothing else, it has demonstrated that eels permeated the day-to-day 

life of people of medieval and Early Modern England, and that this presence rippled 

out broadly. Some of the most well-known cultural monuments in English history, from 

the Bayeux tapestry to the plays of William Shakespeare, include eels. The fish were a 

go-to metaphor for personal and corporate identity, and provided ready grist for other 

kinds of figurative language. They moved through local economies and influenced the 

growth of international trade. Eels had a role to play in the country’s demographic 

changes, and they have a story to tell about the implications of climate change and 

ecological management. These are all active fields of study in their own rights that 

generate big historical questions with wide-ranging implications for how we understand 

the past and think about the future. And if the scholars asking those questions are 

considering eels at all, they are most likely doing so with the same set of modern biases 

that make HSBC’s commercial work so well. The problems of small-bore 

historiographic oversights can easily replicate on much larger scales, and the cost of 

historical forgetting can be significant. Eels mattered to the English for more than a 
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thousand years, and modern scholars need to think of the fish in those terms, rather 

than our present ones. 

 Our forgotten history with the eel matters not only in how we assess the past but 

also in how we process the present, for it haunts our relationship with eels as a species. 

At this moment the European eel face existential threats on several fronts. As the HSBC 

commercial shows, the fish remain a popular dish in China, Japan, and other regional 

countries, and a significant portion of European eels wind up smuggled to Asia to meet 

their demand. Even the farmed eels come largely from smuggled stock; there is a better-

than-average chance that both the English businessman in the commercial and the fish 

facing him down both each from Europe.22 Large numbers of elvers – as much as a 

quarter of the entire in-migration – gets trafficked around the globe in plastic bags, 

inside suitcases (Fig. 42). Recent efforts by 

Europol and individual European nations 

have resulted in the arrest of multiple 

smuggling rings, but the problem is endemic; 

Europol and other law enforcement agencies 

have begun to dub the smuggling of eels as 

“Europe’s Ivory Trade.” 

 
22 “80% of Young Eels Farmed in Japan May Have Been Smuggled from Taiwan via Hong Kong,” 
The Japan Times, March 15, 2019, sec. Business, 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/03/25/business/80-young-eels-farmed-japan-may-
smuggled-taiwan-via-hong-kong/#.XV4mc5NKit8. 

 

Fig. 42: Suitcases for smuggling eels from Spain to Asia, 
seized by Europol and Spanish officials as part of a 
coordinated crackdown in 2018 on smuggling rings. 
https://www.sustainableeelgroup.org/progress-in-
reducing-eel-trafficking/ 
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 In addition to this threat, eels are also endangered by rising ocean temperatures, 

changing coastal ecologies, water pollution, and the steady loss of habitat. Hydroelectric 

dams block the fish’s migration and movement, and the dams’ turbines have proven 

lethal to them. Compounding all of this, European eel populations have been colonized 

by Anguillicola crassus, a parasitic nematode native to Japanese eels which infests the 

swimbladder, making swimming difficult and threatening the eels’ ability to return to 

their likely spawning grounds in the Sargasso Sea.23 In short, eels face multiple serious 

challenges to their continued survival. And they are not helped by our present 

perception of them. 

 The same basic reaction to eels that can undercut historical studies also badly 

hampers our culture’s ability to care about eels. Eels are slimy, creepy, and weird, and 

we have little use for them. Endangered eagles may appeal to American’s sense of 

patriotism, tigers have majesty on their side, and sea otters capture viewers hearts with 

an unfair portion of adorability. Eels lack any of these obviously redeeming qualities, 

and for all that scientists have tried for years to catch people’s attention with the plight 

of eels, the cold facts and figures they present have not compelled a public change of 

heart for the fish. Eels are essentially out of sight and out of mind. This, too, is a 

consequence of our historical forgetting. We have lost our sense of eels’ role in our 

past, and that has made it easy to ignore its value in our present. 

 
23 Bernd Pelster, “Swimbladder Function and the Spawning Migration of the European Eel Anguilla 
Anguilla,” Frontiers in Physiology 5 (January 5, 2015), https://doi.org/10.3389/fphys.2014.00486. 
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 It is my hope that this study, focused on England’s cultural history with the fish, 

can help redress this problem. Storytelling is a far better method of persuasion than the 

presentation of facts or figures.24 Telling stories engages audiences’ excitement and 

personal investment in the material presented, keying emotional responses rather than 

logical ones. Changing people’s minds about eels requires good storytelling as much, if 

not more, than it needs scientific papers. And there is a good story here: one that 

stretches from ancient Greece to modern Billingsgate and that runs through the whole 

of English history. I hope that this study can grab the reader’s attention and show them 

that what we have forgotten about eels matters a great deal. Perhaps better knowing 

our interwoven past can help give us cause to care about them, and to make sure that 

ours is not the last generation with eels swimming in our lakes and rivers.  

 

fin 

 

 

 
24 We can see a recognition of this fact in the climate science community’s recent turn toward 
narrative in science communication. See, for example: Mithra Moezzi, Kathryn B. Janda, and Sea 
Rotmann, “Using Stories, Narratives, and Storytelling in Energy and Climate Change Research,” 
Energy Research & Social Science, Narratives and Storytelling in Energy and Climate Change Research, 
31 (September 1, 2017): 1–10, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.06.034; S Veland et al., 
“Narrative Matters for Sustainability: The Transformative Role of Storytelling in Realizing 1.5°C 
Futures,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, Sustainability governance and transformation 
2018, 31 (April 1, 2018): 41–47, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2017.12.005. 
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