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The Mary Rose Pepperpot

The Mary Rose was commissioned in the very early part of the reign of Henry VIII. Her keel was laid probably in 1510 and she was built as a 'carrack' - a four-masted ship with two gun-decks and high 'castles' or short decks fore and aft. She was approximately 110 feet long and 26 feet in the beam, with a displacement of around 400 tons (www.nationalhistoricships.org.uk).

When the Mary Rose sank in the Solent in July 1545, little did anyone think that over four hundred years later Henry's flagship would become the one of the most important sources of information about food in Tudor times. She was re-discovered in 1966 and finally salvaged in November 1982 by the Mary Rose Trust. The excavation and recovery of the ship and its contents led to the use of new techniques and in many ways established the art of maritime archaeology. Care and respect also had to be shown toward the remains of the many sailors found in and around the wreck; for a time it was considered that the site should be considered a war-grave and not excavated at all.  

One of the smaller, but more significant of some 26,000 finds from within and around the ship (Marsden, 2003) came from a wooden chest in the cabin of the barber-surgeon; it was a small wooden pepper grinder – complete with peppercorns.

Different foodstuffs have been imported into Great Britain since the time of the Romans and by the Tudor period it had "become a status symbol to serve food with herbs and spices" (www.sixwives.info, 2014).

Whilst it is not necessarily the case that poor quality food needed to be made more palatable – indeed a person of the status of a Barber-Surgeon may have access to high-quality foodstuffs even aboard a ship –  it would have added flavour  and could have enhanced his status further. It was also thought at this time that pepper was efficacious for the letting of wind and it could have been included in the medical stores for this purpose.

The pepperpot was turned out of ash and in three parts: "...a hand-held grinder – working like a pestle; a holder for whole spices and with a grating surface; a cup to receive and hold the ground spice..." (www.syler.com) . Once the item had been conserved it was possible to construct an accurate replica – only the metal parts were speculative due to the original iron having corroded away during it's four centuries of immersion in salt water.

The process of conservation included the removal of soluble salts from the wood, followed by treatment with a low-grade Polyethylene Glycol (PEG)solution to prevent shrinkage followed by air- or freeze-drying (Jones, 'For Future Generations', Portsmouth 2003).

Whilst many of the artefacts are now on display with the conserved ship in the Mary Rose Museum in Portsmouth, the work of identification, conservation, and interpretation of the finds is on-going.
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