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Panel Abstract 
Those interested in technological developments in medieval and early modern maritime his-
tory have largely focused on innovations in ship design, efforts that have produced a rich 
scholarly literature centered primarily on improvements in the size, speed, and military 
capabilities of sailing vessels.   But far less attention has been paid to other technologies in 
the more prosaic sectors of the maritime economy, such as fishing. The three papers in this 
session address this lacuna by offering new perspectives on the development and impact of 
technological innovations within marine fishing. Changes in how fish were preserved during 
the medieval period, for example, increased the commercial potential of herring, cod, and a 
host of other sea fish, significantly expanding the geographical range and profitability of what 
became an international trade in fish.  Another paper focuses on the interaction of technology 
and ecosystem in tracking how fishing gear and boats adapted to specific socio-ecological 
conditions in one region.  Environmental concerns are also evident in how increasing unease 
about bycatches led to the imposition of regulations about fishing techniques.  We hope that 
these different approaches will stimulate fruitful conversation about the practical application 
of experience-based technologies in the expanding pre-modern maritime industry of marine 
fishing.
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Preserving and Curing Marine Fish in Medieval 
Britain: Methods and Costs 
MARYANNE KOWALESKI (Fordham University) 

Abstract
Maritime historians interested in technological innovations and change in marine   fishing 
during the medieval and early modern periods have largely focused their efforts on fishing 
gear, techniques, and ships. Far less attention has been paid to the preservation of fish,  even 
though it played a crucial role in the commercialization of fishing because only  preserved fish 
could be traded on anything more than a local and seasonal basis given the  rapid spoilage rate 
of fresh fish. Although archaeologists have made great strides in  understanding curing tech-
niques in medieval Britain, documentary historians have had little  new to say. Most studies, 
in fact, rely on a 1955 book by a food chemist (C. L. Cutting, Fish  Saving), who describes the 
chemical processes that curing involves, but who relied uncritically on a few printed sources 
and treated the Iron Age to the Industrial Era as one  period. This paper aims to redress this 
lacuna by bringing together data on fishing curing  methods from charters, estate accounts 
(particularly for Durham Priory and Battle Abbey),  and court disputes in Yarmouth to catego-
rize the costs, organization, processes, and regional  distribution of methods employed to cure 
marine fish (especially herring and cod) in Britain  from the twelfth through early sixteenth 
centuries. Access to salt was a key factor in this  industry, but other factors were also at stake 
in, for example, the development of the pilchard industry in southwestern England during the 
sixteenth century.  
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The Intersection of Technology and Marine Fishing 
along the Portuguese and Iberian Coast  
in the 16th Century 
 
INÊS AMORIM (CITCEM/FLUP)

Abstract 
The practice and effectiveness of marine fishing was affected by the nature of the  ecosystem 
(sea, inshore, or estuarine locations; marine or fluvial species; tides and climate),  access to 
resources, adaptive technology, and the (ir) regularity of work for natural and socio cultural 
reasons. This paper focuses on the relationship between technology—as evident in   fishing 
techniques and the types of fishing gear and boats employed and the unique social ecological 
conditions of the Atlantic and Mediterranean position of Portugal (from 48° N to 36°  N and 
from 11° W to the coastlines of France, which comprises the Bay of Biscay and the  Iberian 
Coast). This region clearly differs ecologically, economically, and culturally from the   rest 
of the Atlantic. The adaptation of fishers to these conditions in the sixteenth century can be  
tracked by using “foral” charters which were produced between 1500 and 1520 and detail the  
duties and rights for all Portuguese counties (“concelhos”).  
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Repairing tools and damage in an Early Modern 
fishing community (Dieppe, 18th century)
ROMAIN GRANCHER (CNRS, Framespa)

Abstract
Marine environmental historians have shown that bottom trawling became widespread in 
many European fishing communities from the late Middle Ages onwards, raising heated con-
troversy over its devastating effects on marine resources. However, some communities have 
long opposed its use and have managed to limit its spread. This paper aims to understand the 
reasons for this long resistance by drawing on the case of Dieppe (France), where bottom 
trawling was only adopted at the beginning of the 19th century, after violent conflicts be-
tween partisans and opponents of this fishing gear. Using a micro historical analysis centred 
on the 18th century, it seeks to go beyond the environmental interpretation currently dom-
inant in historiography. By relying on inquiries and petitions, but also on account books and 
court records, it is indeed possible to write another “lost” history of trawling (as Peter Jones 
remarkably did recently). This one considers its ecological impact, but it also focuses on the 
complementarity between gears, the seasonality of fish markets, the collective ownership of 
tools, the gendered division of labour, the territorialisation of fishing grounds and the forms 
of risk management. In the 18th century, all these aspects of the technical organisation of 
fishing were still governed by local customs negotiated between the actors of the community, 
and it was largely in defence of these customs that they opposed the introduction of bottom 
trawling.
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