
Salt—A Vital 
Commodity 
 

Salt was used 
extensively in 
medieval Swansea 
for preserving 
various foodstuffs, 
particularly fish and 
meat.  
 

Whilst smoking was also used 
to a certain extent to prevent 
fish and meat spoiling, it was 
salt that was commonly used 
on the western coasts of the 
British Isles.  
Salt would be imported in to 
Swansea in massive quantities 
to be used for dry-salting, 
brine-salting and pickling. 
Although salt was also  
produced locally, it was never 
in sufficient quantities to 
satisfy the massive demand. 
The extract here is from a 
customs account of 1587, and 
shows salt being imported from 
a popular source in France. 
Swansea has had a long 
association with the French 
ports.  

Along the coast, 
salt houses would 
produce sea salt 
for local markets 
(hence the name 
Salt House Point 
for the eastern 
side of Fabian’s 
Bay).  
 
Typical Welsh sea 
salt would have 
been brownish-
grey and roughly 
crystallised with a 
bitter tang, quite 
unlike the 
processed pure 
white product we 
are used to 
nowadays. 
 
The recipes show some of the typical uses for salt in medieval Swansea. 
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Above: ‘In the Jonas of Swansey burthen of thirty tons 
wherof John Jenkyn, master from  La  Rochelle for 
Swansey,  
Richard Sadler of Swansey , merchant for twenty four 
tons of Baye salte ‘ 

For more about the early history of the port of Swansea visit 
Swansea History Web  

www.swanseahistoryweb.org.uk 

A Bristol Wet Pickle (for hams) 
Take 12 lbs. of salt, 4 gallons of water, 6 lbs. of  honey,  ¼ lb. of  saltpetre, and 
2 oz. of sal prunella (a special form of saltpetre).  
Boil all together for ¼ hour, and let the liquid go cold. Pour into a tub and 
submerge the hams therein for at least four weeks preferably longer. After 
pickling dry and smoke thoroughly.  
This type of wet pickle was popular with the ships of the Bristol Channel. It 
would last a long time and the recipe was exported with the early American 
colonists in the 1700s. 
Pickled Mackerel 
Take six large fish and clean thoroughly. Fill the cavities with salt and 
some pepper, nutmeg and mace. Remove the heads and tails and lay end to 
end (e.g. like sardines). 
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The Uncrowned 
King of Swansea 

Gabriel Powell 1710 - 1788 
 
In the eighteenth century the 
affairs of the town were largely 
controlled by one man. Such 
was his influence that this 
period in the town’s history can 
be justifiably called ‘the Gabriel 
Powell years’. Powell’s 
influence characterises the 
nature of local government in 
many towns across the country 
in the eighteenth century, a 
time when democracy as we 
know it today did not exist, and 
the affairs or direction of the 
town were solely in the hands 
of men who were deemed to 
know best as a result of their 
station in life or as fact of their 
birth. 
 
The young Gabriel Powell 
learned his trade from his 
father who as steward to the 
Duke of Beaufort, guarded the 
rights of the Duke over the 
extensive lands and estates 
upon which the town was built. 
It is hardly surprising that 
Gabriel became a lawyer, 
steeped in the tradition of 
maintaining the Duke’s rights 
and privileges. It had become 
traditional for the Duke’s 
steward to exert a certain 
amount of influence over the 
town, but a new era of 
manipulation and dominance 
began with Gabriel’s admission 
as a burgess and election to the 
ranks of the Swansea aldermen 
on his twenty-first birthday. 

• 1731 Becomes a burgess and an alderman 
• 1731 -1789 Powell blocks the appointment of any burgesses or officers 

who wanted to improve or change the nature of the town 
• 1740 Appointed as Portreeve 
• 1745 Becomes recorder and solicitor to the Corporation of Swansea 
• 1768 Powell blocks attempts to improve the harbour 
• 1762 Powell drafts the Town Hill Enclosure Act to the considerable ad-

vantage of the Duke and himself 
• 1774 Powell blocks attempts to improve the harbour and pave the town 
• 1775 Powell moves to prevent travelling players visiting Swansea 
• 1787 Inhabitants of the town petition Parliament, the move is success-

fully opposed by Powell 
• 1787 Powell attempts to block the foundation of a theatre in Wind 

Street  
• 1787 Powell successfully blocks another attempt at port improvement 

For more about the early history of the 
port of Swansea visit Swansea History Web  
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