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Food on Sultana
Keeping food stored in the holds of ships for weeks at a time without refrigeration was a 
major challenge for the British Royal Navy.  In order to prevent foods from spoiling, most 
items were salted and dried.  As a result, Sultana’s crew members ate a very bland diet that 
consisted mainly of hard tack, salted meats and beer. 

Hard tack was a staple of the sailors’ diet aboard Sultana.  These “ship’s biscuits” were 
made from flour, water, and a little bit of salt.  The stiff dough was spread over a pan and 
cooked at low temperatures for several hours, which took all the moisture out of the bread 
and prevented it from getting moldy.  When the hard tack cooled off, it was so hard that it 
often had to be broken with a hammer.  Another problem was that hard tack became 
infested with bugs.  Sailors would usually dip these sea biscuits in water or beer to soften 
them up before eating them ..... bugs and all! 

Another common food aboard Sultana was salted beef or pork.  Sometimes the sailors 
called these meats “salt junk” because after sitting in barrels full of salt for long periods of 
time they would become hard as leather.  Servings of beef and pork were almost always 
cooked in large pots of boiling water and eaten in stews. 

Two popular items on Sultana were beer and rum.  These drinks were used by the Royal 
Navy because their alcohol content allowed them to stay fresh for long periods at sea. A 
typical problem aboard naval ships was drunkenness, which led sailors to behave poorly 
and disobey their orders. 

When Sultana sailed in the Chesapeake Bay, the crew members would sometimes go 
ashore to pull seine nets.  These long nets had handles on each end that allowed the men 
to surround schools of fish and haul them onto the beach.  Having fresh fish must have 
been a welcome addition to the daily menu! 

While the 18th century diet may not sound appealing to you, having three protein-filled 
meals a day was actually one of the benefits of working in the navy.  For many sailors, this 
diet was a big improvement over their diet on land. 

Hard tack Salted beef Dried peas
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

DIRECTIONS:  Read the text on the previous page, then answer the following 
questions in complete sentences.  Write your answers on the lines provided.

1.     What did the Royal Navy do to prevent foods from spoiling?

2. What is hard tack and how was it prepared?

3.     Why did sailors sometimes call their pork and beef “salt junk”?

4. Why were beer and rum used by the Royal Navy?  How did this sometimes 
cause problems on the ships?

5. What did crewmembers use to catch fish in the Chesapeake Bay?
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INTRODUCTION 
Hard tack was an important part of a 
sailor’s diet in the 18th century.  
These “sea biscuits” were made 
from flour, water and salt.  Hard 
tack was a good product to have on 
ships because once the bread 
hardened and dried it could last for a 
long time without spoiling.  Since 
sailors were often at sea for several 
months, they needed foods which 
wouldn’t rot.  
 
Today you will make a batch of hard tack with your class.  Perhaps you will be brave 
enough to try one of these biscuits once they have been cooked! 
 

PREPARING THE BATCH OF BREAD (groups of 4 - 6 students) 
 
To make hard tack, your group will need the following materials from the 
Materials Center prepared by your teacher: 
 
x� One pound of flour      
x� One teaspoon of salt 
x� Enough water to make a very stiff dough  
x� One large mixing bowl 
 
Follow these directions to get your batch of hard tack ready for the oven: 
 
 1.  Pour the flour into the mixing bowl. 
 2.  Mix in one teaspoon of salt. 
 3.  Pour the water into the bowl.  Mix the contents into a stiff dough using your 

large spoon. 
 4.  Spread butter onto your flat pan. 
 5.  Shape the dough by hand into small circular biscuits which are 4 inches in  

diameter.  Use your ruler to measure the size of each biscuit 
 6.  Place the biscuits on the flat pan until all the dough has been used. 
 7.  Bake in an oven at 250 degrees for three hours. 
 
Once the batch is completed, you will have a first-hand look at one of the food items 
that was eaten by Sultana’s crew members in the 1700’s! 

Student Task: Making Hard Tack 

 

x� One stick of butter 
x� A flat pan 
x� A ruler 
x� One large spoon 
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Student Task: Making Hard Tack!


