Spheres of Medieval Life
Peasants
Especially in the early Middle Ages Central and Western Europe were thinly populated. The table below shows a
striking development of the population growth. Most historians agree that the growth of the population in these
areas of Europe roughly followed the tendency as the table suggests though it is very difficult to work out exact
figures for those early days.

Population Growth
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Year
Central & Western Europe
ca. 450
5.5 mill
ca. 1000
12 mill
ca. 1340
35.5 mill
ca. 1450
22.2 mill
ca. 1980
243.3 mill
Up to the 12h century about 95% of the population made a living as farmers. Most of the people lived in vil 
lages often scattered on clearings of dense woods which apart from some moor, marsh and mountain areas
covered most of these parts or Europe. Villages were not very large; in 1336 the village of Yalding, Kent, Eng
land counted 37 families (148 persons) and a vicar.
Contacts with persons further away than a day’s journey (about 30 km) were limited to those few who went
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on a pilgrimage, took part in a campaign or were involved in transporting goods. Some wandering peddlers* or
friars* provided the villages with news from the ‘outside’ world.
Medieval huts or cottages often had not more than two rooms, one containing the hearth*. The smoke es 
caped through a hole in the roof. A socalled cruck house had a wooden frame
covered with a mixture of mud, straw and manure. The roof would be thatched
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(straw, reeds, leaves).
All members of the family shared the same, poorly ventilated room for living

20

Image 1: A reconstructed
Black House in Scotland
from the 17th century
which is quite similar to
medieval village homes.
Photo E. Plüer

and sleeping.
The floor would be mud firmly stamped down. The bed looked like a wooden
box and contained strawfilled bags; often the family slept on the floor. The large
majority of the villagers owned little (wooden) furniture; a few stools, a table and a
chest for cloth. In many

Huts you would find a spinning wheel and a simple loom*. Making the clothes for the family
from homespun linen and woollen fabric was a woman’s job. Clothes were mostly shabby and seldom taken
off.
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Usually the peasants walked around bare foot or wore wooden clogs or simple shoes from cow hide. The
daily routine was regulated by the sun: rising between 4 and 5 o’clock – at least in the summertime – and turning
in when it was getting dark. There was no running water and buckets might be used as a toilet or you had to re
lieve yourself outside.
For reasons of safety – there were still wolves and bears – animals owned by the family would be kept in 
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side at night thus making it probably rather smelly and attracting more flees and flies.
The first main meal was taken between 9 and 10 in the morning and the second in the afternoon. The villa
gers drank water or a kind of ale or cider. Meat was not often on the table, cattle were too valuable to be
slaughtered; if at all meat from pigs – which were easier to keep – was consumed an, in addition, fish. Wild an
imals (deer, wild boars*, wild rabbits, hares) were found in the woods, but they were the property of the lord of
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the manor* who did not allow his villains to hunt them; poaching* was severely punished. The staple food* var 
ied little; usually it was a thick soup, a kind of porridge made from oats. Pulses (beans, peas) and vegetable com 

pleted the menu: people liked bread too, which meant brown bread, as growing wheat for white bread required a
lot of manure* and thus could only be afforded by welltodo people like the lord of the manor
Besides working the land peasants did other jobs as well: They made their own shoes and, of course, men 
ded their tools. As in the course of time more tools were made of iron such as the spade the villagers had to turn
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to the smith who is counted among the earliest known craftsmen. Some villagers specialised in such trades as
wheelwrights*, carpenters, bakers and tanners*. Peasant children joined their parents working on the land. They
did physically less strenuous job such as clearing stones of the fields or chasing away birds. School education did
not exist for them.
Farm work varied according to the seasons: Winter and early spring were devoted to making and mending
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tools, ploughing and spreading manure and sowing of seed (March And April);
Haymaking and harvesting followed in July and August; ploughing and autumn seed sowing in September
and October.
Sowing and harvesting in medieval times followed a crop rotation system:
field 1
1st year
Winter crop
2nd year
fallow
3rd year
Summer crop
Grains cultivated in the
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field 2
field 3
Summer crop
fallow
Winter crop
Summer crop
fallow
Winter crop
Middle Ages were barley, millet*, rye, wheat, also spelt*. One part of the land was

left fallow so that the exhausted soil could recover. Artificial fertilizers were unknown.
Most villagers used oxen for ploughing as they were cheaper to keep than horses.
Milk was mostly obtained from sheep as cows were too expensive and had to be fed with a lot of hay during
the winter. Sheep also provided wool for clothes.
Apart from a plough peasants had other tools; the sickle was the most important tool for cutting corn.
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In ordinary years the yield* of the fields was a bout two to three the amount of seed. In modern times the ra
tio is about one to ten. Part of the yield had to be kept as seed grain for the next year and the rest had to last for
feeding the family u p to the next harvest. In addition the villains had to hand over some part of their produce –
for example hens, eggs, corn – to the lord of the manor and a tenth (tithe) to the Church. On an average hardly
half of the yield was left for the villager and his family. A crop failure usually meant famine which occurred fre
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quently. Insufficient food made people susceptible to infectious diseases such as typhoid an increased the death
rate.
The burial records of the village of Yalding, Kent, England list 37 deaths between the years 1330 and 1333,
28 males and 9 females. The oldest persons, two women, died at the age of 68; seven children died before the
age of five. The average age of mortality was 22.1 years (23.7 for males and 20.5 for females). In comparison to
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the life expectancy of the 21st century in Western Europe and North America these are disturbing figures, even if
the figures are taken only from one parish in the 14th century.
Obtaining help from other areas in the case of famine was nearly impossible. For the period between 750
AD and 1100 AD documents report 29 famines; a severe crisis every 12 years.
The size of a farm varied between 7 and 15 hectares, according to the quality of the soil. It has been estim
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ated that an averagesized family (5 persons) would need ca. 5 hectares to support themselves. [Note: 1 ha =
100m x 100m = 10000²; a modern football ground = 100m x 65m = 6500m²].
For many centuries it took 10 farmers to feed 1 town dweller. In our days the ratio is 1 farmer to 134 persons
(Germany).
When the population grew larger people tried to expand the area under cultivation usually turning stretches
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of the woods into fields. This process of clearing was very strenuous work and it often took years before the soil
could properly be used for cultivating crop. Along with the expansion of suitable land for growing crops the

methods of cultivating the land were improved and more tools were made of iron. By and by more horses were
used. Their pulling power had considerably been increased by the new horse collar.
As the individual strips of land were scattered about the three
main fields the villagers were bound to do all the necessary
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work together. Villagers would also pool their ox teams to
make efficient use of the newly developed heavy plough.
Both, the expansion of suitable land for ploughing and the
improvement of the cultivation methods in turn made it pos
sible for the population to grow
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Village life, i. e. life for the majority of people in medieval
times, meant hard work. But there were also a number of fest
ivals, such as on 1 May when people danced round the may
pole or the celebration or Midsummer Night with a bonfire. And the Christian calendar contained 50 or so holi
days, 15 or 20 of which were kept in most villages.
Jürgen Plüer

