The Nobility of Europe

	Below the king and queen were many “nobles” wearing titles of rank.  A title might have a different meaning in another country, but common ones include; a prince is the son of a king; the daughter of a king is a princess.  Following these, the order or rank was duke, marquis, earl or count, viscount and baron. Being a nobleman was hazardous to one’s heath.  These were violent times, and from youth, the sons of nobles prepared for the life of a warrior.  They fought with outsiders, and if none were available, they fought each other.  Wearing a suit of armor, with a helmet on their heads, they were in modern terms “one mean fighting machine.”
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The attackers used catapults and battering rams to attempt to make a hole in the wall or gate.  Ladders would be used to climb over the walls.  The defender used a variety of weapons: boiling water, rocks and arrows would be used against the attackers.


Arguments were frequent among the nobles, and ways to settle those disputes in court were developed.  In Germany, the accused was guilty unless proven innocent.  One way to find the truth was trial by ordeal in which the accused picked up a red-hot iron and carried it a few paces.  If his hands healed in the required time, it was proof he was innocent.  There were also trials by combat in which two parties fought each other.


Violence requires some justification, or the person is considered nothing more than a murderer.  To protect against the Vikings or some other barbarian threat was certainly justification for their existence, but after the invaders left or settled in, the fighting men looked for other reasons to do what they did best.  They found these excuses in defense of the church, in the code of chivalry, and in the noblest of all causes, the crusades.

True or False.  If False, correct the statement to make it true.

1. ____Nobles built their castles with every comfort__________________

2. ____Defenders used boiling water as a weapon___________________

3. ____Trial by ordeal was a fair system___________________________

4.  ____The nobles used the church, chivalry and the crusades as excuses to fight.____

5. Describe the nobles’ responsibility to the manor?

6. Justify whether being a noble was an easy job.

7. Compare the nobility during the Middle Ages to the upper class in modern America.

Knights of Shining Armor

	Around the 8th century, the nobility needed an army made up of cavalry (horsemen) and wearing armor.  They were called knights.  For these men to afford equipment and horses, the lord would grant them lands (make them vassals). Becoming a knight was a long process.  A boy from a good family offered to serve a baron or warrior, follow him to combat, and carry his shield and spear.  It required exercise, riding, practice using weapons, and coping with fatigue.  It also involved learning proper manners around the ladies: politeness, courtesy and helpfulness.  When he reached manhood, he prepared to receive knighthood.  Wearing robes with colors 
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signifying purity and devotion, he prayed and fasted.  A priest instructed him on the true meaning of knighthood.  He then took a vow of chivalry, a code of laws, which included purity, valor, compassion, defense of the church, and loyalty to the king.  He was expected to protect and cherish women. He knelt before a prince or a warrior who tapped him on the shoulder with the flat of his sword and said, “In the name of God, St. Michael and St. George, I make thee a knight; be valiant, bold and loyal”.  

The purpose of the knight was to fight, and much of his life was spent in warfare.  In the earlier days of knighthood, a charge by men on horseback was enough to scatter men on foot.  In time, however, new weapons came along that lessened the shock of a knight’s attack.  In the 13th century, the crossbow was developed.  Firing a metal bolt, a foot soldier could use the crossbow to penetrate a knight’s armor.  Anything that caused the horseman to fall off his horse was effective, because the weight and bulk of his armor, he was defenseless on foot.


In the earlier years of the feudal system, becoming a knight was a way to improve one’s position in life.  But eventually, people born into the upper class believed that family, not service, should fix a person’s status.  Fewer boys from poor backgrounds were let into the knighthood. 

	1. ____ Include purity, valor & compassion
	a. crossbow

	2. ____ Could penetrate armor
	b. knight

	3. ____ Purpose of life is to fight
	c. chivalry

	4. ____ army of horsemen
	d. cavalry


5. Who did the knight have to pledge his loyalty to? 

6. Why was being a knight considered to be a prestigious job?

7. Compare and contrast the Samurai warriors from Japan’s feudal era and a medieval knight.

8. In your opinion which code of behavior was more difficult the Bushido or chivalry.  Explain.

The Peasants’ Lot

	Hidden away and almost forgotten, the Medieval peasant was at the bottom of the pile.  Upper classes rarely mentioned them, and if they did, it was to complain of the smell, ignorance, ugliness or dishonesty. We might refer to peasants as one group, but there were differences in status that they understood and separated themselves.  Serfs were tied to the land, and if one lord took the land away from another, he got the serfs too.  A peasant worked hard for what little he received.  The lands he farmed were not all in one place, but were separated by fields.
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It was common for peasants to work in groups, both for the companionship and because the oxen and heavy plows were impossible to work alone.


The peasant complained that the king demanded taxes, the noble paid no tax, the priest demanded his tithe, the merchant needed his profit, the soldier paid for nothing he took, and the beggar had nothing to take.  The peasants complained he alone was supporting the king, the noble, priest, merchant, soldier and beggar.  He was also at the mercy of these people.  If the lord had a bishop as a guest, he took up a collection from the serfs, and if for entertainment they rode across his land on a foxhunt, the peasant lost hours of backbreaking labor. 

“When any one of the tenants dieth, the lord shall have all the pigs of the deceased, all his goats, all his mares and his horse also...all his bees, all his bacon-pigs, all his cloth of wool and flax, and whatsoever can be found in gold and silver.  Also the lord shall have the best ox…and the Holy Church another.  After this the rest of the animals ought to be divided into three parts, one for the lord, one for the children and one for the wife.”


It was in the nature of a peasant to be docile and not cause trouble, but there were occasions when resentment broke out in mob violence.  Peasant revolts did take place, but the rulers sent in armies to crush the rebels and put the rebel leaders to horrible death.

1.  List 5 characteristics of a peasant’s life:

2. Summarize how a serf’s property disposed of after his death?

2. Why would the serfs have difficulty increasing their wealth from generation to generation?

3. Create a cartoon illustrating what groups the peasant supports.

4. In your opinion what other group of people in history could be compared to the serfs.  Explain. 

Women in the Middle Ages

	     Medieval women’s lives were very limited.  From the day she was born, she had a male who told her what she could and could not do.  Marriages were usually for convenience” to gain land or property.”  Her status was set by the teachings of Aristotle (remember him, the Greek philosopher), who believed women and slaves were naturally inferior.  Women were married very young, but if a woman survived childhood without gaining a husband; her choices were either to get married or go to a convent.  Couples were often married after their families had bargained a long time over the amount of dowry the bride’s father must pay.  The husband ruled the family.  On certain days, the wife was required to lie at the 
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husband’s feet and beg his forgiveness for anything she had done.  The children did the same at their parents’ feet.  Wife beating was common, although some rules said that the beating should be “reasonable.”  


Still, women were important in family life and did much of the work during the Middle Ages.  They worked in the fields, cooked, spun and made clothing for the family.  Even upper-class girls were taught to spin.  

Noble women played a similar role.  Once married, her husband was, in theory, the woman’s lord and master.  All of her property belonged to him, and he could use it as he saw fit.  In practice, she ran the household and supervised the spinning, weaving and cooking.  When her husband was away, she became outdoor supervisor, and if the castle was attacked while her husband was away, she commanded the defense.  Noblewomen were expected to follow many rules of conduct. “En route to church or elsewhere, a lady must walk straight and not trot or run, or idle either.  She must salute even the poor…A lady does not accept gifts.  For gifts, which are given in secret, cost dear; one buys them with one’s honor.  Above all, a lady does not scold.  Anger and high words are enough to distinguish a low woman from a lady…Women must not swear, drink too much or eat too much.  Ladies with pale complexions should dine early.  Good wine colors the face.  If your breath is bad, hold it in church when you receive blessing.”


The system was against them, but some women did become literate and spoke their minds.  Then as now, wives were not always obedient and silent.  Couples that never argued were so rare in England that a couple could win a side of bacon if they could swear, after a year of marriage, that they never quarreled.

1. The ______________ was the ruler of the family.

2. The bride’s father had to pay a ___________.

3. Women’s jobs consisted of _____________, _________ and ___________ .

4. Summarize the main differences between a peasant’s and a noble women’s marriage/responsibilities? 

5. Choose a society that also held a similar view about women.  Explain how.

6. Compare the expectations of women during the medieval ages and modern times.

Children

	In the Middle Ages, as before, the most important outcome of marriage was children.  Childbearing, however, brought anguish as well as happiness.  Childbirth was often fatal to the mother and the child.  Children who survived birth often died of disease in their early years. The following are diary selections from a Florence businessman named Doti:
“ Our Lord God was pleased to take to Himself the fruits which He had lent us, and he took first our most beloved, Stagio.  He died of the plague in Florence without seeing him, for I was in the country… May God bless him.  The same year, the Lord was pleased to desire a companion for that beloved soul.  God called our son Mari to Himself and he died of the plague. On 13 July 1401, the Lord lent us a seventh child,  a son whom we called Benedetto…
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 God was pleased to take him back and for this too may He be thanked and praised.  The child suffered from a cough for a fortnight and passed away to Paradise.  After that my wife Isabetta passed on to Paradise…and I shall have no more children by her to list here, God be praised.  Our creator was pleased to call the soul of our gentle and good son Antonio, I think on 2 August, for I was in great trouble and did not know it at the time.”

Marrying your children off was a great concern.  Sometimes, children were only 4 or 5 years old when they were married.  The practice of arranging children’s marriages was so common that the church said children in the cradle could not be married. 

As the life of the nobles was drastically different from the peasants, the same held true for their children.  A future “Sir” or “Highness” would live in a castle, eat the best food and have a horse of his own.  However, it was not without a cost.  Noble boys had to leave home at the age of seven!  They were sent away to be raised by their parents’ friends, because medieval nobles did not want to spoil their children, especially their sons, with too much love.  Noble parents thought that too much kindness and tenderness would not help prepare the boys for the harsh realities of life.  A noble child would go to school where teachers could punish them however they wanted to.  Was being a peasant child easier?

These children had a little shack and flowery fields.  The children would be outside while their parents worked the land.  Peasant children had no school to interfere with their lives.  When they were not doing chores for their parents they were free to play.  However, the peasant children were also treated poorly by their parents, they were even referred to as “litters”.  Food was scarce, winters were long and luxuries were nonexistent.  Their future contained a short life of hard labor.

1. How would you describe the attitude towards death by Doti?  Explain.

2. What were the causes of death?  Do you think these diseases still result in death?  Explain.  

3. Briefly compare your childhood to the life of either medieval child. 

4. Identify the motives for wanting to marry your child so young.

5. Decide whether it would be better to be a noble or peasant child.  Explain.

Medieval Manor Worksheet/Notes
1. Nobles:

a.
b.

c.
2. Knights:
a.

b.

c.
3. Serfs:
a.

b.

c.
4. Women:
a.

b.

c.
5.  Children
     a.

     b.

     c.

6. Which group had the most important job? Explain.

7. Which group had the least? Explain.

8. Why do you think this system lasted for over a thousand years?

9. Could the United States survive under the terms of feudalism today?  Explain.

