Eighth Grade Social Studies (Mr. LaFortune)

Life in the Middle Ages Essay
Over the last two weeks we have been studying about the Fall of the Western Roman Empire and the start of the Middle Ages (the period of time between the fall of the Western Roman Empire and the fall of the Eastern Roman Empire).  In studying this time period, we have learned how the Feudal System functions, and about the way life was for various members of society.  Your task for this first essay will be to write a 2 page essay (preferably typed, double-spaced, and with 12-point font) that discusses, compares, and contrasts two of the following groups of people living during the Middle Ages: Priests, Lords, Knights, Traders, Millers, and Serfs.

The following pages provide you with a glimpse into the lives of these groups of individuals.  Your essay should be well-thought-out and include detail from these summaries, your class notes, and your readings.  Should you elect to use outside resources or the Internet, please be sure that your source is reliable (no Wikipedia) and make sure you properly cite the source (giving the author’s name, the title of the article, the website (if applicable), and page number (if applicable)).

Your essay should contain no fewer than 4 paragraphs.  It should include an introductory paragraph, two paragraphs of discussion, which compare and contrast the two groups that you chose, and a conclusion paragraph.  This instruction page, along with the grading rubric on the back, must be stapled to the front of your essay and must contain your name, date, and block.  While I highly recommend that you complete rough drafts of your work, you do not need to turn in an outline or rough draft for grading.  Please remember that this is an academic paper and must be written using academic language, proper grammar, punctuation, and spelling.  Your essay will be graded according to the rubric on the back of this page.
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The Life of a Lord
The lord had three basic duties: (1) to give military protection to his land and its inhabitants, (2) to organize agriculture, industry, and trade on his lands, and (3) to serve the lord or lords above him (the highest lord being the king) in war.

The lord usually lived in a well-protected dwelling. It was typically constructed on a hill or other high place, and was often surrounded by a moat (a ditch of water). Frequently, it was a wooden castle with separate rooms for servants, toilets, the kitchen, and storage. However, living quarters were usually not large compared to modern standards. For example, one large room usually served as a dining room, living room, and bedroom. Windows were small, and often covered to keep out the rain. Lords used candles or torches to provide some light. 

The lord rose at dawn to attend to his work. This involved supervising the various operations of the manor. The main role of the manor was to produce food for the lord and his subjects. Because the lords needed food as much as the serfs, the lords were usually quite active in managing the agricultural output of the manor. If the manor produced a surplus of food (extra food), it was the lord's responsibility to find a market for it and sell or trade it for a profit. Other tasks included: organizing the construction and maintenance of bridges, roads, canals, etc. The entire burden of planning and organizing this work was the lord's, unless he could find an exceptional serf to whom he could entrust some of his authority (this was rare).
The lord also served as judge of the village. Although often the serfs were allowed to stage their own trials, the lord remained the ultimate authority in these issues. He also profited from fines paid by offenders. 

The lord's wife was equally busy organizing the household. She gave birth and raised many children, and made sure they learned proper manners. She also supervised the many tasks of the servants, such as making butter and cheese, doing laundry, preserving meat, preparing meals, making clothes, etc. If her husband went to war she took over the financial and military management of the manor and was expected to supply his financial needs during the war. If her husband died and they had no son, occasionally she inherited the estate, but was expected to re-marry within a short time in order to provide her estate with military protection. 
The Life of A Priest
Priests played an important role in village life. Many of the activities of the manor centered around the church. For example, within hours of being born, babies were taken to the priest to be baptized. If the child survived, the priest would later confirm him or her as a Christian. People confessed their sins to the priest and received from him the Eucharist (eating of bread and drinking of wine to recall Jesus' death) at Easter and Christmas. The priest also conducted marriages. Finally, the priest gave funerals and buried the dead in the church cemetery. 

The church was also the center of social life, as the religious events of baptisms, weddings, and funerals were cause for large feasts and parties. These and other celebrations were held in the churchyard. The priest held mass every Sunday and on Holy days. During the mass, he taught Christian values and beliefs. A popular theme was the awful suffering that sinners would experience after their deaths. Other duties of priests included such things as blessing fields in the spring before seed time by sprinkling water on them, and in reading orders and messages from the king and church authorities. 
The Life of a Knight
Knights were often part of the nobility (some were lords) but did not necessarily have to be. Most knights were children of lords. The knight was a professional fighter. His duty was to protect the weak, the poor, and the church. As the children of lords, some knights had a fairly comfortable childhood. The children of lords, unlike peasant children, were not required to work until the age of seven or eight. At that time, they were usually sent to the house of a friend or relative. There, the boy would act as a servant to the lord and would receive his training as a fighter. This was his period of education, and it was designed to teach him to be unquestioningly loyal to his lord, devoted to service to his lord, and to be courageous and fierce in battle, yet still be a gentleman. This was the code of chivalry. Knighthood was based on the ideas of chivalry, which included the belief that war was romantic and noble. Values such as loyalty, devotion, courage, and respect for the enemy were all part of chivalry. 

When the knight-in-training reached the age of 18 or 19, a knight was sent out to travel with other young knights. Because their main object was to fight, these bands of knights would rove around in search of a conflict. When they found one, they would join the battle on whatever side seemed most appropriate to them. When they weren't involved in local wars, knights travelled to tournaments in which they could test their fighting skills. The tournaments lasted for days, if not weeks, and were marked by loud parties, gambling, drinking, and prostitution. 

As a fighter, the knight was equivalent to the tank of today. His armor was almost impenetrable, such that relatively few knights actually died in combat, even if the fighting was brutal. A small but very significant invention increased the fighting power of the knight considerably. That invention, which came from China, was the stirrup. The rider could brace himself by using the stirrups, and thus, use his full strength as well as that of the horse for maximum advantage in battle. The stirrup made jousting with long lances possible. A good knight could gallop at full speed and use his lance to send other knights flying off their horses. 

Although knights were to be the protectors of the poor, the weak, and the church, they often terrorized as much as they protected. In the midst of drunkenness or battle, the code of chivalry often was not followed. 

After travelling for two or three years, a young knight would return home, still fully dependent on his father. Until his father died, a young knight could neither marry nor inherit property. This was a period of frustration for knights, because they could not get on with the business of marrying and setting up their own estates.

The Life of a Trader
The trader had a rough and uncertain life. He was almost always travelling in hostile territory, and constantly feared attack by roving bands of knights. On some occasions, knights might pass by him and completely ignore him. On other occasions, they might steal his goods, beat him up, or even kill him. 

The trader had to get permission and had to pay a special toll in order to enter each manor. Other manors might charge him an extra toll for using their roads. The trader survived from day to day on the food he could purchase with his goods. Very few traders prospered; most just survived. Being a trader was a dangerous occupation with few financial benefits. As a result, very little trade occurred, and most of the trade that did occur was localized. 
The Life of a Miller
Around 1000 A.D., the profession of miller was just beginning to develop. An abundance of rivers in northern Europe helped to promote the use of the water mill as a source of power for grinding (milling) grain. Some windmills were also developed. When mills first began to be used, the miller was perhaps just an ordinary serf whose duties included running the mill. However, as mills became larger and more sophisticated, more specialized knowledge and skills were required to operate them. Thus, millers were one of the first groups of specialists to emerge during the medieval period. 

Although in the Mediterranean world the mill was used only for grinding grain, in Northern Europe the mill became a source of power for numerous industries. Water power came to be used for forge hammers and bellows, which were used to make iron. It was also used to power saws and lathes. 
The Life of a Serf
Serfs rose with the first morning light to begin their long day. A typical breakfast may have included bread, an onion, a piece of cheese, and some beer. Bread was the main ingredient of the medieval diet. The bread was hard, coarse, and black. It was usually made with barley, millet, and oats. Beer was the main beverage and all female serfs had to know the proper proportions of barley, water, yeast and hops in making beer. During a hard day of work in the field, the average serf may have consumed several liters of beer. 

Both male and female serfs worked in the fields, but females took care of most of the household chores. These included raising the children, milking the sheep (or cows), taking care of the chickens, shearing sheep, spinning wool, making clothing for the family, tending the garden, baking, preparing meals, and preserving food. Women also managed the household economy. The family depended on the mother's wise management of food supplies to keep them fed from month to month, and year to year. 

The average peasant family lived in a windowless, one room house with a dirt floor. Furnishings usually included a fireplace for cooking, one or two beds, a table, several stools and a chest for storing clothes. Not surprisingly, these houses were dark, drafty, sooty, and had leaky roofs. A shed was sometimes attached to the house. This served as a storage place for tools and a shelter for animals. Sometimes animals had the run of the house. 

A typical noon meal consisted of stew made with cabbage, onions, peas and turnips, seasoned with a bone, or perhaps a bit of meat. 

Male serfs worked in the fields most of the time. However, they were obligated to work part of the time for the lord of the manor. The lord would have other work for the serfs besides field work. This might include taking care of the lord's animals, cutting down trees for firewood, digging a well, and constructing or maintaining the lord's buildings and roads. 

The male peasant would return home at sundown, after putting in ten or twelve hours of hard physical labor. The evening meal, which would usually be leftovers from lunch, would then be eaten. Following that, the family would retire for the evening. Although the life of a serf was mostly one of hard work, there was some time for entertainment. Loud and boisterous dances were held with the aid of much liquor.
