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History 8-4

A Day in the Life

Peasants in the Middle Ages: A Boring Life


I awoke one frosty morning after being unraveled out of my bed by my brother Michael, and then dumped on the floor.


“Look at you, all wrapped up like a caterpillar in a cocoon. Get up sleepy head! We have to finish in the fields today before the weather gets much colder!”


“ubbjubbshnd.... shuff ubb Mikl...” I said sleepily as I crawled out of my blankets, I felt itchy...


“What was that? Stop mumbling, you're wasting time.”


“SHUT UP MICHAEL! There, that better?”


“Sure, do whatever you like, but Father's waiting on you downstairs, and you know what happens when he waits, and you don't come...”


It was true, when I didn't come or listen to him, he'd punish me in some way, usually physically, but sometimes he would just take away supper, or another meal.


“Ugg... the straw started to poke through the mattress again,” I pointed out... my straw mattress was uncomfortable enough without sharp things sticking into your back in the middle of the night.


“Well... that means you'll have to patch it... and as Mother said, she's not doing it again for you Jacob. Now hurry up, Father is expecting us downstairs. And wake up Uncle and Aunt too.”


I slowly rose from the floor, a very wet floor in fact, since it rained. There was little way to keep the water out, off our thatched roofs. We were not a very wealthy family, in fact we were almost poor and we would be sleeping outside if we hadn't have sold one of our horses last night. Around here we were referred to as the “unfortunate,” the poor, or most commonly peasants. We were... better off than most though. Our cottage had two floors, one downstairs where we ate, and upstairs where we slept. Our floors were made of wood unlike most who were part of the lower class who had only dirt floors. While many families lived with more than just themselves in a home, we only had Uncle John and Aunt Catherine who stayed with us. Mother didn't think they would be with us much longer though, for the reason that their humors were wildly out of balance. This gave them trouble breathing, and a constant fever and headache. They started to also grow dots all over their bodies, but after a while you don't notice things like these. One out of every three people you saw each day (if you did see three people) had some disease, and everyone knew at least three or four who were about to die. Some had spots on them, some had trouble breathing, had a numb black leg, all sorts of disgusting stuff, but since it was so common, you became used to it.


I quickly dressed in the few rags that I could find laying around.... a tunic, some leather boots, a woolen shawl, and I hurried downstairs where there was a morning meal of bread usually, and water. This morning mother had also put out some cheese that she took the time to make previously. Churning cheese  and butter were hard, tedious processes, that took lots of time. For the most part butter and cheese were delicacies, especially when salt was needed or added to make them. Salt was rarely found in peasants hands.


I gobbled down my food and headed out into the fields with my father and brother.


“Look who decided to join us....” Father said, “What took you?”


“Well... someone decided to thro...”


“Aww, he just had a hard time finding one of his sanda...”


“You wish! You came storming into my room this morning and threw off my sheets and rolled me off my bed onto the floor!” I continued


“He wishes! He's lying!”


“Those are strong words there Michael, but it would appear as if you'd be the lier here,” he said with a smirk. “It is a sin to lie and G-d smites those who lie.”


We were of the Christian faith, and so was everyone else around us. No one knew anyone who didn't believe in Christ and our other beliefs.


“Lying also won't get you any supper!” Father continued kiddingly. Or I thought he meant it as a joke, but you couldn't always tell what was joke and all good humor, or all seriousness. We found out what he actually meant when he received a crumb for supper.


Michael liked being smug and a know-it-all. He loved impressing others with things he just learned that others already knew. He was 14 – two years older than I was – and could get most to think white was black, and vice versa, except it seemed that Father was immune to such nonsense.


We finally arrived at the farm. My father was what is called a serf in today's world. He has to serve the lord, or ruler, of the manor, in return for land. Father is in charge of the main farm on the manor, which is a lord's land, manors usually had a castle, a tiny village, and a few farms. Because he has to oversee such a large task everyday, we are given more land from Lord Bruford as a royalty. Anyhow, that's how things work around here – everyone owes something to someone. How it works out better for the few on top, I don't know, but that's how it is, and no one questions it.


Father was busy overseeing the work in the fields and put us to work in the stables, you know, the usual – milking cows, feeding the pigs and other animals. It was nothing difficult, but there was never a time of rest, and most of the things needed to be carried were heavy, such as the buckets of feed, and bundles of hay. It seemed as though it never ended. After a thorough mourning, we returned home for a midday meal.


“What are we going to eat, where's Mother?” I asked.


“Your mother is busy in the castle, we'll just have what we ate this morning, we can't afford and we don't have enough time for anything else.” Father replied. Mother, who is a cook for Lord Bruford in his castle, was busy preparing a feast, so all we had to eat was bread and cheese again. Normally we have some sort of stew, bread of course, and usually fruit or a type of dish which was cooked meat in between a breading, sometimes called a meat pie.


While we were eating, Michael begged Father to let us stay, or help Mother instead. My brother and I loved to cook, and he knew I would also agree on this, but Father insisted that we go with him instead, labor was harder than salting to preserve fish.


We tracked back out to the farmlands, where Father assigned us with collecting apples, which no one liked to do. It's not that it was hard, or hard to reach the apples on the top of the trees, it was just that the apple orchard was facing towards the castle, and every serf longed to live in a place like that. Warm beds, hot, tasty food, and warmth in general. Lords were able to afford fine clothes for their children that kept them warm, in contrast to ourselves who wore rags, and oh, what a treat, woolen rags in the winter. My father takes it seriously that the devil actually may take my soul, but I'd like to say that me and everyone else would sell their souls to Satan to have a home like that. Many say that G-d would smite me and give me an illness if I ever brought that up. But I loved learning and I wish I had enough money to hire a tutor, or become accepted into a monastery, but there was a one in a million chance for someone like me. Well, anyways, I continued work, and after the sun had set, we traveled back to our shelter by candle light.


We ate a light supper of bread and stew made by Mother containing carrots, potatoes, and many other common crops. Before being sent off to bed, I walked outside, shivering from the cold temperature, to the hole in the ground we had as an outhouse. I took care of some business and sent myself off to bed. As I undressed and closed my eyes, I fell asleep from another uneventful boring day, in my life, and tried to get some rest for another. I wondered if the rest of my life would continue the same way.

