Life on Manors

Medieval society was organized to satisfy the two most basic needs of the time – protection and food.  The feudal system insured protection.  The system of life on manors (the lands and other property owned by the lords) supplied food.  Without land, knights’ horses could not graze and the knights themselves could not eat.  Thus landowning nobles held all of the power.  Because land was passed from father to son, people became fixed in one social class or another.  There was almost no social mobility (the ability to rise in status by moving to another class).

Medieval society was like a pyramid:
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Hereditary nobles, including the kings, were at the top.  Serfs, who worked the land owned by the nobles, were the vast majority at the bottom.  Serfs were not slaves owned by masters.  Rather, they were “bound to the land.”  They came with the territory, like the buildings, streams and forests, and were part of the lord’s fief.  Under the feudal system there was almost no middle class.  Almost everyone, regardless of status, lived on the manor, the basic economic unit of the Middle Ages.  The manor was a large estate.

There was no need for trade.  Everything required to sustain life was produced and consumed right on the manor, with the possible exceptions of salt and iron.  The manor was nearly self-sufficient.

Agriculture was not efficient.  Every serf worked a strip of land in each of three fields – the field for spring planting, the field for fall planting and the field that lay fallow (un-worked).  Planting was rotated, which helped somewhat to preserve the richness of the soil.  Tools were primitive.  Production barely fed the population.
In return for the use of land, serfs had certain specific obligations to the noble who owned the manor.  For example, serfs had to work one or two days a week for the lord.  They might cultivate the lord’s fiefs (lord’s domain), cut timber in the lord’s forest or repair the paths.  No money changed hands.  These obligations were based on custom, what had been done in the past.  In time of danger, serfs knew they would be safe within the walls of the noble’s castle.

The life of the serf was so different from the life of a noble that one might suppose there was frequent rebellion.  But that was not so.  Most people accepted their lot in life as God’s will.  They accepted their lack of social mobility and the idea that their grandchildren would lead the same kind of lives that they led.  Most people living during the medieval period did not expect progress or change.

Answer the following:

1. Why is a triangle or pyramid suitable to represent medieval society?

2. What is the difference between a serf and a slave?

3. Why did serf accept their position in life?

4. Describe life on the manor.

Remember….life on the manor was characterized by self-sufficiency as travel was dangerous.  On the lines to the right, list as many activities as possible that contribute to the manor being self-sufficient:

1. Timber available for chopping down


2. Oven for baking breads

                     

3. ______________________________

4. ______________________________

5. ______________________________

6. ______________________________
7. ______________________________

8. ______________________________

9. ______________________________

10. ______________________________

11. ______________________________

12. ______________________________

13. ______________________________

14. ______________________________

15. ______________________________

 ** In order for this manor to truly be self-sufficient, what things are not pictured?
