Life In The 1500s

Most clothing was made of wool at this time, in contrast to the animal skins of the past. But most peasants had only one "outfit." There were no changes of clothing. As a consequence, skin diseases were common. This is not surprising considering that these peasants labored all day in the fields and rarely, if ever, washed their clothing. 

Men ate with their hats on, and often beat their wives.  With filthy clothing and no bathing, body odors were prevalent, probably to an extent unimaginable today. It was common for diners to wipe their noses on their sleeves as they ate. Napkins and other such finery were non-existent, and guests had to be reminded not to blow their noses with the hand holding their food. 

Typically, one out of every four years was a year of famine. These famines could reduce the peasants to a state of absolute poverty, forcing them to sell everything they owned, including their meager clothing, thus reducing them to virtual year-round nudity.  The worst famines forced peasants to eat grass, roots and bark. Sometimes it got even worse and they were reduced to cannibalism. 

In the 1500s, between 80 and 90 percent of the population of Europe lived in scattered villages of fewer than 100 people, surrounded by seemingly endless woodlands. The villagers lived in small, cramped houses, but spent most of their time engaged in back-breaking labor in the fields. Small children and expectant women were not exempted from this labor as they are today.

The peasant's hut was probably situated on a narrow, muddy lane. The hut itself was made of thatch, mud and dirty brown wood. There was a towering heap of manure in the front yard. The family and its livestock lived in the same dwelling, thus integrating into the family home a pigpen, henhouse and cattle sheds. The portion of the house devoted to the family itself would only be one room. 

The floors of the house were covered with the dried and ancient refuse and excretions of both the human and animal inhabitants. The center of the family's room was a single bed where everyone -- male and female, young and old, and occasionally livestock -- slept. And these were the living conditions of the prosperous peasants!

The less fortunate peasants lived in tiny cabins, often not substantial enough to shield the occupants from rain or snow. Openings in the wall were stuffed with rags or straw. There was no chimney, so fires inside the hut to provide warmth often resulted in the cabin catching on fire. The residents of these dwellings must have envied their more prosperous neighbors who had beds, for the poor slept on mere pallets of straw and, if they were lucky, covered themselves with a ragged blanket.

---------------------------

There is also another account of life in the 1500s.  This one leans more to the humorous side, but definitely gives some food for thought.  You can decide for yourselves whether or not this is true .. (based on the first part of "Life In The 1500s")

Life in the 1500s
Most people got married in June because they took their yearly bath in May and were still smelling pretty good by June. However, they were starting to smell, so brides carried a bouquet of flowers to hide the b.o.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Baths equaled a big tub filled with hot water. The man of the house had the
privilege of the nice clean water, then all the other sons and men, then the
women and finally the children. Last of all the babies. By then the water was so dirty you could actually lose someone in it. Hence the saying, "Don't throw the baby out with the bath water".
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Houses had thatched roofs. Thick straw piled high, with no wood underneath.
It was the only place for animals to get warm, so all the pets... dogs, cats and other small animals, mice, rats, bugs lived in the roof. When it rained it became slippery and sometimes the animals would slip and fall off the roof. Hence the saying, "It's raining cats and dogs."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
There was nothing to stop things from falling into the house. This posed a real problem in the bedroom where bugs and other droppings could really mess up your nice clean bed. So, they found if they made beds with big posts and hung a sheet over the top, it addressed that problem. Hence those beautiful big 4 poster beds with canopies.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
The floor was dirt. Only the wealthy had something other than dirt, hence the saying "dirt poor." The wealthy had slate floors, which would get slippery in the winter when wet. So they spread thresh on the floor to help keep their footing. As the winter wore on they kept adding more thresh until when you opened the door it would all start slipping outside. A piece of wood was placed at the entryway, hence a "thresh hold".
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
They cooked in the kitchen in a big kettle that always hung over the fire. Every day they lit the fire and added things to the pot. They mostly ate vegetables and didn't get much meat. They would eat the stew for dinner leaving leftovers in the pot to get cold overnight and then start over the next day. Sometimes the stew had food in it that had been in there for a month. Hence the rhyme: peas porridge hot, peas porridge cold, peas porridge in the pot nine days old."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Sometimes they could obtain pork and would feel really special when that happened. When company came over, they would bring out some bacon and hang it to show it off. It was a sign of wealth and that a man "could really bring home the bacon." They would cut off a little to share with guests and would all sit around and "chew the fat."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Those with money had plates made of pewter. Food with a high acid content caused some of the lead to leach onto the food. This happened most often with tomatoes, so they stopped eating tomatoes ... for 400 years.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Most people didn't have pewter plates, but had "trenchers" - a piece of wood with the middle scooped out like a bowl. Trenchers were never washed and a lot of times worms got into the wood. After eating off wormy trenchers, they would get "trench mouth."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Bread was divided according to status. Workers got the burnt bottom of the loaf, the family got the middle, and guests got the top, or the "upper crust".
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Lead cups were used to drink ale or whiskey. The combination would sometimes knock them out for a couple of days. Someone walking along the road would take them for dead and prepare them for burial. They were laid out on the kitchen table for a couple of days and the family would gather around and eat and drink and wait and see if they would wake up. Hence the custom of holding a "wake".
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
England is old and small, and they started running out of places to bury people. So, they would dig up coffins and would take the bones to a house and reuse the grave. In reopening these coffins, one out of 25 coffins were found to have scratch marks on the inside and they realized they had been burying people alive. So they thought they would tie a string on the wrist of the dead person and lead it through the coffin and up through the ground and tie it to a bell. Someone would have to sit out in the graveyard all night to listen for the bell. Hence on the "graveyard shift" they would know whether someone was "saved by the bell" or whether he was a "dead ringer."
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