0 Express Yourself in English

Life in Medieval London

o Think of some adjectives to describe life in London today. Think of the buildings, streets, transport,
people, food, shops, work and leisure.

o Which of these adjectives do you think would also apply to Medieval cities? Can you add any
more?

o Look at the map below, what can you see that exists today? What famous tourist attractions are
missing?

o Look at the pictures on the next page. What do you imagine life was like in Medieval London?
e The daily lives of the rich and the poor, adults and children.
¢ \What people wore.
e The houses
e The streets
e The River Thames
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Pre-Reading Tasks

Before you read the texts below look at the four different categories of vocabulary below and look up or
ask your teacher about any words you don't know.

Professions Animal (parts) Materials Waste
Trade Entrails Timber Stink
Guild hall Slaughtered Straw Waste
Carpenter Hoof Leather Sewage
Fishnmonger Bone Silk Dump
Apprentice Clay Chamber pots
Maid Pewter Rubbish
Page Boy Thatched roofs Mess

Reading Task

Read the texts below describing Medieval life in London. Match the underlined words or phrases with
the pictures on the previous page.

Post-Reading Discussion

o What are the main differences described in the texts between the lives of the wealthy and the
poor?
What kind of jobs do you think the maids and page boys had to do?

One of the texts gives two examples of trades in Medieval London: Fishmonger and Carpenter.
What other trades do you think existed at that time?

What differences and similarities are there between modern cities and Medieval London?
Do you think you would have enjoyed life in Medieval London? Why?/Why not?

Descriptive Task (Speaking or Writing)

Imagine you are a child or an adult living in London in the Middle Ages. Describe a typical day both for a
rich person and for a poor person.
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Descriptions of life in Medieval London

Trade

Having a trade was absolutely vital to finding work and
making a living, which required the joining of any number
of the city’s guild halls which handled every skilled position
from carpenters to fishmongers.

Young men generally started as apprentices at the age of
12 with their parents signing them over to a master who
would care for, apprentice, and train him. The more
successful one was at his trade, the more he could be
guaranteed to be among the city’s wealthier citizens.
What Life was like in Medieval Londediohn Rabo2015)

The people

The population would have absolutely stunk. They did not
wash very often. They often didn’t have more than one set
of clothes. There was very little idea of personal sanitation,
and in the summer they would all have been hot and
sweaty.

The only source of water for washing was the River
Thames. However, the river was also the only means of
getting sewage out of the city. The river was where they
got drinking water but also where they dumped all their
waste.

The streets

The streets were where all the waste collected. There were
chamber pots being emptied into them. There were the

entrails of slaughtered animals, dead cats and dogs. We

know that in the summer, when the rain didn’t come, the
streets would have just piled high with the rubbish of the
city.

The street would have been so disgusting that the people
wore pattens—the word comes from patt, meaning animal

hoof. These were worn over a normal shoe and were

effectively wooden clogs raising you off the ground and

above the mess that was in the streets.
Dan Snow, BBC Histaviagazine, April 2011

Houses
In the early medieval period, the houses of ordinary
Londoners had thatched roofs with clay and timber walls.

Floors were made of clay with straw spread on them. Most
activity in the house took place around the hearth, the only
source of heat in the winter and where food was cooked
throughout the year.

Wealth

Life in medieval London was very different depending on
how wealthy you were. If you didn’t have an oven there
were cookshops and bakeries that would either sell cooked
food or would cook your food for you.

There was no form of support for people who could not
work and so there were many beggars.

Leather shoes with pointed toes would have been the
height of fashion in the late 1300s for rich Londoners. The
long toes meant it would have been hard to do much

active work or to run when wearing them.

Exotic goods were imported from every part of the known
world —silks, spices, gems, carpets and fruits such as
oranges. If you had enough money there was little that
could not be bought in London’s many markets and shops.

Children

Many children did not survive childhood due to iliness and
accidents. Children only went to school if their parents
were rich enough. If you were poor you went to work as
soon as you were able to — sometimes as young as seven.

Many children went into service, working as maids, page
boys and other jobs in wealthier households. But there was
also time for playing — small pewter dolls and toys have

been found and a description of the late 1100s describes
boys playing ball and in the winter going sledging and

skating, using animal bone

Museum of London Pocket Histories: What was life like
medieval London?
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