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            Home Life

         

         Don’t you hate it when you bring a friend home after school and your house smells like terrible things have happened?

         
            Maybe your dad is cooking one of his cabbage, haddock and onion stews and your mum is trying out an ‘interesting’ new perfume that makes your eyes melt and your hair turn green.

         

         On top of that, your brother has just done the worst bottom burp in the history of bottom burps and your pet cat decided now would be a great time to bring home a stinky dead mouse.
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         7But if you think you’ve got it bad, at least your house isn’t surrounded by water filled with human poo and animal dung, and the floors aren’t covered in lumps of stinky food and dog mess.

         
            If you happened to live in a medieval castle, that’s exactly what your poor nose would have had to deal with.

            
               First things first – what do we mean by ‘medieval’? Also called the Middle Ages, the medieval period lasted for around 1,000 years, from roughly the year 500 to the year 1500, which is just over 500 years ago.8

            

         

         Castles were big news back then. To begin with they were built with wood, and then stone as people worked out how to construct bigger and better buildings. They were homes for a lord and lady – powerful royalty or nobles who were in charge of the land and people in their area, or even across the whole country if they were King or Queen.

         
            Their family also lived there, as well as all their servants and staff and other people. But castles were also designed to defend the people and the land around them from invaders, which is why they were so big and hard to get into.
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            Castle walls were very, very thick but they weren’t always solid. Imagine a stone sandwich, with outer and inner walls filled with rubble and mortar. Rather than bare grey stone, some castles were covered in plaster and whitewashed so they were bright and could be seen for miles around. If your job was painting a castle, you’d need a mighty big brush!9

         

         When it came to life in castles, things were pretty basic – particularly in the loo area. Back then, toilet technology wasn’t exactly advanced.

         
            There was no flush to carry your, errr, deposits quickly away down pipes into a sewer where you would never have to think about them again (unless you’re weirder than we thought). Nope, all poop and pee would simply slip out a hole high up in the castle wall and – ‘wheeee, plop’ – land in the moat that surrounded the castle.

            More on moats later, but basically a moat is a deep ditch, often filled with water, that surrounds a castle to help keep invaders out.

            
               Other types of waste would end up in there too, from horse manure to cow dung. So the reek could have been pretty ripe – especially on a hot day.
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         10Moats weren’t the only source of stink when it came to castle life – there was plenty more where that came from!

         The main room inside many medieval castles was the Great Hall. It was used for many things, from eating and conducting business to sleeping.

         
            After a big meal, the floor would have had scraps of food and bones littering it, with dogs nibbling on the leftovers and doing their doings. Servants would have scattered dried flowers and leaves to cover up the mess and mask the pong.

         

         Just a small warning – don’t chuck your cauliflower cheese on the floor and then tell your parents to let the dog eat it or sprinkle some dandelions on it. Unless you live in a castle 500 years ago, it won’t go down well.
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         The Great Hall could be a very lively place. The main meal was eaten there at 10 or 11 in the morning, with supper in the evening. Later on, tables were moved to allow for dancing and entertainment and straw mattresses were brought out for servants and staff to sleep on.11

         Imagine sleeping on a mattress made of straw on a floor covered in old food! Itchy and stinky. Not a recipe for a good night’s sleep.
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         At the beginning of the medieval period the hall had a fireplace in the centre of the room, but later the fireplace was in the wall. The lord and lady of the castle would get the seats nearest the fire so they could keep their wealthy bottoms toasty. Less important members of the household had much chillier bottoms.
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         12As well as the light from the fire, candles would illuminate the rooms of the castle. They were often made from animal fat and a castle could get through hundreds of them on a winter night.

         Of course, fire can be risky, so the castle kitchen was often separate from the main building. Accidental fires could easily burn down a castle, which would have been quite inconvenient. The kitchen had massive fireplaces or big ovens, and several animals could be cooked at once.
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         The kitchen was usually connected to the castle by a passage so that food was kept warm on its way to the hall, as the lord got really grouchy if his peacock pie was cold.13
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            Castles could be cold places, especially in winter. Cloth paintings and tapestries were hung on the walls to keep out draughts and there was no glass in the windows, so wooden shutters were used. Next time you pass a radiator in your house, blow it a little kiss and whisper, “Thank you.”

         

         After supper, when the rest of the household slept on the floor of the Great Hall or in the parts of the castle where they worked, the lord and lady and their children would go to their bedrooms, which were much fancier.
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         They had thick fur covers, and rather than sleeping on bits of straw they had comfy mattresses stuffed with feathers. Sometimes there was even a little bed on wheels – called a truckle or trundle – under the parents’ bed for kids to sleep on. Sounds cool – like a mash-up between a bed and a skateboard! 14

         
            One room we haven’t mentioned is the bathroom … mainly because there wasn’t one.

         

         The lord and lady and their children would have enjoyed the luxury of a large wooden tub, which was lined with cloth and filled with hot water that had been heated over the fire. They may have used soap made from olive oil and herbs, so you’d end up clean but would smell a bit like a pizza.

         Poorer children used soap made from animal fat and ashes, and bathed in barrels filled with water from the castle well or nearby river. Sometimes the water would have been heated, but it was often cold, which would definitely wake you up in the morning.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            With that in mind, next time you’re considering getting all “talk to the hand” about taking a bath, just remember you could be getting dunked in a chilly barrel, so keep quiet and enjoy your lovely warm bubbles.
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            Do you ever wish …

            you had an extra cool den?

            
               If so, you should get familiar with some castle-building techniques from the Middle Ages.

            

            First things first, choose a good site. You want to make sure your den/castle isn’t easily attacked by enemies. So you could build it on an outcrop of rock with steep sides, or land that’s suitable for a moat.

            In medieval times moat-building was a specialised skill – and expensive. When King Edward I added a huge new moat around the Tower of London, it cost more than £4,000 – a fortune at the time.

            
               It could take thousands of men to build a castle – from stonemasons and carpenters to diggers and blacksmiths, and many other workers besides.

               When it came to building, teamwork was the key. For example, masons would build a doorway, carpenters would make the door and blacksmiths would forge the nails, brackets and hinges to hang it.

            

            To finish the castle, it would be given all the best defences, such as an iron portcullis that could be dropped to protect the main doors, ‘murder holes’ so boiling liquid could be poured on the heads of enemies, and slits in the walls so bowmen could fire arrows at attacking soldiers.
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            Family Life

         

         How utterly mind-numbingly annoying is it when your mum or dad tell you to grow up, just because you’ve put strawberry jelly down your brother’s trousers or dressed your dog up in your sister’s best skirt and top?

         So they want you to grow up? What, like squeeze out a big beard, or get a job in an office selling string, or become super-lame and mega-boring like 99 per cent of actual grown-ups? Or what about getting married?

         
            Actually, if you think you’ve got it bad, at least you don’t really have to worry about getting married when you’re a kid!
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            In a medieval castle, your family might have expected you to get married when you were super young – especially if you were the daughter of a noble family. It was the law that girls could marry aged 12 while boys could get married aged 14.17

            Often marriages were arranged between children from rich and powerful families and often the girl and boy wouldn’t even know each other beforehand.

         

         If you think that sounds complicated … you’re right! You’d just have to hope your new husband didn’t have breath that smelled of stinky socks and blue cheese, and your new wife didn’t snore like an out-of-control steam train.

         
            What family life was like in a medieval castle really depended on how rich your parents were. If your mum and dad were loaded (like the lord, lady or monarch who owned the castle), life would be pretty sweet compared to the children of the poorest peasants or serfs – which has nothing to do with standing on a board in the sea.

         

         Serfs toiled the land outside the castle walls and things could be very tough for them as they were practically enslaved people and the lord controlled their lives. Peasants had more freedom and a little more money but were still usually very poor.
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         At the age of seven, wealthy boys might start school or commence training to be a knight, while noble girls would begin to be taught how to sew and possibly to read and write. Peasant children started to take on duties in the castle or on the land.18

         By the age of 12, rich boys might be learning how to use swords and bows, and girls would be taught how to run the castle household like their mothers. Poorer children would be trained in skills or trades – by their parents where possible – or be put to work in the fields if their parents were serfs.

         It was backbreaking work, so quit having a whinefest next time you’re asked to pick up one pair of your smelly pants when you could be forced to pick one billion turnips in a freezing cold field in the Middle Ages.
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            Henry V had a sword when he was nine, and his son Henry VI had a little suit of armour made for his visit to France in 1430 when he was eight. You could try putting those on your Christmas list, but let’s face it, you’re not getting a sword.19

         

         Kids’ lives could be tough, obviously, but what about even younger children, like ickle-bitty babies? What was family life like for them?

         Well, on the day they were born, they’d usually be baptised. That was when they were given a name and when three godparents were chosen to help with the baby’s upbringing. While the child’s first name was sometimes chosen by parents, it was common for the most senior godparent to give them his or her own name.
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         It also meant more than one child in a family might share the same name. If you think that’s weird, you should ask your little brother Derek or your big brother Derek what they think.20

         Babies were swaddled to keep them warm. That means they were wrapped up tight in a shawl or a blanket, like a little baby burrito. While it was mainly for comfort, some people believed it also helped their legs and arms to grow straight. If you’re checking your legs out right now and are totally freaking out don’t worry – those are your knees. They’re meant to be bendy.
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         In general, the main thing to remember about family life in a medieval castle compared to now is how much bigger it was. Unless you live with, like, 100 relatives.

         You’d basically be living in the same space as dozens of others, depending on the size of the castle. And even if they weren’t your actual family, the fact you all stayed in the same building, or at least within the same walls, meant it probably felt like you were part of a massive group.
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         Just think about the queue for the shower in the morning …21

         
            Do you ever wish …

            your friends and family were a bit more interesting?

            It’s not that there’s anything terribly wrong with them – but they’re just so normal. Well, how do you fancy hanging out with a talking werewolf, a half-man half-ox, a man with a dog’s head or a fish with three gold teeth?

            If you lived in a medieval castle you might have heard tales of these weird and creepy creature. Tales of monsters were a Middle Ages speciality.
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               Books in medieval times were illustrated with pictures of these strange monsters. Creatures made up of body parts from two or more animals were often painted in the margins and sometimes pictures showed saints or heroes defeating the beasts.

               Less creepy things like mermaids and unicorns were also spoken of in those times, which is nice.

            

            Don’t worry about the scary monsters, though – all of these things just came from people’s imaginations. So there’s no point checking to see if your pet goldfish has three gold teeth.
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