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THE NORMAN CONQUEST 

LESSON 8 

LIFE UNDER THE NORMANS 

Objectives/learning outcomes 

Pupils will:- 

 Learn about life in a Norman 
manor and how people lived. 

 Understand why farming and 
the farming season was 
important. 

 Find out about festivals and 
Holy Days as part of life in a 
Norman manor. 

 

Starter 

Compare pupil’s average day with a child in Norman 
times. 
Ask pupils to complete the ‘My typical day’ grid. 
Life depended on their social class. The majority of 
children would have been peasant children and they 
would be expected to help out with work on the farm 
as soon as they were able. Children in the Middle 
Ages, if they survived past early childhood, sometimes 
led lives full of turmoil and anguish.  They would learn 
the skills that they would need as adults, boys would 
help their fathers in the fields and girls would learn the 
female skills like spinning, sewing, cooking, preserving 
food, caring for the poultry, milking, making butter and 
cheese, brewing ale etc. Everyone would turn out to 
help bring in the lord's harvest and the family harvest 
as well. 

Activities and homework 

Activity 1 

Living in a Norman village: The manor 

 

Activity 2 

Farming on the manor 

 

Activity 3 

Festivals and Holy Days 

 

Homework 

Homework 1 A Medieval Banquet 

[Advanced] 

Homework 2 Medieval Pottage [Standard] 

Plenary 

Ask pupils to consider what a typical day 
would have been like for a peasant living 
in Norman times.  
 
Compare with their ‘My typical day’ grid.  
 
Would they have liked to have lived in 
Norman times? 
 

Complete the plenary grid. 
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My Typical Day 
 

Name_____________________ 
    

07:00-09:00  
 

17:00-19:00  

09:00-12:00  
 

19:00-21:00  

12:00-15:00  
 

21:00-23:00  

15:00-17:00  
 

23:00-07:00  

Hours at school Hours at work Hours at leisure Hours asleep 
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07:00-09:00  
 

17:00-19:00  

09:00-12:00  
 

19:00-21:00  
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21:00-23:00  

15:00-17:00  
 

23:00-07:00  

Hours at school Hours at work Hours at leisure Hours asleep 
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Activity 1 
Living in a Norman village: The Manor 
 
The manor was like a small village. It provided all the needs for the 

people living there. Cattle were raised for meat and milk.  Sheep 

were raised for the wool.  Each manor grew grains and vegetables for 

food.  Other than the lord of the manor’s castle, the manor included 

meadows, fields, the mill for grinding grains, stables, the ovens and 

kitchen. There was usually a river and forests nearby. The Church was 

the centre of the manor. 

Many different people lived on the manor. These included, peasants 

who worked the lord’s land without pay.  Peasants were poor. They 

were given strips of land to farm for themselves. When the manor 

came under attack, they went to the castle to get protection and 

sometimes helped with the fighting. 

A serf belonged to the manor and was like a slave. Serfs were not 

permitted to leave under normal circumstances.  There were however, 

several ways for a serf to become free.  Firstly, he could claim 

freedom if he were to escape and avoid capture for one year and a 

day.   Secondly, the lord could free him in return for some brave deed 

they had performed.  Villeins, another class of peasant, were allowed 

to grow fruits and vegetables on some of the common land, to bake 

bread in the lord’s oven, to make wine in his wine press and to grind 

grain in his mill, but only for a fee. Serfs did not share in these 

privileges. 

When there were disagreements on the manor, the lord acted as 

judge.  All fines collected went into his pocket, so often the fines were 

higher than truly fair.  In one way or another, the lord managed to 

keep his pockets full. 
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The Medieval Manor 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Almost every castle had a 
village nearby. Villages 

were small and produced 
most of the things they 

needed. 

The villagers were 
controlled by the lord of 

the manor who was a 
knight and was given 

land by noblemen. 

Most villagers were 
peasants and worked on 
the land of the lord of 

the manor. They could not 

leave the manor [village]. 

The Church had its own 
lands called the Glebe. 
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A Norman Manor 

1 

4 

2 

3 

Study the picture of a Norman manor. 

Describe what is being shown at the 

numbered points: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is not shown in this picture that 

you would expect to see in a manor? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How useful are paintings like this about 

life on a manor? 
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Where did a peasant live? 

 

The walls 

Like the Saxons, the walls 

were made of wattle 

and daub. Wattle was 

twigs which were criss-

crossed together and 

daub was mud, dung and 

straw that was put over 

the top of the wattle like 

plaster. 

The roof 

The roof was made of 

thatched straw and had 

a small hole in the top to 

allow the smoke from the 

fire to escape. 

Furniture 

They would have very 

simple furniture such as 

a wooden table, a chest 

for storage and stools. 

Straw mattresses were 

placed on the floor for 

sleeping. 

Inside 

There was only one room. 

On the walls of the 

house, the peasants 

would hang their tools. 

Animals lived there in the 

winter. 

Fire 

They used a stone slab 

for cooking. Firewood 

was kept nearby. They 

did not have chimneys 

so the houses would have 

been very smoky. 

Windows 

Glass was too expensive 

so there was only one 

small window with a 

shutter to keep out the 

rain and snow. 

The houses that peasants 

lived in were called Cruck 

houses. This was because 

of the wooden frame 

(cruck) that they used to 

support the house. The 

cruck beams were shaped 

like a V shape. 

A Norman Cruck House 
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A Norman Cruck House 

TASK 

Read the information about a Norman cruck house. Draw 2 sketches. One of the 

inside and one of the outside of a cruck house. Add labels and colour. 
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Norman Forest Laws 

When William of Normandy brought in the feudal system, he also introduced 

new laws in England. One of the most hated was the forest law. The forest law 

was brought in in 1072. William loved hunting and made large areas come 

under the forest law. These became royal forests and belonged to the king. This 

meant that animals like red deer, fallow 

deer, roe and wild pig could not be 

hunted by ordinary people in royal 

forests. It was also now forbidden to cut 

wood from trees or collect fallen timber, 

berries or anything growing within the 

forest. This law made life very difficult 

for peasants living nearby because 

under Saxon kings they were allowed 

to hunt. 
The Normans did this to protect the 

animals from poachers so they could be 

hunted for their own pleasure. Twenty-

one royal forests were established by 

William. By 1100, a quarter of the 

country was royal forest. Anyone 

caught poaching in the forest was 

thrown in prison. Punishments included 

death, mutilation, fines or a  

prison sentence. 

                                                                 

TASKS 

1. What were the forest laws? 

2. When did William I introduce these laws? 

3. What were royal forests? 

4. Make a list of the animals that could not be hunted by ordinary people. 

5. What else were people not allowed to do in the royal forests? 

6. Why would people be angry about the forest law? 

7. Give 2 reasons why you think William brought in the forest law. 

8. How many royal forests did William establish? 

9. By 1100, how much of England was royal forest? 

10. Look at the map showing royal forests in the reign of William I. What would 

have been the nearest royal forest to where you live? 

11. What punishments were given to people caught poaching in the forest? 

A map showing the royal forest 
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Activity 2 

Farming on the manor 
Most manors had three large fields. The village would also have hay meadows 

and common land where the peasants had the right to graze their animals. The 

three fields were divided into strips, each one being separated from the next 

by about a metre of unploughed land. To ensure that everybody had a fair 

share of the good land, each family was given strips in all three fields. These 

strips were long and narrow because the peasants wanted to reduce to a 

minimum the number of times the plough-team had to turn round. Farmers in the 

Middle Ages knew that if you grew the same crop on the same land each year 

then the amount that was produced gets less each year. To avoid this, the crops 

grown in each field was rotated [moved around] each year. One field was used 

for barley and the other for wheat. The third field was left fallow with nothing 

growing on it. This method of farming was called the ‘three-year crop rotation’. 

 

 

Source 1 Farming on the manor
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Three-Year Crop Rotation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

South 

Field 
Wheat Barley Fallow 

West 

Field 
Barley Fallow Wheat 

North 

Field 
Fallow Wheat Barley 

Year 1 

Fallow 

Empty Year 1 

Barley 

for beer 

As well as growing the two main crops of 

wheat and barley, they also grew oats, rye 

and beans. The peasants also had a small plot 

of land around their house. Here they grew 

vegetables for their family. 

There were some problems for farmers. 

Farming on the manor required all the villagers 

to work together. There were no fences 

between the strips and this sometimes led to 

arguments. 

 
Three-Year Crop Rotation 

TASKS 

1. Explain what the following terms mean:- 

Common land  Strip farming,  Rotation,  Fallow 

2. Using Source 1 draw and name 5 different 

farming tools shown. What were they used for? 

3. Make a list of the crops that were grown. 

Year 1 

Wheat 

For bread 

4. What were some of the 

problems with the Three-Year 

Crop Rotation farming method? 

 

Year 1 

Wheat 

for bread 
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The Peasants’ Farming Year 

Villagers and their work 

Men, women and children worked hard on the manor. Farming was the 

most important job. 

Farming Jobs 

 Picture 1  Picture 2 

Picture 3 Picture 4 

 
TASKS 

1. Match these farming jobs to the pictures above. 

Ploughing, Sowing, Harvesting and Killing animals 

2. Why did many animals have to be killed in the winter? 

3. At what time of the year do you think ploughing was done? 

4. Which jobs do you think the peasants disliked most? Explain why. 
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The Peasants’ Farming Year 

 

Month Work that needed to be done 
Weather the 

farmers wanted 

 

January 

 

Mending and making tools. Planting vegetables in 

their garden. 
showers 

  

February 

 

Ploughing begins. Women and children would help 

to drive the oxen. 

 

March 

 

Ploughing and spreading manure. Spring sowing of 

seeds for the barley. They would also have to chase 

away the birds. 
dry, no severe 

frosts 

 
 

June 

 

Hay is cut and stored in the barn. The sheep were 

sheared. 

 

July 

 

The fallow field was ploughed. Crops in the other 

fields are harvested. 

dry early, 

showers later 

 

September 

 

Carts are loaded and brought in from the fields. 

The grain was separated from the stalks –

winnowing. 

showers 

 

October 

 

Last ploughing of the year. Field was sown for 

winter corn. 

dry, no severe 

frosts 

 

November 

 

Collecting acorns for pigs. Some of the animals 

killed, salted and smoked so it lasted through the 

winter. 

showers and 

sunshine 

 

TASKS 

1. Read the information about the peasants’ farming year. On the outline 

describes what jobs were done and draw a picture to illustrate the farming job. 

2. I think that the month with the hardest work would be____________ because 

 

 

The month when peasants would be well fed would be______________  

because 
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January 

 

 

February March June 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

July 

 

 

August-September October November 
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Activity 3 

Festivals and Holy Days 
People in the Middle Ages worked very hard. There was time to have some 
relaxation though. They had lots of festivals which they celebrated by taking the 
day off. They would have fairs, carnivals, and feasts to celebrate these days.  
Many holidays that we celebrate today, were celebrated back then too. Most of 
these days were special days on the Christian calendar such as Easter, Christmas, 
and various Saint's days. On these days the local villagers would gather 
together and throw a big party. There would be lots of eating, drinking, music, 
games, and dancing. There was a wide variety of music. Many towns had a 
band that played on feast days. They used a number of different instruments 
including pipes, drums, fiddles, harps, bagpipes, and even something called a 
hurdy-gurdy. People enjoyed a variety of games. Children enjoyed playing and 
made up their own forms of entertainment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TASKS 

1. How did people in the Middle Ages celebrate festivals? 

2. What holidays that we celebrate today were also celebrated in the Middle 

Ages? 

3. What musical instruments were common in the Middle Ages? 

4. What was bear-baiting? 

5. Why do you think it was so popular in the Middle Ages? 

6. Why would bear-baiting not be allowed today? 

7. Look at the picture of children’s games in the Middle Ages. Make a list of the 

different games that children are playing. 

Bear-baiting 

was one of the 

most popular 

peasant 

entertainments. 
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Medieval Children’s Games 
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Homework 1 [Advanced] 

A Peasant Banquet 
 

The poor were often hungry. They lived on dark rye bread and cakes. 

The main food of the peasant was called pottage. This was a thick 

vegetable soup. When available, peasants might also have meat, 

cheese, eggs and milk. To drink they had beer or cider. 

 

Source 1 
I have no penny, small hens for to buy.  

Nor neither geese nor piglets but two fresh cheeses.  

A few curds and cream and an oaten cake.  

And two loaves of beans and bran to bake for my little ones.  

And besides I say by my soul I have no salt bacon.  

Nor no little eggs, by Christ, no meals for to make.  

But I have parsley and leeks and many cabbages.  

 

William Langland, Piers the Plouqhman 

 

TASKS 

1. Read Source 1. Make a list of the types of food that Piers the 

Ploughman said he did not have. 

2. Why do you think he did not have these types of food? 

3. The peasants are celebrating a feast day. 

Draw a banquet table and draw the food and drink that the 

peasants would have at their banquet. Include some of the things 

peasants may not have normally been able to afford. 
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Homework 2 [Standard] 

Medieval Food and Cooking  

 

Pottage Recipe 

Pottage was a common dish in the Middle Ages and would include 
ingredients such as peas, carrots, leeks, onions, cabbage and beans, 
oats, herbs, saffron and sometimes meat. 

Ingredients 
3 pints of stock (about 6 cups) 
10oz of split peas 
1 onion 
1 carrot 
1 leek 
1 teaspoon of sugar 
A pinch of salt 

Cooking Instructions 
Begin by putting the stock into a large saucepan and bring to 
simmering point, meanwhile chop the onion, leeks and the carrot. When 
the stock is simmering add the peas, the chopped onion and the 
chopped carrot together with the sugar and the salt. Bring to the boil, 
then gently simmer for about one hour.  

Next press all through a fine sieve or liquidize in a blender. Then 
return the soup to the saucepan and very gently reheat. Before 
serving, taste to see if the pottage needs a little more seasoning. 

 

 

TASK 

Ask your parents to help you make Medieval Pottage. 

Report back to the rest of your class. Did you like it? 
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Plenary Activity 
 

Would you like to live in Norman times? 

I would prefer to 

live in Norman times 

rather than 

today because… 

 

I do not want 

live in Norman times but 

would put up with the 

hard times because… 

 

I would hate to live in 

Norman times because… 
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today because… 
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