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Family Life 

Half of all the children born in the 16th century died before reaching their first birthdays. Those who survived were often killed at an early age by famine, disease or war. Therefore the people were astonished to see that the population was growing very fast. Many were worried that England was getting over-crowded. However, there were far fewer people than there are today. There are perhaps ten times as many people in the British Isles now as there were in 1600. 

Children made up about half the population in most countries. Babies were christened very soon after they were born. This was because so many babies died, and their parents wanted to make sure that their souls would go straight to heaven. There were no birth certificates in the 16th century, so many grown-up people were not sure exactly how old they were. Anyone over 40 years of age was considered old. 

The father of the household was expected to rule his family as a king ruled his subjects. This meant that he often arranged marriages for all his children. Once they were married, women were often expected to have a baby each year. They also had to run their households. Men controlled their wives almost as closely as their children. Compared to Europe, England was called “a paradise for married women”. But even here, the church taught that woman “was made for the man’s use and benefit”, which usually meant a lifetime of domestic chores and childbearing. 
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Work in the Fields 

In 1600’s, Rural life centered around work, the church, and the local alehouses. Most country people lived in a town or village, even farmers: every day, they walked from their homes to work in the fields. But the country-workers had to provide food and clothing for the townspeople, as well as themselves. 

The country-worker’s day often began at dawn, and ended when it was too dark to see. At sowing, ploughing and harvesting times, work would go far into the night. 

In autumn everyone helped to get the hay in before rain could spoil it. Hay was very important as feed for livestock during the winter. 
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Crafts & Industries 

The number of skilled craftsmen and industrial labourers was growing dramatically at this time. These people provided buildings, clothes, and furniture for both the rich and poor. They also manufactured the goods which European merchants traded overseas for gold, silver and spices. 

In the towns and cities, a craftsman usually belonged to a “guild”. These organizations laid down rules on standards of workmanship, fixed wages and decided on prices for finished goods. They also made sure that apprentices were given proper training by their masters, and looked after members who had fallen on hard times. 

The guilds tried to keep craftsmen from elsewhere out of their towns. But governments often encouraged people who had technical skills to come from abroad. They thought it sensible to get hold of the best craftsmen. 
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Merchants & Traders 

“The purpose of every merchant,” wrote and English trader, “is to make a lawful and reasonable profit so as to keep up his business.” In the 16th century, the profits from worldwide trade could be huge. The nobles, especially in southern Europe, despised rich merchants. “Inherited wealth is more honest than earned wealth,” they believed, “in view of the vile gain needed to gain the latter.” But the rulers of Europe were less proud. Kings and Emperors were often glad to borrow money from the greatest family merchants. 

Many merchants clubbed together in trade companies, like the Merchant Adventurers of London. Sometimes these companies were granted royal “monopolies”. These were charters allowing only one company to trade in certain goods, or with a certain region. 

Cheaper goods from abroad could now reach local markets. But food traveled badly over long distances, unless it was dried and salted. Most people still ate only locally-produced food. 
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Masters of Stone 

Of all the renaissance arts, architecture was considered the most sublime. To become an architect was the ultimate aim of many artists, from the most illustrious to the most humble. Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael gladly would drop the paintbrush or the sculptors chisel to draw plans, survey buildings, and make sketches of facades and design towers or domes of churches. Works of architecture were considered to be the most durable, the most spectacular, and the most complete artistically. The creation of a monumental work of architecture made use of every technique and every talent. A great construction site required the work of hundreds of quarry-workers, laborers, masons, and carpenters as well as glaziers, cabinet-makers, sculptors and painters. All these artisans attained perfect mastery of their art and benefited from the technical advances and superior equipment they had at their disposal. Nothing seemed impossible for the architects. 
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New Reflections 

Glass was coarse and discolored until the Renaissance, when craftsmen discovered how to make a clear product called “crystal”. This important advance led to the manufacture of silvered mirrors. For the first in history, people could see true reflections of themselves. They became more aware of their appearance, and of new fashions in cosmetics, cloths, and hairstyles. 

The Pocket Watch 

Early clocks, driven by a falling weight, kept poor time. In the 16th century, the invention of the coiled spring made it possible to produce much more accurate clocks, as well as portable “pocket” watches. Such watches were worn around the neck, as much for deoration as for timekeeping. 

Family Life • Fieldwork • Craft & Industry • Merchants & Traders • Stonework • Glasswork • Sailing • Thievery • Witchcraft 

Sailors and the Sea 

Before the 16th century, almost all sea-borne trade was carried on in the Mediterranean, using “galleys”, vessels driven by oarsmen. Then, in the 16th century, Europeans began to trade with faraway peoples. Huge sailing ships were built, called “galleons”, to cross the oceans. Many sailors died on these voyages. Some were killed by pirates or storms, others by disease, often caused by bad food. On long voyages, stored water went bad. It had to be strained through a cloth, to filter off the stinking scum. Sailors often suffered badly from fevers and scurvy, caused by the lack of fresh vegetables or fruit. Scurvy was the bane of many voyages of the day. “It taketh them in their legs, the flesh becomes soft and swelleth in the knees, their teeth would grow loose and their gums would swell.” Most men would recover quickly on a diet that included fruit and lemons. A British sailor was called a “limey” due to the lemon juice served aboard ship. 

Another danger was “privateers”. These were privately owned English, French and Dutch ships, who were given royal permission to seize and plunder enemy vessels. The galleons used heavy cannon to fend off the smaller, faster privateers. On galleons of the time, the cannons could only be fired at very close quarters. At times, the vessels had to be within 20 feet of each other. So battles were still decided by the soldiers on board, fighting hand to hand. English “sea-dogs”, like Sir Francis Drake raided Spanish ports and fleets with great success. 
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Vagabonds & Bandits 

Vagabonds were people who either could not or would not find work for themselves. They took to the roads and begged or thieved. Some beggars were wounded ex-soldiers, others just pretended to be crippled, to win sympathy. 

Large towns attracted both beggars and those who really wanted to work. The population was rising so fast that there was a lot of competition for jobs. Most vagabonds just wandered around the country until they found work. But there were those who actually chose to beg and steal. They made governments believe that all vagabonds were “loathsomely idle”. Anyone caught begging was therefore punished harshly. In England, a vagabond could be branded on the cheek with a “V” and sent back to his home parish. 

The roads of Europe were plagued by bandit gangs. These highwaymen were sometimes in league with innkeepers, who provided rooms for travelers. There were no police forces to fight crime like this. But any bandits who were caught could expect little mercy. 
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Witchcraft 

The 16th century was a time of great hardship and suffering. Many people believed that “servants of the devil”, witches, caused illness, death and famine. It was easy to blame witches for disasters. More people were hunted down and burned as witches in the 16th century than at any time before. 

There was no proof that witches put curses on cattle, or killed people with magic spells. But governments and ordinary people blamed them all the same. The main problem was how to identify the witches. They could be men or children, but usually they were thought to be women. A woman who seemed different in any way was suspected at once. She might be a young and beautiful girl, or old and ugly. She might be physically deformed, or even mentally ill. 

Suspects were tortured until they admitted to crimes that they never committed. Under horrific torture, women “confessed” to all sorts of crimes. Then they were executed. Hundreds of thousands of innocent women were killed during this time. 
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Hans Sachs, writing in 1568, selected this list of "All the Trades on 

the Earth". (If the columns of text are not clear, change them to a 

non-proportionate font like Monaco) 

Apothecary                   Fabric-shearer          Oilmaker 

Armorer                        (trims nap and        Organist 

Astronomer                      makes pleats)        Painter (portraits 

and 

Bagger                          Falconer                landscapes) 

Baker                        Farmer                  Paperer 

Balance-maker                Fiddler (this is an     Parchmenter 

Barber                         unfair translation,   Peddler 

Basin-beater                   Geiger is applied to  Pin-maker 

Bather (owner of               any player of bowed   Piper 

   a bath)                     and stringed          Potter 

Beer-brewer                    instruments)          Procurator (or 

Bellfounder                  Fisher                  Proctor, this is a 

Bellmaker (these are         Fool for Money            kind of legal 

Agent 

   the little bells on       Fool                      or 

Representative) 

   sleighs and clothing,     Furrier                 Redsmith (brass) 

   not the large civic       Gemcutter               Roper 

   bells cast by the         Glasspainter            Saddler 

   Bellfounder)              Glazier                 Sculptor 

Belter                       Gluttonous Fool         Scythe-smith 

Blockcutter (for block       Goldbeater              Ship's Captain 

   printing)                 Goldsmith               Shoemaker 

Bookbinder                   Grinder (knife          Siever 

Bookprinter                    sharpener)            Singer 

Bowyer                       Gunsmith                Smith (blacksmith) 

Bricker (brick baker,        Gunstocker              Spectacle-maker 

  not mason)                 Harper                  Spurrer 

Bronze-founder               Hatter                  Stonecutter 

Brush-binder                 Hunter                  Tailor 

Buffoon                      Illuminator             Tanner 

Butcher                      Jew                     Tapestry-maker 

Carpenter                    Joiner                  Thimbler 

Clockmaker                   Knifesmith              Thonger (maker of 

Combmaker                    Lantern-maker              leather straps 

Compass-smith                Locksmith                  or laces) 

Cook                         Lutemaker               Typefounder 

Cooper                       Lutenist                Vintner 

Coppersmith                  Mail-maker              Wagoner 

Dentist                      Merchant                Weaver 

Doctor                       Miller                  Wire-drawer 

Drummer                      Miner                   Woodturner 

Dyer                         Mintmaster (coin stamper)

Embroiderer                    

Engraver (for                Mirrorer 

   printing, not to          Nailer 

   decorate items)           Needler 

*The Book of Trades* by Jost Amman and Hans Sachs, with an introduction 

by Benjamin A. Rifkin.  New York:  Dover Publications, Inc.  1973. 

(reprint of *Eygentliche Beschreibung Aller Staende auff Erden...*, 

Frankfurt am Main: 1568) 

A truly incredible list of medieval occupations is available in Bertil 

Thuresson.  *Middle English Occupational Terms*. 

Nendeln/Liechtenstein:  Kraus Reprint, 1968.  (reprint of Lund:  C.W.K. 
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