
Freedmen and Serfs
The manorial system was the economic side of medieval life. The lord lived

on the manor surrounded by his knights for protection and enriched by the toil
of his peasants. Until the 14th century, some peasants, known as serfs, were
required to work a certain number of days a year in the lord’s fields and to pay
rent in the form of produce. In exchange, the serfs were entitled to cultivate land
for themselves, and the lord had to protect his serfs from attacks by bandits and
the followers of other lords. It was also the duty of the lord of the manor to hear
disputes on his manor and to render judgment. Serfs were not free, but they were
not slaves either. They could not move from manor to manor, but a lord could not
dispossess them. A serf or slave that was granted freedom from his lord was called
a freedman.

A few peasants were free. They did not owe service to the lord but only a
fixed rent in exchange for land and protection.

Code of Chivalry
In the 1100s and 1200s, knights adopted a code of chivalry, or ethical behav-

ior. All knights were to be brave, pious, honorable, and loyal. At this time, knight-
hood also became identified with the ideals of courtly love. Knights were to protect
women and to fight for and in their honor. Troubadours, wandering musicians of
southern France, embellished the idea in their love poems and songs. Their view of
the perfection of women and the noble nature of chivalry spread throughout
France, Italy, Spain, and England and influenced both literature and the concept of
chivalry itself. The legend of King Arthur, Queen Guinevere, and Sir Lancelot is an
example of chivalric literature. 31

By the 1100s, fewer wars were being fought, and there was less danger from
outside raiders. The Vikings, who had invaded southern Europe and England in
the 800s and 900s CE, had settled into their new homes. To practice their skills
and impress their true loves, knights began to participate in jousting tourna-
ments. These were mock battles that showed off the knights’ fighting prowess.

In the 1100s, knights began to wear helmets that concealed their faces.
Symbols, such as lions or other animals, were painted on knights’ shields so that
they could be recognized during battle. Over time, these decorations were repeat-
ed on the surcoat—a tunic, or sleeveless garment, that was worn over armor. This
is the origin of the term “coat of arms.”

Knighthood died out as life in Europe changed. By the late 1400s, cities, com-
merce, and a growing middle class made knights and the concept of chivalry
obsolete. The rank of knight remained, but no longer did knights in clanking
armor astride noble steeds fight in tournaments for the love of fair maidens.

Life on a Manor and in a Castle
In western Europe, the manor was the landholding (or estate) of a lord and

contained one or more villages surrounded by fields. The fields were divided into
strips, and families of serfs or free peasants worked strips in different parts of the
fields so that no one family had the use of better land than another. Grazing land
was common land that all families shared. There were also fields that belonged to
the lord, which the serfs worked. The people on a manor lived in small huts and
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Teaching Idea

Encourage students to adopt a “code of
chivalry” in the classroom and around
the school. What does “ethical behav-
ior” in the classroom look like? How
can they encourage each other to
model positive behavior?

Cross-curricular 

Teaching Idea

Have students create their own coat of
arms. Have students first sketch what
symbol they would like to represent
them. It can be an animal or a repre-
sentation of something they are known
for, for example, playing basketball or
dancing.

Cross-curricular 

Teaching Idea

Since the King Arthur legends and
Robin Hood are parts of the Grade 4
Core Knowledge Language Arts
Sequence, be sure to connect the histor-
ical and literary topics. Many teachers
prefer to read the King Arthur legends
during the study of the Middle Ages.

CK_4_TH_HG_P087_242.QXD  10/6/05  9:02 AM  Page 116


