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INTRODUCTION

The picture we have today of the sixteenth century centres around the Tudor court. Many of us are familiar with the magnificent portraits of powerful courtiers in their court clothes which can be found in museums and famous stately homes like Hardwick Hall. The images of Henry VIII clothed in cloth of gold, or of Elizabeth I with jewels covering her gown are powerful ones, and hard to shake off. The courtiers were the multi-millionaires of their day, however, and their lives were as different from the lives of ordinary Tudors as the lives of the modern superrich are to most of us today.

Clothes demonstrate the difference very effectively. The costumes worn by the courtiers for their portraits were to the Tudors what designer original clothes are to us, that is, garments which very few of us will ever try on, let alone own and wear on a regular basis. The materials that went into them cost several times what many people earned in a year. Queen Mary, for example, owned one gown which cost £36 in 15571 and this was not the finest she owned. This was a huge sum at the time. Just how huge will become obvious when you consider that in 1544 the merchant John Johnson paid £8 a year to rent Glapthorn Manor in Nottinghamshire, which included both farm land and the pleasant manor house where the Johnson family lived.2

Queen Mary’s dress was made of velvet. The vast majority of the population wore wool. English wool could be of beautiful quality, and the wealthiest would wear sometimes the finest grades. The fine-quality worsted produced in Norfolk in the fifteenth century is even compared to silk by the Pastons in their letters.3 However, ordinary people could only aspire to the rougher grades which were not only cheaper to buy, but lasted longer. Working clothes did follow fashion as much as possible, but the excesses of the wealthy were just not practical. Trains, frilled cuffs, large sleeves and other ornaments were impossible for most Tudors.

Just as the clothes of the wealthy and the poor were very different, so living conditions varied a great deal between classes. Houses were still quite basic for most people. Sixteenth-century cottages today usually come complete with indoor plumbing and central heating and are considered very desirable places to own. In their original condition no modern person would want to live there. Most houses were timber-framed, with the walls filled in with wattle and daub which played host to all sorts of insects. The houses were often thatched, although the use of slates was encouraged in towns to try to reduce the risk of fire. Most houses still had earth floors, which of course were very difficult to keep clean. Window glass was still a luxury so most houses just had shutters over the windows. There was also very little privacy: it was quite usual to share your bed with several other members of the household. In towns the houses often did not even have a toilet, but rather several households would share a communal one at the end of the street.

It was only for those higher up in society that living was becoming more comfortable. In wealthier circles there was an increasing concern for privacy and houses were built with a number of small rooms, rather than a small number of communal ones as was the case in the Middle Ages. Wooden panelling made the rooms warmer, but it probably would not be lovingly polished, as Tudor panelling usually is today, but painted in very bright colours. This was an expensive luxury and those who could afford it lived surrounded by colour that we might find rather gaudy today. The Wolsey Closet and the chapel ceiling at Hampton Court Palace are examples of the amount of decoration and colour favoured by the rich.

If you had money, you flaunted it. The Tudors would have been very at home in modern-day Hollywood, as they too believed in aiming to have all that was newest and most expensive surrounding them. The rich hung their walls with tapestries, again made in the bright colours they loved so much. Henry VIII paid £1,500 for one set of ten tapestries, and they were not even the finest set he owned.4 This was at a time when a skilled worker like a shipwright earned about £12 a year, and a man with an income of £50 was a gentleman. Even in his garden a Tudor gentleman did not choose to commune with nature so much as to subdue it well and truly with topiaries, statues and elaborate designs of one kind or another bordered with little hedges. What better place to show off his wealth to his visitors?

The houses, though, only tell us so much about the Tudors. To understand the way they thought, some kind of overview of Tudor society is necessary. It is impossible to know for sure how many people lived in England at the time. Governments were not interested in statistics in the way that they are today and such information as survives is taken from church records (which are often incomplete) and surveys done with taxation or military service in mind (which of course did not include anyone not liable for either, such as young children). Estimates suggest that there were only just under three million people living in England at the beginning of the century, rising to just over three million at the end.5 The population was very unevenly distributed, with about sixty thousand people living in the square mile of the city of London, let alone in the suburbs which were growing up around it even at that time.6

The main industry was still agriculture, and even people who had some other trade, such as weaving cloth, also had a smallholding which provided much of their food. Those at the very bottom, the landless labourers, were particularly badly off as not only did they receive very low wages, around £2 a year, but they also had no way of supplementing their income by growing their own food.

Despite the amount of food which was home grown everyone was by no means self-sufficient. Other things had to be bought in. Even items that were made at home were not necessarily made in sufficient quantity to avoid having to buy from outside as well. People did make a certain amount of their own cloth, both wool and linen, but few people would cover all their family’s needs. Cloth manufacture was, after all, a large-scale industry, and there was a healthy market not only for the high-quality materials worn by the wealthy, but also for the humbler ones that most people wore, which would hardly have been the case if everyone had been self-sufficient. Other items were also bought in. Increasing amounts of pottery were appearing on Tudor tables, although wooden plates and bowls were still very much in use. Knives, which every Tudor would have carried, were also unlikely to be home made.

Higher up the social ladder there was a large demand not just for items produced outside the home, but also for imported goods. Silks and velvets (which were made with silk thread at the time), sugar, citrus fruits, wine, glassware and best-quality armour were all imported luxuries which every wealthy family wanted to own. The wealthy were certainly not self-sufficient and did not aspire to be.

Looking back on the sixteenth century it is also easy to imagine it as a time of security when families lived in the same villages for generations and even in towns people would know everyone in their street. In fact large numbers of people moved around the country looking for work. Names come and go from parish records with surprising frequency7 and it was very common for children from as far away as Yorkshire to be sent to London for their apprenticeships.8 Tudor London was such an unhealthy place to live in that it was only the constant stream of people arriving looking for work that caused it to grow so fast.9,10 Even in the countryside people moved around. At Terling in Essex between 1580 and 1619, of all the men and women who married and produced at least one child, less than one-fifth of the men and only about a third of the women had been born in the parish.11

There were also people who lived by travelling, such as carters transporting goods, especially wool, and those who drove cattle long distances to market. Even some skilled workers, such as shipwrights, lived by moving around from job to job, depending where the work happened to be at the time. Society was far more mobile than you may imagine.

Death was also constantly in the minds of the people of the time, so much so that there was a fashion for paintings, jewellery and a whole host of other items decorated with skulls as a reminder that anyone could be struck down at any time. The infant mortality rates in particular are horrifying.12 In modern-day Britain we expect to raise all the children we have to adulthood, but this is a luxury unknown to previous ages. It is impossible to give exact statistics as accurate records were not always kept, and, even if they were, have not always survived complete. There is a high probability too that many children who died in the first few weeks of life went totally unrecorded. From existing records it seems that about a fifth of the children born in Elizabethan England did not reach their tenth birthday.13

Life was not certain at any age. Plague was never far away, or small pox, which often left its victims badly disfigured even if they survived. One disease, the ‘sweat’, which visited England several times in the sixteenth century seemed to be particularly fatal to the young adults, who should have been best placed to resist disease. The two sons of Catherine Willoughby, Duchess of Suffolk,14 died from it when they were in their teens. Otwell Johnson, a young man who was a merchant of the staple, whose letters form part of a collection which reveal a great deal about Tudor life was also a victim.15 The disease was particularly frightening as it struck and killed within twenty-four hours. Life was anything but secure.

The way society was organized was very different from today. There was no professional police force, and hardly any standing army apart from the king’s personal bodyguard, which only consisted of about two hundred men at the most. Order was maintained through strict observance of the social hierarchy. The Tudors saw the world as a vast hierarchy where everyone, and everything, had its place.

Today we are brought up to question everything, to think for ourselves and to consider ourselves as equal to anyone. Tudor children were brought up above all things to show respect, to speak when they were spoken to and accept what they were told by their elders and betters. A Tudor child would refer to its parents as ‘Sir’ and ‘Madam’ and would stand up when they came into a room. They would treat anyone in authority, such as the master and mistress they worked for as apprentices, in the same way. The result was that they grew up with a view of the world that was very different to our modern one.

This idea of authority even existed in the academic world, where those who challenged views laid down by ancient authorities were frowned on. Medical thought was, for example, still dominated by the works of Galen and Avicenna who had lived hundreds of years before.16 Those who challenged their views sometimes even found themselves forced to recant publicly. By the end of the century things did begin to change. The old views were being challenged too loudly and too often for them to continue to be accepted without question. It was no longer enough just to read and accept ancient knowledge. This spirit of enquiry laid the foundations for the scientific developments of the seventeenth century, but it had been a long hard struggle to awaken it.

You would be reminded of your place in the hierarchy at every opportunity. For one thing, you would be seated at meal times in a certain place according to your position. The etiquette books of the time go into great detail as to precedence in these matters. If you were responsible for the seating arrangements you needed to get it right or you might seriously offend someone. John Russell’s Book of Nurture, a book written around 1460 for the instruction of children, goes into great detail as to seating arrangements, giving instructions for placing everyone from the Pope right down to a lady of low degree who has married above herself. Of course, very few people were going to cope with such a wide range of guests, and nobody in England entertained the Pope, but the idea was that children taught from Russell’s book would learn how the social hierarchy worked.17

It was important to know who was above you and who was beneath you, and to behave with great respect towards great men. The aristocracy in particular had enormous power and their favour could make your career, or their dislike ruin it. It was for this reason that education centred on how to make yourself pleasing to your betters, whether by working hard or, at the top of society, by being able to take part in witty conversations and elegant pastimes such as formal debates. The idea of Renaissance man, the all-rounder who could hold his own in intellectual circles, take part in sport, show skill on the battlefield and still be able to dance, sing and play musical instruments, was not an ideal dreamt up by scholars. Such all-rounders would have been best-placed to win the attention and regard of those who mattered. Doubtless few people lived up to the ideal, but aiming at it was the way towards success.

As the Tudors saw that prosperity lay in serving those above you there was no disgrace in being a servant. Wealthy people often had very well-bred personal servants who might even be their relatives. Attending a great gentleman or lady was considered a very good way of learning how to move in the highest society and was often part of your education. This is why the Lisle daughters were sent away to live with a French gentlewoman.18 Even lower down the scale service could be a good preparation for marriage19 and a secure way of earning a living.

Even servants who were not gently bred were not looked down on. Although they would be expected to show respect to their master and mistress, they would not be considered second-class as they would have been in the eighteenth or the nineteenth century. You did not keep your servants hidden away in a separate part of your house. Your personal servants, whether relatives or not, had to be within calling distance at all times, so that you could summon them whenever required. They even slept in your room at night. Other servants could also be held in high regard. Otwell Johnson even held one of his apprentices, Henry Johnson (no relation of Otwell’s), in his arms as he lay dying, even though it was suspected that he was suffering from plague.20 Even Pepys, writing in the late seventeenth century, considered his servants as part of his family.21

All this sounds as though society was reassuringly stable in the sixteenth century but the theory of how society was organized didn’t work out in practice quite how it was supposed to. For one thing, at any time in any society, there are always families who are on their way up in the world and others who are on the way down. Society was also becoming a lot more fluid. In the Middle Ages, for example in the thirteenth century, it was very difficult for anyone not born to wealth to achieve it for themselves. The Church did provide an outlet for an able young man to rise to the top, but that was really the only way for those who were talented but not well connected. By the sixteenth century it was possible to rise in the secular world, by trade or by a profession such as the law, so that new families, as well as individuals, came to prominence. The ‘new men’ of the Tudor age, such as Thomas Cromwell, even got into the highest circles surrounding the king.

Politics had also changed since the Middle Ages. Even as late as the fifteenth century kings had had to deal with enormously powerful barons. The exploits of Warwick the Kingmaker, who was literally able to influence the fate of kings, demonstrates this very well. Kingship involved a careful balancing act between demonstrating your own authority and not upsetting the barons too much.

By the sixteenth century this had all changed. Power was centralized in the hands of the monarch to such an extent that even at times of crisis, such as the accession of the young king Edward VI, such plotting and jostling for power as occurred was all centred around the court, rather than in the private castles of particular barons as had been the case in earlier times.22

The Tudor kings had power firmly centred in their hands. Government departments took over the day-to-day running of affairs, as there was too much business for the monarch to cope with alone. This meant that more educated men were needed to staff these departments, which in turn not only gave new opportunities to such men, but also stimulated more people to become educated.

The increasing bureaucracy meant more business for the lawyers, so that many Tudor fortunes were made that way. There was no land registry at the time, and most people who owned a significant amount of land found themselves involved in lawsuits of one kind or another with people who also felt they had a claim to their land. Legal training increasingly became part of a normal education for anyone who was heir to land. Education was becoming more and more of a necessity for the better off citizens. The middle classes were also becoming richer, better educated and more confident. Trade was expanding; the London merchants in particular were thriving and their children might well be educated for a profession such as the law. In this new atmosphere of self-confident enquiry it was inevitable that the religious views of the time should change.

In the Middle Ages most people were expected to take the religious opinions of their priest. By the end of the fifteenth century people throughout Europe were wanting to study the Bible for themselves, to form their own opinions. There were also cries against the corruption of the established Church, and against many of the accepted practices of the day, most famously from Martin Luther.23 By the end of the century Catholics and Protestants alike were being encouraged to study devotional works for themselves. Richard Smith, biographer of Lady Magdalene Montague, a recusant of Elizabeth’s reign, takes great pains to stress Lady Montague’s hours of private study as well as her devotion to the Mass.24

The new interest in education was both symptom and cause of the printing press. This had come to England at the end of the fifteenth century and by the mid-sixteenth century a wide range of books was being published. Books were still fairly expensive, beyond the reach of ordinary people, but were nevertheless very much cheaper than the hand-written books of the Middle Ages. Reading was becoming a habit for both men and women of the middle class.

Family relationships were slowly beginning to change. It is very easy to misunderstand how the Tudors felt about their children. The fact that relations between parents and children were considerably more formal than today does not mean that there was not affection between them. Neither is it true that parents did not become fond of their children in case they died; there are many examples of Tudor men and women taking great pleasure in their children and being grief-stricken when they died. It was rather that they cultivated the Christian virtue of resignation, that is, of accepting God’s will, however hard. This is a long way from not caring in the first place.25

Tudor children were expected to show a great deal of respect but there was an increasing trend to respect their feelings in the major decisions affecting them. This is particularly true in the area of marriage. Even amongst the aristocracy child marriages were dying out. Marriage remained very much a business matter to be arranged by the child’s parents, but books of the time emphasize increasingly that a successful marriage had to be based on the willing consent, if not necessarily mutual affection, of the parties involved.

Despite the social change taking place, the daily round must have remained much the same for most ordinary people throughout the century. Hours of work were long, at least in the summer. An act of 1563 fixed the hours of summer work (mid-March to mid-September) from five in the morning to either seven or eight in the evening, with not more than two and a half hours for breaks.26 In winter the hours were from dawn to sunset, as it was simply not practical to work by artificial light. The best-quality light was that from wax candles which were far too expensive for most people to use on a regular basis, if at all. Even lower-quality lights, rushlights made from tallow, had to be used with care.

For all the building of fine houses and the flowering of the arts that the Tudor period witnessed, it was a hard time for those at the bottom of society. The problem of what exactly to do about the increasing number of people who wandered about in search of work was one which troubled the Elizabethans in particular. The parishes were supposed to organize poor relief for those who were having difficulty so they were very unwilling to have any vagrants in the area unless they were gainfully employed. The result was that poor people were hustled out of the parish as often as they were helped.

Life was not easy for either men or women, but the women were often in a particularly difficult situation. A single woman was more or less a piece of her father’s property; a married woman belonged to her husband in the same way, her possessions also automatically belonging to her husband. Widows were the only independent Tudor women. A woman was also at a disadvantage as it was much harder for her to earn an independent living than it was for a man. By no means all women married, but a woman who was single had far fewer options regarding apprenticeship and employment than a man did.27 There were also fewer educational opportunities, so that women could not attend the universities or Inns of Court and therefore could not enter a profession. This gives the impression that the women of the time, barred from most education and many jobs, were ignorant and incapable. It is far from the truth. Several noble women of the time, such as Thomas More’s daughters and the Cooke sisters were very well educated by tutors at home. Even women who were not academically educated were given sound practical tuition in the skills they would need to run their houses and, for the wealthy, their estates. Accounts, medical skills, cookery as well as the practical skills needed to help run a business were all taught to girls at the time.

The idea that wealthy ladies should be brought up to do nothing did not come into fashion until the eighteenth century. In the sixteenth century the feeling was that the devil found work for idle hands to do, whatever class the owner of the hands came from. Educational books for ladies are full of the need to banish idleness. The title page of the popular needlework pattern book The Needle’s Excellency, reproduced in Chapter Three, is an example of the encouragement to useful work. Few women must have needed to be told to work. They had so much to do that they must have had little time to do anything else. Even wealthy women were very much practical, working housewives. They may have had servants, but these were people whom they worked alongside, rather than just gave orders to as the grand ladies of later centuries did.

The incredible range of practical skills demonstrated by the women of the time tends to go unacknowledged even today. The problem is that the sixteenth century was a man’s world, and women left few records of what they did and thought. Even the household manuals of the time were written by men, such as Gervase Markham and Thomas Tusser.28 Men were not taught ‘housewifery’ and so it was not publicly esteemed in the way that, for example, knowledge of the law was. The women’s skills may or may not have been appreciated, but they were still expected to be able to cope with a wide range of problems. Their knowledge is even more impressive when it becomes obvious how much skill was involved in jobs which are incredibly simple today. The weekly wash could not only take two or three days to complete, but a woman would need to know how to treat various different stains, and possibly even have to make her own soap. She would not only deal with family medical problems, but would also have to make her own medicines. If she was wealthy, her husband could be away on business more often than he was home, leaving her to cope with the business affairs of the estates as well as the running of the household.

This book is only an overview of the lives of Tudor women. The subjects covered in each chapter could easily each be the subject of an entire book if not of a whole lifetime’s study. The aim is to give a feeling of what life was like at the time for ordinary women, as well as the rich and famous women with whom many of us are already familiar. Perhaps it will also give a new appreciation of the incredible range of skills expected of women at the time.


ONE

MARRIAGE

The popular view of Tudor marriage is that people married very young indeed, and that the young couple had no say whatsoever in whom they married. In fact the age at which you could expect to marry, the amount of choice you had and even whether you could expect to marry at all varied enormously depending on your social background.

It is of course difficult to be sure of statistics at this time, but studies suggest that in Elizabethan and Stuart England the average age for women at their first marriage was twenty-six, and for men somewhere between twenty-seven and twenty-nine.1 As many as one in six people were still unmarried in their forties, meaning that they probably never married. Poorer people had to save up before they could marry, so that they could afford somewhere to live and the basics they needed to set up home with. In hard times, like those at the end of the sixteenth century when there was a run of bad harvests, this could be impossible. For this reason there was often a boom in marriages in prosperous years, such as the years 1598–1605, but a significant drop in bad ones, such as 1594–97.2

Those who married youngest were from the wealthiest section of the population, in particular from the families with political ambitions. Royalty could find themselves betrothed, if not actually married, quite literally in their cradles. Henry VIII’s eldest daughter, Princess Mary, was betrothed to the French Dauphin at the age of two, although the marriage never took place. There were also very few major land-owning families, so the number of suitable partners for children was fairly limited. Parents therefore tended to grab a good match, particularly for their son and heir, when it came along, even if the couple involved were very young.

The existence of wardship was another problem for major landowners. If one of them died leaving an heir who was under age, the wardship of the child was a piece of property. The owner of the wardship ran the estates until the heir came of age, and also chose the ward’s marriage partner. Naturally parents feared that their heir might be forced to marry someone they would not have chosen themselves, and the best way to avoid this was to marry the heir at least as young as was reasonable. By Queen Elizabeth’s time wardships were usually sold to relatives of the child so this became less of a problem, but the problem was always at the back of parents’ minds.

The children of well-to-do families generally had less choice in whom they married than those lower down the social scale: Their parents had a much tighter control over them than poorer families had over their children. A girl simply had to have a dowry if she was to marry amongst the wealthier classes; if her father withheld this then she couldn’t marry. Younger sons also rarely had wealth of their own, and even the heir to a fortune had no wealth until his father died, unless his father chose to give him an allowance of some kind.

The economics of marriage was not the only pressure on children to marry where their parents directed. Sixteenth-century children, and girls in particular, were very much brought up to obey, and to believe that it was their duty to their parents, and their whole families, to marry the person chosen for them. It would have taken a very strong-minded girl indeed to have refused to follow her parents’ wishes. Girls who did refuse the partner offered could find themselves bullied by their parents. In the mid-fifteenth century Elizabeth Paston was badly beaten by her mother, who feared that she was looking at other men while her family were busy trying to arrange a match for her. Whether or not the mother’s fears were justified we do not know, but certainly her relative Elizabeth Clare comments that Elizabeth was being beaten ‘once or twice a week, sometimes twice in one day, and her head broken in two or three places’.3

There was much more at stake when the child of a rich family married than when a poor one did. A marriage was not just the joining of two individuals, but of two whole families. The network of vital friends, relations and contacts that each family had now became open to the other family. It was for this reason that a wealthy family would happily consider marriage into a well-connected but badly-off family. It was not only the snob value of having aristocratic blood that the rich family was buying, but the contacts that the noble family would have, contacts which could lead to good jobs, good marriages and interesting business opportunites for the rest of the family. It was a disaster when one of your children made an unsuitable marriage because of the lost opportunity for advancement for the family, and because the unsuitable marriage partner would bring with them a network of friends and relations all hoping to gain from the marriage.

In the lower ranks there was much more freedom of choice, as parents had little or nothing to leave their children and so had little hold over them. On the other hand, a poor girl stood a chance of never being able to afford to marry, or of being deserted by her husband if times became really hard.

Marriage was above all a business arrangement, and the choice of partner always began by finding out how much money the family had, and with a discussion around the financial matters. How much the bride’s dowry was to be and how and when it was to be paid was usually the first question. Thoughts about the compatibility of the couple often came second. Existing records of marriage negotiations often sound more like the buying and selling of some commodity, such as wool or wine, to the modern reader, than the arranging of a marriage. Parents even sometimes specified in their wills whom their children should marry. In 1533 Robert Burdon, a Northamptonshire gentleman, stated in his will the agreement he had already made with Roger Knollys, saying that his eldest son was to marry Knollys’s eldest daughter ‘at or before the age of nineteen’. If Burdon’s eldest son died, then the second son was to marry Knollys’s daughter, and if Knollys’s daughter died then one of her younger sisters would take her place. Obviously the compatibility of the couple was not as important as the joining of the two families.4

The abuses in the arrangement of marriages were evident to many observers at the time. A large number of books giving advice on how to enjoy a good marriage were published towards the end of the century, among them a pamphlet called Tell Trothes New Yeares Gift. ‘Tell-Troth’ is a character who is supposed to tell the truth about everything he sees. The whole pamphlet is about jealousy in marriage and has harsh words to say about marriages which are arranged purely to enhance a family’s social standing without any consideration of the compatibility of the couple:


The first course (of jealousy) . . . is a constrained love when as parentes do by compulsion coople two bodies, neither respectinge the joyning of their hartes, nor having any care of the continuance of their welfare, but more regarding the linkinge of wealth and money together, than of love with honesty: will force affection without liking, and cause love with jelosie. For either they marry their children in their infancy, when they are not able to know what love is, or else match them with unequality, joyning burning Summer with kea-cold winter, their daughters of twentye years olde or under with rich cormorants of threescore or upwards. Whereby, either the dislike that growes with yeares of discretion engendereth disloyalty in the one, or the knowledge of the other disability leades him to jealosie.5



The sad thing was that women were the ones who fared the worst in an unhappy marriage. Once a woman married, everything she possessed became the husband’s property. It would have been very difficult indeed for her to leave him as she lost all rights to be supported by her husband’s property (even if it had once been hers) if she left him to live in adultery.

All this suggests that marriage was a terrible burden on Tudor people, but of course things were not as black as they may first appear. Under the Catholic Church virginity had been seen as the highest and most blessed state, a fact which the new Protestant writers violently disagreed with. According to them, marriage was a gift from God, not a second-best state. Forcing a child into a marriage where it could not be happy was not only unkind, but also brought the holy state of matrimony into disrepute. A great many books were published in the sixteenth century on this very subject, books which also go on to give advice on how to have a successful marriage, how to bring up well-behaved children and so forth. They afford the reader a good idea of what the Tudors expected from marriage.

One thought that runs clearly though all the books is that a successful marriage is founded on love. ‘Love’ of course can mean many different things, but the Tudors mistrusted passionate love, feeling that hot love soon cooled. Many of the passionate love affairs in Shakespeare’s plays led to the death of the lovers. The best marriages were those made thoughtfully and carefully, but with consideration to the couple’s compatibility as well as to the business arrangements.

Richard Jones’s An Heptameron of Civil Discourses is a guide to a successful marriage. It takes the form of a set of dialogues between the well-bred inhabitants of an Italian palace. The seven discourses cover everything from the difference between the married and single life, to the ‘inconveniences of over loftye and too base love’, the problem with that being that ‘spannyels and curres hardly live together without snarling’. It is a mixture of lofty theory and practical advice. A couple should have similar religious views, for example, ‘for if thyr love be not grafted in theyyr soules, it is like theyre marriage will be insymed with defects of the body.’ It is definitely the role of the husband to rule his household, and that of his wife to see his orders carried out, but a good marriage cannot be built without the consent of both partners: ‘The office of free choice, is the roote or foundation of marriage, which comforteth onely in the satisfaction of fancie, so where the fancie is not pleased, all the perfections of the world cannot force love, and where the fancie delighteth, many defects are perfected or tolerated among the marryed.’6

Given this feeling, many parents were happy to see their child marry someone they were fond of, provided they came from a suitable family. John Paston III certainly was in love with his wife Margery Brews7 before they married, and their affection for each other played a large part in bringing the marriage about. John and Sabine Johnson certainly were fond of each other before they married. As early as 1466, Thomas Rokes and Thomas Stronor agreed upon a marriage between their two children but the agreement was to be void if the children disagreed when the boy was fourteen and the girl thirteen.8 Affection was therefore not always seen as unimportant, but that did not mean that the practical business side of marriage would be forgotten.

As soon as a suitable marriage partner had been found, it was time to begin negotiations. These could be very complicated and drawn out, and often fell through because large sums of money were involved. The contracts could be quite complex, as it was not a simple fact of paying the bride’s dowry to the husband. The bride had to be supported by her husband’s property for the rest of her life, even if he died some years before her.

In the Middle Ages, common law allowed a widow one-third of her husband’s property after he died, but by the sixteenth century this arrangement had largely been replaced by a jointure. This was a holding of land which would be held jointly by husband and wife, and after the husband’s death, should he die first, by his widow alone. The chief advantage was that it avoided lengthy disputes as to exactly where a widow’s income was to come from. The negotiations as to dowry and jointure were often complicated so it was not surprising that projected marriages often came to nothing.

It wasn’t only the wealthy who drew up marriage settlements. Endowments were often paid in money, as even a girl from quite a humble background would hope to have been able to save something, however little, to bring into marriage with her. However, the agreement could be paid in goods and services instead. In 1567 the widow Grace Bab promised her daughter twenty nobles in money, a bed, two brazen crocks, two pans, half a dozen pewter vessels and clothes for her wedding. In 1593 a man of Tedburn St Mary in Devon seems to have given his son-in-law the crops from an acre of ground for a set term, bearing the cost of ploughing, sowing and harvesting himself.9

If the woman held land and the man did not it could be the man who had the jointure settled on him rather than the other way round. In 1595 John Dashepener of Littlehampton in Devon offered Elinor Blatchford £20 with marriage to his brother Michael plus the ploughing of their land for as long as he lived with them.10 Assuming that the negotiations were successful, the wedding could then actually take place. The extent of the celebrations depended very much on the finances of the families involved, but the basics of the ceremony were the same for them all.

Tudor brides wore the best clothes they had for their wedding, rather than the white dresses most brides wear today. The ceremony would start with the couple being brought in a procession to the church. Traditionally the vows were exchanged outside the door, where they could be seen, but in the prayer book of Edward VI the vows are to be made in the body of the church. It was at this point that the bride was formally endowed with the land that would be hers after her husband’s death. As a token of the marriage the groom would give the bride a ring, which was placed on the fourth finger of the left hand, just like a modern wedding ring. The ring, however, was not necessarily a plain gold band, but could be as grand or as humble as the couple.

If the marriage vows were exchanged outside the church the couple would go inside for the blessing. After the service was over drink would be served in the church, an important symbol of the friendship between the two families. Even the poorest couples tried to afford this. In 1503 the London smith Lewys Mone got married, his bride being so poor that the only dowry she brought with her was an anvil. She wore borrowed clothes for the ceremony but the couple still had wine served in the church after the service and had dinner at his lodgings.11

The ceremony was usually followed by a feast at the home of either the bride or groom, but usually that of the bride. The festivities surrounding a wealthy marriage could go on for days, and no expense was spared to delight and impress the guests. The marriage of Lady Frances Howard and the Earl of Somerset, which took place in 1617, was celebrated with an elaborate masque written by Thomas Campion which was performed in the Banqueting Room at Whitehall Palace. Families who could not aspire to such things still put on the best show that they could and saw that a suitable number and quality of favours, such as gloves, were distributed to the guests. The Tudors were always status-conscious, and the wedding festivities not only demonstrated the wealth of the families concerned but also showed the esteem in which the two families held each other. It was not a good idea to start the marriage off on the wrong foot by stinting on the hospitality.

Not all marriages were celebrated so publicly. In theory, the banns were supposed to be called three times in church before the marriage, at a time when a large number of people would be present. If the couple lived in different parishes, then the banns were to be called in both parishes ‘and the Curate of thone parish shall not solemnize matrimonie betwixt them, without a certificate of the bannes beeyng thrise asked from the Curate of thother parishe’, warns the First Prayer Book of Edward VI.12 In practice, it does not seem to have been very difficult to marry secretly if you chose. Certainly even the grandest in the land did so if they thought there would be opposition to their choice. Henry VIII married Anne Boleyn secretly at Whitehall Palace, realizing that the marriage was hardly likely to be popular.

Even clandestine marriages were usually witnessed. Sir William Plumpton married secretly in about 1450 but was careful to have a few witnesses, who were able to remember years later that the bride wore red and Sir William green checks. He was trying to keep his second marriage secret from his first wife’s family but he still wanted the validity of his new marriage to be beyond reproach.13

The reason for the witnesses was that they could prove that the marriage had indeed taken place. This was an important fact at a time when what exactly made a marriage was not clear. Today, a couple will both sign a paper saying that they are married, and will have a marriage certificate to prove it. This was not the case in Tudor England. In 1563 the Council of Trent decreed that a marriage would be void unless performed before a priest and witnesses, but the decree only covered Catholic countries. In England it was 1753 before there was a similar law. A couple could become man and wife by simply promising themselves to each other, whether or not witnesses were present. Such promises could easily be given in the heat of the moment, and not surprisingly there were those who later wished to deny that a marriage had ever taken place. It was then that the witness of someone who had overheard the exchange of promises could become vital. There are several surviving records of cases brought to court. All kinds of people appear as witnesses, from those who happened to be working in the same field, to apprentices who slept in the same room as one of the couple.

Despite the risks, marriages made in this way were perfectly valid if both partners agreed that promises had been exchanged. The most famous example of such a marriage is that of Margery Paston, who contracted a secret marriage with Richard Calle, a man in the Pastons’ service. Margery resolutely refused to say that the marriage had not taken place, despite being put under enormous pressure by her family and also by the Bishop of Norwich. As a result the marriage had to be accepted by the family.

Even if the marriage was not a clandestine one, a priest did not have to be present. The words had to be spoken along the lines of those spoken by a Buckinghamshire man in 1521: ‘I Robert take thee Agnes to my weddid wiff for better for worsse and thereto I plyght my traught.’14 But the vows could be made before parents, an apprentice’s master, or simply before a group of friends called together for the purpose.

Consummation was what really made a marriage. Child marriages were in theory not legal unless the children gave their consent when the girl was twelve and the boy fourteen, but if the couple had slept together before that time then the marriage was legal. The debate over the annulment of Henry VIII’s first marriage to Katherine of Aragon turned on whether or not Katherine had slept with Henry’s brother Arthur, who had been her first husband. Katherine maintained stoutly that she had not when Henry chose to believe otherwise. The importance of consummation in making marriage was the reason for the ceremonial bedding of the couple which would take place after the marriage feast.

The bedding ceremony was often very rowdy, with the wedding party playing games as the couple were put to bed. Even the more decorous weddings included the ceremony. The Puritan element which became stronger towards the end of the sixteenth century did not disapprove of sex, merely of sex outside marriage. Sex between married couples was encouraged and couples were warned not to deny each other sex unless there was some strong reason, such as recent childbirth. William Whately did not mince his words: ‘How should their matrimony bee other-wise a meanes of preventing whoredome? How should it else be any way helpfull unto them? How should it indeere their affections? How should it be a comfort of their lives? How a furtherance to their better glorifying of God?’15

Despite the complications surrounding marriage for women, it would be wrong to see women as always being victims. There were women who did very well indeed out of marriage. Thomasine Bonaventura, a poor girl of a peasant family from Cornwall, had three wealthy London merchant husbands, Thomas Burnaby, Henry Gall and Sir Thomas Percival. Sir Thomas was even wealthy enough to be Lord Mayor of London.16

Bess of Hardwicke was another lady who rose through careful marriage. Her father died when she was only seven, leaving her with only forty marks. She joined the household of Lady Zouche, where she met Robert Barlow, who married her. He died a few months after the wedding leaving Bess all his lands, woods and lead mines. Fourteen years later Bess married Sir William Cavendish, a widower aged about 42, who died ten years later. Bess seems to have taken over his property for herself and their six children. In 1559, two years after Cavendish’s death, Bess married Sir William St Lose, who died in 1565 leaving everything to Bess. She then remarried in 1567 or 1568, this time marrying George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, who was one of the richest men in England. Two of Bess’s children married two of the Earl’s children. In 1590 he died, after years of estrangement from Bess, but his son and heir found that much of the Talbot property remained in Bess’s hands.17

Whatever the abuses surrounding the arrangement of marriages, both men and women seemed eager enough to marry in the sixteenth century. In the social atmosphere of the time, this was hardly surprising. A woman was brought up to be a wife, to the extent that this was seen as her calling from God. Men, especially the wealthier ones who had lands and businesses to manage, found life difficult if they had no wife to help them. If their partners died, both men and women often remarried with such speed that it seems quite indecent to us regardless of whether their previous marriage had been a success or not.

Certainly remarriage within a year of a partner’s death was common. After her first husband’s death Lady Margaret Hoby remarried within a fortnight.18 Sabine Johnson’s sister Christian died in late spring 1545, being much lamented by her husband. Even so he remarried in January 1546, with Sabine Johnson playing a leading role in bringing about the new marriage.19 Sabine’s devotion to her sister did not mean that she expected her brother-in-law to remain single for the rest of his life. Marriage was above all a practical arrangement – men needed someone to keep house and look after the children, and it took a determined woman to make a living for her children by herself. Even a wealthy widow might need a male protector – Lady Hoby married for the third and final time to get help against the efforts of the Earl of Huntingdon to claim some of her land.

It is, of course, quite impossible to say how happily married the Tudors were and if their distinctly down-toearth view of marriage made them more or less happy in their marriages than we are today. For one thing, happiness is quite impossible to measure and also their expectations of marriage were so different from ours that it is impossible to compare the two. Doubtless there were some miserable marriages, some very happy ones and many somewhere in between, rather like today. Certainly many married people did come to love each other, even if it was after the wedding rather than before. Marriage in any age is very much what you make it.


TWO

CHILDBIRTH

Childbirth was seen as the most important function of a Tudor woman, but that did not mean that all married women were always pregnant. As we have seen, the majority of women married in their middle twenties, and would continue to have children until their late thirties. Lower-class women, who of course formed the majority of the population, seem to have had a child about every two years, which would mean having around seven children at the most. Upper-class women married rather younger, at around the age of twenty and often did have a child every year. As we have more records of the lives of the rich rather than the poor women it is their experiences which colour our thoughts about the period.

In its early stages, for both rich and poor, pregnancy was difficult to diagnose. Medical books of the time give various tests: for example, one entitled Aristotle’s Complete Masterpiece1 includes a whole list of symptoms from fullness and milk in the breasts and ‘depraved appetites’ to the veins under the tongue being of a greenish colour. There was simply no quick and reliable test as we have today. There were numerous cases recorded of women being treated for various illnesses, not realizing they were pregnant. Moriceau in his Accomplisht Midwife of 1673 tells of the wife of a counsellor of the (French) court ‘who after having been in a course of Physick of six or seven whole months was at length brought to bed of a child.’2 There are also examples of women thinking they were pregnant when they were not, the most famous being Queen Mary I herself.

Even when you did know that you were pregnant, there was little that could be done in terms of pre-natal care. For most women there would have been no other food available than the food they ate anyway, and not much chance of varying their normal routine when they were pregnant. In any case, dietary advice was based on the humours,3 and would hardly be approved of today. Fish and milk were both considered too phlegmatic, and salads were also among the foods that were not recommended.

Pregnant women had to be careful to avoid ugly sights and pictures as well as any sudden fright, as these could harm the child. Moriceau records the case of a mother whose baby was born face first, and therefore much bruised. On seeing the child she thought this was because early in her pregnancy ‘she fixed her looks very much upon a Blackmoor belonging to the Duke de Guise, who alwaies kept several of them.’4

As there was not much that could be done medically to help prevent mishaps, it is not surprising that great faith was put in amulets and certain stones. The most useful was thought to be the aetites or eagle stone, a hollow stone which has a pebble, sand or other material inside it so that it rattles when shaken. This was not only supposed to prevent miscarriage but was also believed to help relieve the pains of childbirth. It was a very ancient talisman, being mentioned by Pliny, Dioscorides and St Isidore, Bishop of Seville in the seventh century, who wrote about the curative and protective powers of various stones. The eagle stone was thought to attract the unborn child rather in the way that a magnet attracts iron, so that wearing one bound to your arm prevented abortion. It was important to remove the stone and place it on the woman’s lower abdomen once labour started, or else the child would not be born.5

It was evidently a popular talisman; Dr Bargrave, Dean of Christchurch, Canterbury, in the seventeenth century, wrote of an eagle stone bought from an Armenian in Rome that it was so useful that ‘my wife can seldom keep it at home, and therefore she hath sewed the strings to the knit purse in which the stone is for the convenience of tying it to the patient on occasion.’6

Guillemeau, in his Childbirth, or The happy Deliverie of Women, which first appeared in English in 1612 recommended that a woman should wear a gold or steel chain, or else ‘a little gad of steele between the two breasts’ as this would stop her milk from curdling.7

Pregnancy then as now was not always good news. Few women wrote their feelings down but in poor families more than one or two children meant that they could no longer make ends meet. Even those women who were very happy at the thought of a new baby had their fears about the pregnancy and delivery. The upper classes were particularly desperate to produce a male heir, but a surprisingly large number of them did not do so. Patricia Crawford estimates that in the seventeenth century 19 per cent of landed families died childless, either because they never conceived or because all the children they had died.8 A pregnancy in a well-to-do family must therefore have been good news, but here is a quote from a letter written in 1623, from Lucy, Countess of Bedford, to Jane, Lady Cornwallis, showing just how terrifying the thought of pregnancy could be:


itt trobels me more to hear how aprehensive you are of a danger itt hath pleased God to carry you so often safely through, and so I doubt not will againe, though you may do yourselfe and yours much harme by those doubtings and ill companions for all persons and worst for us splenetick creatures. Therefore, dear Cornwallis, lett not this melancholy prevale with you to the begetting or nourishing of those mistrusts (wich) will turne more to your hurt than that you feare, which I hope will passe with safety and end to your comfort.9



This was Lady Cornwallis’s fourth pregnancy, so these fears were not even those of a first-time mother.

There were those to whom pregnancy was a nightmare come true. These were unmarried women to whom pregnancy meant loss of income and no chance to do anything much about it. A woman who had a baby outside of marriage was considered to have shown herself an untrustworthy character, so that finding work afterwards was difficult. Such mothers might well find themselves being supported by their parish, something that the rate-payers hardly regarded with any enthusiasm. There were also very public penances for such unmarried mothers, which had to be carried out on a Sunday, before a full church congregation.

The thought of abortion must have been tempting for such women. Of course, nobody from the time would have admitted either trying to abort their own child, or helping someone else to abort theirs, so the evidence of such things tends to be indirect. Women at the time might well have been more prone to miscarriages than modern women, due to nutritional deficiencies, pelvic deformities resulting from rickets in childhood, or uterine muscles weakened by long labours, so even convenient miscarriages cannot always be assumed to have been brought on deliberately.10

The means to bring on abortion were at hand. Women’s commonplace books do contain a number of herbal recipes to ‘bring on women’s courses’, ‘promote women’s terms’ or any number of other phrases meaning to bring back their periods. This is an ambiguous phrase, as it could mean a recipe for use by a woman who had stopped having her periods for some reason other than pregnancy, and wished to bring them back with a view to having a baby. Some of these recipes, however, come with the hint that they may cause miscarriage in pregnant women and they usually contain rue or savin, herbs known to bring on contractions, or involve massage, which can have the same effect. Here is an example, from Markham’s The English Housewife: ‘Water of rue drunk in a morning four or five days together, at each time an ounce, purifieth the flowers in women; the same water, drunk in the morning fastings, is good against the griping of the bowles, and, drunk at morning and at night, at each time an ounce, it provoketh the terms in women.’11

Most pregnancies led to a birth, and the rituals surrounding it. Today we tend to regard childbirth as a medical event, a time to be near skilled doctors and nurses, whereas in the sixteenth century it was much more of a social event, a time when a woman wanted to be surrounded by her female friends and relations.12 The rituals were centred on giving the woman female support, and on allowing her to drop out of normal society for as long as her circumstances allowed and her state of health demanded.

The first part of the ceremony was ‘taking your chamber’. This meant retiring, about four to six weeks before the birth, to a specially prepared room, hung with the best hangings the family could afford. The room would be fastened up against fresh air, which was thought harmful at such a time. Details of the preparations made at Greenwich for Anne Boleyn’s lying-in survive, and these even included making a ‘ffalse rooffe in the quenes bede cham ffor to seyle and hange yt wth clothe of ares and makyng off a cubborde of state with an a place with iii shelves ffor the queens plate to stonde on.’13 Plate in the sixteenth century was an important status symbol, and a queen would expect to be surrounded by symbols of power as she gave birth to what might be the future heir to the throne.

It wasn’t only queens that went to such great lengths. It was common for great ladies to borrow hangings, carpets and other fine decorations for their lying-in. Honor, Lady Lisle, thinking she was pregnant, even tried to make use of the royal wardrobe, not to mention those of all her wealthy contacts,14 to fit out her chamber. Very wealthy ladies had special pottery for use on such occasions, like the piece in the illustration, which is from an Italian set now in the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge.

When labour began, whether the mother was rich or poor, the various friends – who would have been invited beforehand – would all be sent for, along with the midwife. The women not only kept the mother-tobe company, but also helped the midwife, and made the mother’s caudle, a special drink made of spiced wine or ale which was fed to invalids to keep up their strength and spirits.

Much has been written about childbirth at this time, most of it concentrating on some of the horrors that happened when things went wrong. As records are so scarce, nobody can be certain how many women died in childbirth in the sixteenth century, but even in Tudor times most deliveries produced a living child in a matter of hours. This is not to say that the risk to mothers was not much higher than that today. The official UK maternal mortality rate, according to the United Nations,15 was 0.059 per 1,000 at 1988, as opposed to Schofield’s estimate of 14 to 18 per 1,000 before 1750.16 This, though, was no more than an adult woman’s chance of dying from any of the numerous infectious diseases of the sixteenth century, so childbirth was perhaps not as dangerous as most women of the time felt it was. The important point is that the fear of childbirth was very great, as the death rate was high enough for everyone to know someone who had died in childbirth. Considering too that a birth was such a public event, many women must have watched a friend or relative die in childbirth, and a lengthy and painful death it tended to be. No wonder good luck charms to bring a safe and speedy delivery were so common.

Complicated deliveries were indeed not very likely to have a happy outcome. Forceps did not exist at the time, and the only way to attempt to deliver a child that refused to be born was by using metal hooks. This not only killed the child, but tore the mother internally too, leading to infections which could be fatal. Puerperal fever, the cause of Jane Seymour’s death, killed a great number of women.

Once delivered, the umbilical cord was tied and cut, the baby washed and then swaddled. Swaddling involved wrapping the new baby in linen bands from head to foot. To us it seems a strange idea, but at the time it was considered essential if the child were to grow up without physical deformity. Nurses even tried to alter their charges’ natural looks by swaddling, as this passage from Guillemeau shows:


Some swathe all the child’s body hard to make him have a goodly necke, and to make him seeme the fatter, but this crushing makes his brests and the ribs which are fastened to the back-bone to stand out; so that they are bended, and draw the vertebrae to them, which makes the backe bone to bend and gine out eyther inwardly or outwardly or else to one side and that causeth the childe to be either crump-shouldered, or crook-brested, or else to have one of his shoulders stand further out than the other. . . .17



After the birth the mother was confined to bed for three days, with the room kept dark, since labour was believed to weaken the eyesight. At the end of this time came the woman’s ‘upsitting’, after which she remained in her chamber but was no longer confined to bed. (The upsitting was a social occasion, with the mother’s female friends being entertained with a meal in the mother’s chamber.18)

It was about this time that the christening would take place, although babies who seemed likely to die were christened at birth by the midwife. Midwives were, in theory at least, licensed by the local bishop in the sixteenth century. Surviving licences show that the midwife had to promise to baptize the child using the correct words, depending on the official religious line of the time when the licence was issued, and was to inform the parish curate of the baptism.19 Christenings varied enormously according to the social status of the parents. At the top end of society, royal babies were welcomed with all the pomp and ceremony that would attend them for the rest of their lives. When Henry VIII’s much longed-for son Edward was christened on 15 October 1537 at Hampton Court, three days after his birth, nearly 400 people were present at the midnight ceremony, whilst on the day of his birth the conduits in London flowed with ale and wine.20 Even if all babies could not expect a welcome as grand as that enjoyed by Prince Edward, their godparents would still be chosen for them with great care. Godparents were a good way of widening the family’s network of contacts, and they seem to have been expected to take an active interest in their godchildren. The Pastons, for example, left various bequests to their godchildren in their wills, while the Church considered godparents as the child’s blood relations, so that godparents were amongst those whom one was forbidden to marry.

After the ‘upsitting’ there would be a further week or so in which the woman would be confined to her chamber, but not confined to bed. The final stage of the confinement consisted of the woman being out of her chamber, but not out of doors. The end of the whole process was marked by a church ceremony known as ‘churching’.

The ‘churching’ ceremony was very short, probably lasting only about ten minutes. The woman would kneel in some convenient part of the church, perhaps in the specific pew some churches had reserved for such a time, while the priest read Psalm 121 (I have lifted up mine iyes unto the hilles, from whennce cummeth my helpe?), the Lord’s Prayer and then a short prayer of thanks. The woman then made an offering to the church, and returned the ‘crysome’ cloth that the child was wrapped in at its baptism.21

The ceremony might have been simple, but it was still a matter of some controversy in the sixteenth century. The official church view of the matter had always been that it was a thanksgiving service, but the popular view was that this was a purification ceremony after the ‘unclean’ process of childbirth. It was customary for a woman to wear a veil, and Puritan opinion, both male and female, felt that this was rather too close not only to Catholic but also to Jewish ceremony. They were very much against the fact that a woman had to give money to the church as part of the ceremony; it was, in their eyes, yet another chance for the priests to make money out of their congregations. The idea of the need for a purification ceremony at all was another factor. To them, childbirth was merely a natural event. Henry Barrow expressed the matter as follows:


Why are the women held in superstitious opinion that this action is necessary? Why is it a statute and ordinance of their church? An essential part of their worship . . . To conclude, why should such solemn, yea public thanks (to take it at the fairest they can make it) to be given openly in the Church more for the safe deliverance of those women, being (though a singular benefice of God) yet a thing natural, ordinary and common . . .22



There were evidently women who felt the complete opposite and who wanted to be churched in the old way. In 1577 an Essex clergyman refused to church three women who were wearing veils, even though they said that they did so ‘only for warmth’. The ecclesiastical authorities eventually forced him to church the women, veils and all.23

This, then, was the full ritual surrounding childbirth, although of course many women were just not able to drop out of society for a whole month. A study of the Baptismal Register of Preston, Lancashire 1611–1619, unusually records the churching of the parish women. For the 230 baptisms for which churchings are recorded, the gap between the baptism and churching varies from eight to forty-eight days, with most taking place after about thirteen days. The length of a woman’s lying-in therefore seems to have varied.24 Ralph Josselin’s wife, Jane, in the seventeenth century lay in for different periods of time, depending on how well she felt.25

The mother having recovered, life was still very uncertain for the new baby. Infant mortality was very high – about 13 per cent in the period 1550–99 for children under a year, then about 6 per cent for those between one and four years.26 There was no real alternative to mother’s milk, so a baby who could not be given this for some reason had very little chance of survival. The most influential book on midwifery of the sixteenth century was Richard Jonas’s The Byrth of Mankynd, published in 1540 and itself a translation of Eucharius Rosslin’s Der Swangern Frawe of 1513. It recommends that a woman should feed her own child, ‘for because that in the mothers bellye it was wonte to the same and feede with it’, but few wealthy mothers took his advice. They wanted to get pregnant as many times as possible and suckling their own child helped prevent this. It is no doubt because of this that the book goes into some detail on selecting a wet-nurse.

The child was believed to develop some of the mother’s characteristics as it fed from her, so it was very important that the wet-nurse should have the right temperament. Rosslin also describes at some length how she should look, that the mother should ensure that the nurse’s ‘bulke and breste be of good largenesse’ and explains how to test her milk to see that it is suitable. Despite all these instructions the choice of nurse must have been fairly limited, as finding an available woman who had given birth fairly recently cannot have been easy, even in the sixteenth century.

The detail of the early life of Tudor babies is difficult, if not impossible, to work out. For one thing, it was very much a matter which fell into the woman’s realm, therefore little was written on the subject. Hints are given in books such as Guillemeau’s The Nursing of Children which was first published in English in 1612. The baby seems to have lived very much indoors for the first month or so of its life, during which time it would be completely swaddled. After that time its arms would be left free and the nurse would begin to carry it about more, but it was not until it was about eight or nine months old that swaddling would stop completely. There must have been considerable temptation not to change the baby as often as necessary, with all the fiddle of swaddling and unswaddling it every time. Both The Nursing of Children and The Byrth of Mankynd emphasize the need to change and wash the child frequently, although of course care had to be taken to keep it out of draughts as this was done. Guillemeau gives detailed instructions for this procedure. The doors and windows are to be closed, the nurse is to sit by the fire with a pillow on her lap and to place the child on this as she washes it.27 These instructions, were, of course, aimed at children of better-off parents, the sort who were Guillemeau’s patients and who could afford to buy books. It is a matter of debate as to whether poorer children got the same treatment.

Tudor children were breast-fed for much longer than is common today. The Byrth of Mankynd comments that Avicen (a Persian physician who lived 980–1037) recommends breast feeding for two years ‘but be it amonge us most commenlye they suck but one yeare’.28 The child is to be weaned little by little. The Byrth of Mankynd recommends giving it bread and sugar to eat at first, but Guillemeau recommends sops of bread (i.e. bread moistened with water or milk) or gruel, then later a chicken leg with most of the flesh removed, so that ‘he may the better pull and gnaw it’.29 Sugar and chicken were both expensive items so were highly unlikely to have been on the menu for most children, who must have been fed the same pottage that the rest of the family lived on.

Guillemeau gives nurses several hints on how to look after the child properly, reminding them, for example, to remember to tie the baby into its cradle so that it didn’t fall out as it was rocked. These instructions are reminders that it was almost impossible for a mother to supervise the nurse properly, unless she was living under the mother’s roof. It was expensive to have the nurse live in, so most women who chose to have wet-nurses sent their babies out to live in the nurses’ home. Babies may well not have been given the same care and attention there as their own mother would have given them, so babies who lived with their own mothers probably had a better chance of survival.

The ceremony surrounding childbirth, whilst having the advantage of giving the woman time off from her usual routine, was rather unhealthy. General medical opinion today is that it is better to get out of bed soon after childbirth and to eat a normal diet. Tudor ladies did themselves no favours by shutting themselves away in stuffy dark rooms and by eating invalid food. Some midwives did more harm than good by trying hasten the birth by stretching the mother and pushing down on her stomach, not realizing that the early stages of the birth ought to be left to happen naturally. The fact that the Byrth of Mankynde warns against this practice shows that it must have been common. 

Rich women had a tendency to take to their beds during pregnancy and to cosset themselves rather than take reasonable exercise. As it was generally believed that lower-class women gave birth more easily than higher-class ones, there was a social cachet in having a difficult pregnancy and birth, which encouraged the richer women to revel in any problems they had, and perhaps to imagine some difficulties which never existed at all. This seems to have increased as time went on, and by the late seventeenth century various commentators tell women to avoid this habit. R. Barret, in his A Companion for midwives, childbearing women and nurses, published in 1699, complains of pregnant women who were ‘always stuffing their Guts with slops, having their Chamber Windows adorn’d like an Apothecaries Shop with Pill-Boxes and Gally Pots’.30

As we have also seen, richer women usually sent their children out to nurse where they may not have been as well cared for. The net result of all this was that poorer women probably had a better survival rate at childbirth than the richer ones, and more of their children probably survived at least the early part of infancy. It is a relief to know that the poor did better than the rich in at least one respect in the sixteenth century.
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