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If You Grew Up in the Middle Ages:

A Time-Traveling Kid's Guide to Medieval Life

You wake up one morning and everything has changed. Your bed isn't a bed anymore—it's a pile of straw with a rough woolen blanket. Your phone? Gone. Your sneakers? Replaced with leather shoes that look like pointy slippers. The year isn't 2024 anymore—it's 1324, and you're about to discover that being a kid in medieval England is nothing like what you've seen in movies. No, you probably won't meet a dragon (sorry!), but you WILL learn to shoot a real bow and arrow, might witness an actual knight's tournament, could catch the Black Death (yikes!), and if you're really unlucky, you'll have to eat something called "blood pudding" for breakfast. Welcome to the Middle Ages, where kids your age were already working full-time jobs, getting married, and somehow still finding time to play games that we play today—just with way more mud involved.

This book is your survival guide to not dying of embarrassment (or plague) in medieval times.

Did you know...

that medieval kids played with mass-produced toys, just like you do? In 1300, toy knights were being churned out in workshops and sold across England—basically the medieval version of action figures!

that if you were a 10-year-old peasant girl in 1066 when William the Conqueror invaded England, you'd probably already be working 12-hour days, but if you were a Viking kid in the invading army, you might have traveled from Scandinavia on a longship and could already navigate by the stars?

that medieval kids invented a game where they'd tie a rooster to a post and throw sticks at it while blindfolded? (Don't worry, we'll also talk about the games that DIDN'T involve confused chickens, like chess, which kids your age were already mastering!)
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Chapter 1:

The Day You Turn Seven (And Suddenly You're Not a Baby Anymore)
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William woke up on his seventh birthday to find his mother crying. It was a cold March morning in 1347 in the village of Ashford, England, and through the thin walls of their cottage, he could hear his father talking in that serious voice adults used when something terrible was about to happen. "He's old enough now, Margaret. The lord's steward was very clear. Seven years old means he starts tomorrow." If you had told William that this was the last morning he'd ever wake up as a "baby" in medieval England's eyes, he wouldn't have believed you. But that's exactly what was happening. Today, on his seventh birthday, William of Ashford was about to discover that turning seven in the Middle Ages was like pressing a giant "GROW UP NOW" button that nobody warned you about.

William was the kind of kid who named all the chickens in the yard and secretly fed scraps to the skinny village dogs even though his father told him not to waste food. He had a gap between his front teeth that made him whistle when he talked fast, and he talked fast a lot, especially when he was excited about something—like the time he saw real knights ride through the village, their armor clanking like a hundred pots banging together.

His best friend was Alice, the baker's daughter, who was already eight and therefore considered herself extremely wise in the ways of the world. Alice had bright red hair that her mother said came from Viking ancestors (though Alice preferred to think it meant she was secretly related to King William the Conqueror, who'd invaded England 281 years ago). She could climb any tree in the village, usually to escape her five younger brothers, and she knew all the best hiding spots for when the priest came looking for children who should be in church.

Then there was Thomas the Steward's son—yes, the same steward who'd just declared William officially "not a baby anymore." Thomas was twelve and already training to take over his father's job someday. He walked around the village like he owned it (which, technically, his lord did), but secretly he was terrified of geese and once ran screaming from Widow Emma's particularly aggressive gander. Thomas had been seven once too, five years ago, and he remembered exactly what happened that day. "You're lucky you're not noble-born," Thomas had told William just last week, trying to sound important. "When I turned seven, I had to leave home entirely to go be a page in Lord Edmund's castle. At least you get to stay with your family." But William didn't feel lucky right now.

His mother, Margaret, wiped her eyes with her rough wool sleeve and forced a smile. "Come here, my big boy," she said, though her voice cracked a little. She'd been calling him her "little one" just yesterday. "Today, everything changes." In medieval England, turning seven wasn't just another birthday—it was THE birthday. The Church had decided that seven was the "age of reason," when children could tell right from wrong and therefore could be held responsible for their sins. But it meant so much more than that. It was the day the adult world looked at you and said, "Alright, you're one of us now. Sort of." William's father, Robert, entered the cottage, ducking his head under the low doorframe. He was a freeman—not a noble, but not a serf either—which meant he owned his small plot of land and could make some choices about his family's life. But even freemen had obligations to their lord. "Son," Robert said, his weathered hands resting on William's small shoulders, "today you begin your real education. Not just in letters, if we're lucky, but in life. You'll start working with me in the fields. You'll learn our trade. And yes," he sighed, "you'll have to appear before the manor court if you break any rules." "The manor court?" William's voice squeaked. The manor court was where adults went when they were in trouble. Just last month, John the Miller had been fined for letting his pigs root in the lord's forest. "That's right," his father nodded. "In the eyes of the law, you're no longer an infant. You're a child now—a real person with responsibilities." Meanwhile, across the village, Alice was already up and working. She'd turned seven last year, and the transformation had been swift. No more playing all day while her mother worked. Now she was up before dawn, helping to prepare the bread that would feed half the village. Her small hands, perfect for shaping delicate pastries, were already rough from months of kneading dough. "William's turning seven today," she announced to her mother as they worked. "Ah," her mother, Matilda, nodded knowingly. "The age of reason arrives for another one. I remember when you turned seven, my dear. You cried for three days because you had to wear a proper head covering instead of running around bare-headed like a wild thing." Alice remembered too. In medieval England, seven marked the beginning of gender separation. Before seven, boys and girls played together freely, wore similar simple tunics, and were treated more or less the same. But at seven, girls started covering their hair, learning "women's work," and preparing for their future as wives and mothers. Boys began learning their father's trade, started carrying small knives (a symbol of emerging manhood), and if they were noble, might be sent away to another castle to begin their training as pages.

That afternoon, the village priest, Father Benedict, arrived at William's cottage. He was a young man, barely twenty-five, who'd been educated at the cathedral school in Canterbury. He had the peculiar habit of humming hymns when he was nervous, and he was humming now. "William of Ashford," he said formally, though his eyes were kind, "today you begin your journey toward confirmation. You must now attend confession, for you can sin as surely as any adult." William gulped. Sin? He thought about the apple he'd stolen from Farmer Hugh's orchard last autumn. Did that count? Was he going to hell for an apple? Father Benedict saw the fear in the boy's eyes and softened. "Don't worry, child. God understands you're still learning. But from now on, you must try to be good not just because your parents tell you to, but because you understand it's right." The priest pulled out something that made William's eyes widen—a small wooden tablet covered in wax. "Your father has paid for you to learn your letters," Father Benedict announced. "Three days a week, after your morning work, you'll come to the church for lessons." This was huge. Most peasant children never learned to read or write. William's father had saved for two years to afford this privilege. In London or York, there were proper schools where merchants' sons learned Latin and mathematics. But here in Ashford, Father Benedict's teaching was the only education available. "Can Alice come too?" William asked hopefully. Father Benedict's humming grew louder—his nervous tell. "I'm afraid not, young William. It wouldn't be... proper." This was the harsh reality for medieval girls. While some noble girls received education in convents, and a very few exceptional women like Christine de Pizan would later argue for female education, most girls like Alice would never formally learn to read. Though Alice's mother, Matilda, had a secret—she could read a little, taught by her own mother in whispered lessons by candlelight. She was already teaching Alice the same way, though they had to pretend Alice was just looking at the pictures in the church's painted manuscripts.

That evening, the village celebrated William's transition with a small feast. Well, "feast" might be too grand a word—there was brown bread, cheese, some preserved meat from last autumn's pig slaughter, and weak ale (yes, even children drank ale because the water wasn't always safe). But Widow Emma had brought honey cakes, a rare treat, and the blacksmith's wife contributed some dried apples. As the sun set, Thomas the Steward's son pulled William aside. "Want to know a secret?" he whispered, checking that no adults were listening. "Turning seven is just the beginning. When you're twelve, if you're not careful, they'll try to make you take an apprenticeship. Seven years of working for some master who'll beat you if you make mistakes. My cousin in London is apprenticed to a goldsmith—hasn't seen his family in two years." William's eyes widened. "Seven years?" "That's right. From twelve to nineteen, you belong to your master. Unless..." Thomas paused dramatically, "you're like me and already have a position waiting. Or unless you're a girl—then they just marry you off instead." Alice, who'd been eavesdropping (a skill she'd perfected hiding from her brothers), piped up: "I'm never getting married. I'm going to be an anchoress and live in a tiny room attached to the church and never have to talk to anyone except God." Thomas laughed. "You? Silent? The day you become an anchoress is the day my father's geese learn to sing hymns." But here's the thing about medieval children—they often surprised everyone. Some girls did become anchoresses (like Julian of Norwich would in just a few years). Some boys from peasant families did rise to become bishops or successful merchants. The Black Death, which would arrive in England in just one year, would shake up the entire social system, creating opportunities that William, Alice, and Thomas could never imagine.

THE SCIENCE/HISTORY BIT

OKAY, QUICK TIMEOUT—HERE'S why seven was such a big deal in medieval times, and it's actually fascinating when you think about it. The number seven was considered magical and perfect in medieval Christian thought. God created the world in seven days. There were seven sacraments, seven deadly sins, seven virtues. So when Church scholars were deciding when childhood ended, seven seemed like the obvious choice. But there was practical reasoning too. By seven, children had usually survived the most dangerous years—about 30% of children died before age five from disease, accidents, or malnutrition. If you made it to seven, you had a decent chance of making it to adulthood. Your adult teeth were coming in (hence the "age of reason"—you could literally bite into tougher, more adult food). You were strong enough to do real work but still young enough to train. Think about it like this: imagine if on your seventh birthday, you suddenly had to start paying taxes (yes, really—seven-year-olds could be taxed in medieval England!), you could be called as a witness in court, and if you stole something, you'd be punished like an adult (though usually less severely). It would be like if today, the moment you turned seven, you got a job, a credit card, and could be tried in court. Terrifying, right? But here's the weird part—medieval parents didn't love their children any less than parents do today. We have letters and diaries showing parents devastated by their children's illnesses, paying fortunes for medicine, and celebrating their achievements. They just lived in a world where childhood had to be shorter because life itself was shorter. The average life expectancy was only about 35 years (though if you survived childhood, you might live to 60 or even 70).

CLIFFHANGER!

AS WILLIAM LAY ON HIS straw mattress that night, no longer a baby in anyone's eyes, he heard his parents talking in hushed voices by the dying fire. "There's talk of sickness in London," his mother was saying. "Ships from the East bringing disease. They say people are dying by the hundreds in far-off lands." "Rumors," his father replied, but he didn't sound convinced. "Always rumors of something." Little did William know that in just eighteen months, the Black Death would reach Ashford. It would kill Father Benedict, Thomas's awful father, and half the village. But it would also mean that William, Alice, and the other surviving children would inherit a world turned upside down—where peasants could demand wages, where old rules crumbled, and where seven-year-olds who survived would grow up to remake England entirely. But that's a story for another chapter. For now, William closed his eyes and tried to fall asleep on his first night of being "grown up," completely unaware that he was living in the last normal year of the Middle Ages. Tomorrow, he would begin learning to read. In a week, he'd help plant the spring crops. In a month, he'd witness his first manor court session. And in a year, he'd watch the world change forever. But tonight? Tonight he was just a seven-year-old boy, caught between childhood and whatever came next, in a world that demanded he grow up fast but couldn't quite decide what growing up meant.
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