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likel divided work between them according to whoever made tastier
chee: :, grew better Vagetables, or spun wool more quickly into thread.

H, r Cecilia’s marrie sisters, the household economy seemed to be almost
Smgb% constituted by m\arriage. If Agnes did some work, and Henry Kroyl
did ¢ ner work, most of the\chores could get done. One medieval song \«.\En?
tells qm a quarrel between a Nusband and wife, described in vivid #fms the
comj ementary work of marriéd couples. The quarrel started whéh the hus-
band ‘ame home to find that his §inner was not ready:

1 2n he began to chide and say “Damn\you!

I sish you would go all day to plow witk me,

walk in the clods that are wet and bogy,

2n you would know what it is to be a pldgwman.”

For h r part, the wife swore back just a3 vigorously, #nd she began to itemize
the  irk she did each day: rising early o milk thg/cows (while her husband,
she s d, was still asleep); making butter \and nra.,\m@ caring for hens, omvobm\
and ¢ 1cks; tending to children; brewing ale; pre m\mnbm flax; cleaning, nwu&bm\
and ¢ »inning wool. The husband remaingd ghconvinced, claiming that his
wife . ways excused herself “with grunts and/groans.” Finally, they agreed to
exche ge chores to determine, by experien Y whose lot was the hardest. Un-
fortu ately, the one surviving copy of thig/sqng is incomplete, so we cannot
know who won this fictional argument, fie plowman or his wife. This song
seem to anticipate some of the themey fwe 1 ight encounter in a television
come y today: an unprepared dinnef; an argument between mwoﬂm.mm. an
agree tent to exchange roles. But in offf critical Sense, this song is @Ebﬁmmmmb.
tially nedieval: it describes two indjffiduals whoge work was profoundly in-
terde >ndent. Because the plowma ~\ ent to the figlds every day, his wife had

grain vith which to feed her co £ and brew her\; e; because the goodwife

raisec animals and spun wool ijfto thread, her huspand had manure for his
fields md clothes on his back. Working at separate ta{ks most of the time, hus-
band: and wives labored tog .\mamu toward a commo} end—support om their
house :old. \ ’ ,

V. renever there were eftra tasks to be done, marridd couples had several
altern tives. They could tykn to children; they could employ servants; or they
coul e laborers, payiyflg them by the day or task. Whinever married cou-
ples 1 teded goods they'did not produce themselves, théy could buy them
from | 1eir neighbors jh Brigstock or from vendors at neatby markets. The
hous W.oE economy phatched so well the complementary work of husbands
and v ves that mosy men, if widowed, immediately remarried. Some might
rm<m one so to asgfiage loneliness or sexual desire, but the strongest motiva-
tion v s economigf remarriage was the most practical way to replace labor lost
by a v ife’s death’ For many people in Brigstock, marriage or remarriage was
thebe t way to constitute a fully functioning household economy.

Y. ' it was not the only way. Some people, like Cecilia and her two broth- -
ers Rc rert and William, set up households without ever marrying. Moreover,
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many widows, unlike widowers, never remarried.! If singlewomen, bachelors,
and widows had sufficient property, they could maintain their own house-
holds, getting the work done without the assistance of a spouse.? They man-
aged their households by resorting to two strafegtes in particular: they relied
on kin, and they purchased the labor and sgeices of their neighbors. As to the
first, Cecilia never relied on a husbandd® share with her the work of a house-
hold, but she often lived in closgsffoximity to other relatives. In her early
twenties, she probably lived fgf’a year or two with her widowed mother; al-
most as soon as her mothgzied, her brother William moved next door to her
for about ten years; afid as she approached her forties, she established a
household with hegrfbrother Robert. Like her sisters Agnes and Christina, then,
Cecilia relied @ kin for help and support, but she relied on her mother and
brothers, g6 £ 2 husband. As to the second strategy, Cecilia, as a singlewoman,
15 used the local markets in labor and commodities with special fre-
qu¥ncy. Married couples also employed servants or day laborers and also pur-
chased goods, such as ale or bread, from others, but a single householder like

Cecilia made especially heavy use of these sorts of opportunities.

THE LABOR MARKET

Some households in Brigstock had more hands than they needed, and other
households had too few. The solution was simple: extra hands in one house-
hold were employed in another. This labor market operated on three levels:
unskilled laborers usually worked by the day for a set wage; skilled workers, such
as carpenters or thatchers, usually worked to complete a specified task (and
were paid by the day or by the task); servants worked year-long contracts, get-
ting not only room and board within their employer’s house but also a speci-
fied payment at year's end. By employing all three sorts of workers, a well-off
singlewoman like Cecilia completed all the work of her household.

'As a female householder, Cecilia faced one particular problem: many
tasks, skilled and unskilled, were considered the proper work of men, not
women. Men usually plowed the earth, wielded either sickle or scythe at har-
vest, beat the stalks with flals to separate the edible grain, and did many tasks
that a woman like Cecilia usually did not do. How then did Cecilia cope? In
part, she probably coped by doing some of the work anyway, for the gender
division of labor was flexible enough that some women did plow, reap, and

11t is not clear why women remarried less frequently than men. Perhaps widows competed pootly
on the marriage market, especially if they had small children and little land. Or perhaps widows
chose not to remarry, preferring their autonomy as widowed heads of household to the depen-
dency of remarried wives.

2Singlewomen, bachelors, and widows too poor to establish their own households found employ-
ment as servants in the households of others or sought daily work as wage laborers, living as
lodgers or alone in hovels. Others pooled resources and lived in common households, of which
the best known have been labeled by historians as “spinster clusters.”
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, ;WSmﬁ using flails to separate the wheat from the chaff. The freely swinging
oarat Fo end of the flail allowed for more powerful and efficient work.
Threshing was usually done during the winter, when the fields and flocks
_ lemanded less attention.

So far as Cecilia had the time and inclination, she could have done
thes: and other “male” tasks herself. In part, she might have coped by calling
on t 2 help of her brothers—first William when he lived next door, and later
Robi t with whom she shared a household. Her brothers, of course, faced a
prot =m Emw complemented Cecilia’s dilemma. They had “female” tasks that
neec :d doing such as gardening, dairying, or herb-gathering. So Cecilia might
have helped them just as they helped her. Finally, she also coped, in part, by
emg Hying men to do the work for her. '
ecilia probably employed not only local men but also men who passed
thro gh Brigstock looking for work. In the early spring, she might have hired
bor to plow her few bits of arable land. In the summer, she might have
some boys to help. with haymaking. In the autumn, she might have
. afew .mm%m\ work to some of the men (and women) who followed the
g grain northward in search of harvest work. Whenever a plowshare
or her house needed repairs, she turned to a nearby smith or carpenter.
than likely, Cecilia preferred to employ men as laborers, not as live-in
_nts. Few widows and singlewomen kept male servants in their house-
., perhaps because neighbors gossiped about imagined (or real) sexual li-
or perhaps because women found it difficult to control male servants.
I of coping with such problems, most fernale householders found it eas-
ier ti hire men by the day or task. .
ecilia found these male workers in many ways—by using a smith or car-
pent r whose skills were well known; by asking neighbors whom she knew
neec :d work; by hiring strangers who stopped at her gate; by looking for
laborers when she went to market days at Kettering, Geddington, or
ere. If she was lucky, she was sometimes able to turn repeatedly to the
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Men plowing. The man on the left maneuvers the heavy plow, and the man on the
right uses a goad to urge the oxen forward.

same workers, using the same plowman for several seasons, of employing the
same harvest workers year after year. If not, she did not need to worry. With
about 6 million people in England and not enough land to go around, Cecilia
could always find someone willing to work. In the first half of the fourteenth
century, laborers, skilled as well as unskilled, were plentiful and cheap.

Cecilia probably made good use of this cheap labor, especially duxing
labor-intensive times of the agricultural year and especially for tasks that were
traditionally done by men. But she probably also needed servants to provide
steadier and more flexible help. Contracting to live and work with one em-
ployer for a year, servants were usually young people who hoped to learn
ckills and save money. Among young adults, those from poor families were
especially likely to seek out such work. Most servants worked for their em-
ployers as they had worked for their parents, doing whatever general work
needed doing. Although adolescents of both genders worked as servants, Ce-
cilia, as a singlewoman, probably employed female servants only. Perhaps she
kept just one servant, but she might also have employed two or more at any
time. For the duration of their employment, servants shared with Cecilia the
daily life and work of the household. They also lived under her authority. One
medieval song tells the fate of a servant who dared to stay out all night. On
her way home in the morning, she encountered her angry mistress who
shouted at her, “Say, you strong strumpet, where have you been? Your trip-
ping and dancing will come to 2 bad end!” The mistress then beat the young
servant, “over and over again.” Good servants could hope for kind treatment;
bad servants could expect harsh punishment;.all servants knew they had to
work hard. Almost every day, Cecilia awoke to more tasks than she could
manage. “ have more to do than I may do,” was how one woman put it in an-
other medieval song. Servants made it possible for the work to get done.
When sheep had to be moved to a new pasture, and fields weeded, and butter
churned, and fish caught for dinner, and pigs brought in from the woods, Ce-
cilia did some tasks and left others to her servants.
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