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As You Like It |
and Elizabethan country life
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This detail from a map of Chelmsford, Essex?, in 1591
shows the layout of a country town. Note the houses along
the main street and the church with tower on the green.
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ust as today, city people in Elizabethan times' thought

that life in the country was carefree and simple.

Shakespeare supported this rosy view in As You Like It.
In the Forest of Arden’, all problems are solved and everyone
achieves happiness. The truth about Elizabethan country life
was different. For most people it was a hard life but one that

fortunately had its compensations.

How the land was used
In Elizabethan times, the land was used to grow crops and

also as pasture for animals. How the land was divided up
differed from area to area. In some parts of England, pasture

land was more popular than arable land’. Sheep farming was
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very profitable in the early part of the 16th century, so many
landowners stopped growing crops in order to graze sheep.

It only takes one shepherd to look after a flock of sheep. It
takes many hands to plough, sow and harvest a crop. So when
farmers turned to sheep, many farm workers lost their jobs.
Some became vagabonds' who roamed the country looking for
work. Others went to the cities to seek their fortune.

In Warwickshire, where Shakespeare spent his youth, the land
was divided into two almost equal parts. To the south of the
river Avon, there were fields of crops such as rye’, wheat, corn
and barley. To the north, in the forest of Arden, the land was
used for grazing sheep and cattle. So shepherds like Corin and
goatherds like Audrey, who appear in the play, really did exist in

the forest that Shakespeare was writing about.
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T'his illustration is from The Shepherd’s Calendar by Sir

Edmund Spenser.” It depicts two shepherds with their flocks
in the month of Fuly.

1. The Shepherd’s Calendar: (A A%HY, ¥E12% H @, 53 AILLI2A A B3 %
WA, ZEHMEEHEE4LE, Sir Edmund Spenser. %{#E5¥ - #igE (1552—
1599), ARHIIEEFA, A HFHY A EENRFER, BOETIFELHK
MEBM L ERHT, HEESGIHYERS A, EREVRRER, B3, FES
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Country labourers
Corin in As You Like It describes himself as ‘a true labourer’. He

says, ‘I earn that I eat, get that I wear, owe no man hate, envy
no man’s happiness.”’ He had to be content with small wages.
Shepherds were usually hired by owners of country estates for
a year at a time. They received between 25 and 30 shillings

for their year’s work but their food and lodgings were free.
Other workers were paid by the day and worked for a number
of masters. Harvesters, for instance, could earn between
threepence and sevenpence a day and thatchers” were quite
well paid at two shillings for five days. In the seasons when such
people could not find work for their skills, they might work as
farm helpers, doing odd jobs. For this type of work, they were
paid one or two pence a day. In those days, a chicken cost about

threepence and beer one penny a gallon.
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Haymaking' in the early 17th century. Both women and
children helped in the fields when a family was too poor to
hire labourers.

1. haymaking. &2



Ordinary country folk worked long hours all the year round
and in all weathers. They had few of the comforts of life and

were rarely able to save much from what they earned.

Poor but honest farmers
The master and mistress of a small country farm may have

employed some labourers part-time. But they worked just as
hard as any of their hired help. The farmer and his family lived
in a small thatched cottage and everyone in the household
helped with daily tasks. The farmer himself worked long hours
in the field, yoking his oxen and tending his pigs. His wife did
the household chores, sometimes with the help of a maid. She
was also expected to brew aie, attend to the dairy and look after
the chickens and ducks. It was her task, too, to ride to market
and sell butter, cheese, eggs, chickens and whatever else the
farm produced.

A small farmer never became very rich but his family was
rarely short of food; they produced it all themselves. Like most
country people, they were generous to the poor and took pity
on vagabonds and others who had fallen on hard times. They
gave them food and sometimes shelter. They knew that, but for

good fortune, they could be in the same position.



Anne Hathaway’s' cottage at Shottery near Stratford-upon-Avon.
This thatched-roofed country dwelling? belonged to the family of
Shakespeare’s wife, who were farmers. It still stands today.
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A country woman
taking her poultry*
to market. Women
often walked several
miles to the nearest
town to sell their
produce.

Country amusements
Although country people did not have much leisure, there

were village festivals and feastdays when they could have fun.
Harvest time, for example, was a time for celebration. After
the last sheaf' of corn was carried through the village in a
procession, everyone joined in a banquet. As well as eating,
there was much dancing, drinking and singing. This was a
great occasion, too, for young people to flirt? and dance with
each other. Sweethearts exchanged gloves or handkerchiefs as

keepsakes’.
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T'his illustration depicts a country festival. The celebration of May
Day? and other feastdays and festivals were important events

in Elizabethan country life. They provided an opportunity for
dancing, merrymaking and feasting.

Another happy event in out-of-the-way" country districts
was the visit of the pedlar’. He was a travelling salesman who

carried all sorts of wonderful treasures from the outside world.
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