	The Elizabethan/Jacobean Period

It is over 400 years ago in Europe.   The society is very hierarchical.  If you are born into a particular situation in life, you tend to be stuck in it. If you are blessed with robust good health (including good teeth) and have money, life can be sweet. If you are one of the others, your life is likely to be a brief and painful experience.

Religion plays a very important part in people’s lives.  There are even laws about church attendance. People are very superstitious, and belief in the power of the supernatural is widespread – even the new King of England (James I) is an expert on witchcraft.

On the whole, if you are male you have much more freedom than if you are female. Women are regarded as the property of their fathers, and then of their husbands. Men belonging to the wealthier sections of society are educated at school and, occasionally, at university, but women rarely receive any formal education at all, and what little they do receive is given at home.

It is common for babies to die before becoming children, for children to die before becoming adults, and for adults to live a short life and be dead at 40.  It is also common to see suffering, either of animals or of humans.  For example, if in London, you might walk over London Bridge. As you do so, your eye will be drawn to the grizzly spectacle of blackened, eyeless human heads, the victims of State execution, stuck on poles as a warning to all of us to avoid the perils of crime.  As you pass hurriedly by, your ear might catch the anguished howling of dogs coming from the bear-baiting arenas. The sound of the dogs will be accompanied by a deeper roaring of an injured bear, baited to death by packs of vicious hounds.  As you walk, you might easily get lost in the maze of narrow streets and find yourself outside a brothel or, worse, a house where men and women with highly infectious diseases (such as leprosy) are supposedly isolated from the rest of society!


If you want steady work, you might consider becoming a professional soldier.  Since it is impossible for most governments to supply themselves with enough infantry, soldiers from all over are considered an international commodity. 

Of all the fighting men in Europe, the quintessential soldier is Spanish. The Spanish tercio, a large infantry "regiment" (the word is used loosely in this time period) forms the backbone of the most successful army in the world.  Spain has an efficient organization for recruiting from its own provinces and keeping these units working.  The endless campaigns in Italy and the Low Countries make them formidable troops, with high confidence. 

Soldiers spend a great deal of their time in siege operations. A besieging army does not have an easy life -- disease from malnutrition and unsanitary conditions is a bigger killer of soldiers than combat. Once the countryside has been stripped, the besiegers might have almost as hard a time supplying themselves as the besieged. A soldier is largely responsible for supplying himself with clothes, arms, and food. Sometimes these things can be gotten by loot and pillage, sometimes at exorbitant prices from military entrepreneurs, and sometimes not at all.

Despite all the work, there’s not much pay. The pay, even for officers, is never very great. Many captains make their profits by paying their men as little as possible, collecting the pay off of dead or deserted soldiers, and profiteering in supplies. It’s a fact of life that many higher-level officers and suppliers line their pockets with the royal funds intended to support their troops.
If you are a woman, then hope that you are a noblewoman.  Among the nobility, a woman's chief duty is to make dynastic marriages, serving as the vehicle for her family's political and social ambitions. Marriage for a woman of this class is as much her job as the command of troops is her brother's, and such women often marry young.

Marriage is not a sentimental affair, although certainly love among courting couples is normal. Marriage is a means of productivity: of crops, goods, and children for the future. Being personally happy isn't expected, although naturally a companionable partnership with someone who didn't beat you is a good thing. Women do have to endure the fact that legally and socially, men are in charge. Women have their ways of taking the sting out of this, but a husband has the right to beat his wife and can get away with murder in the case of adultery. The power women have comes in the form of social control in a village or urban neighborhood by means of "gossip."  To some extent, sex is another area where women “have control.”  Sex is considered the special province of women, and in the medieval mind women are the carnal, lustful ones, while men are the spiritual ones victimized by their temptations. After all, women are the descendents of Eve.
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