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Knights Unite!
Castles

©World History Studies Weekly — Ancient History

How did they decide guilt or innocence 
in the Middle Ages?

The idea of trial by jury that originated in ancient Greece 
died out in Europe during the Middle Ages. Instead, if you 
did something wrong, people used one of three methods to 
determine your guilt or innocence. Trial by oath involved an 
accused person gathering several people to act as witnesses 
and swear the accused was innocent of all charges. Do you 

innocent of a crime? Do you think people might be willing to 
lie for someone who was really guilty? Do you think a wealthy 
person could buy witnesses? Another method used was trial 
by ordeal. This really was torture! For example, someone 
might force you to hold a hot coal or pluck a hot stone from 
boiling water. If the burn went away in three days, you were 
innocent of the crime. A third method was trial by battle, 

and skinny and your accuser was large and muscular? Just like 
today, stealing and murder were crimes. However, you might 

move a landmark or travel without permission. If you were 
accused of a crime, which of these would you have selected as 
your trial and why?
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Becoming a Knight 

Armor

Clothes Told Your Status 
Rules, rules, rules. Do you have rules about what you can and 

cannot wear at school or at home? Well, in the Middle Ages, 
people liked to know where you stood in society. So people 
made rules about clothing, shoes and hats that helped them 
identify their equals. They called these rules Sumptuary Laws. 
The laws dictated the color of clothing, types of fur, height of 
a hat, shoe length and even the number of buttons each person 
of a social class could wear. If you were poor, you could only 
wear drab-colored clothing like grays, browns and blacks. Only 
those in power wore purple. Usually, poor people went barefoot 
or tied rags or leather around their feet. The poor also wore 
beaver, lamb or fox furs, but only the wealthy or noble people 
wore gray or white squirrel fur. Do you like wearing hats? 
Women liked wearing hennins, cone- or heart-shaped hats up 

called them steeple hats. Higher-class women wore 3-foot high 

You could also judge a person’s place in medieval society 
by the shoes they wore. The longer the tip of the shoe or 
taller the height of the shoe’s sole, the more important you 
were. Eventually, some people wore shoes called crackowes, 
or poulaines. Tips of these shoes were up to 24 inches long. 
People often tripped wearing such long shoes, and walking up 
stairs was almost impossible. To help themselves walk while 
wearing these shoes, people tied chains from the tips of 

their feet as they walked. Very important women often wore 
another type of shoe, the chopine, which had up to 2-foot high 
soles. (Imagine walking on stilts.) Women needed support from 
their servants or from walking canes to walk without toppling 
over. Women may have been foolish to wear chopines, but they 
looked “important.” Eventually, people ignored the Sumptuary 
Laws and wore what they wished.

Europe
The European continent has a varied geography. It 

is a land with no deserts but many peninsulas. There 

and the Scandinavian Peninsula, where we see Sweden, 
Norway and Finland. There are also the Balkan and 
Italian peninsulas. Look on a map and locate countries 
on these peninsulas. Can you also locate two European 
volcanoes—Mount Etna and Mount Vesuvius? (Hint: look 
in the boot!)

Europe also has many mountains ranges. The highest 
mountains in western Europe are the Alps, and the 
highest in all of Europe are the Caucasus Mountains. 

Also, locate the Pyrenees and Apennine mountains. 
European mountains were a barrier that kept groups of 
people apart. This separation led people to form many 
different cultures and languages. 

European rivers include the Seine, Rhine, Po and 
Danube. Look at a map and locate these four rivers. 
Many European rivers curve numerous times, are very 

cities. The Gulf Stream, a water current in the Atlantic 
Ocean, brings warmer air to much of Europe. This gives 
Europe a milder climate than other areas of the world 
at the same latitude.



  Name ______________________________________

ACROSS
1. this showed a Medieval person’s 

status.
4. the system in which people worked 

in exchange for protection
5. a servant of a king or lord
7. a metal glove

DOWN
1. strong Frankish ruler during the 

Middle Ages
2. often provided by minstrels
3. invention that ended the building 

of castles
4. a popular pastime for knights
6. a protector of a manor

With all the armor and helmets, it was 

Was he a friend or foe? Eventually, knights 
put symbols on their armor, shields and 
banners. These symbols represented their 
“side” in a battle. Knights placed them on 
their surcoat, the outer clothing of their 
armor, and called the symbols their “coat 
of arms.” These symbols passed from 
generation to generation. The science of 
designing coats of arms is heraldry. Use 
this blank coat of arms as a guide to design 
your personal coat of arms. This chart will 
help you design your coat of arms.

Feudal Society

Animals
Lion, Bear, Boar, Eagle, 
Horse, Dragon

Colors
Yellow or Gold: Generosity
White or Silver: Peace and  

   Sincerity
Black: Constancy (sometimes 
   Grief)
Blue: Loyalty and 
Truthfulness
Red: Military Fortitude and 
   Generosity
Green: Hope and Joy 
(sometimes 
   Loyalty)
Purple: Royalty, Sovereignty 
and 
   Justice 

Heraldic Symbols
Axe: Dutiful
Crosses: Christian 
Sentiments
Crown: Authority
Fire: Zeal

 
Purity (associated with 
France)
Hand: Faith, Sincerity and 
Justice
Heart: Sincerity
Horns and Antlers: 
Fortitude
Lightning: Decisiveness
Moon: Serenity
Star: Nobility
Sun: Glory
Sword: Warlike

As you read this week’s lesson, circle or highlight 
all proper nouns with any color pen or highlighter. 

answers and get ready for this week’s test.

Francis Hopkinson Flag 1777
Continental Congress member Francis Hopkinson designed 

   

Francis Hopkinson
and the American Flag


