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WHIP AND TOP
• This was a game of skill – you
had to wind the top with the
whip and then keep the top going
by whipping it.

• The ‘top’ was often made of
wood and shaped so that it
balanced on the point.

• The ‘whip’ was wrapped around
grooves in the top before being
jerked away to set the top
spinning.

• Children’s toys and games were
usually simple and cheap. Some,
like hopscotch and marbles, are
still played today.

BREECHES
• Young boys wore dresses until
they were about six years old
when they were ‘breeched’.

• Being breeched meant that they
were given their first set of
breeches (short knee-length
trousers). This was a big step in a
boy’s life.

• A boy might also have his first
haircut when he was breeched.
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SWADDLING CLOTH
• Young babies up to about 12
months old were wrapped in
linen bandages or ‘swaddled’.

• Swaddling clothes were used not
only to keep babies warm but
wrapping their limbs up tightly
was also thought to keep babies
safe – because they couldn’t
move.

• It was also believed that babies’
arms and legs needed to be kept
straight so that they would grow
properly.

NINE MEN’S MORRIS BOARD
• Nine Men’s Morris is one of the
world’s oldest board games.

• Each player has nine pieces, or
‘men’, which move among the
board’s twenty-four spots.

• The object of the game is to leave
the opposing player with fewer
than three men.

• Nine Men’s Morris boards were
often engraved on tables in pubs
– some have even been found in
churches.
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FOOTBALL
• Pigs’ bladders were blown up to
make footballs.

• King James I banned people from
playing football, thinking it a
"rough and violent" game.

• Football was then a very vicious
game, with no teams and no
rules. People liked playing it
though and its popularity
continued.

BIRCH ROD
• Birching meant beating a person
across the backside with a bundle
of birch twigs.

• It was once a common
punishment in schools, usually just
for boys, but it could take place in
courts for minor offences.

• Birching was not abolished in
Britain until 1948.
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HORN BOOKS
• Hornbooks were used by
children who were learning 
to read and were common 
in the classroom.

• A sheet of paper, with the
alphabet or times tables written
on it, was mounted onto a
wooden board with a handle.

• The paper was protected by a
thin layer of clear animal horn.

• Children learned by ‘rote’ –
where you learn something 
by simply repeating it over 
and over again.

TYBURN TREE
• The Tyburn Tree was a huge
triangular construction from
which criminals were hanged – it
was an agonising death.

• 100,000 people might be
watching – hangings were a big
public festival!

• The rich rented upper-storey
rooms in houses and pubs so that
they could get the best views.

• When the hangman had done the
hanging he would sell the rope.
This is maybe where we get the
saying ‘money for old rope’.
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DUCKING STOOL
• Ducking was a form of
punishment for things such 
as ‘scolding’ or ‘backbiting’ 
and particularly for 
supposed witches.

• The victim was tied to a chair
and hung from ropes above a
pond or a river, then lowered
into the water.

• Accused witches were dunked
into a river, to see if they were
innocent or guilty. If they floated,
they were considered guilty and
executed. If they sank, they were
innocent but died by drowning.

PILLORY
• All kinds of crimes were punished
in public and the pillory was a
common punishment.

• The culprit’s head, wrists, and
sometimes ankles were clamped
into a wooden frame standing in a
public place, like a market.

• The victim would be ridiculed by
passers-by who might throw
rotten food or even stones at
them.

• We probably get our modern
word ‘pilloried’, where someone
is verbally attacked or ridiculed
publicly, from this punishment.
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GIBBET
• A gibbet was a metal frame in
which the bodies of executed
criminals were displayed.

• The general idea behind public
executions was to set an
example to everyone else.

• The worst method was 'live
gibbeting', when the criminal,
usually a murderer, was
suspended in the cage and left to
starve to death.

RACK
• The rack was used to torture
people by tying or chaining them
by their wrists and feet so when
the torturer turned a handle the
body of the victim would be
stretched – causing terrible pain
and even breaking bones.

• Forcing prisoners to watch
someone else being subjected to
the rack was a powerful method
of making them confess.

• Guy Fawkes was put to the 
rack for his part in the
Gunpowder Plot.
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WATTLED HURDLE
• A wattled hurdle is a frame 
or sledge made of woven twigs 
or branches.

• One of the plotters, Everard
Digby, was found guilty of high
treason and dragged on a wattled
hurdle through the streets of
London, to his place of execution.

GUNPOWDER BARREL
• In 1605, 13 men decided to attack
King James I and his government
in the Houses of Parliament.

• The plan was to do it on
November 5th as it was the state
opening of Parliament.

• The gang rented a cellar
underneath the Houses of
Parliament. Guy Fawkes hid 36
barrels of gunpowder in the cellar.

• The barrels held around 2,500 kg
of gunpowder which would have
completely destroyed Parliament.
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THE MONTEAGLE LETTER
• On the night of 26th of October
1605 an anonymous and cryptic
letter was delivered to the
Catholic Lord Monteagle.

• The letter warned him to avoid
Parliament on the day it was due
to be blown up.

• This anonymous letter foiled the
plot and has led to a number of
conspiracy theories. It is even
rumoured that the letter was
written by one of the plotters.

PRIEST HOLES
• Anybody found carrying symbols
of the Catholic religion, or taking
part in Catholic mass, was fined
or imprisoned.

• Catholic priests were often
tortured, and if found guilty of
treason, were executed.

• Many wealthy Catholic families
celebrated mass in secret in their
homes, hiding priests in specially
constructed hiding places to
protect them.

• Priests used aliases to protect
themselves and the families who
hid them.
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PRINCESS ELIZABETH
• The plotters planned to make
Princess Elizabeth the new head
of state to replace King James I.

• This portrait was painted when
she was seven.

• Women wore frames under
their dresses which gave them a
unique shape.

• Royalty dressed to impress.
Clothes were an important
status symbol. Dresses were
decorated with needlework,
embroidery and with jewels.

• A fan was used to ward off 
foul smells!

ROSARY
• Rosaries are a symbol of the
Catholic faith.

• It was illegal to practise
Catholicism but Catholics in
England had expected James to be
more tolerant of them. James
however, continued to imprison
Catholics for their faith.

• This so angered some Catholics
that they decided to kill James
and put his daughter Elizabeth on
the throne.
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GUNPOWDER
• Gunpowder was invented in
China over a thousand years ago.

• Charcoal, sulphur and saltpetre
were used to make gunpowder.

• To celebrate surviving the plot,
James I ordered that there
should be a great bonfire 
on November 5th.

• It was traditional to burn a
dummy of the Pope, rather than
Guy Fawkes, on top of the fire.

SIR FRANCIS DRAKE
• Sir Francis Drake is the most
famous of all English seafarers. He
was an explorer and pirate who
sailed around the World, raiding
the Spanish and helping to defeat
the Spanish Armada in 1588.

• Drake’s adventures made him into
a living legend.

• This portrait was painted after he
was knighted by Queen Elizabeth
I for his 3 year circumnavigation
of the globe.
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WATCH
• Watches were still quite rare in
this period and owned only by
the upper-class.

• Early pocket watches were very
heavy and incredibly inaccurate
as they only had an hour-hand –
there was no hand for the
minutes.

• Guy Fawkes was supposedly
presented with a watch by the
plotter Robert Keyes so that he
could time the fuse which would
set off the explosion.

VEILED LANTERN
• Guy Fawkes is said to have been
carrying a lantern on his arrest in
the cellars of the Houses of
Parliament when the Gunpowder
Plot was discovered.

• The lantern was made of sheet
iron with a holder for a candle
inside and a hinged door. The
door had a window made of horn
in it, through which the light
would glow.

• The lantern has an inner cylinder
which could be rotated in order
to conceal the light, and also the
user!
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FREE MONARCHIES
• The True Law of Free Monarchies
was a book written by James I
which set out the ‘doctrine’ of
the divine right of Kings.

• Put simply, the divine right meant
that the King could do absolutely
anything he wanted, and nobody
could criticise him!

ROYAL WAX SEAL
• Wax seals were used to prevent a
letter from being tampered with
or opened by the wrong person.

• They were also used to identify
the sender of the letter or
document. Seals were often
stamped with the sender’s initials
or insignia.

• Communication was slow and
messages and letters only
travelled at the speed of the
fastest horses.
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PORTRAIT OF KING JAMES I
• James became King of Scotland
at the age of thirteen months.

• He was crowned King of England
in 1603 which united the two
countries.

• He was highly-educated and
intelligent. Catholics hoped James
might be more tolerant towards
them because of his education.

• James didn’t like having his
portrait painted which is why
there are so few portraits of him.

COINS
• Coins were made from metals
like gold and silver. The value of
each coin depended on the
amount of metal from which it
was made.

• There were different types of
coins: shillings, sixpences, half
groats, pennies and halfpennies to
name a few.

• Some merchants made their own
coins out of brass or lead but not
every shop would accept them.
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LITTER
• Roads were poor – more like
tracks than the roads we have
today, so it was difficult to
transport goods from place 
to place.

• People could travel by horse if
they owned one, or be carried
around in a litter, but for most
people the only way to get
around was on foot.

• You could also hire a carriage to
get around the streets of
London. But there were only
four carriages available when the
service started in 1588!

UNION FLAG
• When King James VI of Scotland
became King James I of England,
he decided that he needed a new
flag to be a symbol of the two
countries.

• The English flag, a red cross on a
white background, and the
Scottish flag, a diagonal white
cross on a blue background were
combined.

• Designing the flag took several
attempts – there were
arguments about whose flag was
to be on top!
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BLACK RAT
• Rats are blamed for helping to
spread the plague that ravaged
Europe – but it was the fleas on
them that actually carried the
disease.

• The plague arrived in Europe at
the beginning of the 14th century
and there were continued
outbreaks until the middle of the
17th century.

• Anyone who caught the disease
had roughly a 50% chance of
dying.

• The plague is also often called
‘the Black Death’.

CABBAGE
• Meat was a luxury and people
only had one cooked meal a day,
usually made from grain and
vegetables. It was a bit like
porridge but called pottage.

• Carrots were white until much
later when they were dyed
orange by the Dutch.

• Raw fruit was believed to cause
sickness. Oranges were cooked as
they were thought to be
poisonous.
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POTATOES
• The potato, which was first
grown in South America, was
brought from the West Indies
back to England by Spanish
sailors.

• People were suspicious of
potatoes because they looked
like the plant ‘deadly nightshade’,
and so were fed only to the
animals.

DEADLY NIGHTSHADE
• Before modern medicine, herbs
and plants were often used to
cure people. Some of these
worked but many of the cures
were dangerous or just silly.

• If you had a headache you might
be told to rub your forehead with
rope that had been used to hang
a criminal.

• Deadly Nightshade is poisonous
but women used eye drops made
from the plant to make their eyes
bright – they thought that made
them look more attractive.
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LEECHES
• If you were ill you would
probably have visited an
apothecary or physician.
Sometimes the physician would
recommend ‘bleeding’.

• Either leeches would be put on
your skin and allowed to suck
blood, or you would have a vein
cut and the blood allowed to
flow until it had filled a cup.

• Modern medicine has begun to
start using leeches again – as they
help stop blood clots forming
during surgery.

BEER BARREL
• Most people, including children,
drank beer as their normal
everyday drink as water could not
be trusted to be safe.

• The main ingredients were barley,
water and yeast – possibly with
some herbs for flavouring.

• Boiling the ingredients to make
the beer killed the bacteria so it
was a lot less dangerous than
drinking water.
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TRAGEDY OF MACBETH
• The Tragedy of Macbeth is a 
play by William Shakespeare
written sometime between 
1603 and 1607.

• It is believed that it was written 
in honour of James I and that
Shakespeare included references
to the Gunpowder Plot within
the play.

• William Shakespeare wrote at
least 37 plays during his life.

• The only pictures of Shakespeare
that exist were all created after
he died, so we don’t really know
what he looked like.

CHAMBER POT
• Most buildings did not have a
toilet as we’d know it today.
People used chamber pots when
they wanted to go to the toilet.

• The chamber pot was then
emptied into a ‘privy’ in the
backyard. Or sometimes just
thrown out of the window into
the street!

• People emptied chamber pots out
of bedroom windows with a cry
of ‘gardey loo!’ – this is said to be
a corruption of the French
‘regardez l’eau’ meaning ‘look out
for the water’.
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QUILL AND INK
• A quill and ink were used for
writing. The feathers were
removed and a ‘nib’ cut into one
end, which was then dipped into
an inkpot for writing.

• The poor did not get an
education. By the end of the
seventeenth century only about a
third of men could read, and only
1 in 10 women.

• It was very difficult to write with
a quill – the quill would not
change direction easily and the
ink would leave blots on the
paper.

WELL
• Water from a tap in your house
would have been a dream for the
Jacobeans – they had to fetch
water from a well or the river.

• Unfortunately, people emptied
their waste water into the river
as well, so drinking water was a
source of infection and disease.

• It was actually safer to drink beer
– as the water in the beer was
boiled and free from bacteria.
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CLAY PIPE
• Men and women, rich and poor,
would all smoke – using long-
stemmed clay pipes.

• Tobacco was viewed as a
medicine and people thought
smoking was good for their
health!

• James I was strongly opposed 
to people smoking – he said it
was ‘hateful to the nose, harmful
to the brain and dangerous to
the lungs’.

FORK AND SPOON
• People didn’t begin to eat with
forks until the early 17th century.

• There was a lot of resistance to
the fork – it was considered a
new-fangled invention from
abroad!

• Most people ate with their
fingers, and carried around their
own knife if they needed to cut
things up.
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SUGAR
• Sugar was extremely expensive
as it had to be brought in to the
country. It was a luxury item only
for the very rich.

• If you had black teeth at the
time, it showed that you were
rich enough to eat sugar. Some
people intentionally blackened
their teeth as a fashion statement
and to appear richer than they
really were!

• Most people used honey instead
as it was far less expensive – it
just required bees to make it!

MACE
• The Mace symbolises the royal
authority by which Parliament
meets and also the authority 
of the Speaker, who is the chief
officer and highest authority of
the House of Commons.

• A mace is carried in and out 
of the Commons and Lords 
Chambers at the head of the 
Speaker's procession at the 
beginning and end of each day.

• In the United Kingdom, the
Houses of the Parliament 
cannot lawfully meet without 
the mace present. 
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