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The origins of manorialism can be traced to the Late Roman Empire. This practice developed further as time went on, especially during the invasions of Northmen, Magyars, and Muslims in the 9th and 10th centuries. Peasants continued to sacrifice their freedom for protection, or were too weak to resist the encroachments. Manorialism was not a neat system, but consisted of improvisations, which varied from region to region. A lord controlled at least one village, a greater one controlled hundreds. A small manor had a dozen families, a large one had 50 or 60. The village was never completely self-sufficient because they had to trade; it did, however, make for a balanced economy. Peasants farmed, smiths and masons built and repaired, the priest cared for the souls, and the lord defended and administered the law. The serf and his family lived in squalid condition. When a manor was attacked by another lord, the peasants found protection inside the walls of the lord’s house. In many places, this had become a castle. Poor roads, few bridges, and dense forests made travel difficult, thieves and warring knights made it unsafe. Peasants generally never left their lord’s estate. In return for protection and the right to cultivate fields, the serfs owed obligations to the lord, and their freedom was restricted. They could not leave the manor without the lord’s consent. Before one could marry, he had to obtain the lord’s permission and pay. The lord could force a serf into marriage. Sometimes a serf preferred to pay a fine. These rules also applied to a serfs’ children, who inherited the parents’ obligations. Other services included digging, firewood gathering, fence building, road repairing, and cloth sewing. Probably more than half a serf’s week was devoted to these obligations. They also paid taxes for many things. Serfs did get some benefits. They received protection, possessed customary rights to cottages and farmlands. But in a world with famine and such, serfs faced a struggle to survive, a struggle made more difficult by the lord. If a lord demanded more than was customary, the peasants might refuse to work. Up to the 14th century, this was rare because of the military and legal power. The manorial system promoted attitudes of dependency and servility. Medieval agriculture suffered. There was a short supply of fertilizer, farmers depended upon animal manure. Primitive tools a methods resulted in low yields. As the Medieval Ages progressed, important achievements took place. In the High Middle Ages, the revival of an urban economy and the reemergence of central authority would undermine manorial and feudal relationships. 


