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THE 
PEASANTS’ 
REVOLTING 

LIVES
Terry Deary

One of the most popular book series for 
children is the Horrible Histories series by 
Terry Deary, who has recently turned his skill 
towards history books aimed at adults. His 
latest work, The Peasants’ Revolting Lives, is 
part of a new series looking at ordinary people 
throughout history. It is engaging and includes 
his usual Horrible Histories humour, as well 
as fairly well-researched for a book of its type. 

Throughout the book there are interesting 
quotes from different sources, helping support 
t h e evidence Deary is presenting 

for how peasants lived. 
He argues that we have a 
distorted view of history, 
focused on those of a 
higher class rather than 
the peasants. He also 
makes a good point 
about how we should 
appreciate what we 
have compared to 
what they had:

‘Just for a change, and just for a while, consider 
the life of the peasant rather than the life of a 
king or a conqueror. You may be inspired by 
the courage and fortitude of our fellow humans. 
And, when someone asks you, ‘Which era in 
history would you choose to live in?’ you might 
just answer with one word. Now.’ 

The layout of the book is simple, making 
it an easy one to pick up and put back down 
whenever. It is divided into different sections 
depending on what aspect of life is being 
looked at, which would allow the reader to 
pick and choose what they want to read about 
at a certain time.

It also includes the usual Horrible Histories 
humour, which can be a bit morbid and crude. 
An example of the typical humour throughout 
the book is demonstrated here:

‘But the most ignominious death was maybe 
that of George Dunkyn, a Cambridge baker. In 
1523, he returned from the tavern a little the 
worse for wear. Unsurprisingly, he needed to 
relieve himself into the cesspit in the corner of 
his garden. The demon drink caused him to fall 
backwards into the pit. The coroner recorded 
that George was ‘qweasomed’ (suffocated) by the 
stink. What a way to go.’

This also means that anyone who didn’t like 
the Horrible Histories series is unlikely to like 
this book, but any adults who did are in for a 
treat. It is a humorous take on a fairly serious 
subject and it works well.
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The Peasants’ Revolting Lives in an 

entertaining look at the lives of those often 
neglected in other history books. It is engaging 
and will appeal to anyone who read or watched 
the Horrible Histories series growing up. It does 
not just focus on the Tudors, but there is a 
lot to interest those who are interested in the 
period. I would also recommend it to anyone 
who enjoyed the previous book in the series, 
The Peasants’ Revolting Crimes.

AN 
ALTERNATIVE 

HISTORY OF 
BRITAIN: THE 

TUDORS 
Timothy Venning

When reading about certain events in 
history, we often imagine what would have 
happened if things had gone differently, if 
someone had not died or a different choice 
had been made. There is a series of alternative 
history books that look at this, with one 
such book being on the Tudors. The 

author, Timothy Venning, 
writes this one and it is 
an interesting look at 
how easily things may 
have changed.

Venning dives 
straight in with 
looking at the early 
Tudors, starting 
with the death of 
Prince Arthur and 
what might have 

happened had he lived for longer. The author 
provides context for each situation before 
looking at alternatives and what could have 
changed. His arguments are very well-thought 
and explained, as well as being very detailed.

The book looks at what might have happened 
had the situation in Europe been different in 
the 1520s and, as such, if it would have been 
easier for Henry VIII to get an annulment. It 
soon moves on to one of the most well-known 
events, Henry’s jousting accident of 1536. It 
examines the possible actions of those in power 
and what might have happened had he died:

‘Probably Norfolk and Anne secure the person of 
Henry’s disinherited elder daughter Mary (aged 
nineteen) to prevent a conservative revolt on her 
behalf by the partisans of Catherine of Aragon 
and opponents of the break with Rome. Again, 
it was lucky that the discarded but popular 
Catherine had died a few weeks before; if Henry 
had been killed in her lifetime her past decades 
as queen, her public support, and the number 
of noble courtier families whose members had 
served her meant that there would have been 
wide support for reinstating her and Mary and 
every chance of a rebellion or a coup.’  

As well as some of the more obvious ones, 
there are some unusual scenarios included, such 
as ‘What if Henry had not been warned about 
Catherine Howard’s affairs with Culpeper and 
Dereham in October-November 1541 and had 
her tried and executed?’ Venning really looks 
at all angles and all different possibilities for 
change. It is also well-referenced throughout, 
which is surprising considering the type 
of book it is, looking at alternative history. 
This really helps support the author’s theories 
and ideas.

An Alternative History of Britain: The Tudors 
is an excellent book looking at the Tudor 
period and the opportunities for change. It 
poses many interesting questions and I would 
recommend it to anyone interested in the 
period, although it may suit those who have at 
least some background knowledge of the events 
involved, due to the amount of detail included.

Charlie Fenton
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Hello and welcome to another Tudor Life/Form the 
Spicery year! May it be less ‘exciting’ than 2020 
proved to be. Given its still technically the festive 
season, I thought it could be interesting to take a look 
at the role food played in terms of medicine.

If you’re anything like me, you more than likely have memories of a parent 
trying to spoon conventional medicines into you with the utterance of “But 
its good for you”. And as a good friend of mine quips “Yes, and it tastes like 
it too” - mean it tastes disgustingly awful. That sentiment certainly holds true 
for some medieval medicines, but not necessarily all of them as we shall see. 
Being good medieval types, you are more than likely already familiar with 
the concept of humorism. However, I’ll briefly recap for those who may not 
be so familiar with it.

Humor Organ Temper Season Element
Black bile Spleen Melancholy Cold / dry Earth

Yellow bile Lungs Phlegmatic Cold / wet Water
Phlegm Head Sanguine Warm / wet Air
Blood Gallbladder Choleric Warm / dry Fire

Table of Humors and Correspondences.1
The theory of humorism underpins medieval medicine and owes its origins 

to the ancient Greeks, and Hippocrates in particular. Essentially, every person 
had four humors that determined their overall health: sanguine (blood), 
choleric (yellow bile), melancholic (black bile), and phlegmatic (phlegm). 
Each of the humors had a direct elemental correspondence: sanguine 
related to air, choleric related to fire, melancholic associated with earth, 
and phlegmatic related to water. The diagram at the beginning of this article 
illustrates how each humour related to the others.2 These humors were thought 
to determine every person’s health, personality, and behaviour. While these 
humors remained balanced, the body was considered to be healthy. However, 
when things became unbalanced, it was time to address the imbalance, and 
often through foods. I say through foods; however, this was not always the 

1	  https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/323533#middle-ages
2	  Medieval Life Project. https://sites.google.com/site/medievallifeproject/



case. Indeed the preferred method of treatment may be bleeding or purging 
the patient in an attempt to rebalance the humors.

Perhaps the simplest humor to begin with, is choleric or yellow bile, and 
its elemental association of fire. Someone suffering from an overabundance 
of yellow bile might be more restless or aggressive than usual. As such, the 
patient may be prescribed a calming draft of lemon balm (Melissa officinalis) 
or valerian (Valeriana officinalis), or skullcap (Scutellaria baicalensis) 
to correct this imbalance. It is interesting to note that a calming cup of 
chamomile or lemon balm tea is still recommended to help people unwind 
from the stresses of modern life.

The next simplest humor would be black bile, and it is from this that we 
get the modern words for melancholia and melancholy from. An excess of 
black bile was thought to stem from digestive issues. Where a purgative might 
fail, an appropriate alternative treatment might involve a diet of bland tasting 
foods such as plain gruels, or other simple and unspiced foods. As with the 
simple herbal teas used to us unwind and destress, so bland foods would be 
prescribed by modern doctors to soothe an upset stomach.

A patient suffering from an overabundance of blood and who had a fever 
or was sweating may well have been initially bled to correct the humors. If 
bleeding failed, then a diet of cooling foods may have been used to reduce the 
patient’s temperature. No spicy foods for the patient either! However, if the 
patient presented with a respiratory complaint without a fever, then they were 
considered to have an overabundance of phlegm. To counter this, they may 
be encouraged to drink more fluids and may be where the saying to starve a 
cold and feed a fever comes from.

One of the earliest medical books that included references to herbal 
treatments (also known as simples) is Bald’s Leechbook (also known 
as Medicinale Anglicum) which dates from the time of Alfred the Great. 
3Incidentally, the term ‘leechbook’ doesn’t refer to leeches at all, but is 
taken from Anglo Saxon English meaning a book of medical prescriptions. 
Unfortunately, I’d not recommend any of the simples described in Bald’s 
Leechbook as they’re more likely to do more harm than good. The same 
can be said for the Red Book of Hergest written in the late 1300’s. The 
Red Book is written in Welsh and among other things contains a collection 
of herbal remedies and simples. Like Bald’s Leechbook, much of what is 
included in the Red Book is not to be trusted. Having said that, if you’re 
giving a talk on medieval medicine to early high school students, it contains 

3	  Ker, N. R. Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon, Oxford: 1990, Item 264.
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some genuinely gut-churning prescriptions. Among the more gut-churning 
include the Some of the contents of the Red Book were accurate for their time, 
such as the use of marrow or gourd seeds (modern day pumpkin seeds will 
suffice) as a treatment for intestinal worms. By far the most well known of 
medicinal books of the Tudor/Elizabethan period is Nicholas Culpepper’s The 
English Physitian of 1652 (later entitled The Complete Herbal).4 Like Bald’s 
Leechbook and the Red Book, Culpepper’s work contains many recipes and 
recommendations that are not to be trusted, but also some that are right on 
the money.

A personal favourite of mine is an oil that was thought to prevent plague. 
Known as Thieves Oil, it has its roots in good luck, more than good judgment. 
Four thieves were captured and convicted of robbing plague victims; however, 
the judge was curious as to why the thieves appeared to be untouched by the 
disease. The judge asked the thieves this question, and the thieves thinking 
they’d escape punishment (being burned alive) were only too happy to oblige 
the curious judge. It turns out that the four men were spice merchants and 
perfumers who were out of work due to French ports being closed because 
of the plague. They concocted an oil made from rosemary, cinnamon, cloves 
and lemon, and applied it to their hands, ears, temples feet, and face masks 
to keep them safe. Unfortunately for the thieves, the judge still consigned 
them to the flames.

So now onto the best bit; the recipes. I’ve chosen 4 recipes for food that 
may well have been served up to a patient who was ill form an imbalance 
of one or other humors. I am not claiming any particular knowledge as to 
whether these recipes would have been used to heal a patient. Still, it remains 
within the realms of possibility that they may have.

If you have a patient who is obviously suffering from too much yellow 
bile, you could do worse than try to tempt them with a tea made from lemon 
balm or chamomile. I’d be inclined to stay clear of things like valerian and 
skullcap, passionflower and hops as these herb are known to interact with 
modern medicines.

4	  http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/49513



For a patient presenting with an obvious imbalance of phlegm, we could 
try them on a soup, especially one that stimulated both the appetite and the 
body’s desire to heal itself.

Cinnamon Soup. Cut up your poultry or other meat, then cook in 
water and add wine, and fry: then take raw almonds with the skin on 
unpeeled, and a great quantity of cinnamon, and grind up well, and 
mix with your stock or with beef stock, and put to boil with your meat: 
then grind ginger, clove and grain, etc., and let it be thick and yellow-
brown.5

I can personally vouch for this soup as its very much the cure all for 
coughs, colds and flus in my house. However, I’d be wary of adding ‘a great 
quantity of cinnamon’ to the soup as it will overpower the other ingredients, 
and will cause the patient to feel hot and uncomfortable. The reference to 
‘grain’ refers to Grains of Paradise, a member of the pepper family. If you 
can’t find Grains of Paradise, I suggest you leave it out.

For the patient complaining of an overabundance of black bile, they could 
be tempted to try a dish of Appulmoy, which can be found in Forme of Curye.6

Appulmoy

Take Apples and seeþ hem in water, drawe hem thurgh a straynour. take 
almaunde mylke & hony and flour of Rys, safroun and powdour fort 
and salt. and seeþ it stondyng

This is little more than an apple sauce that contains almond milk (no 
dairy so all good for a delicate stomach), honey, rice flour (also good for 
‘binding’ things up), and saffron. However I’d leave out the Poudre Douce as 
it contains ginger among other spices which might upset a sensitive stomach.

For the patient suffering from too much blood, we could try a simple salad 
of cooling herbs, avoiding such herbs as dandelion which is used in modern 
medicine as a digestive stimulant. A potential candidate recipe for an early 
medieval salad or salat can also be found in Forme of Curye.7

5	  http://www.daviddfriedman.com/Medieval/Cookbooks/Menagier/Menagier.html
6	  http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/pgs folio 41-42
7	  http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/pgs folio 40-41
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Salat

Take parsel, sawge, garlec, chybollus, oynons, lek, borage, myntes, 
porrettes, fenels and towne cressis rewe rosmarye, purslary, lauen and 
waische hem clene pyke hem pluk hem small wiþ þyne hond and mynge 
hem wel wiþ rawe oyle. lay on vyneger and salt and surve hem forth.

The only changes I’d make to this would be leaving out the garlic, onions, 
and leeks (all known to heat the body), and probably the vinegar as well (for 
the same reason)

Rioghnach O’Geraghty
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