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During the Middle Ages, to make it easy for others to know your social
class, rules about what you could and could not wear were created. These
laws regulated things from shoe lengths to hat height and the number of
buttons you could wear. This colorful and engaging picture book provides
a narrative of these “sumptuary laws.”
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ICKFORD HAD BEEN WALKING
for days and had just arrived at
a new town. He was wearing a long
black cape. His hat, showing the job
he did, was on top of his bald head. A
hood covered his head. As a traveling
jester, Bickford was eager to entertain
people with his riddles, jokes, and
acting abilities. Few people traveled
outside their villages and towns during
the Middle Ages. In addition to his
entertainment, Bickford provided news
from the outside world to local villagers.
Bickford hoped that people would enjoy
his talents. He hoped he would make
them laugh and they would want him
to keep performing. He knew that as
soon as he bored people, he would
be on the road again, traveling to
a new place.

Back in the Day
The Middle Ages, or Medieval
times, lasted from the fall of the
Roman Empire about 476 until
the Reformation began in 1517,
ending the domination of the
Catholic Church in Europe.

An elderly man noticed Bickford’s attention on the women’s
hats. He walked up to Bickford and said, “Good morrow, kind sir.
You look like you are new to our village. Have you come a long
way? My name is Trowbridge.”
“Nice to meet you. My name is Bickford and I am a newly
arrived visitor to your town. I have traveled from far away. It has
been a long journey.”
Trowbridge saw Bickford’s eyes watching the two women
entering the shop. “You seem curious about the women there. In
our town, we have rules in which we all live by to help keep us
safe. We also have rules that show which social class you belong
to by the clothes that you wear.
Those two women are wearing a conical hat called a henin.
Depending on your class, you may wear rather tall hats. Those
two women may look a bit foolish with their high henins tilted
back on their heads. However, they are showing that they are
very important women by the height of their hats.”

Lavish Ladies
To show you had money and
could afford lots of fabric for your
clothing, women in important
classes wore a garment with
long sleeves which could reach
the ground. It was called the
houppelande.

“By the clothes you are wearing, you must be a jester,” smiled
Trowbridge. “I was wondering the reason for your visit to my town.
Might you tell me a joke or a riddle?”
“See if you can solve my riddle,” said Bickford. “I was about to
cross an old bridge. It could hold about 180 pounds. My body weight
is about 174 pounds. My Fool’s Hat weighs another 2 pounds. I had
three juggling balls in my bag. Each ball weighs about 2 pounds .
Such weight would not support my crossing the bridge. How did I
manage to cross without the bridge falling down?”

