
 

Shire Hall Historic Courthouse Museum #MuseumAtHome 

Activity Sheet 3: Peasantry, Pots and Places. 

Whilst Shire Hall is closed, we have been busy behind the scenes putting together 

some ideas for fun activities you can do at home. Each week we will be moving 

through the museum looking at the different rooms, so you can explore our museum 

at the same time!  We really miss welcoming our school groups and seeing the 

wonderful work they do, so please ask an adult to share your results with us on 

Facebook or Instagram. 

We hope you enjoyed our last activity sheet, this time we have lots of new things for 

you to do, so let’s crack on………! 

Find out more..... 

So, in the last two home learning activity sheets we have looked at the history of our 

building, looked at the outside of the building and explored the entrance hall. This 

week, we are going to get inside the museum and have a look at he first room you 

visit. We call this the Introductory Room because it gives information about Shire 

Hall that helps us understand what happened there in the past. 

If you have a look at the clip ‘Shire Hall Introductory Room’   

https://youtu.be/Cl9wqARxf-E you can see what this room is like. (Don’t forget to 

have a grown up with you, so you can show them) 

The Dorsetshire Peasantry. 

Have a look at the picture of The Dorsetshire Peasantry in the You Tube film. There 

is also an image below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/Cl9wqARxf-E
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Do you know what peasantry means? If not, look it up! 

(It means the poorest people in society, living in the worst houses and often not 

earning enough money to keep their families. In Dorset the peasantry were mostly 

farm labourers working on the land.) 

Can you……. 

Look at the clothes the men, women and children are wearing. 

Work out what is the same and what is different between the clothes worn by the 

adults and children? 

Work out what fabrics you think they are made out of? 

Find two of the men and one of the children who are wearing smocks, these were 

used to protect the clothes underneath, and were traditionally sewn with patterns at 

the top. 

Work out why would these people be wearing smocks? What does it tell you about 

the child? 

Work out what clues there are in the picture which tell us these people are farm 

labourers? 

Some activity ideas for you…. 

Peg Dolls and home made toys. 

In the 1800s, most families in Dorset didn’t have enough money to buy toys from toy 

shops. They would make their own games up, and also make toys from things they 

had in their houses, like clothes pegs used to hang the washing on the line. 

If you have some old fashioned dolly pegs at home, you could make your own peg 

doll. Using pieces of fabric, felt, wool, craft materials, paper or anything else you 

have at home. If you don’t have any dolls pegs you could use lolly sticks, sticks, pipe 

cleaners or anything else you have that may do! 

Make a peg doll that looks like one of the people in the Dorsetshire Peasantry 

picture. 
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Here is a picture of some peg dolls  we made at Shire Hall. 

 

If you do some research on Victorian clothes, you could also make a doll with fine 

clothes like people who had more money wore. 

We would be very excited to see what you have made! 

Find out more….. 

In 1846, The Times newspaper published a series of letters which described the 

terrible living conditions that the Dorsetshire peasantry or labourers lived and worked 

in.  

The letter says:  

“His exertions are ill and insufficiently rewarded, and he is, as I can testify, in some 

instances lodged more vilely than the beast in his master’s farm-yard.  His house is 

often crowded…. crammed to suffocation as his dwelling is, huddled together as his 

sons and daughters are…. (Houses) run to ruin for lack of the ordinary and 

necessary repair.  The average amount of his wages has been estimated at 8s. per 

week, but I do not hesitate to say that, so far as I have proceeded in my researches, 

this is a flattering picture.  The general run of wages for an able bodied man is 7s., 

and it is but rarely that I have met with 8s (shillings, the old fashioned money that 

was used before the decimal money we have today).” 
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This means the writer thinks the peasantry, or labourers, were not paid a fair wage or 

pay for their hard work, they lived in houses that were crowded with people and were 

in such bad condition that they were worse than the stables that animals were kept 

in. Later on in another letter, the writer works out that a family needs to earn much 

more than 7 or 8s to pay their rent, buy food and buy other things that are needed 

like candles, soap, boots and clothes. 

You can read the letters here: https://historydch.com/dorset-peasantry/  

Can you… 

Work out what 7 and 8 shillings is in today’s money.? 

This website will help you: 

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter/  

The chart below shows you what the average wage and prices were in the 1830s 

Labouring Families Income and Expenditure 

Potential earning power of 
family members per week: 

Typical costs of food and other 
essentials: 

Average family spending: 

Man 9 shillings Tea 6 shillings per lb Rent 1 shilling 2 
pence 

Woman 9 pence Sugar 6 pence per lb Bread 9 shillings 

Son (aged 18) 4 shillings Flour 1 shilling 6 pence per 
14lb 

Tea 2 pence 

Son (aged 12) 2 shillings Bread 1 shilling 2 pence per 
4lb loaf 

Potatoes 1 shilling 

Son (11 years) 1 shillings Soap 5 pence per lb Sugar 3 ½ pence 
Son (8 years) 1 shillings Candles 6 ½ pence for 8 Soap 3 pence 

    Thread. etc. 2 ½ pence 

    Candles 3 pence 
    Salt Halfpenny 

    Coal & wood 9 pence 

    Butter 4 ½ pence 

    Cheese 3 pence 

      

    Total  

 

Work out what the average family spending was? 

Work out how much a family would need to earn to pay for all their expenses? 

Work out how much a family with a man, a woman, a son aged 11 years and 2 sons 

aged 6 and 3 years could earn? 

Work out if this enough money to pay for all their food and everything they need? 

Say how it would feel to be in a family in this situation in 1840s Dorset? 

Write a diary from the point of view of one of the people in the picture.  

We would love to read and see your work. 

https://historydch.com/dorset-peasantry/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter/
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Thirsty work! 

One of the people in the picture is holding one of the objects below. Can you work 

out which one? 

 

 

This is called a Costrel or a Dorset Owl. It’s called an owl because the bits on the top 

which is where the string holder was threaded, look like an owl’s eyes? 

What do you think this was used for? 

You are right!! It’s a drinks holder, the 1800s version of your metal or plastic water 

bottle. 

Except……water was quite dangerous at that time as there were no taps and water 

cleaning. People could catch dangerous diseases from drinking water. Instead they 

would drink beer, even children!!  

It was called small beer and did not have much alcohol in it, the brewing process 

killed all the bugs in the water. 

In Dorset, people would also drink cider made from apples. 

Can you…. 

Work out what materials all 3 drinking vessels are made out of? 

Work out which was used by a rich person, a poor person and a person who had 

enough money but wasn’t very rich? 

Work out what materials your drinking cups, mugs and bottles are made out of? 
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Map making!! 

Some activity ideas for you…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take a look at the map in the film and in the image above. 

If you live in Dorset, can you work out where you are? 

The map was made in the 1820s and is beautifully labelled and decorated. 

There are lots of examples of lovely old maps, you can see some here, as well as 

links to other ones: 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/maps/  

Can you make a map of your area and decorate it like our map, or some of the 

examples of maps you have looked at? 

You can make a map of your whole are, your town, city or village, your road, house, 

room of whatever you like. 

Do let us see your work! 

 

Research……. 

o Dorset in the 1800s 

o Clothes in history 

o Houses in history 

o Old and new money 

o Maps and map making 

Don’t forget to tell us what you have found out! 

 

That’s it for now, we hope you have fun!  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/maps/
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Next time we will be walking in the footsteps of the prisoners in the cells and 

corridors!!  

Keep in touch with us, we would love to see your work and if you have any questions 

or ideas about what you would like to find out or do, then message or email me 

anne.brown@shirehalldorset.org  

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:anne.brown@shirehalldorset.org

