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      PREFACE

      
      On the Burning of Heretics

      
      Early in the year of Our Lord 1428, the mortal remains of a former rector of the parish were exhumed from beneath the flagstones
         in the chancel of St Mary’s Church in Lutterworth, a market town in the English Midlands. An array of powerful men stood out
         from the plain crowd of local people in the church. Richard Fleming, the bishop of Lincoln, in whose see Lutterworth then
         lay, was present with his chancellor, his suffragan bishops and the priors and abbots of the diocese. The high sheriff of
         Leicestershire was attended by his officers. A coterie of canons and lawyers huddled round the gravediggers as they worked.
         An executioner looked on with professional interest.
      

      
      The coffin was raised, and opened, and its contents were exposed to the onlookers. The body was then taken out through a small
         door in the south side of the chancel, as the dying rector had been carried by his parishioners forty-four years before, after
         he suffered a stroke while celebrating mass in December 1384. His remains were borne in solemn procession, under the dripping
         yews in the churchyard, along the streets of the town and down the wooded hillside to a field next to the hump back bridge
         that crossed the River Swift.
      

      
      
      This was a field of execution. Public hangings continued here into coaching days, when Lutterworth was an important staging
         post on the route north from London past Leicester. The dead rector, however, was thought too evil to hang. A stake had been
         set up in the ground and piled with timber and kindling. Iron chains were attached to it at shoulder height. He was to be
         burnt.
      

      
      A brief ceremony was held. Bishop Fleming confirmed that he was carrying out the command sent to him from Rome by Pope Martin
         V on 16 December last. This ordered him to carry out the sentence that had been passed on the body in 1415 by the great Council
         of the Church meeting at Constance on the German–Swiss border. The council had condemned two hundred propositions put forward
         by the dead man, John Wycliffe, the former master of Balliol College at Oxford and rector of Lutterworth, that touched on
         core doctrines of the Catholic faith. The council found that ‘since the birth of Christ no more dangerous heretic has arisen,
         save Wycliffe’. It instructed that his body be removed from the consecrated ground in the chancel at Lutterworth and destroyed.
      

      
      Tradition allowed for the body to be dressed in the vestments that the rector had worn to celebrate mass, so that these could
         be stripped from him, chasuble and stole, one by one, to signify that he was ‘unfrocked’ and deposed from the priesthood.
         We do not know if this ritual was observed, or whether Wycliffe’s skull and fingers were scraped, to represent the removal
         of the oil with which he had been anointed at his ordination. Certainly, the bishops solemnly cursed him and commended his
         soul to the devil.
      

      
      Heresy had been declared to be ‘treason against God’ by Pope Innocent III in 1199, and was thus regarded as the worst of all
         crimes. Its ‘vileness’ was said to ‘render pure even Sodom and Gomorrah’, while the great medieval theologian St Thomas Aquinas
         declared that it separated man from God more than any other sin. The Church imposed a double jeopardy on heretics. The earthly poena sensus, the punishment of the senses, was achieved by the stake and the fire. If, like Wycliffe, the person was convicted after
         he was dead, the penalty was imposed on his remains. The poena damni proclaimed by the bishops on Wycliffe pursued his soul into the life everlasting. It damned him to absolute separation from
         God and to an eternity in hell.
      

      
      The Church could not itself carry out a burning. To do so would defy the principle that Ecclesia non novit sanguinem, the Church does not shed blood. Pope Lucius III had bypassed this inconvenience in 1184 by decreeing that unrepentant heretics
         should be handed over to the secular authorities for sentence and execution. After cursing the remains, Bishop Fleming therefore
         delivered them up to the high sheriff of the county, as the representative of the civil power. The sheriff declared that they
         should be burnt by the executioner.
      

      
      The executioner attached the dead man to the stake with the iron chains before setting fire to the kindling. He made sure
         that the bones and skull were burnt to ash in the fire, breaking them into small pieces with a mattock to help the process,
         until they merged into an indistinguishable grey pile of ash and embers. These were carefully scraped into a barrow. When
         the last particles of dust were swept clean from the patch of scorched earth, the barrow was tipped into the waters of the
         Swift.
      

      
      Only then was the bishop sure that he had fulfilled the papal instructions, to rid the world of all physical trace of the
         heretic. Any relic might otherwise be gathered up by the dead man’s supporters and placed in a shrine to perpetuate his accursed
         memory.
      

      
      Fleming did his work well enough; he earned his altar-tomb in Lincoln Cathedral, where his bones lie undisturbed, and his
         renown as the founder of Lincoln College at Oxford. Only a few physical scraps remain that connect directly with Wycliffe:
         a fragment of his cope, an ancient pulpit and a font that he may have used.1 Disposing of Wycliffe’s ideas was another matter. The ashen waters of the Swift, his followers noted, flowed into the Avon, the Avon into the Severn, and the Severn into the sea, so
         that ‘the whole world and all Christendom became his sepulchre’.
      

      
      Wycliffe was the first of the ‘Bible-men’, a term of fear and abuse coined by a bishop of Chichester to describe the poor
         preachers, dressed in modest russet cloth, who spread Wycliffe’s Bible-based theology at impromptu gatherings in churchyards
         and at markets, and who translated the Bible into English at his behest. More than a century later, the ferocity aroused by
         this translation was to colour the life of William Tyndale, the subject of our book, in the most violent hues.
      

      
      ‘This wicked kindred,’ Wycliffe said of the clergy, ‘wulde that ye gospel slepte.’ He was correct. The medieval Church had
         no desire to share the secrets of its trade. Its monopoly of faith was bolstered by its near monopoly of Latin. It opposed
         the translation of the authorised Vulgate Bible into any native, or vernacular, language. The Vulgate was written in the Latin
         of the fourth century. It was incomprehensible to the great majority of laymen and women, who also had little understanding
         of the Latin rites and ceremonies used in everyday worship. They were dependent on the clergy to interpret the mysteries of
         the faith for them. The Church feared that translations would open its dogmas to question and challenge its spiritual dominion.
      

      
      It was through the rector of Lutterworth and his followers that this general dread acquired a distinct and bloody edge in
         England.
      

      
      A fierce and blunt-spoken Yorkshireman, and a fine scholar, Wycliffe had become master of Balliol in 1360 at the age of about
         thirty. Generations of scholars had paid lip service to the Bible, of course. They mined it for individual texts to use in
         debates and sermons, and they wrote copious notes and glosses on passages within it. But their approach was logical and scholastic;
         they did not think of it as a work that was alive and breathing, like the God who had created it. It was a priestly text, dusty, locked
         up in Latin, safely beyond the reach of the English at large. Religion had come to mean the Church itself, and its traditions.
      

      
      Wycliffe stood this on its head. He looked back to the scriptures and the early Fathers, before the Church had established
         its rituals and its wealth. He gave a series of lectures on the whole of the Bible, a sweeping commentary that – remarkably
         – had never been attempted before. He gathered round him, the Church noted with alarm, ‘many disciples in his depravity, living
         together in Oxford, clad in long russet gowns of one pattern, going on foot, ventilating his errors among the people and publicly
         preaching them in sermons’.
      

      
      The Bible, Wycliffe declared, was the ‘highest authority for every Christian, and the standard of faith and all human perfection’.
         All that was within it must be obeyed. All that was not – the deep patina of lore, ritual, law, hierarchy and dogma that had
         built up for more than a thousand years – was mere human invention and superstition. No institution that God had not sanctioned,
         foremost among them the papacy, was to be trusted or obeyed. Wycliffe noted that the Bible did not mention the pope. ‘What
         good doeth hys gabblyng that ye pope wolde be caled moost holy father?’ he demanded. The dignities and privileges that Rome
         bestowed were ‘not worthe a fly’s foote’, and men should ‘shake awey al ye lawe that ye pope hath maad’, and return to the
         laws of God.
      

      
      He stressed the importance of personal faith in Christ, rather than the merits of obedience to the Church. ‘As belief is the
         first virtue and the ground of all others,’ he wrote, ‘so unbelief is the first sin of all others.’ This belief was not gained
         through the intercession of the Church, he said; it flowed from the individual and the reading of the scripture, and the
         decadence of churchmen was an obstacle to it. Christ had been the ‘porest man of alle’. True priests should be ‘moost pore men and moost meke in spirit’, for they were created ‘by power that Crist gyveth’ and not by
         bishops. No cleric had the right to be wealthy, yet they were rich and sleek and self-contented, for they drank the ‘podel
         water of ye canal’ and not the pure wisdom of the gospels.
      

      
      This was, of course, heresy, and Wycliffe’s Bible reading led him into further clashes with fundamental Catholic dogma. A
         list of fifty charges against him was prepared for Simon Sudbury, the archbishop of Canterbury. Most were theological, touching
         on such things as the nature of the sacraments and the efficacy of auricular confession. His attacks on the powers of the
         pope, and the wealth of the Church, however, were highly attractive to powerful laymen, who cast a jealous eye on clerical
         privileges and landed estates and buildings.
      

      
      Wycliffe was summoned to London to explain himself in 1377 in front of the archbishop and William Courtenay, the bishop of
         London. He had powerful protectors, however. Lord Percy, the earl marshal of England, escorted him with a number of barons
         in a large retinue. What followed between the lords spiritual and temporal was farce; a century and a half later, it would
         be replayed in earnest. Percy and the barons sat with the archbishop and bishops in the Lady Chapel of St Paul’s.
      

      
      Percy told Wycliffe ‘to sytt down, for because, sayed he, he haythe much to answeare, he hath neade of a better seate’. The
         fiery Courtenay claimed it ‘to be agaynst reason that he sholde sytt there, and also contrary to the lawe for hym to sytt’.
         Hereupon, ‘very contumelyous wordes did ryse betwene Syr Henrye Percy and the bishopp, and the whoole multytude begane to
         be troubled.’ Percy advanced on the bishop, ‘swearynge that he wolde pulle down both the pryde of hym and of all the bishopps
         in Englande … [and] whysperynge in his eare sayed he had rather draw hym forthe of the churche by the eare …’. When
         they heard this, Londoners ‘angerlye with a loud voice cryed out, swearynge they wolde not suffer theyr Bishopp to be injured …’. The court broke up in confusion. The following day a mob attacked
         Percy’s palace in the Savoy, plundering it and forcing him to escape by river to Kennington.
      

      
      Pope Gregory XI sent bulls to the king and the Oxford authorities, chiding the university for its ‘idleness and sloth’ in
         allowing Wycliffe to ‘vomit’ heresies ‘from the poisonous confines of his breast’, and demanding that he be thrown into prison.
         Wycliffe’s supporters said darkly that the university proctors should not arrest an Englishman ‘at the command of the pope
         lest they sholde seeme to gyve the pope dominyon and royale powere in Englande’. The vice-chancellor merely forbade Wycliffe
         to leave his rooms.
      

      
      Within a year, Gregory was dead and the papacy sank into a moral squalor that greatly aided Wycliffe’s cause. Successive popes
         had undergone a ‘Babylonian captivity’ since 1309, when they had been torn from Rome and relocated at Avignon under pressure
         from the French crown. Gregory had returned to Rome shortly before his death. A Roman mob terrorised the conclave that met
         to choose his successor, fearful that the cardinals would elect a Frenchman, who would return with his high-spending court
         to Avignon. To back their demands for a Roman pope, they piled firewood in the rooms above the conclave and banged on the
         floor with pikes and halberds. A fake pope, an elderly Roman cardinal, was got up in papal robes and paraded for the benefit
         of the crowd. In fact, the conclave elected Bartolomeo Priganano, the absentee archbishop of Bari, who took the name of Urban
         VI.
      

      
      Urban had been sober, even austere, but his elevation unhinged him. He became violent and drank heavily, declaring that ‘I
         can do anything, absolutely anything I like.’ A group of cardinals fled from Rome, and declared Urban’s election invalid since
         it was held under the threat of mob violence. They elected Robert, the cardinal bishop of Geneva, in his place. He took the
         name of Clement VII. The existing curia, the papal court, followed Clement back to Avignon. Urban created twenty-nine new cardinals to make up a new curia of his own, and stayed in Rome.
      

      
      There had been two popes and two courts before, but never had there been two popes elected by the same cardinals. A Great
         Schism was born, tearing at the loyalties of nations and religious orders. The two popes excommunicated one another, and placed
         supporters of their rival under interdict. France, Burgundy, Savoy, Naples, the Spanish kingdoms and Scotland declared for
         Clement. England, Germany, Poland, Hungary and the Scandinavian kingdoms were faithful to Urban, a thankless task, for his
         mania continued unchecked; when he found that five cardinals had consulted a jurist to see whether insanity was just grounds
         for dethroning him, he had them tortured within earshot of the garden where he strolled, reading his breviary oblivious to
         their screams. Four of them were not seen again.
      

      
      Wycliffe revelled in this proof of papal depravity. ‘I always knew that the pope had cloven feet,’ he mocked. ‘Now he has
         a cloven head.’ The pope – both popes – were the ‘most cursed of dippers and purse-heavers’ who ‘vilified, nullified and utterly
         defaced’ the commandments of God. Wycliffe justified the power and wealth enjoyed by secular princes and lords, a concession
         that many of them would later find tempting, on the grounds that it was necessary for them to ‘teach the fear of God by harshness
         and worldly fear’.
      

      
      He held that auricular confession, heard by a priest, was superfluous; the only effective confession was that made silently
         by the sinner to God. He ridiculed pilgrimages, prayers to saints, the sale of pardons and indulgences, and the veneration
         of relics – all parts of the fabric of medieval faith, and cash cows for the Church – as non-scriptural and inefficacious.
         He challenged the Catholic doctrine of the real presence, denying that the consecration of the bread and wine during the Eucharist
         changed their substance into the body and blood of Christ. Worshippers had treated the Host with special reverence for generations. Bells were rung and candles lit as it was elevated during the mass, the faithful
         gazing up at it as evidence of Christ’s Passion and of their own salvation. It was ‘Goddys’ flesh’, ‘Cristes own bodi … as hale as he toke it of that blessed maiden’; it bound the faithful to the Church, for only an ordained priest could celebrate
         its mysteries. Yet Wycliffe insisted that it was no more than a symbol – ‘neither Christ nor any part of him, but the efficacious
         sign of him’ – and this denial struck at the heart of Catholic grandeur.
      

      
      A peasants’ revolt broke out in May 1381, sparked off by the imposition of a poll tax, but blamed in part on Wycliffe’s radical
         preaching and his championship of the poor. The mob, led by Wat Tyler and Jack Straw, was inflamed by a sermon preached on
         Blackheath – ‘[T]here shall be neither vassal nor lord … Are we not all descended from the same parents, Adam and Eve?’
         – and broke into London, sacking palaces and dragging Archbishop Sudbury from the Tower, where he had fled for shelter, and
         killing him.
      

      
      William Courtenay, a tougher man, a hounder of heretics, replaced him as archbishop. He convoked a council that met at Blackfriars
         in London on 17 May 1382. It condemned twenty-four of Wycliffe’s propositions as ‘heretical and erroneous’. A powerful earthquake
         shook the city as it sat. Courtenay described the tremors as a portent of the purging of noxious heresies from the bowels
         of the earth. To Wycliffe, they were proof of God’s anger at the Church.
      

      
      He was forbidden to teach at Oxford and forced to retire to his rectory at Lutterworth. From here he continued to rail against
         the clergy, who paraded with ‘costly saddles, bridles with dangling bells, rich garments and soft furs’, happy to ‘see the
         wives and children of their neighbours dying with hunger’. He whittled his sharp and early sense of English nationalism. ‘Already
         a third and more of England is in the hands of the Pope,’ he thundered. ‘There cannot be two temporal sovereigns in one country; either Edward is King or Urban is king. We make our choice. We accept
         Edward of England and refute Urban of Rome.’
      

      
      Spurning Latin as the language of Church oppression, he wrote almost entirely in English now. Since ‘the truth of God standeth
         not in one language more than in another’, he said, the Bible should be translated into English so that ‘it may edify the
         lewd people as it doth clerks in Latin … No man is so rude a scholar but he may learn the gospel according to its simplicity.’
         He posed an apparently unanswerable question: ‘Why may we not write in English the gospel and other things dedicating the
         gospel to the edification of men’s souls?’
      

      
      Why not, indeed? The Vulgate then in use across Catholic Christendom was itself a translation, of course. It had been painstakingly
         rendered from the original Greek and Hebrew at the end of the fourth century by St Jerome, in order to resolve the many differences
         in earlier Latin manuscripts, and became the standard editio vulgata. The Bible had also existed in Syriac, Coptic, Gothic, Ethiopic, Armenian, Georgian and Aramaic for a millennium or more
         before Wycliffe. By the ninth century, it had been translated into Persian and Arabic, and the brothers Cyril and Methodius
         had created the outline of the Cyrillic alphabet to render it into Slavonic.
      

      
      The earliest Old English translations to survive were made by Caedmon, a seventh-century monk at Whitby and a former cowherd
         who had felt a divine urge to learn to read and write. ‘He sang of the world’s creation, the origins of the human race, and
         all the story of Genesis,’ the scholar and theologian the Venerable Bede wrote of Caedmon; ‘he sang of Israel’s exodus from
         Egypt and entry into the Promised Land …’ An Anglo-Saxon translation of the gospels made from the Vetus Italica, the pre-Vulgate
         Latin Bible, was said to be the work of Bede himself. His student Cuthbert described how the great scholar completed his work
         on St John’s gospel on his deathbed in the monastery at Jarrow in May 735. ‘In the evening, his pupil said, Dear Master, one
         sentence is still wanting,’ Cuthbert recalled. ‘Write it quickly, exclaimed Bede. When it was finished … he repeated the
         Gloria Patria, and expired in the effort.’ Passages from Exodus and the first fifty psalms were translated into Anglo-Saxon
         in the ninth century, perhaps by the pious King Alfred. A section of Genesis was worked on by the grammarian abbot Aelfric
         in the late tenth century. An anonymous scholar translated the four gospels into West Saxon. Metrical versions of Genesis
         and Exodus existed in Middle English from the mid-thirteenth century; before his death in 1349, the Yorkshire mystic-poet
         Richard Rolle had translated and glossed, or made comments and explanations, on the Psalter in English.
      

      
      Nothing resembling a complete version of the Bible had been attempted before Wycliffe. The earliest work was done under his
         follower Nicholas Hereford, a fellow of Queen’s College at Oxford. He had translated the Old Testament from Genesis to Baruch
         when he was condemned with Wycliffe by the 1382 Blackfriars council, and fled abroad for fear that Archbishop Courtenay would
         have him burnt. The task was continued by John Purvey, who worked at Lutterworth until Wycliffe’s death at the end of 1384.
         The new English Bibles were eagerly sought after – it was said that a man would give a cartload of hay for a few sheets of
         St Paul – but bulky and time-consuming to produce. Each was an individual labour of magnitude, painstakingly hand-copied on
         to parchment and bound between boards. The English language was in headlong development – Latin was resented as alien and
         ecclesiastical; French, falling from fashion during the long French wars, was banned from use in the law courts in 1362, the
         year before parliament was opened with speeches in English for the first time – and the language in the Wycliffe Bibles would
         soon seem almost as outdated as Anglo-Saxon.
      

      
      ‘Nellen ge deman,’ a verse in the Anglo-Saxon gospel runs, ‘daet ge ne syn fordemede.’ In Wycliffe, that is rendered: ‘Nyle ze deme, that se be nat demyd.’ But the sentence in Tyndale
         – ‘iudge not, lest ye be iudged’ – needs only the substitution of ‘you’ for ‘ye’, to pass muster in our own English.
      

      
      Nicholas and Purvey worked from the Vulgate, rather than the Greek and Hebrew originals. If much of their translation was
         a plodding word-for-word affair, they sometimes captured a graceful lilt – ‘If I speke with tungis of men and aungels, sothli
         I haue not charite’ – and above all they gave the English their first direct contact with the word of God in their own language.
      

      
      The Church was angered and frightened. The Bible, the ecclesiastical chronicler Knighton observed, was now ‘more open to the
         laity, and even to women who were able to read, than formerly it had been even to the scholarly and most learned of the clergy’.
         Knighton did not find this admirable. To him, it meant that ‘the gospel pearl is thrown before swine and trodden underfoot
         … and become a joke, and this precious gem of the clergy has been turned into the sport of the laity …’.
      

      
      Hostility to Wycliffe’s followers escalated. The term ‘Lollard’ was applied to them, a derivation from the Dutch lollen, to mumble, and used in English to describe religious eccentrics and vagabonds. A violent opponent, Thomas Netter, railed
         at ‘so many of this sect of Wycliffe, standing in the line of battle, provoking the Church to war; fearlessly they preach,
         they publish their doctrines, they boast of their strength …’ Unlicensed preachers roamed the dioceses, ignoring summons
         to be silent. Lollards kept schools and held disputations and Bible readings; they made some progress among gentry and merchants,
         though most were artisans, weavers, millers, thatchers, butchers, and many were women.
      

      
      The ‘Bible-men’ denied all rituals that were non-biblical. They ate meat on fast days. They did not keep Sunday as a special
         day. They did not confess. They failed to gaze up when the Host was elevated at mass. Some held that the sacramental bread
         had not even a symbolic significance. Eleanor Higges of Burford was arraigned for putting the sacrament in her oven and eating it.
      

      
      A list of the teachings in secret Lollard conventicles was prepared for Thomas Arundel, who succeeded Courtenay as archbishop
         of Canterbury. They were said to mock confession, indulgences, pilgrimage and the use of images; two Lollard chaplains at
         Leicester used a wooden statue of St Katherine as fuel to cook a meal. The pope, the Church hierarchy and the ‘private religions’
         of monks and friars were described as conspiracies against the scriptures. Lollards maintained that only God could beatify;
         the pope was powerless to make a saint. The sacraments were described as ‘dead signs of no value … a mouthful of bread
         with no life’.
      

      
      Virginity and the celibacy of the priesthood were ‘not states approved by God’, and were inferior to wedlock. The Church was
         ‘nothing but a synagogue of Satan’; none should be baptised by priests, and purgatory was an invention. Forgiveness of sins
         flowed from belief, ‘because, as they say, whatever is stands in faith, as Christ said to Mary Magdalene, “Thy faith hath
         made thee whole.”’ Lollards held many Church rituals to be magic and the craft of the devil. ‘Exorcisms and hallowings, made
         in the Church, of wine, bread and wax, water, salt and oil and incense, the stone of the altar, upon vestments, mitre, cross
         and pilgrims’ staves, be the very practice of necromancy, not of holy theology …’
      

      
      As yet only England was affected by these ideas. Here, they aroused such fear of civil unrest that Arundel was able to press
         the king and parliament for powers to pursue and execute heretics. In 1401, at the archbishop’s urging, parliament passed
         an act whose Latin title displayed its lethal intent, De Haeretico Comburendo, On the Burning of Heretics. The English bishops were empowered to arrest Lollards and try them by the canon law of the Church.
         Prisoners convicted of heresy by the Church courts were to be handed to a secular court, which would ‘cause [them] to be burnt that such punishment may strike fear to the minds of others’.
      

      
      No heretic had been burnt in England since a deacon was convicted of converting to Judaism almost two centuries before. This
         laxness was swiftly remedied. Even before the legislation had been enacted, a special parliamentary sanction was granted in
         March 1401 for the execution of the Lollard William Sawtrey, a priest from Lynn in Norfolk. Sawtrey was defiant. ‘I, sent
         by God, tell thee that thou and thy whole clergy, and the King also,’ he told Archbishop Arundel during his trial, ‘will shortly
         die an evil death …’ He was burnt, alive and in public, at Smithfield in London.
      

      
      Arundel now turned on the Lollard Bible. He created the Constitutions of Oxford in 1408 to deal with translations of the scriptures.
         ‘It is a dangerous thing, as witnesseth blessed St Jerome,’ the Constitution said of the translator of the Vulgate, ‘to translate
         the text of the holy Scripture out of one tongue into another, for in the translation the same sense is not always easily
         kept … We therefore decree and ordain, that no man, hereafter, by his own authority translate any text of the Scripture
         into English or any other tongue, by way of a book, libel or treatise; and that no man can read any such book, libel or treatise,
         now lately set forth in the time of John Wycliffe, or since, or hereafter to be set forth, in part or in whole, privily or
         apertly, sub pena maioris excommunicationis, upon pain of greater excommunication …’ The penalty was comprehensive; it condemned its victims ‘to be accursed eating
         and drinking, walking and sitting, rowing and riding, laughing and weeping, in house and in field, on water and on land … Cursed be their head and their thoughts, their eyes and their ears, their tongues and their lips, their teeth and their
         throats …’ If they relapsed, they were to be burnt.
      

      
      Arundel ordered that all Wycliffe’s works be burnt, and sent the pope a list of 267 heresies and errors ‘worthy of the fire’
         that had been found in them. He described Wycliffe in the covering letter as the ‘son of the Serpent, herald and child of Antichrist’;
         his worst sin, so the archbishop said, which ‘filled up the measure of his malice’, was to devise ‘the expedient of a new
         translation of Scripture into the mother tongue’.
      

      
      The Council of the Church that met at Constance in 1414 had good reason to take good note of these comments. Wycliffe’s heresies
         had passed from the Lollard villages of England to Prague and Bohemia. From here, the brilliant preacher John Huss spread
         them through the central European heartlands. He was summoned to Constance on an imperial safe conduct to explain himself.
         There were now three popes. John XXIII, who had summoned the council, was Antipope to two rivals. Gregory XII, although nearing
         ninety, clung to office, pawning his papal tiara to pay off his gambling debts; Benedict XIII endured imprisonment in the
         papal castle at Avignon rather than abdicate. John himself was an impoverished Neapolitan aristocrat who had restored the
         family fortunes through piracy before adopting an equally remunerative and less stressful career in religion. He was not ordained
         until the day before his papal coronation; he was said never to have confessed or to have taken the sacraments. Cynics chanted
         a new version of the creed: ‘I believe in three holy Catholic churches.’
      

      
      The need for reform, stressed by Wycliffe and by Huss, was obvious. The council was in no mood to grant it. Despite his safe
         conduct, ‘John Huss, the Wycliffite, … was taken into custody to prevent his further teaching of that doctrine.’ Wycliffe
         himself was condemned to the exhumation later carried out at Lutter -worth by Bishop Fleming. Huss was convicted of a catalogue
         of heresies: the ‘accused not does believe in the transubstantiation … despises the belief in the infallibility of the
         Pope … disputes the power of absolution by a vicious priest and confession to him … rejects the absolute obedience
         to worldly superiors … rejects the prohibition of marriage for priests … calls the indulgence a simony, sinning against the Holy Spirit’. He was led from the cathedral of Constance, past a bonfire of his writings that
         had been set alight in the cemetery, to a stake that had been prepared for him on the banks of the Rhine.
      

      
      A remarkable Herefordshire knight gave a final twist to the Bible men. Sir John Oldcastle was rich, a soldier, and so close
         to the future Henry V that Shakespeare dubbed him Prince Hal’s ‘boon companion’ and based the character of Falstaff on him.
         Oldcastle abandoned a brilliant career for rebellion and heresy, using his wife’s fortune to support Lollard preachers and
         to have Lollard Bibles copied and distributed. He was arrested and brought before a Church court in 1413, which declared him
         a ‘most pernicious and detestable heretic … against the faith and religion of the holy and universal Church of Rome’.
         He was committed to the secular power for execution.
      

      
      He escaped from the Tower of London before the sentence was carried out. From hiding, using secret emissaries, Oldcastle planned
         an uprising. Informers disclosed a plot to stage a mumming, a play to entertain the court, and ‘under colour of this mumming
         to destroy the king and the Holy Church’. Foiled in this, Oldcastle then arranged for a great muster of Lollards to take place
         in St Giles’ Fields in London on a January night in 1414. A number of conspirators, seized at an inn at Bishopsgate, revealed
         the plans for the rebellion. Henry V led armed men to the Fields and fell upon the rebels, thirty-eight of whom were hanged
         or burnt.
      

      
      Oldcastle escaped to become the most wanted fugitive in the country. Freedom from taxation and a reward of 1000 marks was
         offered to the city or borough that discovered him. Judges, justices of the peace and sheriffs were required to take an oath
         to put down ‘heresies and errors commonly called Lollardies’. The possession of any biblical manuscript in English was taken
         as evidence of Lollardy. Oldcastle survived in hiding for more than three years. He was captured in Wales at the end of 1417 and taken
         to London. He was convicted of heresy and treasonable conspiracy to kill the king and the bishops. He was laid on a hurdle
         and dragged to St Giles’ Fields, and suspended in a stout chair from a gallows while a fire was lit beneath him.
      

      
      As he was hanged for his treason, he was simultaneously burnt for his heresy. A particular quality of horror was thus attached
         to the translation of the scripture into English. Here, in England, it was a heresy punishable by the fire under the terms
         of De Haeretico Comburendo, and it was also a harbinger of sedition and rebellion.
      

      
      ‘Lollards’ towers’ were prepared for the imprisonment of the Bible men, in the palaces of the English bishops and in the archbishop
         of Cantebury’s great palace at Lambeth; and ‘Lollard pits’ were assigned as the places where they were to be burnt.
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      ‘This picture represents, as far as art could, William Tyndale’: so runs the Latin inscription beneath this portrait in the
            dining-hall of Hertford College, Oxford. No likeness dates from Tyndale’s lifetime. As a fugitive, even the roughest sketch
            would have helped his pursuers identify him, and he made sure none was made. By the time this portrait was made, after his
            death, it was safe to embellish it with the two Latin lines of Protestant propaganda that appear under his hand, which have
            been translated as:

      
      
      To scatter Roman darkness by this light

      
      The loss of land and life I’ll reckon slight

	  (Mary Evans Picture Library)
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      Tidy up his spelling, and in particular transpose ‘u’ and ‘v’, so that ‘euer’ becomes ‘ever’, and use ‘j’ for ‘i’, and the
         1520s prose of William Tyndale is instantly familiar.
      

      
      Those great rolling phrases that boom through the English-speaking mind – ‘the laste enemy that shalbe destroyd is deeth’,
         ‘blessid are they that mourne for they shalbe comforted’, ‘though I speke with the tonges of men and angels’ – are his. The
         English Paternoster – to which English-speaking people have instinctively turned for comfort down the generations – is his:
         ‘O oure father which arte in heuen, halowed be thy name …’ So is the sadness and rejoicing of the Eucharist: ‘this ys
         my bloude of the newe testamente, which shalbe shedde for many for the forgeuenes of synnes’.
      

      
      In defying the Constitutions of Oxford, and translating the Bible, Tyndale fathered what is probably the best known and certainly
         the most quoted work in the English language. A complete analysis of the Authorised Version, known down the generations as
         ‘the AV’ or ‘the King James’, was made in 1998. It shows that Tyndale’s words account for 84 per cent of the New Testament,
         and for 75.8 per cent of the Old Testament books that he translated. The fifty-four divines appointed by James I to produce
         the final work provided marginal notes and scholarly revisions to Tyndale’s existing translation, but the King James itself is,
         so The Oxford Companion to Literature states, ‘practically the version of Tyndale with some admixture from Wycliffe’.
      

      
      However famous his writing, Tyndale himself is another matter. His work classified him as a heretic. As a result, he was chased
         and hunted – like Oldcastle, though for much longer – and his need to lie low means that our sightings of him are laced with
         perhaps, possibly, most probably.
      

      
      It is in keeping with his life, and terrible death, that we can identify the date of his birth no better than as in or about 1494, at a place said by his contemporaries to be ‘about the borders of Wales’.
      

      
      We arrive at the date by working back from a fixed point, his award as a Bachelor of Arts at Oxford. A better idea of the
         place comes from the careers of his brothers Edward and John. The Tyndales were prosperous yeomen – Edward became a receiver
         of crown rents and a person of substance in the county, and John a London merchant – living where the western part of Gloucestershire
         falls from the Cotswold uplands into the Vale of Berkeley. The farmland of the vale borders the banks of the Severn, with
         the Welsh hills beyond.
      

      
      Two houses that survive here have links with the family. Hunt’s Court stands outside the village of North Nibley, on a lane
         that runs up to the ancient Black Horse Inn, beneath the steep pastures and stands of beech and chestnut that tumble from
         the crest of Nibley Knoll. The house is rendered white, concealing its great age. The lintels in the ground floor rooms reflect
         its changing fortunes. In hard times, and during the period of the window tax from 1696, doors and windows were bricked up
         and the recesses used as cupboards, to be reopened as prosperity returned. It is a solid and utilitarian house, built on two
         sides of a farmyard, and facing old barns of stone patched with concrete breeze blocks. The grounds are now a garden centre
         with a nursery specialising in roses. A rambler is named for William Tyndale, red, with violet flush and gold stains.
      

      
      Tyndales lived in the house from early Tudor times until 1784. The original heiress of Hunt’s Court, Alice Hunt, married Thomas
         Tyndale during Henry VII’s reign. They had a son, William. The mid-Victorians, the first (and largely the last) generation
         to wish to honour the man who had brought them the scriptures in English, thought this William to be him. They built a cenotaph
         111 feet high on Nibley Knoll, the high point of the escarpment above Hunt’s Court, and adorned it with carvings of the milestones
         in his life: the farewell to the Cotswolds, the betrayal at Antwerp, the martyrdom. The monument was completed at a cost of
         £1550 in 1866. Each workman was given a fine bound volume of the King James as a keepsake.
      

      
      This would be a fitting memorial, and a compensation for the centuries of obscurity, had it been in the right place. It was
         not. Alice and Thomas could not have married before 1505, it was later established, and their son William was found to have
         been alive fifteen years after the translator had been executed.
      

      
      The other candidate for our William’s birthplace is four or five miles to the west, in the village of Slimbridge, which lies
         in flat farmland close to a wild fowl sanctuary and the high banks of the Severn. Hurst Farm, a later plain brick-fronted
         house with flashings above the windows, is on a bend of the road beyond the high-steepled parish church of St John the Baptist.
         It is still a working farm, with barns, a cattle yard and looseboxes. Edward Tyndale, William’s brother, lived at Hurst Farm
         for many years, and he was buried in the Slimbridge churchyard in 1546.
      

      
      This prosperous wool and cattle country has a special resonance because its dialect was Tyndale’s mother tongue. The Gloucestershire
         in him is only noticeable now in the odd word that has failed to gel into general English; in ‘toot-hill’, for example,
         in Genesis 31, ‘and this toot-hill which the Lord seeth’, meaning a lookout hill. But he wrote for simple folk, for the ploughboy, he said, and the local sayings and idioms he used
         have passed through his writing into the language as a whole.
      

      
      The family used two names, Tyndale and Hutchins, in a wide variety of spellings: Tindale, Tyndal, Hychyn, Hewchyns. A family
         tradition has it that they came originally from Tyndale in Northumberland, and adopted the name Hutchins to hide their northern
         origins during the Wars of the Roses. William was born only nine years after Richard III was killed at Bosworth Field and
         the violent flux of plots and rebellions had ended. One of the battles had been fought at Nibley Green in 1470; the dead were
         buried in the grounds of the parish church of St Martin, and the victors built a south aisle for the church in thanksgiving.
      

      
      Henry VII, the new king, was a ‘a sad prince, full of thoughts’, his eyes ‘small and blue, his teeth few, poor and blackish,
         and his hair thin and white’. Two of his four immediate predecessors had been murdered, one had been killed in battle, and
         the fourth had been driven in humiliation from his realm in mid-reign; Richard III had murdered, or was suspected of involvement
         in the murder of his brother, his wife, the king, Henry VI, and two nephews, the little princes who disappeared in the Tower
         of London in 1483. The dead princes were brothers of Henry VII’s wife, Elizabeth of York, and Henry’s natural and overriding
         ambition was to make his new Tudor dynasty stable and long lasting.
      

      
      Two pretenders challenged him. Lambert Simnel, the son of an Oxford tradesman but put forward as a surviving nephew from the
         Tower, was proclaimed king in Dublin in 1487, but his forces were defeated in battle at Stoke later in the year. Shortly after
         William Tyndale was born, another pretender, Perkin Warbeck, claimed to be the Tower’s second surviving prince; he was hailed
         by the Irish earls, and the king of Scotland gave him his cousin in marriage, before he landed in the West Country, failed
         to make progress, surrendered and was hanged in 1499.
      

      
      
      Even after that, the dynasty hung by a single life. Henry VII’s sons Arthur and Edmund died young, though only after Arthur
         had married Catherine of Aragon. The future Henry VIII was left as the only male heir, a fact that, together with his later
         marriage to Catherine, his brother’s widow, was greatly to influence the adult life of William Tyndale and the future of English
         religion.
      

      
      As a boy, Tyndale may have attended the grammar school at Wotton-under-Edge, the nearest large town. The school claims to
         be the eleventh oldest in England, and survives as Katharine Lady Berkeley’s School, though it moved from its old site in
         the town in the 1950s, and its buildings have been converted into apartments. The town’s motto is ‘Strong by Stream and Staple’,
         and its water-powered cloth mills flourished from the sixteenth century until they were put out of business in the nineteenth
         by the more efficient mills in the valleys around Stroud and by the giant works in Yorkshire. Its weekly cloth market flourished
         in Tyndale’s day, attracting many ‘tolseys’, or ‘foreigners’, from other parts, who paid a toll to attend it.
      

      
      Tyndale was an eager and talented child, and he was sent to Magdalen School in Oxford at the age of about twelve, in 1506.
         A turreted fragment of the school’s Grammar Hall still remains; besides this school-room, the original building had little
         more than the chambers of the master and the usher, and a kitchen. Shortly after, he entered Magdalen Hall – then adjacent
         to Magdalen College but later moved and established as Hertford College – where he began the seven-year course that led to
         a BA degree.
      

      
      Most undergraduates were from middling families – the great Thomas Wolsey was the son of an East Anglian butcher – and the
         nobility had yet to send their sons to Oxford in any numbers. The Tudor beau, with his florid languor, was still a generation
         distant. In Tyndale’s day, students were forbidden to keep sporting dogs, ferrets or hawks for hunting, though some went poaching
         in the royal forests at Shotover and Woodstock; they were not allowed to gamble or to own dice or playing cards, or to carry arms
         unless travelling. Taverns and brothels were off limits. For legal amusement, students staged morality plays and pageants,
         and comedies by Plautus and Aristophanes, and sang and played the lyre and lute.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Tyndale went to Oxford in 1506, when he was about twelve. He graduated as a Bachelor of Arts in 1512, and Master of Arts three
            years later. He scorned the academic sophistry of the day, but he improved himself ‘in knowledge of tongues and other liberal
            arts’. His study of rhetoric helped to lay the rhythm and cadence that underpinned his translating genius. A later spell at
            Cambridge probably cemented his radical religious views.

      
      (Bridgeman Art Library/National Portrait Gallery)

      
      Board and lodging were cheap. Undergraduates were housed two or three to a chamber, with cubicles or ‘studyes’ partitioned
         off for reading, and an individual’s room rent was no more than sixpence a year. His share of commons, the basic food and
         drink bought each week for members of the hall or college, amounted to less than a penny a day. A contemporary wrote of Oxford
         dinners as a ‘penye pece of byefe amongst iiii, hauying a few porage made of the brothe of the same byefe with salte and otemell’.
         Each student provided his own bedding, knives, spoons, candlesticks, a lantern, a pair of bellows and a coffer for his books.
      

      
      The chancellor of the university maintained his own court, with powers to deny a student a degree, or to expel, excommunicate
         or imprison in serious cases. Fines were the most common punishment. They were imposed for climbing in and out of college
         after the gates were shut, for bringing an unsheathed knife to table, for disorder, drunkenness, gaming and fighting. If blood
         was shed during a brawl, the fine was doubled. Scholars and fellows sometimes wore distinctive liveries and fur-trimmed cloaks,
         but undergraduates were required only to wear decent clerical garb, which varied in colour and style and differed little from
         ordinary dress. It was only later that they were obliged to wear black gowns, as they still do on formal occasions, thus making
         it possible for the university officers or proctors to distinguish ‘town’ from ‘gown’ in brawls.
      

      
      Some one thousand young scholars attended the colleges, semi-monastic institutions of the regular and secular clergy, and
         the self-governing halls of the university. A small hall like Magdalen might have no more than twenty students, living in shared chambers with a central hall for meals and disputations. They were
         up at 5.00 for divine service before the first, 6.00 a.m. lecture. They ate together in commons, with a bell or horn announcing
         dinner at 10.00 or 11.00 a.m., and supper at 5.00. Before retiring to bed, they chanted the Salve Regina or some such antiphon to the Virgin together. The atmosphere was one of family, as well as church; to this day, colleges
         refer to themselves as ‘domus’, or ‘house’, as in ‘house and home’.
      

      
      Tyndale’s schooling gave him a thorough grounding in Latin. Boys learnt to speak and write elementary Latin in the early forms.
         Classes then progressed from Aesop and Terence in the third form to Horace’s epistles and Ovid’s Metamorphoses in the seventh, by way of Virgil, Cicero’s letters and Caesar’s history. In the eighth class, the science of grammar was
         studied in depth. Verse was rendered into prose, and vice versa, translations were made, and, though Ovid’s lascivious De arte amandi was strictly off the menu, Virgil was read out ‘voce ben sonora to bring out the majesty of his poetry’.
      

      
      The Latin diet remained at the university. English had such lowly status that undergraduates were forbidden to speak it within
         the precincts of the hall, except at feasts and on holidays. It was compulsory for them to use Latin, although French was
         tolerated as an alternative in some colleges. Tyndale’s love of English – ‘our mother tongue’, he said, ‘which doth correspond
         with scripture better than ever Latin may’ – was eccentric. It was spoken by only three million people on their foggy island;
         and the English themselves largely governed, educated and prayed in Latin. A foreign scholar or cleric, such as Erasmus, lived
         for several years in England, and followed a lively social and academic life, without speaking any English.
      

      
      The MA course began with the trivium, the ‘liberall artes’, a trio of grammar, rhetoric and logic. Tyndale will have read the Rhetoric of Aristotle, Boethius’s Topics, Cicero’s Nova Rhetorica and some works of Ovid and Priscian. His insight into rhetoric was greatly to influence his prose. The mark of all Tyndale’s
         writing is its brilliant resonance when read aloud. From the trivium, he moved on to the quadrivium, of arithmetic, music, astronomy and geometry. Whether Tyndale was musical or not, we do not know, though singing and playing
         music were a favourite student pastime; but the sense of rhythm and cadence that floods his work shows that he had a sensitive
         ear. He did not write poetry either and was somewhat sour to colleagues who did, and yet his images and his gift for the mood
         of words reveal a poetic temperament.
      

      
      Public teaching was by lecture and disputation. The master took a set text and expounded on its meaning. His students had
         to provide interpretations and glosses on it, and to launch quaestiones, or investigations, into its aspects. Formal debates and oratory were held on dies disputabilis. In front of the young scholars, or sophisters, masters and bachelors argued on either side of an interpretation or proposition
         – usually one proponent and two opponents – until the presiding master gave his determination or final judgement.
      

      
      Oxford was known as the Vineyard of the Lord for its learning and its beauty – ‘a place gladsome and fertile, suitable for
         a habitation of the gods’ Wycliffe had written of it – but Tyndale found its teaching sterile and antiquated. He improved
         himself ‘in knowledge of tongues and other liberal arts’, laying the basis of his translating genius. He devoted much attention
         to theology, and, so the Protestant martyrologist John Foxe recorded, ‘read privily to certain students and fellows of Magdalen
         College some parcel of divinity, instructing them in the knowledge and truth of the scriptures’. He found the Oxford theologians,
         however, to be ‘old barking curs … beating the pulpit with their fists for madness’.
      

      
      The great enemies in his life – Sir Thomas More, Cardinal Wolsey, and two bishops of London, Cuthbert Tunstall and John Stokesley – were between fifteen and eighteen years older than him. Thomas More, for example, had gone up to Oxford in 1492.
         They were closer to the swirling anarchy, intrigues and assassinations of the dynastic wars; they were more conservative,
         more fearful of change than Tyndale. In 1515, while Tyndale was still at Oxford, More was on a diplomatic mission to Antwerp.
         Here he had begun to write Utopia, his evocation of a magical island of happiness and fair play, where reason and justice reign; but Utopia means a ‘non-place’,
         as the name of its great city, Amaurotum, comes from the Greek for ‘darkly seen’, and for More this ideal was an irony reflecting
         on the brutishness of reality.
      

      
      Tyndale’s generation had less reason to fear change and disorder. He was restless at Oxford and scornful of the status quo.
         He found the student to be crushed by tradition and censorship: ‘he is sworn that he shall not defame the university, whatsoever
         he seeth’, he said, ‘and when he taketh his first degree, he is sworn that he shall hold none opinion condemned by the church;
         but what such opinions be, that he shall not know.’
      

      
      The influence of Scholasticism, with its attempts to reconcile classical learning with Christian revelation, was all-pervading.
         It involved the minute examination of the Bible as the source of the absolute truth of God, against which human knowledge
         must be reckoned. Elaborate glosses were built on verses, sentences and individual words. Some of these glosses touched deep
         issues of faith, but many were ludicrous; the number of angels who could be gathered on the point of a needle was discussed
         in one example, while another, cited by Erasmus, posed the question of whether Christ could have taken on the likeness of
         a mule, and, if so, whether a mule could be crucified. Tyndale himself attended a degree ceremony for doctors of divinity
         at which a formal disputation was heard over whether the widow has more merit than the virgin.
      

      
      This was mere ‘sophistry’, Tyndale said, and he was at war with the Schoolmen and the tiresome armoury of ‘their predicaments, universals, second intentions, quiddities, haecceities and relatives’. He had a particular interest in the Bible, and may
         have already thought of translating it; in the only reference to his childhood that he made, he remarked that he had heard
         as a boy ‘how that king Athelstane caused the holy scripture to be translated into the tongue that then was in England, and
         how the prelates exhorted him thereto’. He said that the teaching of the scripture at Oxford ‘is so locked up with such false
         expositions and with false principles of natural philosophy’ that students could not enter into the true spirit of the Bible;
         instead, they were kept outside, and ‘dispute all their lives about words and vain opinions, pertaining as much unto the healing
         of a man’s heel as the health of his soul’.
      

      
      He was, nonetheless, attentive to his studies. He graduated Bachelor of Arts, as William Hychyns, on 4 July 1512, and Master
         of Arts three years later. He had no reputation yet as a firebrand. Foxe says that his manners and conversation at this time
         were such that ‘all they that knew him reputed and esteemed him to be a man of most virtuous disposition and of life unspotted’.
         It was a condition of his MA degree that he stay for a year at Oxford to teach in the Schools. At a date not before 1516,
         therefore, ‘spying his time’, as Foxe put it, Tyndale ‘removed from thence to the university of Cambridge, where he …
         made his abode a certain space, being now farther ripened in the knowledge of God’s word …’.
      

      
      Cambridge was then more radical and more Lollard-influenced than Oxford. Erasmus had taught there from 1510 to 1514, and humanism
         was becoming rooted, fresh and open after the musty staleness of the Schoolmen. Erasmus had gone on to edit and publish a
         Greek New Testament in 1516 as a purer alternative to the Latin Vulgate, for the original was, of course, written in Greek.
         In 1518, Richard Croke gave the first public lectures on the Greek language at Cambridge. Tyndale thus acquired the necessary
         fundamentals for his future work on the New Testament: the original text and the fine-tuned Greek needed to translate it.
      

      
      
      The Lollards kept reform ideas alive, and, despite the flames and pits that pursued them, they had undergone a revival since
         Tyndale’s birth. Cells persisted in Buckinghamshire. In 1506, Bishop Smyth dealt with sixty cases at Amersham and twenty at
         Buckingham. Two were burnt. The others recanted and did penance. Bishop Fitzjames of London prosecuted more than forty Lollards
         in 1510, and a further thirty-seven in 1517. On each occasion, four relapsed heretics were burnt in the Lollard pit; the death
         sentence was mandatory for those who had recanted once and then resumed their heresy. Several Lollard cells were denounced
         to Archbishop Warham in Kent, particularly around Tenterden, Cranbrook and Benenden. In 1511 and 1512, the archbishop obtained
         fifty abjurations and handed five to the secular powers for burning. During the same period, Bishop Geoffrey Blythe of Lichfield
         dealt with seventy-four alleged heretics, a third of them women. Seven ‘godly martyrs’, including a widow, were burnt at Coventry
         in 1519.
      

      
      This was as yet no great threat to the Church. Few or none were learned, so Foxe said, being ‘simple labourers and artificers,
         but as it pleased the Lord to work in their knowledge and understanding by reading a few English books, such as they could
         get in corners’. Illiterates learnt Bible passages off by heart in English; some of the Buckinghamshire heretics could reel
         off the Epistle of St James and the Apocalypse.
      

      
      But the Lollards persisted with the ideas for which Wycliffe had been cursed. The charges against them were generally a combination
         of the heresies condemned a century before at Constance: reading the scriptures in laboriously hand-copied English manuscripts,
         disbelief in transubstantiation, and mockery of pilgrimages, purgatory, saints’ images and relics, and laughing at the notion
         that a cash payment to the Church or the pope could release a soul from purgatory. They laughed, too, at church bells, as
         peals of vanity. ‘Lo, yonder is a fair bell, and it were to hang about a cow’s neck in this town’, one was accused of saying.
      

      
      They had, too, a leavening of men whose time was coming, merchants, traders, prosperous shopkeepers, lively men with money
         and ambition. They travelled and spread their ideas. Four London heretics were found to have attended a Lollard meeting at
         Amersham; one was a goldsmith, another was Thomas Grove, a well-off butcher who was able to slip the large sum of £20 to Dr
         Wilcocks, the vicar general of the diocese of London, so as to avoid doing public penance, which might have ruined his reputation
         and his business. John Hacker, a water-bearer of Coleman Street in London, journeyed to Burford and to Buckingham and Essex
         to distribute heretical manuscripts. In London, he was associated with John Stacey, a prominent member of the Tilers’ and
         Bricklayers’ Company. Stacey kept a man in his house to ‘write out the Apocalypse in English’, the costs being met by John
         Sercot, a grocer.
      

      
      A scholar like Tyndale, a university man, might seem on a different plane to these rougher and more practical men; but they
         shared ideas with him, they made up a natural constituency for reform, and they were very brave. ‘Christ sitting at supper
         could not give his disciples his living body to eat,’ John Badby, a tailor of Evesham in Worcester, said at his trial. In
         so doing, in front of two archbishops, eight bishops, a duke and the lord chancellor, he condemned himself to death. The Host
         was displayed to him by a prior as he was bound to the stake at Smithfield. ‘It is the consecrated bread and not the body
         of God,’ Badby cried, and the fire was lit.
      

      
      It needed a bolt of spiritual lightning to fuse Tyndale and the Lollards into a new evangelical force and this was provided
         by Martin Luther. On 31 October 1517, about a year after Tyndale had gone to Cambridge, Luther nailed ninety-five theses attacking
         the Church to the door of the castle church at Wittenberg in eastern Germany.
      

      
      
      The immediate cause of Luther’s fury was a papal indulgence, a remission of the punishment for sins in return for a cash payment,
         which was being sold in Germany to raise money for the rebuilding of St Peter’s in Rome. Luther denied that the pope had the
         power to remit any guilt, and that it was mere ‘human doctrine’ to preach that a soul flew out of purgatory at the moment
         that a coin rattled into a Church coffer.
      

      
      The obscure Saxon raised a whirlwind. ‘Nobody,’ Luther boasted, ‘will go to hear a lecture unless the lecturer is teaching
         my theology, which is the theology of the Bible, of St Augustine, and of all true theologians of the Church.’ In fairness,
         he should have credited Wycliffe, for he went beyond the Lollards in only one major dogma.
      

      
      In these final years of Catholic hegemony, popes and prelates reached the heights of magnificence. Nicholas V had summoned
         his cardinals to his deathbed in 1455, and told them that the loyalty of the ‘uncultured masses’ of believers was best obtained
         through giving them ‘something that appeals to the eye’. Ideas and theology carried little weight; a popular faith ‘sustained
         only on doctrines’, he assured them, would ‘never be anything but feeble and vacillating’. But if the Holy See was ‘visible’,
         if it was ‘displayed in majestic buildings, imperishable memorials and witnesses seemingly planted by the hand of God himself’,
         then belief could ‘grow and strengthen like a tradition from one generation to another’, and the Church would be ‘accepted
         and revered by all the world’.
      

      
      His successors were dazzling in their visibility. Julius II, pope when Tyndale went up to Oxford, laid the cornerstone of
         the Basilica of St Peter’s, tapped the genius of Raphael and Bramante, and commissioned Michelangelo to paint the ceiling
         of the Sistine Chapel with a force and beauty that seemed divinely planted indeed. He also fathered three daughters, contracted
         syphilis, wore silver armour as he led papal armies in his vendetta against the Borgias, and launched the indulgence that drew Luther’s
         wrath. He was succeeded in 1513 by Leo X, the son of Lorenzo de’ Medici and the owner of a menagerie: Persian horses, a panther
         and two leopards accompanied his processions, together with an elephant, Hanno, whose portrait he had painted by Raphael.
         These men were indisputably great Renaissance princes, open to every manner of temporal vice and excess; but they were also
         Christ’s vicars on earth, vulnerable to the spiritual assaults that Luther – and then Tyndale – were to heap upon them.
      

      
      At home, Cardinal Wolsey was the grandest priest ever seen in England. He paid a visit of typical grandeur to Cambridge in
         1520, a man of ordinary birth who combined the vast secular power of lord chancellor with the spiritual authority of a legatus a latere, the special envoy, of the Holy See. The university addressed him as Majestas, a fitting title, for he was plundering both
         State and Church to build a new foundation of exquisite grandeur on the Oxford water meadows, which he named Cardinal’s College
         for himself,1 and a palace at Hampton Court that outdid the king. Wolsey had attitudes to match his papal masters. ‘How think you?’ he said
         when criticised for flaunting his wealth. ‘Were it better for me, being in the honour and dignity that I am, to make coins
         of my pillars and poleaxes and to give money to five or six beggars than to maintain the commonwealth as I do?’
      

      
      This was anathema to a Bible-man like Tyndale, who believed that priests should share the poverty of the apostles. Tyndale
         dubbed him ‘Wolfsee … this wily wolf, I say, and raging sea, and shipwreck of all England’. Wolsey was prey to ‘all manner
         of voluptuousness, expert and exercised in the course of the world’, Tyndale wrote in a racy character sketch, ‘utterly appointed
         to semble and dissemble, to have one thing in the heart and another in the mouth … there was no man so obsequious and
         serviceable, and in all games and sports the first and next at hand …’
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Thomas Wolsey, cardinal, lord chancellor and papal legate, was the grandest priest England had ever seen. His palaces, jewels,
            feasts and retinue spoke of a Church in which the worldly was overwhelming the spiritual. Tyndale mocked him as ‘Wolfsee … this wily wolf, I say, and raging sea, and shipwreck of all England’. But he was a humane man, who preferred compromise
            with heretics to burning them at the stake.

      
      (Popperfoto)

      
      
      Beneath the brilliant display of the Church – the altar cloths of silk, velvet and sarcanet, the robes and vestments of damask
         and linen, the chalices and cups of jewelled silver – lurked a rottenness. Solemn warning had been given by delegates at the
         Church Council at Basle eighty years before. Henceforth, they had resolved, ‘all simony shall cease … All priests shall
         put away their concubines [or] shall be deprived of his office, though he be the Bishop of Rome … The abuse of ban and
         anathema by the popes shall cease … The popes shall neither demand nor receive any fees for ecclesiastical offices. From
         now on, a pope should think not of this world’s treasures but only of those of the world to come.’ For their pains, the delegates
         were denounced as ‘apostates, blaspheming rebels, men guilty of sacrilege, gaolbirds’, and ignored.
      

      
      Nepotism continued to flourish. Leo X was an abbot at the age of seven, a canon at eight and a cardinal at thirteen. Simony,
         the sale of office, accelerated and new bureaucracies were invented to extend the business. Leo X traded in 2150 Church appointments
         with a value of three million ducats. Forgery was rampant in the sale of relics, where demand far outstripped supply as private
         collectors vied with the clergy for trophies. A bishop of Lincoln, frustrated at his cathedral’s lack of valuable objects,
         bit off a piece of the finger of St Mary Magdalene displayed at Fécamp. Erasmus pointed out that enough wood to build a battleship
         was said to have come from the True Cross; as well as its sliver of the cross, the abbey of St Denis outside Paris claimed
         to have part of the crown of thorns, a holy nail, the hand of St Thomas and the chin of St Mary Magdalene.
      

      
      In Tyndale’s own childhood diocese of Worcester, the bishopric was held successively by three Italians from 1512. They lived
         in Rome, on the fat of their Worcester stipends, and never set foot in England. The rector of Slimbridge, in whose parish
         Hurst Farm lay, was an absentee appointed by Magdalen College at Oxford. From 1509, the living was held by John Stokesley,
         whom we shall meet later as a heretic-hunter; there is no record of his having visited it. Many English priests were so ill-educated that
         Tyndale claimed that twenty thousand of them could not have translated into English the line from
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