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Author’s Note

I had originally intended to call this book Scenes of English Life. This title would have indicated the limits of its scope. It cannot pretend to be a work of original scholarship or even of synthesis. It is intended for the general reader. References to sources are given in the text but these are provided to give the reader the opportunity of turning to those works of scholars and experts on which I have relied—as well as to the literature which I have quoted—and as a means of acknowledging the debt which writers such as myself owe to the professional historian. I can at least claim that the book is the result of a lifetime’s reading and of thirty years of writing on historical subjects. Not all the reading for this book has been done by myself. And I am most grateful to the many friends who have read books for me and have taken extracts from them. I would like especially to thank Liz McLeod, Dawn Marriott, J. T. Cooper, Godfrey Whitelock, Guy Hibbert and Thérèse Pollen. I am also most grateful to Janet Law, Alison Riley, Tessa Street, Nonie Rae and Margaret Lewendon; to my wife for having compiled the comprehensive index; to the staffs of the British Library, the Bodleian Library, the London Library and the Institute of Historical Research, to Richard Johnson, Deputy Editorial Director of Grafton Books, and Anne Charvet, Senior Editor; to my agent, Bruce Hunter; to Thomas C. Wallace of W. W. Norton & Co; and to Marianne Taylor and Katherine Everett who have helped me choose the illustrations.

Professor A. Goodwin and Donald Pennington, sometime Fellow of Balliol College, Oxford, have been kind enough to read the manuscript and have given me much useful advice for the book’s improvement.

C.H.





A Note on Money

Sums have been given throughout in pre-decimal currency in which there were twelve pence (12d) to a shilling (is) and twenty shillings to a pound (£i). When conversion took place shillings were abolished and there were henceforth to be one hundred pence (100p) to a pound. Because of the fluctuating rate of inflation and other reasons it is not really practicable to give modern real-worth equivalents of old monetary units. As a very rough guide it may be taken that in 1600-1610 prices were four to five times as high as they had been in 1500 and throughout the later Middle Ages. In 1700–1710 they were 5½ to 6½ times as high as in 1500. Wages rose much more slowly. Multiplying eighteenth-century sums by at least sixty will also give some rough guide. An income then of £300 ($420) a year might be said to have been worth at least £18,000 ($25,600) in 1986.





Chronology of Reigns

Norman Kings

William I 1066

William II 1087

Henry I 1100

Stephen 1135

House of Plantagenet

Henry II 1154 Richard I 1189

John 1199

Henry III 1216

Edward I 1272

Edward II 1307

Edward III 1327

Richard II 1377

House of Lancaster

Henry IV 1399

Henry V 1413

Henry VI 1422
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Edward IV 1461

Edward V 1483

Richard III 1483

House of Tudor

Henry VII 1485

Henry VIII 1509

Edward VI 1547

Mary I 1553

Elizabeth I 1558

House of Stuart

James I 1603

Charles I 1625

The Commonwealth 1649-60



House of Stuart (restored)

Charles II 1660

James II 1685

William III and Mary II 1689

Anne 1702

House of Hanover

George I 1714

George II 1727

George III 1760

George IV 1820

William IV 1830

Victoria 1837

House of Saxe-Coburg

Edward VII 1901

House of Windsor

George V 1910

Edward VIII 1936

George VI 1936

Elizabeth II 1952





Prologue

In his riverside palace outside London’s western gate the King of England lay dying. A pious man, known to history as Edward the Confessor, the great-great-great-great-grandson of Alfred the Great, he had no children to whom his crown might be bequeathed. And as soon as he had died four powerful men laid claim to it, two of them brothers of the queen, another the King of Norway. The fourth was Edward’s cousin, William, Duke of Normandy, whose claim was genealogically the strongest. But, ignoring Duke William’s rights, King Edward nominated his brother-in-law, Harold Godwinson, Earl of Essex, his successor; and on 6 January 1066, the very day that the Confessor was buried there, Harold had himself crowned in Westminster Abbey.

Soon afterwards the queen’s other brother and the King of Norway invaded England. They were both defeated in battle in the north, and both killed. But, having led his tired soldiers south to face the Duke of Normandy whose knights had now also landed on the English coast, Harold was himself defeated and killed near Hastings. Thus William, Duke of Normandy, became King of England.

Having conquered the country, however, his more difficult task was to hold it and to govern it. He did so with great skill. Within scarcely more than a generation of his victory more than 500 Norman castles had been built; royal officials, mostly churchmen, were administering the country efficiently; Saxon prelates had been gradually replaced by Normans; Norman French had become the language of the law; all land had passed by conquest into the hands of the crown and had been granted, in return for specified services, to tenants-in-chief, bishops, abbots and barons, who in turn had passed much of it on to tenants owing allegiance to them. By the time of William the Conqueror’s death in 1087 about half the cultivated land in the country was in the hands of tenants-in-chief, nearly all Norman or French; a quarter was in the hands of churchmen, only two of them Englishmen; most of the rest was held directly by the Crown. Subordinate to these great lords were the mass of the people, some two and a half million of them, speaking their different versions of English, a race apart.





PART ONE 
The Middle Ages





1 • Castles, Lords and Chatelaines

The castles to which the horsemen ride in the fourteenth-century poem, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, are like fairy palaces, with painted pinnacles and crenellations, cusped turrets and chalk-white chimneys, with ‘carven finíais curiously chisel’d’ and ‘many a lovely casement that closed full clean’. The reality was very different. Most of the castles by which the Normans helped to establish their rule in England were built at first of wood. On some commanding site a deep ditch or moat was dug, the earth removed being thrown up to create a mound or to increase the height of an existing hill upon which a timber tower was constructed. Around the tower above the ditch a palisade was made with felled trees whose ends were sharpened to points; and, enclosed by this palisade, at the foot of the mound, a large yard or bailey was formed with huts for the garrison, stables for horses, workshops, granaries and cattle-sheds. The bailey was usually entered by way of a drawbridge across the moat. This led to a gatehouse from the upper floors of which a portcullis could be lowered to keep out enemies and intruders.

Gradually the palisades were replaced by curtain walls and the wooden structures by buildings of stone or of flint or rubble faced with stone. The walls of the tower or keep were immensely thick and pierced at intervals by windows which, very narrow at the bottom, might grow wider on the upper floors where they were more easily defended during times of siege or assault. The lower floor, where the castle’s well was dug, was usually used for the storage of food and military equipment and for dungeons; the guard room, chapel and the great hall were on the floor above; and, as castles became homes as well as fortresses, sleeping chambers were formed on the upper storeys and approached by circular staircases within the corner towers. These towers led on to the battlemented roof from which the castle guard could keep watch over the surrounding countryside. In some castles, as at Kenilworth, the staircase was on an outside wall and led to a well-protected door opening directly into the hall.

By the beginning of the fourteenth century castles were no longer being built primarily for intimidation and defence, although a castellated appearance, complete with battlements, gatehouse and portcullis, was still imposed upon manor houses erected for great families, as it was to be upon sixteenth-century Oxford and Cambridge colleges and Victorian prisons. At the same time licences to crenellate were sought from the king by owners of existing manor houses who wished to strengthen and ornament them by building a tower and curtain wall and digging a moat as the owner of Stokesay in Shropshire had done at the end of the thirteenth century. Over 180 licences to crenellate were issued in the reign of Edward III from 1327 to 1377; but only sixty were granted in the next reign; and no more than seventeen in the first eighty years of the fifteenth century, towards the end of which brick walls began to replace stone as a favourite building material, it being recognized that thick stone walls were no protection against determined battering by heavy artillery and that to withstand a siege was far less conclusive than victory in a pitched battle beyond the castle walls. Nevertheless, both with new castles and those stark Norman keeps which were being developed into huge and rambling structures, their builders, bishops as well as lay lords, wished to present a formidable aspect to the world so as to reflect and emphasize their power and riches.1

The larger of these castles covered extensive tracts of land — in Henry II’s time Windsor Castle extended over thirteen acres – and they comprised upper and lower baileys, inner and outer courtyards and numerous outhouses. The main stone buildings were often roofed with lead, and, looking down from the battlements, the guard would have seen an extraordinary variety of structures inside the long curtain wall. As well as stables and workshops, pigsties and byres, there were farrieries and dovecotes, kitchens and hen-coops, and perhaps a chapel in addition to the small one in the keep. Covered passages and corridors led to chambers set aside for guests who could not be accommodated elsewhere and to those series of rooms known collectively as the wardrobe in which clothes were kept and tailored and valuable household stores, including expensive spices, were kept in locked chests with jewels and plate.2

Most Norman halls, like most early Norman castles, were of wood; but some, like that at Oakham in Leicestershire, were of stone and have survived. Oakham’s hall was built in about 1190 by the rich Walkelin de Ferrers. Although exceptional in its finely carved stonework, its design was common to most halls of the period. Since builders could not at that time roof a wide span, it was constructed like a church with a nave and two side aisles. Light came from small windows in the walls of the aisles; warmth from a fire burning in a central hearth such as the one which can still be seen at Penshurst Place in Kent, wall chimneys being virtually unknown until the fourteenth century. In one of the gable walls three doors led respectively to the buttery, where the yeoman of the buttery served out bread, the pantry, where the yeoman of the pantry issued candles and beef, and the kitchen which, like that preserved at Stanton Harcourt in Oxfordshire, was a building detached from the hall because of the dangers of fire.

The smoke from the hall fire escaped through a hole in the roof which was fitted by the thirteenth century with a pottery louvre; and, so as to prevent the smoke from blowing about the hall when the doors were opened, screens, at first movable and later fixed, were placed in front of them. Over the passage formed by the fixed screen a gallery might be built so that minstrels could play their pipes and tabors while the lord had his dinner at a table on a raised platform at the other end of the hall, the walls of which were covered with paintings and hung with tapestries. Below him sat the members of his household. They sat at trestle tables in the main body of the hall, the floor of which was more often of rammed earth than of stone and was so littered with scraps of food as well as with straw and rushes that it was commonly referred to as ‘the marsh’. As late as the 1520s Erasmus described such floors as being ‘usually of clay, strewed with rushes under which lie unmolested an ancient collection of beer, grease, fragments, bones, spittle, excrements of dogs and cats, and everything that is nasty’.3

Whatever the state of the marsh, dinner in a great man’s hall was a formal occasion, announced by ‘blowynges and pipynges’ and conducted with due ceremony. It was generally eaten before noon, supper being served at about four o’clock in the afternoon. Two meals a day were then considered ‘suffycyent for a rest man’, though a ‘laborer may eate three tymes a day’: ‘he that eate often lyveth a beestly lyfe’.

First, cloths were drawn over the tables, then spoons and cups or tankards laid out. Utensils were usually of earthenware or wood, pewter being rare until the fifteenth century; but on side tables or cupboards there would be displays of gold and silver, of bowls and dishes and ornamental pieces to demonstrate the lord’s riches.

From the kitchen beyond the hall, where cooks had sweated by the heat of the roaring fires, and scullions, in dirty rags if not entirely naked, had turned the handles of the spits and washed up urgently-needed pots and pans, the food was carried across the courtyard or along the covered passage to the door which led into the hall by the screens’ passage. Then the door, the centre one of the three opposite the lord’s dais and larger than the doors on either side, would open and, as in the hall into which ‘the largest man alive’ rides unannounced in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight:


Then comes the first course with loud trumpets’ blare,
(Those golden reeds which painted banners bear)
The noble pipes, the little kettles sound,
Wild warbles wakening startle the clear air
Till the heart leaps for joy, and all around,

Grave seneschals direct bright platters overground



So plenteously ‘twere hard to set arights
One silver dish the more, clean upon cloth,

Fresh food was there, abundance of delights,

To each twain dishes twelve and, nothing loth,
Goblets of beer and of the bright wine both.4



The procession of servants bearing food was led by the marshal of the hall, carrying a white staff, or, on the occasions of the grandest banquets, by a household officer on horseback. The procession approached the lord’s table which usually stood beneath a canopy. And, after the lord and his family had been served, dishes were carried to the table where the gentlemen of the household sat with the steward, then to those tables where the lesser servants sat, presided over by the marshal of the hall and the clerk of the kitchen. The food was served on trenchers, thick slices of bread or scooped-out crusts which might afterwards be distributed to the poor or the family’s dogs. Grace was said by the almoner and then all fell to, grabbing the spoons on the table -forks were then unknown — or using the knives which each man carried to the table with him in a case in his belt.

Table manners were far from meticulous and the noise was tremendous as dogs barked under the boards; falcons sitting on perches behind the benches uttered their sharp cries; and the ushers of the hall marched up and down between the tables calling out, ‘Speak softly my masters, speak softly’. Even noble pages in the fifteenth century had to be advised in books of etiquette such as The Babees Book that wine must not be drunk when the mouth was full; that the upper part of the body must not lean forward over the table with the head hanging into the dish; that neither nose nor nails must be picked at meal times; that salt should not be flicked out of the cellar with a knife; that dirty spoons should not be put down on the cloth; that the knife should not be used to carry food to the mouth; that meat should not be cut in the manner of ‘field men who have such an appetite that they reck not in what wise, where or when or how ungoodly they hack at their meat’, and that when the meal was finished, the guest must ‘ryse uppe withoute lauhtere, japynge, or boystrous words’.5 In his Booke of Nurture, John Russell, marshal of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, thought it necessary to add that young gentlemen must not spit or ‘retch too loud’, or put their fingers into cups ‘to seek bits of dust’, or lick dishes with their tongues. Another well-known book of etiquette, the Booke of Courtesy, cautioned against spitting on the table, cleaning the teeth with the tablecloth, wiping the hands on skirt or tippet after the nose had been blown into them, and against playing with the animals that scratched about under the table eating scraps:


Whereso thou sitt at mete in borde, Avoide the cat at on bare worde, For yf thou stroke cat other dogge, Thou are lyke an ape teyghed with a clogge.6



The food served was various and plentiful, for it was considered that the provision of good fare was essential to a great lord’s standing in the world. Provisions would be transported from other manors or bought in a wide variety of markets. At Blakemere, Lord Talbot’s home in Shropshire, one of several Talbot households, supplies were purchased not only from the local market at Whitchurch, but also from Nantwich, Shrewsbury, Chester, Worcester and Gloucester as well as from London. Even when Lord Talbot was away in 1417–18 fighting with the king in France, his steward recorded that, at an average cost of 2½d each, over 15,700 meals were served at Blakemere, well over 2000 of them to ‘strangers who turned up at various times’.7

By the beginning of the sixteenth century three meals a day had become more common than two. In the Northumberland Household Book, which contains the regulations drawn up for the household of the fifth Earl of Northumberland, this Lenten ‘Braikfaste for my Lords and my Lady’ is prescribed: ‘Fürst a Loaf of Bread in Trenchers; two Manchetts [fine white loaves], a Quart of Beer; a Quart of Wine; two Pieces of Saltfish; six pieces of baconed Herring; three pieces of white herring or a dish of Sprats.’8

The Earl’s two eldest sons were served much the same, though they had no wine and a dish of butter instead of the baconed herring; while the children in the nursery had bread and butter, salt fish, herring or sprats, and beer.

After Lent was over the Earl allowed himself half a chine of boiled beef or mutton for breakfast instead of the fish; the two boys had chicken; and the smaller children in the nursery boiled mutton bones.9

At other meals in the Northumberland household and in other grand houses, the food served was divided into portions, known as messes, by the server and distributed to each person according to his rank, a distinguished guest having a whole mess all for himself. Less distinguished guests had a mess for two, while others helped themselves to a mess for four.10

Bread, baked by the household’s own baker, was eaten at every meal, usually the fine white bread known as wastel, though coarse loaves, dark and gritty and made from scraps which even hungry scullions found unpalatable, were sometimes given to visitors. Meat was served in large quantities, beef and mutton regularly, pork and veal almost as often, venison more rarely. Poultry, too, was a common dish, geese and capons as well as ordinary fowl, though partridge appears to have been too expensive for regular consumption and peacocks were rarely seen except on the tables of the very rich. Gallons of milk and pounds of butter were regularly supplied to the cooks in the kitchen; so were large quantities of cheese which was mostly made on the farm but also bought elsewhere, and enormous quantities of eggs, not eaten on their own but used extravagantly in cooking. The accounts of Eleanor de Montfort, Countess of Leicester, which have recently been studied by Margaret Wade Labarge, show that no less than 3700 eggs were consumed by the countess’s admittedly large household and guests in a single week of 126s.11

Fish, a staple diet during Lent and on fast days, came from the manor’s fishponds or, more commonly, in the form of salted herrings, smoked mackerel or dried cod. On manors near the sea the range of fish was naturally wider; and while a household of an inland manor might have to content themselves with bream or pike or eels, usually salted and dried or boiled in paste, households by the coast enjoyed fresh sole and mullet, crabs and oysters, sturgeon, porpoise and even whale, a dish then highly prized. ‘Wolde to Gode I wer one of the dwellers by the see syde’, wrote a fifteenth-century schoolboy, expressing a common sentiment, ‘for ther see fysh be plenteous and I love them better than I do this fresh water fysh.’12

The variety of vegetables, though it became much wider from the fourteenth century onwards, was far narrower than it is today. Dried peas and beans were served often enough, so were onions, leeks, turnips and garlic; but the early medieval gardener was much more likely to concentrate on herbs, and the medieval cook on spices, than they were on the kinds of fresh green vegetables which were enjoyed in France. Sage and parsley, fennel and borage, were all widely grown in England; while the amounts of spices handed over to the cook from the wardrobe were immense. Both mustard and pepper were used lavishly in cooking; so was ginger which was valued for its medicinal properties as well as its culinary effects. Cummin and cloves, saffron, mace and nutmeg, cinnamon, coriander and galingale, an aromatic root from East Asia, were to be found in the wardrobes of all households which could afford them. So were such exotic spices as zedoary, a ginger-like substance made from the rootstock of an East Indian plant, and cubebs, the pungent and peppery berries of a Javanese shrub, though these had to be used more sparingly, being so costly. One fourteenth-century recipe for a preserve containing nuts, carrots, turnips, pumpkins, peaches and pears required a pound of mustard seed for every 500 nuts, half a pound each of anise and horseradish, as well as liberal measures of fennel, coriander, cloves, cinnamon, pepper, ginger, saffron, nutmeg, red cedar, grain of Paradise, caraways (pounded and soaked in vinegar), two pounds of mashed raisins, wine, and twelve pounds of honey.

Honey was frequently employed for sweetening and for the making of gingerbread; but sugar, expensive though it was at up to 2s a pound, was as familiar to cooks as honey in all large households, and was even used, together with almonds, cloves, onions and ginger, to flavour oysters. The Countess of Leicester’s household was getting through about eight pounds of sugar a month in 1265. Her accounts also reveal purchases of rice, another delicacy; and large amounts of almonds which were often eaten with rice and, when dried, were served with other dried fruits such as dates, raisins and figs, mostly imported from Spain.13

By the end of the fourteenth century it had become a common practice to commit recipes and suggested bills of fare to writing. One bill of fare of the reign of Richard II, which has survived with its attendant recipes, lists three courses beginning with larded boar’s head and a pottage made from slowly boiled pork liver and kidneys, the whites of leeks, minced onions, and bread steeped in broth and drawn up with blood and vinegar, pepper and cloves. The first course also included beef, mutton, pork, swan, roasted rabbit and ‘tart’.

The second course comprised duck, pheasant and chicken stuffed with a mixture of yolks of egg, dried currants, cinnamon, mace, cubebs and cloves, and two other pottages. One of these pottages was made of ground almonds seethed with good meat broth, minced onions, small parboiled birds -sparrows, thrushes, starlings and linnets were all consumed as well as magpies, rooks and jackdaws – and, again, cinnamon and cloves. The other pottage contained powdered rice boiled in almond milk, the brawn of capons and hens – beaten in that essential item of a medieval kitchen, a large mortar -mace and the inevitable cloves and cinnamon, the whole being coloured with finely ground sandalwood.

The third and last course included rabbits, hares, teals, woodcocks, snipe, a dish known as ‘flampoyntes’ whose ingredients comprised ground pork, grated cheese, sugar and pepper baked in a pie, and ‘raffyolys’ which were patties made of chopped pork, grated cheese, powdered ginger and cinnamon.

This was a relatively modest dinner. For a more ambitious meal the recommended bill of fare, again arranged in three courses, included duck; teals; herons; roasted veal, pork and capon; small birds in an almond milk sauce; a mixed meat tart; and a ‘leche lumbarde’ made from pounded pork, eggs, raisins, currants, minced dates, red wine and almond milk, flavoured with sugar, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, salt and pepper, and coloured with saffron. Finally there came a ‘sarsed browèt’ into which, in a most complicated recipe which involved pounding with pestle and mortar, chopping, parboiling, seething, stirring and frying, was stirred a wild mixture of almonds, beef broth, cloves, mace, figs, currants, ginger (both powdered and minced), rabbits, squirrels, sugar, partridges ('fried whole for a lord but otherwise chopped into gobbets'), sandalwood, saffron, vinegar, cinnamon and wine.

That was the first course. With the second course came more ducks and rabbits; pheasant; venison; hedgehog; jelly; another ‘leche’ ‘browet of Almayne’ which, in addition to more familiar ingredients, including pork and rabbit, ginger and cloves, vinegar and mace, contained pine-cones and wild bugloss; and ‘viande royale’, a concoction of Greek or Rhenish wine, clarified honey, ground rice, pepper, cinnamon, cloves, saffron, sugar, sandalwood and mulberries. The third course provided yet another ‘leche’ and a different kind of pottage; more partridges and boar; roasted cranes, kids and curlews; a peacock served in the skin which was sewn back on to the roast flesh complete with feathers, head and tail; a dish known as ‘pome de oringe’ which was, improbably, made of spiced pork liver, garnished with parsley, rendered shiny with yolk of egg and coloured with indigo.14 Colouring food was considered almost as important as flavouring it. As well as indigo to dye it blue and saffron to make it yellow, burnt toast crusts were used to turn it black and blood to make it red.15

Cookery books of the fifteenth century emphasize the need for the main courses to be accompanied by ‘subtilties’, ornamental concoctions in pastry or sugar, such as ‘a black bore enarmede with golde’ or ‘a castelle of sylver with [flags] of golde’. These ‘subtilties’ were frequently constructed with great elaboration as a compliment to some notable guest and might display his coat of arms or depict some event in which he had played a distinguished part. They were brought into the hall to the sound of trumpets, and no great feast was complete without one.

The amount of food consumed during these feasts, which might continue over a number of days, was enormous. When, in September 1465, the enthronement of George Neville as Archbishop of York was celebrated at Cawood Castle to demonstrate the riches and power of his family, twenty-eight peers, fifty-nine knights, ten abbots, seven bishops, numerous lawyers, clergy, esquires and ladies, together with their attendants and servants arrived at the castle. Counting the archbishop’s own family and servants there were about 2500 to be fed at each meal. They consumed 4000 pigeons and 4000 crays, 2000 chickens, 204 cranes, 104 peacocks, 100 dozen quails, 400 swans and 400 herons, 113 oxen, six wild bulls, 608 pikes and bream, twelve porpoises and seals, 1000 sheep, 304 calves, 2000 pigs, 1000 capons, 400 plovers, 200 dozen of the birds called ‘rees’, 4000 mallards and teals, 204 kids and 204 bitterns, 200 pheasants, 500 partridges, 400 woodcocks, 10c curlews, 1000 egrets, over 500 stags, bucks and roes, 4000 cold and 1500 hot venison pies, 4000 dishes of jelly, 4000 baked tarts, 2000 hot custards with a proportionate quantity of bread, sugared delicacies and cakes. Three hundred tuns of ale were drunk, and 100 tuns of wine, a tun containing 208 gallons according to the thirteenth-century treatise known as Fleta, or 252 gallons according to the more usual reckoning. In any event there must have been well over sixty pints of wine for each person.16

Although there were various vineyards in England, such as that at Ledbury which yielded Bishop Swinfield seven tuns of white wine in 1290, most wine was imported from the Continent, much of it from Bordeaux, and regular shipments also came from the Rhine and Spain. It had a short life and within a few months was often undrinkable, so disgusting indeed, that Peter of Blois, one of Henry II’s clerks, complained that even at the king’s peregrinating court the wine frequently ‘turned sour and mouldy, thick, greasy, stale, flat and smacking of pitch’. ‘I have sometimes seen great lords,’ Peter of Blois continued, ‘served with wine so muddy that a man must needs close his eyes and clench his teeth, wry-mouthed and shuddering, and filtering the stuff rather than drinking it.’17

At feasts, of course, even the roughest bastard wine provided for the servants was never as dreadful as this, while the Gascon wine seems always to have been of a high quality. Drunk in cups or in mazers, shallow bowls of maple-wood often fitted with a silver rim and sometimes with a silver cover, it was passed in these vessels from hand to hand, books of etiquette requiring one hand only to be used when handing a cup to a neighbour but both hands to be used when drinking, so that there should be less danger of spilling.

It was very rare for anyone to refuse wine. Teetotalism was extremely rare, the word itself unknown until 1834. Drinkwater and Boileau were distinctive and uncommon surnames. Indeed, Englishmen had a reputation for heavy drinking.


The English delight in drink and make it their business to drain full goblets [the Italian friar, Salimbene, wrote in about 1285]. For an Englishman will take a cup of wine and drink it, saying, ‘Ge bi: a vu’, which is to say, ‘It behoveth you to drink as much as I shall drink’, and therein he thinketh to say and do great courtesy, and he taketh it exceeding ill if any do otherwise than he himself hath taught in word and shown by example.18



Much as they might have preferred to eat elsewhere, the lord and his lady customarily continued to have their meals in the hall with their household until the middle of the fourteenth century. Writing in the previous century for the benefit of the Countess of Lincoln for whom he drew up household regulations, Bishop Grosseteste emphasized the need for her to sit ‘in the middle of the high board’, so that her ‘visage and cheer be showed to all men’.

‘So much as you may without peril of sickness and weariness eat you in the hall afore your many,’ he added in another passage, ‘for that shall be to your profit and worship.’ The countess ought also, the bishop considered, make the senior officers of her household sit in the hall as often as she could. Yet while the servants in manorial households were still generally having their meals in the hall when William Langland was writing his Vision of Piers Plowman in about 1362, the lord and his family were not so frequently to be seen there, and might, indeed, appear only upon special occasions:


Wretched is the hall … each day in the week

There the lord and lady liketh not to sit.

Now have the rich a rule to eat by themselves

In a privy parlour … for poor men’s sake,

Or in a chamber with a chimney, and leave the chief hall

That was made for meals, for men to eat in.19



By Langland’s time this ‘chamber with a chimney’ had become the usual dining-room of the rich. In the past, when the meal was a festive one, the ladies of the household had nearly always dined in an upper chamber; but now their husbands and sons were habitually climbing the stairs to eat there, too, at first in the apartment where they also slept, but later in great chambers, finely panelled and decorated with carved stonework and brightly painted wooden ceilings, the cupboards glittering with polished plate and shining ornaments, the chests covered with rich damasks, light streaming perhaps through a large oriel window filled with expensive, greenish glass which was usually fixed in removable frames and transported with the rest of the household equipment to other houses. By the middle of the fifteenth century it was presumed in the Booke of Courtesy that the lord would eat in such a chamber, while his steward would preside over his former table in the hall.

Yet if less formality was now observed at the hall’s high table, the ceremonies attendant upon serving dinner in the upstairs chamber were as extravagant as ever, if not more so. A contemporary set of regulations, listing the formalities ideally to be followed in the household of an earl and requiring the services of at least twenty servants, has been described by Mark Girouard. There had to be grooms of the chamber to set out the trestle tables; and a yeoman of the ewer and a yeoman of the chamber, assisted by a third yeoman, to lay the earl’s own table, bowing to the board and kissing their hands before spreading the cloth. In laying the cloth they formed ‘a state’, a fold into which their master’s knife and spoon were later tucked. There had to be a yeoman of the cellar to place the requisite cups on the cupboard, to fill the shelves with their ostentatious display of plate, and to bring up the wine from the cellar. There had also to be a yeoman of the buttery to fetch the beer, and a yeoman of the pantry to bring up the bread, knives and spoons and the huge and elaborate dish, often in the shape of a ship, in which the salt was kept. This was reverently placed to the left of the earl’s place with three ceremonial bows.

These preparations duly completed by the yeomen servants, the presence of the gentlemen sewer and carver was now required. These officials were both ritually washed by the yeoman of the ewer who presented them with towels which the one placed over his shoulder and the other hung round his neck like a scarf, folding it crosswise over his chest and tucking the ends into his belt. The carver was also equipped with napkins on which he wiped his knife before cutting slices of bread from all the loaves on the earl’s table. He did this so that he could take ‘sayes’ of them, a precautionary measure of tasting observed since the days when poison was likely to be suspected.

Ceremonial ‘sayes’ were also taken by the sewer in the servery before the various dishes were allowed to be taken in procession by the gentlemen and yeomen through the hall and up into the chamber. At the door the marshal of the hall received the leader of the procession, calling out, ‘By your leave, my masters’, as an order for all the servants to stand up, bareheaded and in silence. The food, growing ever colder, was then arranged on the tables while the carver took ‘sayes’ to confirm the findings of the sewer downstairs, being careful when he was cutting the meat to follow the rules of the Boke of Kerving which instructed him never to set on ‘fyshe, flesche, beefe, ne fowle more than two fyngers and a thombe’.

At last informed that his meat was ‘on the board’, the earl and those who were to dine at his table now appeared. The earl was deferentially approached by two gentlemen. One, carrying a bowl of water, sank to his knees as the earl washed his hands; the other, ‘with suitable bowing and kissing’, dried them with a towel. The gentleman usher having, with two assistants, shown the earl to his chair, then disposed the guests at his table, having taken great care to ensure that the exact order of precedence was followed and no one given grounds for feeling offended. The most worthy and important guests were placed on the right hand of the earl, above the salt, at the end of the table known as the ‘reward’. Usually one side of the table only was used, and there was a significantly wide space between the earl and his guests below the salt, and even between him and his neighbour above the salt if it were felt that the difference in rank merited the separation. Conversation was consequently very difficult.

Lesser guests were placed at a separate table in the chamber. The yeomen ushers sat with the ‘ladies’ gentlewomen’ at a board laid outside the chamber door; while those guests considered unworthy of dining upstairs at all were found places at the steward’s table in the hall.

After grace had been said by the almoner or the clerk of the closet, eating could at last begin. The gentleman cupbearer attended only to the earl, holding the cup for him on bended knee and carrying in his other hand a second cup into which he caught any drops that might fall from his master’s lips. The sewer and carver, helped by gentlemen waiters, looked after the earl and his guests above the salt, while another sewer, without a napkin and assisted by yeomen, waited upon those at the less favoured end of the board.

The second course was welcomed into the chamber with even more elaborate ceremony than the first, being met at the door by two yeomen ushers carrying their rods of office and escorted to the board by the sewer who made three obeisances on the way before kneeling down to take the prescribed ‘saves’ from dishes held up to him by kneeling gentlemen.

When the meal had been finished, the tables cleared and the guests’ hands washed, all stood up to bow or curtsey to the earl and then retired to the end of the chamber where they stood in rows in order of seniority. The earl himself now stood up; his hands were also washed; grace was said; the gentlemen attendants and yeomen servants who had served the meal left the room, their places being taken by other gentlemen and servants who had dined in the hall. Musicians were called in and dancing began.20


The most popular form of dancing was the carole in which the ladies and gentlemen held each other by alternate hands and moved round in a circle, singing to the tune. There was often, as in Sir Gavoain and the Green Knight, ‘much noise and merriment’ and ‘all the mannerly mirth that men tell of, although dances were usually then less energetic than the lively, almost acrobatic skips and jumps later to be enjoyed at the court of Queen Elizabeth I.

As well as dancing there were often entertainments by tumblers, buffoons, jugglers, knife-dancers and acrobats, story-tellers, minstrels and musicians. The musicians played a variety of instruments, viols and timbrels, tabors and citoles, citherns, bagpipes and drums, representations of which are to be seen, carved as label-stops, on the blind arcading in the north aisle of the nave in Beverley Minster.

Harps were a source of particular pleasure; and in several richer families a harpist, as well as a wayte to pipe the watch, was a permanent member of the household. In the later Middle Ages the instruments became both more refined and more numerous; and a cultivated man able to afford them might have virginals, clavichords and portable organs as well as flutes, gitterns (early guitars) and shawms (types of oboe).

While listening to the music, women might take up their embroidery if the light was strong enough, or fondle a pet, a cat, a monkey or a lap dog whose feeding at table books of etiquette still regularly condemned. And after the music they might play games, on summer evenings in the garden, bowls perhaps, or handball, or whip and top, or a sort of nine-pins known as kayles after the French quilles in which the players threw balls or, more commonly, sticks at rows of pins or pegs, endeavouring to knock them all down at once.

On winter evenings guests would play games indoors, games of chance or games of skill like chess. Tables, a kind of backgammon, was popular; so was an early form of noughts and crosses; so were all the many different ways of playing with dice, the names of ten of which were listed by John of Salisbury in the twelfth century; and so was the game of draughts or checkers which was played on boards resembling our own but usually with square instead of round pieces.

Chess, which seems not to have been so common in England as it was on the Continent until Queen Elizabeth I encouraged the game, was played with pieces similar to those in use today. As it was introduced into Europe in the tenth century from the Muslim world, the original pieces had to be modified. The Arabs admitted no females on to their boards, so there were no queens, these European pieces replacing the eastern vizier. Also there were, of course, no bishops which were represented on the Saracenic board by an elephant. The European sets were, however, often as elaborately carved, in wood, ivory and semi-precious stone, as their Middle Eastern and Asian counterparts; and the boards upon which the pieces were moved were, as frequently, valuable slabs of precious metals or crystal. The pieces were of large dimensions, a king of the twelfth century, belonging to one of several sets found off the coast of Scotland in 1831, being no less than seven inches in circumference and over four inches high. And, since the game, like so many others, was generally played for money and quarrels often arose, the pieces made handy and, on occasions, dangerous missiles. Bauduin, the illegitimate son of Ogier, is said to have received such a violent blow with a rook from the young Prince Charles that both his eyes flew out of his head. And there is a similar story of King John as a boy losing his temper when playing, and battering his opponent over the head with a heavy board.

The rules for playing chess were less complicated then than now, although there were numerous variations of the game, among them ‘The Damsel’s Game’, ‘The Chase of the Knight’ and ‘The Battle of the Rooks’. The rules were available in Latin verse from the twelfth century; and by the sixteenth there were instructions in English on how to ‘Learn the Game Easily and Play it Well’.21

Playing cards were also introduced into England from the East by way of France or Spain; though these were not known until the fourteenth century, the date 1379 being ascribed by an Italian writer to their first arrival in Viterbo ‘from the country of the Saracens’. But Chaucer and his contemporaries never refer to them; and it was not until after his death that card games began to rival tables as a popular medieval pastime. By 1463 they had become so popular and so many packs were being brought in from the Continent, particularly from Germany, France and the Netherlands, that Parliament forbade their importation at the request of the English manufacturers; and by 1497 apprentices were spending so much time playing cards, and presumably quarrelling over the money won and lost, that a statute was passed forbidding them to play except in their masters’ houses at Christmas. A few years later, when Margery Paston wrote to one Lady Morley asking what kinds of game were considered suitable for a house in mourning over the Christmas holidays, she received the reply that in the Morley family ‘there were none disguisings, nor harpings, nor luting, nor none loud disports, but playing at the tables, and the chess, and cards’. An inquiry addressed to Lady Stapleton elicited a similar response.22

For those too high-spirited to settle down to play cards, there were numerous more lively and frolicsome games, some of them of unknown antiquity. Among the most popular, particularly with ladies, or so it seems from contemporary illuminations, was blindman’s buff, then known as hoodman blind, and hot-cockles in which one of the party knelt down blindfolded with her face on the knee of another while the rest of the players sat round her in a circle. One of these would hit her on the hand or on the back; and from the strength of the blow or otherwise she had to guess who the striker was. If she guessed aright, the striker took her place; if not, she had to submit to further punishment. An even livelier and potentially painful game was frog-in-the-middle in which the frog was required to sit on the ground while the other players surrounded and buffeted him, or more usually her, until one of them was caught and held so firmly that escape was impossible. These games were particularly rowdy at Christmas when they came under the control of a lord of misrule who, arrayed in the most elaborate costume and carrying a wand of office, was allowed to make up new rules during his term of office.

There were also less energetic games, among them roy-qui-ne-ment (the king who does not lie) in which one of the party asked another questions, often extremely indelicate questions, designed to provoke laughter by their phrasing and the answers they were expected to elicit; and ragman in which the participants drew at random strings attached to rolls of verses – often again very coarse verses – describing the supposedly good or evil character of the person who selected them.

When it was time to go to bed, the guests dispersed to their lodgings where beds would have been prepared for them.


In the bedchamber let a curtain go round the walls decently, or a scenic canopy, for the avoiding of flies and spiders [one early medieval book advised]. A tapestry should hang appropriately. Near the bed let there be placed a chair to which a stool may be added, and a bench nearby the bed. On the bed itself should be placed a feather mattress to which a bolster is attached. A quilted pad of striped cloth should cover this on which a cushion for the head can be placed. Then sheets of muslin, ordinary cotton, or at least pure linen, should be laid. Next a coverlet of green cloth or of coarse wool, of which the fur lining is badger, cat, beaver, or sable, should be put over all … A perch should be nearby on which can rest a hawk … From another pole let there hang clothing … and let there be also a chambermaid whose face may charm and render tranquil the chamber, who, when she finds time to do so may knit or unknit silk thread, or make knots of orphryes [gold lace], or may sew linen garments and woollen clothes, or may mend.23



In most great houses these might be either a single room or, in the case of the most distinguished guests, a set of rooms to which he and his personal servants only had access. The sets of rooms might contain a principal chamber for the guest’s own use, two other chambers, sometimes known as pallet chambers, for his servants, a closet in which he could be on his own to pray or read, a wardrobe and a privy. If he were accompanied by his wife, she might have her own chamber, with another chamber for her gentlewomen leading out of it. The wardrobe was a room in which the servants could sit by a fire and perhaps mend clothes; the privy, which often led off it and was sometimes consequently known by the Norman-French word garderobe, was a small apartment – also called the withdraught, jakes, latrine, or gong-in which the seat was positioned over a shaft leading to a pit or drain or was suspended over the moat. In royal houses the privy was in the care of a groom of the stool or stole, a servant whose title was later to be borne by one of the most senior officers of the royal household. As well as privies, chamber pots were available in all large households; and, for those who wanted to have a bath, big tubs were available, and in these the guest sat while servants poured warm water over him.

While important guests were conducted to the lodgings assigned to them, others, less favoured, had to make do with a shared room or even with a shared bed; while many of the lord’s servants had no beds at all. The steward and one or two senior officials might have rooms of their own; and other gentlemen servants would sleep in what was called the knights’ chamber. But the less favoured were required to sleep on pallets, or to share a pallet, outside their master’s door. And for many the best places they Could find would be on the straw by the hall fire or by the still warm ovens of the high-ceilinged kitchen.24





2 • Cottagers and Peasants

Dwarfed by the church, the castle and the manorial hall, the cottages of the villagers were squat and dark. They had no chimneys, the smoke from the fire being allowed to escape as best it could through the partially open door or the small window apertures which were closed in cold weather with wooden shutters or pieces of cloth. The interiors were commonly divided into two main rooms, one for sleeping, the other for eating, animals frequently grunting or clucking in both, or rustling about in the straw on the floor of trodden earth. Light when required for some essential task was provided by flickering rush-lights that momentarily dispelled the gloom. Furniture was rarely to be seen, other than a few stools, a trestle table, a bench, a chest for the clothes reserved for Sundays, and frames for the bags of straw on which the occupants slept. In a corner might be glimpsed some cooking pots and dishes, a tub for washing and a home-made broom. Outside in the open, or in a shed, there might be a farm implement or two; and men fortunate enough to possess these were constantly called upon to lend or hire them, and frequently seem to have had difficulty in getting them back.1

Very few of the cottages were of stone, even in those areas where good stone was readily found. Most were built on wooden frames, the walls being made of rows of sticks between which long twigs were intertwined, creating a lattice-work; and on these frames, layers of mud, or mud mixed with straw, were plastered and left to dry. In the simplest, triangular structures the side wall timbers were planted in the earth at an angle and fixed overhead to a ridge pole; in others the wall timbers, or crucks, were curved so that it was easier to stand up inside. In those more elaborate still, the side timbers stood straight up from the earth, their tops being fixed to rafters, and the rafters in turn to the ridge pole. The roofs were usually thatched with straw, or with reeds or sedge where these grew nearby, or occasionally covered with wooden shingles.

Between each cottage and the village lane grew a few onions or cabbages, peas or beans, leeks or garlic; and, beside the path, there were perhaps a few rows of parsley and other herbs. Behind, in a small enclosed plot, grew more vegetables, a fruit tree or two, cherries, apples and pears. Some cottages had a pig snuffling about beside a mud-splashed sty and fed on nothing but waste; several had hens, capable of providing, so Walter of Henley said in the middle of the thirteenth century, as many as 180 eggs a year each; several, also, had geese – in some villages there were enough of these to warrant the employment of a gooseherd — and a few, very few, had a cow.2 By the later Middle Ages, however, a man with a holding of more than eight or ten acres would probably have a cow, as well as other animals. In 1414, so Professor Hilton has recorded, the possessions of a tenant from the Worcestershire village of Ombersley were confiscated while he was apparently on the run as a horse thief. He held nineteen and a half acres, mostly wheat, but also rye, oats, and vetch for his animals’ forage. It was valued by his neighbours at 50s for which price one of them bought it. The man also owned, in addition to a wagon, a winnowing fan, a riddle, a plough, three cartloads of firewood, three vats of malt, and a bacon, four hogs, twenty geese, a cock with four hens, and two oxen as well as his cow.3

In most cottages, though, a bowl of milk was not as often seen on the peasant’s table as an earthenware jug of ale; nor was a piece of beef as frequently to be found in the metal pot that hung over his fire as a mess of vegetables and oatmeal pottage which, with a hunk of dark-coloured bread, had generally to serve for his evening meal. Sometimes there would be cheese and curds or on special occasions a chicken or a rabbit snared on a poaching expedition. Yet, while peasants — not commonly known by that name in England — rarely went hungry, except in winters of exceptional hardship, when, in William Langland’s words, they ‘suffered much hunger and woe’, they seem not to have enjoyed as a general rule even the modest fare of the widow of Chaucer’s ‘Nun’s Priest’s Tale’ who ‘had a yard that was enclosed about by a stockade and a dry ditch without’:


Sooty her hall, her kitchen melancholy,
And there she ate full many a slender meal;
There was no sauce piquante to spice her veal,
No dainty morsel ever passed her throat,
According to her cloth she cut her coat.
Repletion never left her in disquiet
And all her physic was a temperate diet,
Hard work for exercise and heart’s content.
And rich man’s gout did nothing to prevent
Her dancing, apoplexy struck her not;
She drank no wine, nor white, nor red had got.
Her board was mostly served with white and black,
Milk and brown bread, in which she found no lack;
Broiled bacon or an egg or two were common,
She was in fact a sort of dairy-woman.4



Work in the village began as soon as it was light. The peasants trudged out to work, their shirts tucked into the waistbands of their breeches; those with coats wore them to the knee; many of them were bare-legged. They made their way either to the parallel strips into which their land was divided or, if their services were required that day, to the fields of the lord of the manor. Their strips, about half an acre or an acre in extent, were divided from each other by rows of stones or ridges of unploughed land; and one man’s holding would consist of several strips, usually scattered about the village rather than in a single block. So it was in each man’s interest to work in cooperation with his neighbour, as they had to do when yoking their animals together to plough the lord’s demesne. A selfish and difficult man, however, might prefer to work independently and this would give him an opportunity to cheat his neighbour, as the dishonest peasant does in Piers Plowman by allowing his plough to gnaw into land which is not his, and, when reaping, to swing his sickle over his own boundary and cut corn he had not sowed.

When the ground was ready for sowing, the peasants carried sacks of seeds on to their strips and either filled a basket or box, which was slung around their neck or tied round their waist, or they poured a quantity of seed into an apron which they held up for the purpose with one hand. They then scattered the seed as their wives kept away the ‘crowes, doves and other byrdes’ with stones cast from slings or arrows shot from bows. Afterwards the ground was harrowed, usually by means of a rough wooden implement drawn across the ground at the tail of some animal, a horse or an ox, a beast which Walter of Henley believed to be the more useful, since, ‘when the horse is old and worn out, then there is nothing but the skin; but when the ox is old, with ten pennyworth of grass, he shall be fit for the larder’. Peas and beans were dropped into holes made in the ground with pointed sticks.5

The peasant’s constant concern was to procure enough manure, for the lord usually maintained that all dung found on his demesne and in the village streets was his; and the peasant was consequently driven to sweeping up the straw of the previous year’s harvest, which had been used in cowsheds during the winter, mixing this with earth, and throwing it on to the streets before ploughing it back into the fields. When his crop had grown, he mowed it with a scythe, an implement much like those still occasionally to be seen, managing to cut about an acre a day. He then thrashed his corn with flails made of two pieces of some wood such as blackthorn tied together by strips of leather, then either winnowed it with a fan or cast it into the air by the open door of a barn where the wind would carry off the chaff and allow the separated grain to fall to the ground.

When the sowing and reaping had been done there was always much other work to do. Every year there were hedges to cut and ditches to clear, draining to do, animals to look after, gardens to hoe, wood to cut, and assarts to cultivate. Assarts were pieces of forest waste which had been converted into arable land by cutting down the trees and grubbing up the brushwood, the peasant having either paid an agreed rent to the lord or a fine – in the case of royal forests a fine to the king – for having done so without permission. Once in possession of an assart the peasant would cultivate it in his own way whenever he had time to do so.

Finding time was always a problem for him, since most serfs were bound to work for their lords on many days every year. They were kept to their tasks by overseers carrying white wands of office in their hands, by haywards whose duty it was to supervise the pasture and the work of the harvest, by the beadle who was there to make sure there was no trouble and to deal with it if there were, and by the reeve, the manorial official who was ultimately responsible for the serfs. As a man appointed from their kind, the reeve knew all the serfs and, as a trusted servant of his master, was generally well rewarded for his arduous task. The serfs, too, were rewarded when the hayward’s horn sounded and their day’s work was done. Already at noon, on those days when they were required to work until dusk, a midday meal of bread and cheese and ale, better no doubt than any they tasted at home, had been brought out to them from the manor. In the evenings they sat down at trestle tables in a courtyard or outhouse and were provided with more bread and ale, and, on occasions to be remembered, with roast meat and as much cheese as they wanted. After the last day of the harvest on some manors a sheep was let loose among the serfs and, provided it remained in the field with them, was deemed to be theirs. On other manors each man was allowed to approach a large haycock and carry off as big a bundle as he could balance on his scythe.

Hard as their lives so often were, many, if not most, peasants had other customary rights which made existence more endurable. They had use of the common meadows, known as Lammas lands, once the crop on them had been gathered; and, when their turn came round or they drew an entitling lot in the shape of a specially marked apple or piece of wood, they could grow a crop on part of the meadows themselves. They also had rights over the waste lands where they could pasture their animals and gather timber for use as fuel, for repairs to their cottages and for the construction of their tools and household utensils. They were usually allowed to gather not only wood that had fallen to the ground, but as much as they could pull down or knock off trees ‘by hook or by crook’. They might also be allowed to cut turf for banking or roofing, to dig out gravel for building, to gather bracken for their animals’ litter or for their own bedding, to pick nuts, berries and wild fruit, or even to fell a certain number of trees, though customs varied from village to village and from manor to manor. These two terms were not necessarily the same, since a manor might extend over several villages while a village might belong to two or more different manors. The rights of one villager might well, therefore, not be the same as his near neighbours’.6

The villagers’ rights almost never extended, however, to the trapping of animals in the forest. Poaching nevertheless seems to have been practised continuously on the most widespread scale. Countless birds were netted and rabbits snared; and the more daring peasant would emerge from the thickets having trapped and speared a deer or a wild boar. The rivers, too, were a plentiful source of supply for the villagers’ cooking pots. Eels were trapped at night; and, from time to time, a salmon would be smuggled beneath a peasant’s smock into the concealing gloom of his cottage.

Sir, for God’s sake do not take it ill of me if I tell thee the truth [a peasant charged with poaching explained in a manorial court]. I went the other evening along the bank of this pond and looked at the fish which were playing in the water, so beautiful and so bright, and for the great desire I had for a tench I laid me down on the bank and just with my hands quite simply, and without any other device, I caught that tench and carried it off; and now I will tell thee the cause of my covetousness and my desire. My dear wife had lain abed a right full month, as my neighbours who are here know, and she could never eat or drink anything to her liking, and for the great desire she had to eat a tench I went to the bank of the pond to take just one tench; and that never other fish from the pond did I take.7

Another poacher here describes the pleasures of the illicit chase:

In May, when there are many things to enjoy, and in the summer season when airs are soft, I went to the wood to take my luck, and in among the shaws to get a shot at hart or hind, as it should happen. And as I stood in that place the idea of stalking came to me, so I covered both body and bow with leaves, turned in behind a tree and waited there awhile. And as I gazed in the glade near by me I saw a hart with tall antlers: the main stem was unburnished and in the middle very strong. And he was full grown and adorned with horns and large, broad and big of body: whoever might catch him, he was a dish for a king.

I let the leash fall to the ground quietly, and settled down my hound by the bole of a birch tree, and took careful note of the wind from the fluttering of the leaves. I stalked on very quietly so as to break no twigs, and crept to a crab-apple tree and hid underneath it.

Then I wound up my bow and prepared to shoot, I had to stand without moving and to stir no foot, although gnats grievously troubled me and bit my eyes, for if I had tried to move, or made any sign, all my sport, that I had so long awaited, would have been lost. The hart paused, went on cautiously, staring here and there, but at last he bent down and began on his feed. Then I hauled to the hook [the trigger of the cross-bow] and smote the hart. It so happened that I hit him behind the left shoulder and the blood streamed out on both sides. He stopped: brayed and then brushed through the thickets, as if everything in the wood had crashed down at the same moment. I went to my hound, and quickly grasped him and untied his leash, and let him cast about. The briars and the bracken were smeared with blood, and the hound picked up the scent and pursued the hart to where he was, for he had crept into a cave, and, crouched to the earth, had fallen down – dead as a door-nail.8

The prizes of a poaching expedition were considered by the peasant fair compensation for the manifold services and hardships
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