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Praise for Chaucer’s People

‘Liza Picard, a chronicler of London society across the centuries, now weaves an infinity of small details into an arresting tapestry of life in fourteenth-century England. Her technique – pursued with the verve and spirit for which she is already justly admired – is to celebrate Chaucer’s pilgrim portraits by resituating them within an enlarged field of medieval practices and assumptions . . . Picard concludes with a speculative Chaucer continuation . . . Most notably, she – a woman who has herself lived long and thought much – creates an inner monologue for the Wife of Bath, who, after visiting the shrine, drifts into a Molly Bloomian soliloquy, reflecting on the pros, cons and possible personal advantages of taking the veil. As in the rest of the book, we here encounter not presumption but homage, an enthusiast enacting her respect for Chaucer’s enduring and indelible accomplishment’

Paul Strohm, The Spectator

‘Chaucer’s pilgrims are the first historical characters who feel like real people, and now Liza Picard makes their world as vivid and three-dimensional as the merry band themselves. Chaucer’s People is a holiday in the complex, joyful, indelicate medieval world – an approachable, engaging and highly recommended account of an England which is long gone, but whose spirit lingers’

John Higgs, author of Watling Street

‘As you read this book, Chaucer’s writing gains a depth and pungency it usually lacks . . . Sometimes these snippets, in their oddness, distance the toiling pilgrims from us. At others, they bring them much closer . . . There is a Chaucerian pleasure in plain sentences, plainly written. This is more almanac than argument, but no less enjoyable for that. If you were to reread The Canterbury Tales, you’d get so much more from it with this at your side . . . And there are some excellent titbits’

Catherine Nixey, The Times

‘Wonderfully readable and full of delights . . . It buoyed me up with its brilliant insights, many of them entirely new to me’

John Simpson, BBC World Affairs Editor

‘An absorbing and revealing companion volume to The Canterbury Tales’

The Oldie

‘Engaging and fun . . . The premise of this entertaining book is to provide historical context for the multitude of figures in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. It is well researched and packed with intriguing nuggets – from the etymology of the word “haberdasher” (from an old Icelandic word meaning a pedlar’s sack), to the story of Richard Steris, “one of the cunningest players at the tenys in England”, and a wonderful selection of medieval recipes . . . Picard provides a wealth of detail both about the occupations of the various characters, and the wider contexts in which they operated. The section on the overwhelmingly complex nature of medieval law is particularly clear and effective’

Hannah Skoda, BBC History Magazine

‘Chaucer’s fourteenth-century story collection The Canterbury Tales is a classic hook on which to hang an exploration of the Middle Ages, and this take pleasingly spirals outwards to cover the characters (the nun, the knight, the miller) and the lives they would have led’

History Revealed

‘Instructive fun . . . The writing is always lively, and there are excellent colour illustrations’

Dr G. R. Evans, Church Times

‘Brings to life the social history of a period we still know little about. A jolly good read for historians’
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INTRODUCTION

Geoffrey Chaucer was born, probably, in 1340, and died, definitely, in 1400, by when he had seen a war, a pandemic, a rebellion, and a regime change.

The war was England versus France. It began in 1337 and went on for more than a hundred years, in fits and starts. When it was over, it was called the Hundred Years War. While it was going on, it was called the French War.

The pandemic was a plague known as the Black Death, or the Great Pestilence. In 1348 it killed about half the population of England.

The rebellion of 1381 was the protest by peasants against the burden of taxation. It was not just peasants who rebelled, and they had other grievances besides taxation.

The regime change happened in 1399, when Henry Bolingbroke (see Appendix A) took over the throne from his cousin Richard II (r. 1377–99), and became King Henry IV (r. 1399–1413).

People don’t change. Their surroundings may change, and their perception of the past and the future, but we share the same impulses and hopes. Chaucer created his pilgrims in the fourteenth century. Here is one view of how they look, six centuries later. All I’ve done is to supply some background.

He wrote in Middle English, which has developed into the language we speak. Sometimes he’s easily understandable, sometimes I’ve modernized him. I hope I’ve made the right choices.

I have used the edition of The Canterbury Tales published by Penguin Books in 2005, edited by Jill Mann. I am deeply indebted to her for her permission to do so. Her notes have been invaluable.


I owe huge thanks to Gosia Lawik, of that wonderful institution the London Library. She has patiently and efficiently dealt with my requests for books, and offered suggestions of her own about medieval sources, which have been more than I deserved, and always enlightening. My dear son John has saved me from some medical howlers and encouraged me when I needed encouragement, as well as disentangling the computer tangles in which I excel. My editor Simon Wright has by his gentle, perceptive suggestions kept me from many a blatant error and divagation. I must also say ‘thank you’ to my friends who have put up with many a chunk of medieval history when they just called by to exchange the time of day.

I have been surprised by the wealth of original sources available, in particular the annals of the City of London, and the many chroniclers of their times. Account books for various enterprises have survived, in surprising detail. Perhaps my favourite is the careful record of expenditure incurred by Henry Bolingbroke, just a few years before taking over the throne as Henry IV. He had gone on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, and he had collected some inconvenient mementos on the way, as one does on holiday trips. It can’t have been easy, travelling with a leopard and a parrot. The very last entries in his treasurer’s account of expenditure were a mat for the leopard, and ‘£6 for a cage for the popinjay, plus 1 sh for a cord for hanging it’ (the cage, not the popinjay).

Ealing
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I THE WIFE OF BATH

She really came from ‘beside Bath’, probably one of the Cotswold villages, not Bath itself, but she has gone down in history as the Wife of Bath, and it seems pointless to correct her address now.

Her Appearance

She was certainly eye-catching. ‘Bold was her face, and fair, and red of hue.’1 She had an elaborate wimple round her face and head, and a wide-brimmed hat on the top of it, as big as an archery target.

‘Her hose were of fine scarlet red.’2 Scarlet was the finest kind of wool cloth you could buy; the word did not at that time mean a colour. But hers were dyed red, another indication of her status since red was an expensive dye. Hose in those days were made of cloth, preferably cut on the cross or bias which would give them a little elasticity, but they had to be ‘full straight [tightly] tyed’, by garters below the knee, for women. They were made of one piece from the knee down to the instep, with a seam up the back, and pieces let into the sides of the foot and the sole. It seems obvious to us that knitted hose would have been so much more comfortable, but knitting had not yet taken its place among fashionable garments. Hose are always shown in contemporary pictures as smoothly encasing the leg, which I assumed was an artistic licence until I caught sight of a modern young woman whose jeans were tighter than skin-tight, and certainly encased her legs smoothly, leaving little room for wrinkles.

The Wife’s ‘moist’ new shoes were of soft tanned leather – she clearly had no intention of walking anywhere. We are not told much about what else she wore, but it was no doubt in the forefront of fashion for long-distance riders. She did wear a ‘foot mantle about her hips large, / And on her feet a pair of spurs sharp’.3 The foot mantle was a kind of deep bag usually covering a rider’s clothes up to knee-level or beyond, to save them from the dust and mud of the journey. But she must have had her feet out of it, to show off her elegant red hose and her new shoes.

The Wool Trade

English wool, especially from the Cotswolds and Norfolk, had been prized in European trade circles for many years. The Italian textile merchants regularly sent agents over to England to bargain for the best wool. (They sometimes found English place names difficult: for example, ‘Cotswold’ turned into ‘Chondisgualdo’.) The significance of the Wife of Bath lay in the simple fact that she was a weaver – and such a skilful weaver that she outdid the weavers in the long-established Continental cloth centres of Ypres and Ghent.4 Chaucer’s audience well knew the importance of those cities. Flanders ran a smouldering trade war with English weavers. For many generations England’s prosperity had rested on the export of raw wool – hence the Lord Chancellor sat, until recently, on a woolsack, England being still devoted to its history of even half a millennium ago. Suddenly, in historical terms, everything changed. Wool was processed in England and exported to the great fairs in the Low Countries as woven cloth.

There had been weavers in England for many years. London weavers were the first of any trade to get a royal charter, in 1155, giving them a monopoly of weaving in London, Southwark and the district within five miles. But the weavers were never able to compete with the twelve ‘Great Companies’ such as the Drapers’. They were mostly small master craftsmen working at home, on piece-work rates, converting yarn supplied by the purchaser of their product. For the whole trade to change from producing wool to weaving cloth meant a vast national reorganization. A numerous and skilful work force had to be recruited and trained from scratch, to carry out the many processes between the sheep’s back and the merchant’s counter. The wool had to be washed and dyed, unless this was done after the cloth had been woven. The wool from different sheep had to be blended, and combed or carded to get the fibres to lie parallel to each other. Spinning it on a distaff was thought to produce a stronger thread, but a spinning wheel worked much faster. The warp – the long threads that bore the weight of the fabric – had to be wound onto reels and then onto the loom. Only then could weaving begin. One person could work a narrow loom, throwing the shuttle across with his right hand and catching it at the other side with his left, but a broad loom needed two weavers. Six spinners were required to supply one loom. A medieval loom was an intricate, complicated piece of machinery that hardly changed until the factories of the Industrial Revolution.

Once the cloth was woven, it had to be cleaned, in fuller’s earth or stale urine, to remove grease and dirt. Then it was rinsed again and pounded, by hand, feet or a water-powered mill, to close the weft up more tightly. Then it was stretched on a tenter-frame, and rubbed with teasels (the seed pods of a plant, with prominent hooked thorns, often to be seen nowadays in roadside ditches) to raise the nap. These teasels were so essential to the weaving process that their export from England to Flanders was forbidden when the Flemings threatened to buy them all up and prevent competition from English weavers.

Successive English kings had tried to galvanize their subjects into the weaving trade by importing skilled Flemings, to show them how. Flemish weavers even enjoyed favourable tax treatment. Rumour had it that Edward III (r. 1327–77) employed secret agents in the Low Countries, to attract skilled weavers to England by pointing out the contrast between the wretched conditions in Flanders, under the harsh rule of the Counts of Flanders, and the prospect of happiness in England. But the immigrant Flemings were bitterly resented by the English weavers. They had to be protected by repeated proclamations forbidding ‘hurt or insult to the men and merchants of Flanders’. Nevertheless, by 1376 the English guild alleged that most of the weaving in London was done by these foreigners.

So to say that the Wife of Bath was a ‘weaver’ meant much more to Chaucer’s audience, used to exporting sacks of raw wool for generations back, than may be apparent to us at first sight.

Matrimony

‘Husbands at church door she had five, / Withouten [not counting] other company in youth[.]’5 That’s a fair total for any woman – and ‘welcome the sixth, when that ever he shall’.6 She began her marital career at twelve, the earliest that a woman could legally marry. Of the five, ‘three of them were good, and two were bad. / The three men were good, and rich, and old’7 – prime qualifications for a gold-digging wife. The fourth was a ‘reveller’ – ‘That is to say, he had a paramour. / And I was young, and full of ragerye [high spirits], / Stubborn and strong, and jolly as a [mag]pie’.8 The predictable upshot was that they quarrelled bitterly and violently. She went off to Jerusalem on one of her many pilgrimages and got back just in time for his funeral.

Her fifth husband, Janekin, was a ‘clerk of Oxenford’. She took him ‘for love, and not for riches’.9 He was a disaster. She had noticed him at her fourth husband’s funeral. ‘[M]ethought he had a pair / Of legs and of feet so clean and fair, / That all my heart I gave unto his hold [into his possession]’10. He was only twenty, and she was perhaps twice his age; but the real cause of their fighting was his favourite reading – all about husbands ill-treating their wives. In a stand-up fight, she hit him, and he punched her back so hard that he knocked her unconscious and injured her ear. She had been deaf ever since.

All of the Wife’s five weddings had been ‘at church door’, outside the church. This didn’t mean that they lacked validity. What made a marriage legally binding was not any religious ceremony, but the exchange of vows between the parties. If each party took the other, there and then, to be their spouse, they were married. If there was some condition such as that they would marry at some future time, or if one party had already promised to marry someone else – a ‘precontract’ – there was no marriage. Because of the social and legal rights and duties implied in marriage, it would be as well to exchange their vows before witnesses who could, if some legal query arose later, testify that the vital words had been duly spoken, but the presence of witnesses did not add to the legality of the marriage.

The parties could choose to marry in some faraway place, or a family home, or even in the local inn, but it would be prudent to conduct the exchange of vows in a public place, among people who knew them both and would know whether either of them was already married, or had precontracted to someone else. In those days it would be unusual to travel far from your birthplace, and plenty of people would know the man and woman from their childhood onwards. They would speak up if needed. The church door, which often served the purpose of a community noticeboard, would give the proceedings some publicity and dignity. The parish church normally had a porch outside the south door, big enough to shelter the happy couple and at least some of their friends. It was also usual for the husband to follow his vow with some words corresponding to the later ‘With my worldly goods I thee endow’, setting out exactly what he gave her there and then, and what she would get if he died leaving her a widow – another good reason to have witnesses there.

But once the vital vows had been exchanged, they could adjourn into the church for a blessing if they wished. Their parish priest would have been impatiently waiting to take a part, and a fee, in the proceedings. Or they might follow up the ceremony with a feast, held in the churchyard – a convenient open space – or the village square, or the village inn. The priest might earn an additional fee by blessing the happy couple’s marriage bed, among bawdy ballads and jokes.

There may have been a certain disapproval of serial marriages, in some quarters, to which Chaucer gives the Wife the answer. The Apostle Paul, she remarked crushingly, ‘was a maid’, i.e. a virgin, so he would hardly know what he was talking about when he recommended celibacy.11

All this was related to her fellow-pilgrims at the top of her voice – like many deaf people, she tended to shout – before she even got started on her ‘Tale’. She blamed her rampant libido on her birth sign; there was nothing she could do about it. She had been born under the zodiac sign of Venus, so she ‘followed aye mine inclination, / By virtue of my constellation. / That made me [so that] I could not withdraw / My chamber of Venus from a good fellow’.12

Sex is an important part of marriage, as the Wife well knew. Her first three elderly husbands may not always have been able to rise to her full-blooded sexuality. ‘I set them so to work, by my faith, /that many a night they sang “Weilawey!”’ Marriage implied a bargain. The wife owed her husband a duty to be cheerful and obedient. The husband owed his wife an obligation to satisfy her sexually. After all, why else had God, that wise Creator, given men their dual-purpose penises, which could both urinate and procreate? ‘Now wherewith should [man] make his payment, / If he ne [didn’t] use his sely [blessed] instrument?’13

One way or another the Wife was certainly the head of her local community. This was made clear every Sunday at church. She would be there, dressed in all her finery, with maybe ten pounds in weight (I think Chaucer is exaggerating here) of elaborate head-cloths wrapped round her head. It was the custom, at that time, for people attending Mass to take their offerings up to the altar personally, in order of rank. If anyone dared to precede her, ‘so wrath [angry] was she / that she was out of all charity’ – in a filthy temper.

There was a certain amount of clashing of status cymbals in church, nevertheless. Parsons in London churches had been refusing to take farthings in the offertory. In 1382 the mayor and aldermen directed that ‘no one is to give more than a farthing at a mass, and he who receives the offerings has to give change for a halfpenny’; if not, the offeror ‘shall depart without making any offering whatever’. (Imagine the jingle of small change as the celebrant moved along the line of reverent parishioners.) Prosperous people had been giving ‘large sums of money’ to the church, at baptisms and marriages. The ‘ordinary classes’ had tried to emulate this when they couldn’t really afford it. Henceforward the maximum gift was to be 40 pence for a baptism and half a mark (6s 8p) for a marriage, except for close relatives.

Pilgrimages

Pilgrimages were a splendid way of enjoying the English spring. As well as this pilgrimage to Canterbury, the Wife could visit other English shrines, such as Walsingham in Norfolk, where there was a phial of the Blessed Virgin’s milk and a model of her Holy House.14 But foreign travel beckoned. ‘Thrice had she been at Jerusalem . . . At Rome she had been and at Boulogne, / At Galicia she had been, and at Cologne[.]’15

Jerusalem

Take Jerusalem first. Enter Margery Kempe (1373–1438), a real person, although more difficult for us to imagine than Chaucer’s fictional Wife of Bath. She enjoyed, or suffered from, such religious fervour that she spent her time in floods of tears, ‘cries and roars’, as she talked with the Lord, who probably didn’t get much of a word in. This made her an unacceptable fellow-traveller to the band of English pilgrims destined for Jerusalem in 1409, but she managed to survive being deserted by them in foreign lands. On her return she dictated her book. If you can skip her religious soliloquies, it gives a unique account of a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Twenty-three years had elapsed since Chaucer began to write his Canterbury Tales, but I doubt whether things had changed in the interim.

She set out from Yarmouth, the nearest port to her home town of Lynn (now King’s Lynn), for the Netherlands in 1409. Thence overland, through what is now Germany to Bologna and Venice, where she stayed for thirteen weeks, presumably to organize the sea voyage to the Holy Land. She would need to assemble her proper pilgrim’s kit – a staff with a metal point, useful for walking in mountains and fighting off fierce dogs; a soft leather pouch or ‘scrip’ for immediate necessities and the small amount of money she was allowed to take; the ‘sclavein’, a long tunic of coarse cloth (Chaucer’s pilgrims don’t seem to have bothered with these rules), and a broad-brimmed hat turned up at the front. (Was the huge hat worn by the Wife of Bath a gesture towards that?) Although the general idea of a pilgrimage was that the soul should profit from the physical exertion of the journey and the visits to holy places and relics, not all pilgrims travelled so austerely. In 1384 three Italians took with them several mattresses, a large number of shirts, a barrel of good wine, a Bible in several volumes and more reading matter, a silver cup and ‘other delicate things’.

The Venetians operated regular package tours to the Holy Land, at a fixed price. The sea voyage from Venice to the disembarkation port in Palestine, stopping at intermediate ports to load fresh supplies and to trade, could take nearly five weeks. Passage in a small boat was cheap but very uncomfortable. Margery was divinely guided to book her passage in one of the large oared galleys, the luxury liners of the time. The fleet of Venetian galleys sailed every March, and, in a good year, again in September. They were not as comfortable as we would expect on a luxury liner. ‘When it was time to make her bed’ Margery found that a priest had stolen one of her sheets and someone had hidden her clothes. The pilgrims disembarked at Joppa (also called Jaffa: today part of Tel Aviv), where they were met by local officials who exacted the first of many tolls payable to the Mamluk Turkish state. With a two-day stopover on the way, they were escorted up to Jerusalem, where they paid another toll, and began a well-organized tour of the holy places. Margery was so overwhelmed by her first sight of Jerusalem that she fell off her mount – luckily not far because it was only a donkey. Pilgrims were not allowed to ride horses in Palestine, so many a noble knight had to humble himself on a donkey or a mule. Fortunately a kind fellow-pilgrim picked Margery up and ‘put spices in her mouth to comfort her’.

Having paid her entrance fee, she was allowed into the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which seems at that time to have included not only the chapel that visitors would be shown nowadays, but also the Mount of Calvary, rising 15 feet above the floor with another chapel on its summit, all roofed over, and another structure supported on arches, revered as the site where Jesus was nailed to the Cross. Margery stayed there for twenty-four hours, ‘from evensong-time till the next day at evensong time . . . Then the [Franciscan] Friars lifted up a cross and led the pilgrims about from one place to another where our Lord had suffered . . . every man and woman having a wax candle in their hands’ while the friars gave a running commentary. At the Mount of Calvary Margery for the first time ‘might not keep herself from crying and roaring’ in ecstasy, a habit that did not endear her to her fellow-pilgrims. Then on, to ‘Jesus Christ’s grave’. They were shown the marble slab where Jesus’s body was laid when it was taken down from the Cross. They walked the Via Dolorosa that pilgrims still walk today (it has been rerouted through the crowded streets of Jerusalem). One day ‘they went forth all the forenoon till they came to Mount Sion’, where pilgrims believed that the Last Supper had been held, and where the Holy Ghost had descended on the apostles after Christ’s death. Then ‘she went to the place where Our Lady was buried . . . Afterward she rode on an ass to Bedlem [Bethlehem] where she saw the crib where our Lord was born’. By now her fellow-pilgrims were heartily sick of her crying and roaring, and went off to the River Jordan without her. She got there anyway, where ‘the weather was so hot that she thought her feet should have burned for the heat that she felt’. Sandals were little protection. Then they all went off to ‘Mount Quarantine’, the hill where Jesus was tempted by Satan for forty (quarantaine) days and nights; then to Bethany, where John the Baptist had been born and Martha and Mary had lived, and Lazarus had been buried, ‘and she stood in the same place that Mary Magdalene stood when Christ said to her “Mary, why weepest thou?”’ (John 20:15).

Margery spent three weeks in Jerusalem and the surrounding district. She may have been lucky: by 1458, when we can consult another first-hand account, thirteen days was the usual allotment, making for a very crowded itinerary. Then she decided, or was divinely inspired, to go to Rome next, before returning home. Being who she was, she was undeterred by having little money and no knowledge of any language but English.

Rome

Rome was next on the Wife of Bath’s itinerary too. We have a vivid picture of the Rome the Wife visited, in the form of a doggerel poem in Middle English titled The Stacions of Rome, dated about 1370: a sort of medieval Baedeker and publicity brochure.16

There were no need to men in Christianity

To pass into the holy land, over the sea

To Jerusalem, nor to Katherine [in Sinai] –

Rome was where they should come.

The tour begins with St Peter’s Church, where there were a hundred altars:

Among these altars, seven there be

More of grace and dignity.

The altar of the vernicle is one,

Upon the right hand, as you shall go [in].

(The vernicle, or shell, was already the symbol of St James of Compostela.) The Wife will have been irritated to find that the seventh one, dedicated to the Holy Cross, was for men only; ‘no women shall come’. But then her spirits rose as she made her way round St Peter’s, let alone making a quick call into the myriad other churches in and near Rome. Each one purveyed pardons, also called indulgences. Some gave only modest numbers, a hundred at a time. They were probably the early ones, before the papacy had spotted the commercial potential of multi-pardoning. Several could be relied on for 14,000 pardons a go – 14,000 years off the eternity you might otherwise spend in purgatory: well worth the effort. An energetic pilgrim visiting all the named churches could clock up about 132,000 years; and there was no reason why he or she should not do the rounds again, for another 132,000 years, which should surely be enough. (The inconsistency of lessening an infinite number by a finite number never seems to have troubled the medieval pilgrim.) Some churches gave special rates to any pilgrim from overseas. Sundays and Wednesdays were good days, as you often got better rates then than on other days. It was worth planning your schedule carefully.

Then the pope hit on another great commercial wheeze. One of his predecessors had declared 1300 to be a ‘jubilee year’, to be repeated every hundred years. Anyone who came to Rome in that jubilee year could claim twice the normal rate of pardons. The pandemic of 1348–9 had such a devastating effect on the tourist trade that the Roman shopkeepers implored the current pope to declare another jubilee year in 1350, which he did. Anyone coming to Rome in 1350 could be sure of a plenary pardon – forgiveness for all his sins. A once-in-a-lifetime trip to Rome in a jubilee year, braving the risk of infection, was a sound spiritual investment.

As well as pardons, there was a wealth of holy relics in Rome. They were important to the medieval mind, as we shall see when the Pardoner comes along. The Byzantine emperors had amassed a huge collection of relics by the time their capital was sacked by the Crusaders in 1204. Professional relic-merchants moved in. Anyone who was anyone, and especially any newly founded abbey or monastery, had to have as many relics as they could lay their hands on, whether by fair means or, regrettably, by foul. Stealing relics was far from unknown. By 1215 the market had reached such a pitch that they were being stolen all over Europe. Men were taking bites out of withered bits of holy flesh, to be spat out and sold whenever they could find a buyer. The Lateran Council of 1215 decreed that any relic had to be enclosed in a reliquary, for safe keeping, and was never to be removed from it. This gave rise in its turn to the demand for jewel-encrusted reliquaries, which could be as small as a hollowed gem, or as huge as an elaborate tomb, or even a whole chapel such as the French king built to house the crown of thorns. The tomb of St Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral was ‘entirely covered with plates of gold’ before Henry VIII’s commissioners implemented his policy of ‘dissolving’ – winding up – the monasteries and swallowing their wealth. ‘The gold is scarcely visible beneath a profusion of gems, including sapphires, diamonds, rubies and emeralds . . . exquisite designs have been carved all over it.’ It took twenty-three carts to carry away the jewels and precious metals from the tomb to Henry’s treasury.

The best relics, of course, were parts of the body of a saint or martyr. According to The Stacions of Rome the Wife could see St Christopher’s arm – perhaps the very one that Christ sat on as a baby, when St Christopher carried him across a river. A more recent arm had belonged to St Thomas Becket of Canterbury; there it was, along with some of his brains and the blood-spattered robe he had worn when he was murdered only two hundred years ago. In the ‘Pope’s Hall’, the Lateran Palace of the popes before St Peter’s basilica was built,

Of Peter and Paul their heads be here

Well enclosed under the High Altar

And other relics, many [a] one.

This was not too far from the truth. The heads of Saints Peter and Paul had been found under the High Altar in the Chapel called Sancta Sanctorum, in the Lateran Palace, as late as 1365. (I do not know by what process of identification they were authenticated. Were they clearly marked, like lost property in a railway office?) Who knew what other miracle-working relics might still be discovered?

Meanwhile, one of Mary Magdalene’s feet was displayed in St Peter’s Cathedral, and St Julian’s jaw, still with some teeth. Christ’s swaddling clothes were there, and some of the hay he had lain in, on the manger. One of the nails that had nailed him to the Cross was there, with the sponge soaked in vinegar which he had been offered on the Cross, and the paper on which Pilate had written ‘Here is Jesus, the King of the Jews’. The table on which the Last Supper had been served was there, with the tablecloth. The very best of all, of course, would have been some body part of Jesus himself, but none was available, since he had risen to heaven in his complete body, as had his mother Mary, later. But all was not lost: the only bit of his body that stayed on earth when he rose up to heaven was the foreskin that had been cut off when he was circumcised as a baby. There it was. At least four other pilgrimage sites also claimed to have the holy foreskin; but Rome’s had the strongest claim to authenticity, since the tiny piece of withered skin had been spirited from Jerusalem by an angel, who gave it to the great Emperor Charlemagne, who gave it to the pope. There was a phial of his mother’s breast milk there too. (One cannot help wondering why, let alone how: had she been expressing it? But it crops up in several other holy places.)

Compostela

The Wife of Bath had also been to Santiago de Compostela, in the north of Spain. Despite the claims of Rome, let alone Jerusalem, Compostela had by adroit publicity established itself as the premier pilgrimage destination of the Middle Ages. St James (Iago in Spanish) was one of the twelve disciples. According to legend, after the death of Jesus, James had gone to Spain to spread the Christian gospel, but he got nowhere with the Spaniards of the time so he returned to Jerusalem, where he was martyred in AD 44. Some time later, a coffin containing his uncorrupted body was found on the seashore of northern Spain, near Compostela, whither it had been transported by angels. The church to house this holy coffin was begun in the late twelfth century. It attracted papal and royal patronage. By the time the Wife of Bath got there Compostela was a well-organized tourist site. Pilgrims congregated in the courtyards flanking the church – by now a cathedral – where they could buy the cockle-shell emblems showing that they had indeed made the journey to St Iago’s tomb. They could also buy medicines for their ailments and aching feet – whether miraculous or charlatan, only time would tell – and replacements for their equipment, and food and drink for their stay and their homeward journey. There was a permanent fair in the courtyard, noisy, international and often drunk. There is not much of the medieval building to see now, since successive builders have engulfed it in waves of Renaissance and baroque architecture and décor. The simple, majestic church that welcomed the Wife and her fourteenth-century companions must have been awe-inspiring. Perhaps it even induced the Wife to stop talking.

Cologne

Beside Rome, Jerusalem and Compostela, Boulogne and Cologne were small beer. Cologne was the improbable site of the relics of the Three Kings, the Magi. Wherever they had ended their long journey home, their holy bones had – like so many others – ended up in Constantinople (now Istanbul) four hundred years later. In 1162 Frederick Barbarossa had acquired them and installed them in a magnificent tomb in Cologne Cathedral.

Sinai

The only major foreign shrine the Wife had so far missed was the reputed burial place of St Catherine, in distant Sinai. That journey took many days of arduous travel, constantly in danger from armed bandits and risking death from starvation and thirst. Not many embarked on it. It was where Moses received the Ten Commandments, and saw the burning bush (Exodus 3:1–21). There had been a sanctuary there since at least the fourth century. It made its name when some enterprising members of its community identified bones found on the top of a nearby mountain as the skeleton of St Catherine, miraculously transported there from her martyrdom in Alexandria. In his Travels Sir John Mandeville described the saint’s alabaster tomb in tantalizing terms: ‘the monks’ prelate moves the bones of the body with a silver instrument, and a little oil, like sweat, comes out . . . and they give a little of it to pilgrims. After that they show the head of St Catherine, and the cloth it was wrapped in when the angels brought the body up to Mount Sinai, and there they buried it with that very cloth, that is still bloody and always will be. And they also show the burning broom [bush] that Moses saw.’

The Pilgrimage Ways

The great pilgrimage routes across Europe to the major shrines were well established by the fourteenth century. Innkeepers had set up shop on the way, and religious houses provided hospices for true pilgrims. But it would still be handy to have a guide, who could not only lead the way but also, most importantly, negotiate rates of exchange. In 1462 thirty-nine different currencies were involved in the journey between England and the Holy Land, and the position was probably the same in Chaucer’s time.17

If the Wife had been to Jerusalem three times, she probably knew the way as well as anyone. She ‘had passed many a strange stream . . . she knew much of wandering by the way’.18 Streams and rivers had to be crossed by fords or ferries, for which tolls were payable unless the local community or a nearby monastery had undertaken their maintenance, as a mercantile or religious gesture. Bridges, such as the one over the Rhône at Avignon, were few and far between. Often a journey was best accomplished by a mixture of river or sea transport by barge or ship, and land travel on horseback or on mules or donkeys.

The pilgrim routes attracted predators. Whenever the war between the French and the English was in temporary remission, bands of unemployed soldiers roamed the land north of the Alps looking for booty on which to sustain themselves until the next campaign, and the territory between the Alps and Rome was infested by bandits. It was as well to travel in a band. When the Wife went on her travels she had probably taken an entourage with her, as the Prioress did in the General Prologue. In the jubilee year of 1350, Beatrice Luttrell set off for Rome, as did countless others, with a ‘damsel’ or waiting-woman, a chaplain, a yeoman and a groom. Some pilgrim bands were armed. When Margery Kempe asked a disabled Irishman she had met to escort her from Jerusalem to Rome, he told her to rely on her countrymen – who had already deserted her – because ‘thy countrymen had bows and arrows’ which he had not.

For Compostela, the road lay over the Pyrenees, where unpredictable snows could obliterate the path in blizzards. An unwary step could land a pilgrim in a drift from which his only hope of rescue lay in his companions. Had they heard his cries, in the piercing wind? Would they turn back to look for him? Fortunately, they mostly did, being imbued with Christian charity. The monks at Roncesvalles, just off the summit, would give the weary pilgrims shelter and a degree of care when they struggled to the gates of the monastery.

The Alps were a daunting barrier confronting the pilgrim setting out for Rome or the Holy Land. The choice of pass probably depended on the weather conditions. The Great St Bernard, the Stelvio, the Brenner and the Simplon Passes were all known in the Middle Ages, but they were passable only on foot or on a mule, during the short season when snow did not preclude travel. Part of the St Gotthard Pass consisted of a wooden way for men and pack animals, hanging from the wall of a granite defile by chains. Hannibal and his elephants managed to cross the Alps into Italy, but which pass they used is debated. If pilgrims got lost on the way over the St Bernard Pass, the only help they could count on was the rescue service of ‘marroniers’ provided by the monks of St Bernard’s monastery at the top of the pass. Marroniers didn’t come with attached brandy barrels. There were hospices along the routes, run by monks, like service stations on a motorway, where travellers could have their mounts reshod, attended to or exchanged for others, and they themselves could rest or even, if the worst came to the worst, be buried in consecrated ground – always for a fee, of course.

Some pilgrims bound for the shrine of St James in Compostela preferred to go all the way by sea, rather than taking the long trek through France and over the Pyrenees. They might suffer five days or more of acute discomfort as they coasted round the Bay of Biscay in a small, crowded flat-bottomed ship, but God surely took that into account when they arrived. In the same volume as The Stacions of Rome, considered above, is a hilarious ditty, again in Middle English, from the time of Henry VI, i.e. 1421–71, but I doubt if much had changed since Chaucer’s time. It is entitled ‘The Pilgrims Sea-voyage and Sea-sickness’:

Men may leave all games

That sail to St James!

For many a man it [is] gramis [troublesome]
When they begin to sail

For when they have take[n to] the sea

At Sandwich or at Winchelsea

At Bristol, or wher[ever] that it be,
Their hearts begin to fail.

After various commands to the crew, incomprehensible to the wretched passengers as well as to us, except when the passengers are rudely told to get out of the way, the captain foresees a storm, so he orders the cook to prepare a meal for him and the crew.

[Meanwhile] the pilgrims lie,

And have their bowls fast [beside] them

And cry after hot malmsey [shout for hot red wine]
Their health for to restore.

And some would have a salted toast,

For they might eat neither sode [boiled meat] nor roast . . .

Some laid their books upon their knee

And read, so long as they could see.

‘Alas! My head will split in three!’
Thus sayeth another, certain.

But the shipowner arrives, and tells his carpenter to make some cabins ‘here and there’ – but they must have been below decks.

A sack of straw were there right good [would have been a good thing]

For some must lie in their hood [wrapped only in the long head-covering they wore]

I had as rather be in the wood [on the deck?]
With no meat or drink.

For when that we shall go to bed

The pump was near our bed’s head,

A man were as good as dead
As smell thereof the stink!

Perhaps things were not always so bad. The pilgrim ships were licensed by Venice, which surely imposed minimum standards of accommodation if this profitable trade were to be preserved. There are records of licences to just one Venetian family, to carry about a hundred pilgrims, in 1382, and seventy and sixty-four in 1384. There must surely have been many more.

Paperwork

The shrines did not necessarily make huge amounts from the pilgrims flocking to them. The performance of their monastic duty to give hospitality consumed much of the offerings they received.

In 1220, the year when the sumptuous tomb of St Thomas Becket was completed, the cost of hospitality incurred by Canterbury Priory exceeded the amount of the pilgrims’ offerings; not by much, but neither figure could be safely predicted, a situation which would give a modern accountant a severe headache. What the owners of the shrines gained, as well as, no doubt, heavenly approval, was power and influence in ecclesiastical circles, which could be invaluable. It is difficult to guess how much a pilgrim would expect to pay for his journey. There may be a clue in one of the stained-glass windows in Canterbury Cathedral. After a series of tragedies, a man and his wife vowed to go on pilgrimage to the tomb of St Thomas. Somehow they kept postponing the journey, and things went even worse for them. Finally all is forgiven, but not before they had given the four silver pieces they had originally pledged, and much more. A pilgrim was expected to be as generous as his or her means would allow.

The first step was to obtain a special licence, or passport, from the Crown, giving permission to leave the kingdom. Married women had to carry with them their husbands’ formal consent to their leaving the matrimonial home, but surely the husbands didn’t charge for that. Once the licence was granted – for a fee – the pilgrim would sort out his or her travel money. In 1368 four pilgrims aiming for Santiago de Compostela had £4 ‘in exchange’, that is, in the form of a letter of exchange payable at Calais, plus 20 shillings each for expenses. This does not seem very much, considering that they would be expected to pay for their board and lodging at the various hospices run by religious orders on their way, as well as incidentals such as blacksmiths to shoe their horses or mules, or the cost of exchanging or selling their own mount for another if it could not go any further, let alone the entrance fees for every shrine. Bequests directing the beneficiary to make a pilgrimage to a specified shrine, and to pray for the testator’s soul there, give us some guide, but they varied widely in amount. The journey to Compostela was assessed at anything between £2 and £20 (for money values, see Appendix C). Two testators directing their legatees to make the journey to the Holy Land each left 60 scudi, a Florentine currency convenient for the Venetian entrepot. But Margery Kempe, and no doubt countless others, relied on the Christian charity of those whom she met on the way, and her faith was on the whole justified.

Vicarious Pilgrimages

It would of course be most effective, and augur well for your afterlife, if you walked to a holy shrine barefoot, and prayed there for redemption on your knees. But suppose that in some particular financial or personal crisis you had vowed to make a pilgrimage to a particular shrine in the future, in return for immediate divine help; suppose, too, that the crisis had been satisfactorily resolved, but your vow still hung over your head; and that now was not a convenient moment to be away, just as trade was looking up and the market was buoyant; or that somehow there had never been time to redeem your vow before you were called away by death. The answer was to find a substitute to make the pilgrimage, and pray the prayers, on your behalf, leaving you to get on with your life, or rest unworried in death.

Your substitute would expect some reward, as well as the costs of his travel. Maybe he could also make a bit on his expenses, if he travelled carefully. Better still, he could collect a portfolio of gifts and bequests from several people, all to the same shrine. He could make a comfortable living by travelling to and fro on the pilgrimage route, duly praying for the souls of his various employers, getting to know the best local hostelries and the cheapest blacksmiths, and perhaps pocketing an occasional commission on the side . . . Maybe he took the opportunity to pray for his own soul too while he was there.

The obvious difficulty was that there was no means of checking whether your substitute had done his bit, as promised. If you stayed in your London counting house and sent someone else to Compostela for you, you wouldn’t know what had been credited to your account in heaven until you got there – if you did.

Did the Wife of Bath benefit spiritually from her travels? Chaucer leaves us in doubt.





II THE PLOUGHMAN

The Poor Parson, of whom Chaucer approved, had come with his brother, a ploughman ‘that had ylad [carried] of dung many a fother [cartload]’.1 This seems a curious distinguishing feature to choose. He probably smelled a bit, but then most medieval people did, if our sensitive noses were to get near them.

His Appearance

He was dressed in a tabard, the simplest of garments, being two pieces of fabric joined on each shoulder. A sumptuary law of 1363 had enacted, perhaps optimistically, that ‘carters, ploughmen . . . and all other keepers of beasts . . . attending to husbandry shall not wear any manner of cloth but blanket or russet, of wool, worth not more than 12 pence, and shall wear girdles of linen . . . and they come to eat and drink in the same manner that pertains to them, and not excessively’. But enforcement of these sumptuary laws was always a problem, and the 1363 law was almost immediately repealed.

Agricultural Methods

Dung was a vital element of medieval agriculture. It was a precious way of returning to the earth what growing crops had taken out of it. For dung you have to have animals, and for animals you have to have grass, and some other fodder grown on arable fields. A complicated, totally organic system of rotating grass and other crops operated, depending on local conditions.

The English climate varied, from the cold northern counties to the warm south-west. The soil varied too, from the thin, stony ground of the north where little could be grown but heather and oats, to the fat lands of the south where wheat would flourish. Life in the northernmost counties could be disrupted by the Scottish raiders. In the remote areas of Yorkshire the Cistercian monks developed a thriving wool industry, where little land was under the plough and few labourers were needed. The south coast was prey to French raiders who sailed in on the high tide, destroyed and pillaged everything in sight, and sailed out on the ebb tide. Chaucer’s pilgrims came ‘from every shire’s end’,2 so we can only guess where the Ploughman came from.

An agricultural settlement would usually have the ‘Lord’s Hall’ – what we would think of as the manor house – at its centre. The hall might be inhabited by its owner or, more probably, by a tenant of his. Nearby, there would be living quarters for the famuli, the permanent skilled staff such as the ploughman, the carter, the dairywomen and the various animal herders. The ploughman would turn his hand to other tasks when the autumn and spring ploughing was done; ‘He would thresh, and thereto dike and delve [make ditches and dig]’.3 All these skills were important to the well-being of the land. Threshing was a seasonal activity in which anyone available was expected to join. Ditches, as well as providing drainage, were often used as boundaries between plots. As to delving, the medieval spade hadn’t changed its shape since Adam used it after his expulsion from Eden, although it might have acquired an iron sheath along its edge.

There would be one or more barns, for storing grain until threshing time came, and for housing animals in winter. There was usually a mill, powered by water if there was a handy stream, or by wind, on whatever high ground there was. A pond for ducks and fish was useful. There might be a smithy. Iron shoes for horses, and sometimes for oxen, had been common since the eleventh century, and they needed frequent replacement. Iron ploughshares needed frequent repair. The kind of plough that Chaucer’s pilgrim used could have been a ‘wheeled plough’, which could be set to plough at any given depth, which was ideal for light, well-drained soil; or it could have been a ‘swing’ plough, for heavy soils or very uneven ground. Either kind needed two men to operate it, the ploughman who steered the plough and the driver who controlled the animals. Power was provided by pairs of oxen, sometimes as many as eight, making a long train that needed plenty of room to turn. Horses were increasingly used. They were faster, but they cost more to feed. Some teams combined oxen and horses. By the end of the fourteenth century oxen still provided the normal pulling power for a plough, and for heavy wagons (‘drays’), but horses were gradually gaining on them, and were invariably used for harrowing, for pulling the two-wheeled carts in which produce was taken to market and as pack animals for smaller loads. One advantage of oxen was that they could be eaten at the end of their useful lives, whereas there was an English taboo against eating horseflesh.

The lord’s demesne, his landholding, might extend to over a thousand acres, including woods and pasture, meadows and waste ground. The lord might farm it himself, or, increasingly, lease it out. Traditionally it would be worked by the villeins, who held their land subject to the lord’s customary right to call on them for ‘boon-work’ whenever he summoned them, regardless of their own needs to get in their own harvest while the summer weather lasted. With luck a villein might have a family who could look after his holding while he worked on his lord’s land. His obligation was part of his entitlement to his holding, not part of his status as slavery had been. If he left his land and went to live in a city for a year, he became a free man. A serf could also shed his servile status if he could find an apprenticeship in the city. Both villeinage and serfdom were becoming rarer as the century wore on.

The land round about the manor house was divided into two, or sometimes three, fields. Every year some land was left fallow, with no crop growing on it other than grass. This rested the soil, and provided pasture for the farm animals. The remaining land was parcelled out in
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