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The Earliest Biographers’ Who’s Who

A remarkably rich body of first-hand source materials in the form of early Latin ‘lives’ of Thomas Becket, together with one in Old French verse, allows the biographer to reconstruct his life with exceptional accuracy, even though the hagiographical bias of some of this material renders it partially unreliable. Almost all these earliest biographies were begun within four years of Becket’s murder in 1170 and completed within seven, apart from Herbert of Bosham’s, which was finished between 1184 and 1186. Many of the names that follow will appear not just as commentators but as characters within the action itself. These authors were Becket’s contemporaries, many of whom had known him personally. This section is intended as a handy means of reference, allowing readers to identify them and place them in their historical settings.

Alan of Tewkesbury, an Englishman who became a canon of Benevento and subsequently a monk and prior of Christ Church, Canterbury, and abbot of Tewkesbury, is the compiler of the ‘master’ manuscript of Becket’s letters, put together between around 1174–6 and 1180–84 from a variety of earlier collections, including John of Salisbury’s. To enhance his work and encourage its circulation, he prefaced it with a brief ‘life’ that built on and expanded an earlier prologue written to introduce his own letter collection by John. Although his coverage is distinctly patchy and presumably designed to fill gaps in the story not covered by the letters, Alan provides some invaluable detail unknown to the other earliest biographers, much of it in the form of reported speech. He may have owed some of his information to Master Lombard of Piacenza, Becket’s canon law tutor at Pontigny.

‘Anonymous I’ (probably Roger of Pontigny) finished writing Becket’s ‘life’ in about 1176–7. A monk of the Cistercian abbey of Pontigny, near Sens and Auxerre in northern Burgundy, where Becket stayed for the first two years of his exile, he was identified as the author of the more important of the two ‘anonymous’ biographies in the nineteenth century and this attribution, although still occasionally contested, is now widely accepted. The writer, known to have been a foreigner because of his peculiar handling of English terms and names, says that he had ministered to the archbishop in his exile and was ordained a priest by him, which best fits Roger’s career. And in a composite ‘life’ of Becket afterwards compiled out of several of the earliest of the biographies by Thomas of Froimont, it is stated that a monk named Roger was deputed to assist Becket during his exile at Pontigny. While his approach is broadly hagiographical and derivative from Edward Grim and Guernes of Pont-Sainte-Maxence, he does report a number of incidents not recorded elsewhere.

‘Anonymous II’ is possibly someone born in London who may have had links to Gilbert Foliot, although he was later a Canterbury monk. The author claims, improbably, that he was a witness to the murder. His ‘life’, completed in around 1172–3, consists largely of a chronological narrative and reflective passages, but lacks descriptive detail, often omitting the most basic facts. Its value lies in a number of the contemporary criticisms it reports of Thomas which it attempts to refute – for instance, those levelled at the time of his promotion to the archbishopric.

Benedict of Peterborough compiled the first and what would eventually become the most influential collection of Becket’s ‘miracles’ in three books in about 1173–4, adding a fourth by 1179 at the earliest. In about 1174, he also wrote an account of the events of the murder to serve as an introduction to the first three books; this is preserved only in the form of extracts copied at a later date. One of the Christ Church monks, he is said to have been ‘among the archbishop’s familiar friends, in especially familiar attendance on the day of his death’, when he was present in the cathedral. Appointed prior of Christ Church in 1175 and abbot of Peterborough two years later, he was the first guardian of the shrine and went on to found a chapel of St Thomas beside the gate to the monastic precinct at Peterborough, digging up and taking with him the blood-stained paving stones from the place of the martyrdom at Canterbury to use as altars.

Edward Grim completed writing Becket’s ‘life’ in around 1171–2. Said to have been born in Cambridge, he was never a member of the archbishop’s household or a monk of Christ Church. He was a visitor to Canterbury who happened to find himself at vespers in the cathedral on the day Becket was murdered. As the displaced rector of Saltwood in Kent, probably ousted after April 1163, when the king seized the honour of Saltwood, he would have seen and heard the archbishop in action. Only recently returned from Normandy when Becket was killed, he was one of the closest to him in the cathedral, when his arm was almost severed in a heroic attempt to deflect the knights’ blows aimed at the archbishop. His ‘life’, unashamedly hagiographical in tone, was one of the earliest to be written. Since he had witnessed only the end of Thomas’s life, he must have depended on others for substantial portions of his information. Despite this, his material would be appropriated by several of the other early biographers.

Guernes of Pont-Sainte-Maxence, a clerk born in Pont-Sainte-Maxence in Picardy, describes himself as a travelling poet and wrote a ‘life’ in Old French verse. Completed in about 1174, it is not only among the earliest but also the one most reliant on oral testimony. Although he had never met Becket, he claims to have seen him several times as chancellor riding out against the French and had visited Canterbury, where he interviewed everyone he could find who had known him. He sought out Becket’s sister, Mary, and a servant who had fled with him into exile, a man named Brown. Despite striving to stick to the facts and his own knowledge, he drew extensively on the work of Edward Grim and William of Canterbury. He also consulted William fitz Stephen and Benedict of Peterborough. As he pursued his researches, he was prepared to alter or correct what he had written earlier in the light of new testimony: ‘I know,’ he explains, ‘how to bear the burden of crossing out and writing it again.’ The extant version is his second attempt. An earlier version, which it has been suggested drew even more extensively on Edward Grim, does not survive.

Herbert of Bosham wrote by far the longest of the early ‘lives’ at around 80,000 words, completed in 1184–6. Another of Becket’s clerks as chancellor, he afterwards became his divinity tutor and one of his leading advisers as archbishop. He was Becket’s close friend and confidant, and alongside John of Salisbury had a powerful influence on his intellectual development. An eyewitness to all the major encounters of Thomas’s archiepiscopate, he is the only one of the earliest biographers to have remained at his side throughout his exile, apart from a brief excursion to Auxerre while Thomas remained at Pontigny. To his everlasting regret, he was sent away by Becket on a mission to France in 1170 and so missed the murder. A zealot who allowed his tongue and his pen to run away with him, he sat at Becket’s feet during the Council of Northampton in 1164 and rashly advised him to excommunicate his enemies; at the failed peace talks at Montmirail in Maine in 1169 he whispered something into the archbishop’s ear at a critical moment with disastrous results. A theologian of distinction in his own right, he had been a student of the famous Peter Lombard and a master in theology in the ‘schools’ in Paris before Becket recruited him. Tall and handsome, known to be a smart dresser, he was a colourful character who relished a fight, a gifted writer, an original thinker and a brilliant Hebraist. Gaining his understanding of Becket’s psychology and vision of the world earlier than anyone except John of Salisbury, he tries to write historically, attempting (as he says) to explain ‘not just the archbishop’s deeds, but the reasons for them, not just what was done, but the mind of the doer’. Despite an obvious hagiographical bias, much of his writing, in particular his description of Becket’s first year as archbishop, is commendably honest.

John of Salisbury wrote in two stages, first composing a vignette of Becket in the form of a letter addressed early in 1171 to their mutual friend John of Canterbury, bishop of Poitiers, that was widely distributed, and subsequently a brief ‘life’ begun a year or two later in the shape of the preface to a collection of the archbishop’s correspondence that was later reworked by Alan of Tewkesbury. A brilliant classicist and philosopher, John was one of Becket’s fellow-clerks in Archbishop Theobald’s household and a powerful influence on his intellectual development as archbishop alongside Herbert of Bosham, even if he chose not to stay in his entourage in exile and aided him from a distance. Present in the cathedral when Thomas was murdered, he wrote the earliest eyewitness account and comes the closest of any external observer to capturing Becket’s true character and psychology. One of the most important actors in the drama in his own right, John ranks with Peter Abelard (at whose feet he had once sat) as one of the sharpest, most dazzling minds of the age. Blessed with a large and well-developed network of friends, men like the highly influential Peter of Celle, abbot of St Rémi at Rheims, whom he had first met as a fellow-student in the ‘schools’ in Paris while studying the liberal arts, he was able to pump them for information or recruit them to Becket’s cause. Hagiography in its purest form never suited John’s talents and neither did sycophancy; he is a perfect foil in attempting to understand the values Becket stood for and what he really sought to achieve.

John also helps to capture the political atmosphere at Henry II’s court while Becket was chancellor. In 1159, he dedicated his Policraticus (‘The Statesman’) or treatise on statecraft and politics to Thomas, even inserting a verse dedication of 306 lines (sometimes known as the Entheticus Minor) into the presentation copy he sent him as he was camped with Henry’s army outside the walls of Toulouse. This manuscript still survives in its original binding in the Parker Library at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge (MS 46). And long before Becket was made archbishop, John began a longer verse satire, the Entheticus de Dogmate Philosophorum (‘An Abstract of Wise Men’s Doctrine’), amounting to 1,852 lines in the form in which it survives, an advice book considering the nature of true wisdom and ideal philosophy. This turns out to be a mine of information about the values, vices and corruption of the ‘untamed beasts’ at the courts of King Stephen and the younger Henry II, complete with thinly-disguised, lacerating vignettes of real-life individuals.

Robert of Cricklade, prior of St Frideswide’s, Oxford, had Saxon ancestry and came originally from Cricklade in Wiltshire. An Augustinian canon at Cirencester Abbey before moving to St Frideswide’s, he was a biblical scholar of some distinction, but his main claim to fame is the lost ‘life and miracles’ of St Thomas that he completed in about 1173–4 after his bad leg, acquired on a pilgrimage to Sicily, was providentially cured following a visit to Becket’s tomb in 1171. Beyond this he had no direct connection to Becket and was not a member of the closed Canterbury coterie, making his opinions more sceptical, more independent-minded than most. Fragments from his work can be reconstructed, since in about 1200 it was translated into Old Norse and subsequently formed an important source for the ‘life’ of Becket known as the ‘Thomas Saga Erkibyskups’. These fragments have been brilliantly traced and pieced together by Dr Margaret Orme.

‘Thomas Saga Erkibyskups’

Written in Icelandic and known for certain to exist in 1258, the ‘Thomas Saga’ survives in its fullest and most developed form only in a version compiled in about 1320–50. Put together over many years from a diverse mixture of Norwegian and Latin sources, including the writings of John of Salisbury and Benedict of Peterborough, much of its original backbone seems to have been the ‘life and miracles’ compiled by Prior Robert of Cricklade that was translated into Old Norse in about 1200.

William fitz Stephen finished writing Becket’s ‘life’ in around 1173–4. As his fellow-Londoner, clerk and friend, a subdeacon in his chapel, and a draftsman and advocate in his court, he had close and frequent contact with Becket over many years and tells us more than anyone else about his career as chancellor. Unlike most of the other biographers except Roger of Pontigny, he did not belong to a select and inward-looking Canterbury coterie. Much of his material is unique and it seems that, apart from consulting the archives of Gilbert Foliot in order to refute his attacks on Thomas, he wrote from memory. Since he knew more than anyone else about Becket’s career as chancellor, it is likely that he had entered his service before his embassy to Paris in 1158, which he describes with lingering delight. In 1164 he was Becket’s legal spokesman at the Council of Northampton. Despite reconciling himself to Henry when Thomas went into exile, with the result that his account of Becket’s experiences at Pontigny and Ste-Colombe is thin, he visited the archbishop at least once in France before rejoining him late in 1170. Returning with the exiles to Canterbury, he was one of those closest to Thomas in the cathedral when he was murdered. For all the verve and elegance of his writing, he can sometimes appear partisan, giving Thomas the benefit of the doubt and justifying his opinions whether right or wrong. But his eye for colour and fine detail is unrivalled, and he offers some of the most informative and evocative scenes of all the early ‘lives’. No other writer mentions him, and no evidence can be found to substantiate the claim that he may be the William fitz Stephen who served as sheriff of Gloucester and as an itinerant justice between 1171 and 1188.

William of Canterbury began compiling an important collection of Becket’s ‘miracles’ in about 1172 and had finished the first five books by around 1175, with a sixth book added in 1178 or 1179. One of the monks of Christ Church, Canterbury, he had been ordained a deacon by Becket and was present in the cathedral when Becket was killed. Later attached to the shrine, he was given the task of receiving pilgrims and listening to their stories, assisting Benedict of Peterborough, the first official guardian of the shrine. He also wrote a ‘life’ of Becket, completed in about 1174 and divided into two sections, the first covering events up to Thomas’s return to Canterbury and the second describing the events of December 1170 in depth.




Note on Units of Currency

In citing units of currency, the old sterling denominations of pounds, shillings and pence have been retained. There are twelve pence (12d.) in a shilling (1s.), twenty shillings in a pound (£1), and so on. A mark is roughly 13s. 4d., although the precise correlation would depend entirely on the silver content of the coins tendered in payment, so conversions are not feasible. The sum of £100, the equivalent of around £60,000 (US $96,000) today, is the amount needed to pay the household expenses of an average baron for a year. A thousand silver marks would be worth around £400,000 (US $640,000) in today’s money. Some rough estimates of the contemporary purchasing equivalents for Anglo-Norman and Angevin units of currency, where applicable, will be given in the text.




Prologue

Shortly before midnight on 25 November 1120, less than a month before Thomas Becket was born, a swift, sleek, newly-refitted longship slipped out of the port of Barfleur in Normandy and entered the English Channel with fifty or so crew and up to 300 passengers on board. The vessel’s high-pointed ends, its single central mast and rectangular sail, most of all its distinctive side rudder, echoed Normandy’s debt to the Vikings, who in the ninth and tenth centuries had overrun large areas of the British Isles and Flanders, and after sailing up the Seine, occupied much of north-western France.

In or about the year 911 the weak King Charles the Simple, king of the West Franks, had made terms with Hrólf, a Viking lord said to be so huge that no horse could carry him, salvaging the rest of his dominions by ceding to him the lands about the lower Seine and the city of Rouen that the Norsemen had already settled, turning poachers into gamekeepers and allowing them to carve out a fief that would evolve into the duchy of Normandy. Hrólf, in return, was baptized a Christian and did homage and fealty to Charles, placing his hands on the Gospels or the relics of a saint and swearing to be his man and to preserve his life, limbs and earthly honour. Better known to his successors as Count Rollo, Hrólf founded a powerful dynasty through intermarriage with the local inhabitants, shaping a people as famous for their courage, ingenuity, sociability and piety as they were notorious for their wanderlust, violence, ambition and greed. From the legacy of the Carolingians, Count Rollo’s successors gleaned lingering concepts of ducal sovereignty, and from their Viking inheritance expertise in seafaring and trading. Perhaps the greatest irony of the Norman Conquest of England in 1066 is that, within three weeks of annihilating the Viking invaders of Northumbria, King Harold, the last of the Old English kings, lost his throne at the battle of Hastings to Hrólf’s great-great-great-grandson William the Conqueror.

The night of 25 November was bitterly cold. A hard frost covered the ground, but visibility was good: the sky was cloudless and no mist or fog obscured the exit to the harbour and the open sea. Orderic Vitalis, a monk from the abbey of Saint-Evroult in Normandy, one of several contemporary chroniclers who did their best to uncover the true facts, erroneously reports that there were nine hours of moonlight. In reality it was closer to the new moon, so relatively dark. The stars, however, shone brightly, and since mariners set their course by the Pole star, which they called stella maris (the ‘star of the sea’), there were no good grounds for the skipper to delay sailing. A modern expert has calculated that high water was at 10.43 p.m. that night. By midnight (continues Orderic) the surface of the sea was relatively calm, lapping against the shore, and there was a southerly breeze.

But this was to be no ordinary Channel crossing. In fact another chronicler, William of Malmesbury, scarcely exaggerates when he says, ‘No ship ever brought so much misery to England.’ Thomas fitz Stephen, whose father had been William the Conqueror’s master-steersman in 1066, was the skipper. Hearing that King Henry I, the ablest and youngest of the late Conqueror’s sons, planned a voyage from Normandy to England with his whole court, this seasoned mariner had obtained an audience with him and begged to have his father’s old job. He offered him his finest vessel, the White Ship, and Henry decided that his sons William and Richard and his daughter Countess Matilda of La Perche should travel on it. Prince William, an ebullient, spoilt, fun-loving teenager, just seventeen and recently married, was the king’s only legitimate son on whom he doted. His elder siblings were bastards, for Henry was one of the most promiscuous kings of England, fathering at least twenty illegitimate offspring by a parade of mistresses, effortlessly beating Charles II, who sired a mere fourteen. ‘He gave way too easily to the sin of lust,’ says Orderic drily: ‘from boyhood to old age he was sinfully enslaved by this vice.’

With his ship detailed to carry only passengers, without horses or heavy cargo apart from the royal treasure and some casks of wine, fitz Stephen’s task looked easy. The king’s children were to be accompanied by many leading courtiers and their retinues, and the crew were elated at the prospect. When Prince William arrived at the quay, the sailors greeted him with cheers and shouts of glee. They asked for drink to toast him and were granted three ‘muids’ of wine from the casks on board, amounting to roughly 200 litres – far too much for fifty men – but fitz Stephen was unable or unwilling to interfere.

No sooner had the casks been broken open and the men filled their cups than a great drinking bout commenced: soon the sailors were swaying on their feet or rolling about on the deck. Worst-behaved was a cohort of armed marine bodyguards ‘who were very disorderly, and as soon as they got on board insolently took possession of the benches of the rowers’. As the party atmosphere took over, most of the passengers also joined in the fun.

When, finally, the sail was hoisted and the anchor weighed, some of the drunken passengers dared fitz Stephen to order his men to overtake the king’s main fleet, which had departed at high tide. Henry’s great warship or snecca, a poetic word deriving from the Old Norse for ‘snake’ or ‘serpent’ (snekkja), was commanded by a highly paid master and a more professional crew. Fast and manoeuvrable, it was already disappearing over the horizon.

Confident of his seamanship and the skill of his crew, the skipper accepted the challenge. On hearing the order, the oarsmen did their work and the White Ship cleaved the water like an arrow, the white foam flying off the blades. The safe passage out of Barfleur harbour is directly to the north-east, which should have been straightforward had the helmsman steered correctly. But in his haste to cut the corner, he steered too far north, where some dangerous rocks are submerged at high tide. Just at the point that the crew were trimming the sail to the wind, the ship, almost a mile from Barfleur and half a mile from the shore, struck a huge rock, probably the one in the current known as the Raz de Barfleur that, even at high tide, is still visible from the lighthouse on the cliff as an ugly brown shadow beneath the water.

Two of the oak planks on the starboard bow were smashed and the water poured in. The sailors tried to free the vessel with their boathooks, but the prow was stuck fast. The rowers fled in panic from their benches, leaving their oars to splinter against the rock. Some men drowned inside the ship; others were washed overboard. When the ship suddenly capsized, passengers and crew were thrown into the freezing sea, where a brave few attempted to swim against the strong underwater current, while others thrashed about helplessly until they drowned.

Soon after the collision, a dinghy was launched carrying Prince William. He might have escaped – but on hearing his sister shrieking from the deck, he turned back to try and save her. He paid a high price for his rash gallantry, since as the dinghy nudged its way through the foaming current towards the stricken longship, it was swamped by those who jumped down or clambered into it, plunging everyone into the sea. Two men swimming nearby grabbed hold of the spar from which its sail had been set and clung to it. One was a butcher from Rouen called Berold; the other a youth of noble birth, Geoffrey, a younger son of Gilbert de l’Aigle. Thomas fitz Stephen, already in the water but an exceptionally strong swimmer, inched his way towards them, calling out, ‘What has become of the king’s son?’

‘He and all who were with him have perished,’ they replied.

‘Then it is misery for me to live any longer.’

Rather than face the king’s wrath, the skipper decided that he would prefer to drown, for Henry had a reputation for exacting harsh reprisals when he felt he had been crossed or his trust betrayed. Applauded as the ‘Lion of Justice’ by smooth-talking courtiers or poets eager for a fee, he summarily blinded or executed rebels and castrated thieves, even encouraging the governor of a castle whom his illegitimate daughter Juliana had wronged to slit the noses and put out the eyes of two of his own granddaughters. He was rarely a man to be trifled with or who allowed failure to go unpunished.

The White Ship claimed its final victim when Geoffrey de l’Aigle, suffering from hypothermia, could no longer hold on to the spar. Commending his soul to God and making the sign of the cross with his fingers, he disappeared beneath the water. Shortly after dawn, three fishermen arrived in a skiff to rescue Berold, the poorest of the travellers, who is said to have survived the cold because he alone was clad in sheepskin. Once carried to safety and revived with soup and wine before a roaring fire, he told his story to a large crowd and afterwards lived in good health for twenty years. Doubtless the chroniclers obtained their information about the wreck from him or one of his audience.

The king and his companions, although several miles away when the ship went down, were said to have been able to hear the cries of those who were drowning, but did not understand their cause and so continued on their voyage. They may have been afraid to return, for it was commonly believed that at night the dead rise out of their graves to frighten or harm the living, and that demons compel the souls of the damned in hell to re-enact the sins for which they were condemned. There were tales of mermaids with wings and claws and of wild men of the sea – maybe fish in human form or spirits lurking in the bodies of drowned men – and of great serpents or sea monsters that gobbled up distressed mariners and would regurgitate them on the Day of Judgement.

Henry landed around midday on the south coast of England, probably in Hampshire. When towards evening he asked for news of his children, those around him were struck dumb with fear and claimed ignorance. They wept privately for their own kinsfolk, but none dared to admit their loss or whisper the truth in case the king overheard. They continued their deception until the following day, when on the initiative of one of Henry’s nephews, Count Theobald IV of Blois-Champagne, a young boy threw himself at the king’s feet, sobbing inconsolably, and on being questioned as to the cause broke the news. ‘So sudden was the shock,’ says Orderic, ‘and so severe the king’s anguish, that he instantly fainted.’ He was carried by his attendants to his bedchamber, where he remained in seclusion for several days, grieving for his lost children, for his knights and barons, and so many of his household officials. Besides dozens of the flower of Anglo-Norman society, they included eighteen high-born women, the daughters, sisters, nieces or wives of counts and earls.

The Norman villagers, meanwhile, scoured the beaches around the bay of Barfleur until they located the wreck, which they dragged ashore with ropes at low tide. All the royal treasure was salvaged, as was almost everything else except the bodies. After a search lasting over a week and in spite of generous rewards offered to experienced divers by the victims’ relatives, very few bodies were recovered for burial, and those that were found were heavily disfigured, discovered far away from where the ship was lost, having been swept along by the currents. The bodies of Richard, Earl of Chester, and several more could be identified only from their clothing. Prince William’s body would never be found, his death triggering a royal and ducal succession crisis that would rock the stability of the Anglo-Norman state and dominate the minds of the chroniclers for almost thirty years.



1. Ancestry

Archbishop Thomas Becket, who for four centuries after his gruesome murder in Canterbury Cathedral would be nicknamed ‘lux Londoniarum’ (‘the light of the Londoners’), was the only surviving son of Gilbert and Matilda Becket, born very probably when the wreck of the White Ship was still the hottest news in town. The time was the afternoon of St Thomas the Apostle’s Day (21 December); the place a large house in Cheapside standing on the fief of the Marmion family, to whom a substantial annual quit-rent was due.

Lying on the north side of Cheapside between Ironmonger Lane and Old Jewry, the Beckets’ house was within earshot of the busiest street market in London. Most likely built of wood and limestone with narrow, unglazed windows, its main living areas were the open hall, or main reception area, warmed by a central stone hearth, with a private chamber to the side where the family lived, slept and entertained their closest friends and relatives. The open hall would have been lit by wax tapers, furnished with trestle tables and stools and with washing bowls and basins suitably positioned by the door or in an alcove. Servants, who waited on the family and prepared their meals, slept in the hall. Beneath the house was an undercroft or cellar, perhaps serving as a warehouse to store goods. Possibly the kitchen was at one end of the hall behind a wooden screen, maybe outside in an annexe to minimize the risk of fire. Water for cooking and washing would be drawn from a private well or purchased from one of the city’s many water-carriers, who scooped river water from the Thames into leather pouches, selling them door to door. Soap was generally made from ashes, and the Beckets cleaned their teeth using green hazel shoots before polishing them with woollen cloths.

While Gilbert and Matilda’s open hall was apparently larger than average, their living chamber may have been fairly cramped. Working back from documents compiled in 1227–8, it can be estimated that the property had a street frontage of 40 feet, a rear width of 110 feet and a depth of 165 feet, but the greater portion of this area was taken up by a garden. The same documents show that the adjacent houses were approached via gatehouses and provided with outdoor latrines flowing into cesspits, so perhaps the Beckets’ house had such amenities too.

Baptized in the nearby parish church of St Mary Colechurch, Thomas was named after the Apostle whose festival it was. His godparents promised to protect him from ‘fire and water and other perils’ until he was seven and teach him the Lord’s Prayer, the ‘Ave Maria’ (or ‘Hail Mary’) and the Apostles’ Creed. Following time-hallowed rituals, the priest dipped him in the font, then placed his thumb in holy oil, making the sign of the cross on his forehead, shoulders and chest, before wrapping him in a ‘chrism cloth’, a white linen christening robe, as a symbol of purity and to keep him warm.

Whereas baptism usually took place when a newborn child was a few days old, Thomas was brought to the church by a midwife or nurse within hours of his birth, suggesting that he may have appeared weak or sickly, or perhaps his parents had lost an earlier child and were determined to make sure their son was christened at once. His father would have been present at the church, but not his mother, since canon (or church) law forbade a newly-delivered woman from entering a consecrated space until she had been ritually purified in a special ceremony some forty days after her lying-in.

Around the year 1110, Gilbert and Matilda Becket had joined settlers from Rouen, the chief city of the Norman dukes, who had flocked to London, enticed by the city’s expanding trade. Most likely Gilbert was a draper’s merchant, since Cheapside and its environs were inhabited mainly by goldsmiths and those dealing wholesale in textiles, and Gilbert is known not to have been a goldsmith. Although arriving from Rouen, their exact birthplaces are disputed. William fitz Stephen (no relation to the skipper of the White Ship), also born to Norman parents in London and one of Thomas Becket’s earliest biographers, says that Gilbert came from a fairly humble family living close to Thierville in the valley of the Risle, not far from Bec Abbey, some twenty-five miles from Rouen. An anonymous Canterbury monk says it was from Rouen itself and that Matilda (who is sometimes called Rose) was most likely born and raised in Caen. Married at around the age of twenty, the couple emigrated to England soon after their wedding.

The surname ‘Becket’ usually means ‘little beak’ or ‘beak-face’, and young Thomas is known to have had an aquiline nose, probably inherited from his father. But far more likely is that ‘Becket’ derives from ‘Bec’ as in Bec Abbey. Surnames were optional in medieval society and few people regularly used them. Gilbert and Matilda’s eldest daughter, Agnes, was among them, calling herself ‘Becket’ even after her marriage, but her brother never used the name, and when so addressed by others, it is usually derogatory. Before entering royal service, he preferred to call himself ‘Thomas of London’ and afterwards ‘Thomas the chancellor’ or ‘Thomas the archbishop’. Just one chronicler, Roger of Howden, refers to him in the modern way as ‘Thomas Becket’, and then only once.

One of the most enduring, tantalizingly romantic myths about Thomas is that his mother was a Saracen princess. Still often repeated as true, the story first became part of the Becket legend as the result of an interpolation in a corrupt medieval manuscript first printed at Paris in 1495. The same story appears in a chronicle attributed to John of Brompton, abbot of Jervaulx. Gilbert, it is said, had travelled on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem as a young man, attended only by a servant. While praying one day in a church, he was surprised by a party of Saracens, who abducted him and led him into slavery. Held for a year and a half, he suffered great hardships, but slowly ingratiated himself with his captors, who allowed him to come to their table, where he explained to them the customs and manners of the Europeans. The Saracen lord’s daughter took a fancy to him and secretly visited him in prison, offering to become a Christian if he would make her his bride. When a few months later he broke free from his chains and managed to escape in the company of some merchants, she followed him, but arriving in London alone and knowing no words in French or English besides ‘London’ and ‘Becket’ she walked the streets desperately, mocked by bemused children, until by pure chance she was recognized by his servant. Reluctant at first to marry her, but eager to see her baptized, Gilbert sought advice from the bishop of London, who ‘perceiving the hand of God visibly concerned in the affair’ decided to baptize her next day. After the ceremony at St Paul’s – conducted by six bishops – she and Gilbert were married, and Thomas was conceived overnight.

Edward Grim, once the rector of the parish of Saltwood in Kent, who went on to write one of Becket’s earliest biographies, claims that Matilda Becket experienced a series of mystical visions around the time that her son was born. Since he did not even know the family then, he was almost certainly using a hagiographer’s trick to signal his subject’s future greatness. In her first vision, Matilda is said to have felt the whole of the River Thames flowing within her. Seeking an explanation from soothsayers, she learned that ‘the one who is born to you will rule over many people’. Next, she dreamed of going on a pilgrimage to Canterbury, but when attempting to enter the cathedral her womb swelled so large that she could not pass through the door. Her final vision concerned a blanket which magically and continually expanded. Seeing her baby lying uncovered in his cot, mother and nurse had attempted to unravel it, ‘but they found the chamber too cramped for this purpose and the larger hall too, and even the street’. Finally a voice from heaven thundered, ‘All your efforts are useless. The whole of England is smaller than this purple cloth and cannot contain it.’

When he was forty-six, Thomas would describe his parents as ‘citizens of London, not by any means the lowest, living without dispute in the midst of their fellow-citizens’. Slights against his ancestry – of which he would receive many over the course of his eventful life – always stung him: ‘I prefer,’ he would say, ‘to be a man in whom nobility of mind creates nobility, rather than one in whom nobility of birth degenerates. Perhaps I was born in a humble cottage, but through the aid of divine mercy … I lived very well indeed in my poverty.’ And he would fearlessly defend his family’s honour when he felt it unfairly impugned. ‘What do family trees produce?’ he would ask. ‘Which is more praiseworthy, to be born of middle-class or even more lowly stock, or to be born from the great and honoured of the world, when St Paul would say, “Those parts of the body which we think less honourable we invest with the greater honour”?’

The description ‘middle-class’ fits his parents perfectly. A prosperous London citizen, Gilbert was at best the son of a lesser knight or of a free agricultural tenant, but was at least a freeman’s son at a time when the overwhelming majority of the Norman and English populations were tied labourers or peasants. Aged around thirty when Thomas was born, Gilbert would afterwards rise to become one of the four sheriffs or chief officers of London – the post of mayor did not yet exist. The relationship between the crown and city was close and the sheriffs were its linchpins. William the Conqueror had relied on them to collect the city’s annual farm (or tax) and to keep order. His son William Rufus had expected them to pay for knights, for repairs to London Bridge after it had been severely damaged by a flood and for the costs of building his magnificent ‘new hall’ at Westminster beside the abbey. Half a century would elapse before the Normans felt wholly secure within the city, but King Henry I would regularly stay at Westminster. Most likely Gilbert ranked among the fifty or so leaders of London’s civic elite.

Thomas Becket, who spent most of the first twenty-five years of his life in or around the city, was in many of his habits and values a Londoner even after he had left to make a career elsewhere. Proud of their adopted home, the Norman immigrant families of his parents’ generation had swiftly assimilated into civic society. With their underlying values of meritocracy and a self-governing community, Londoners believed passionately that they should be governed by themselves, remaining free to arrange things in their own interests and not in those of the lord who happened to own the land on which their houses were built. A rudimentary civic government and a representative assembly had existed since before the Conquest, when the citizens had gathered three times a year in the folkmoot to regulate their own affairs. So Londoners had a long-established tradition of self-government.

Early in his reign William the Conqueror had confirmed these freedoms, which included the right to punish offences committed on market days and to enforce the bargains made. The citizens then purchased a much amplified charter from Henry I, allowing them to elect their own sheriffs and hear lawsuits in their own civic courts. To improve their trade, they secured exemption from the tolls and customs duties imposed on them by other English cities or seaports. And to encourage their cooperation with the crown, the king agreed to reduce their annual tax, while the royal family showed its generosity in other ways. Shortly before Thomas was born, Henry’s first wife, Queen Matilda, had founded a new public bathhouse and latrine complex in the city together with a leper hospital outside the walls.

Thriving chiefly on its commerce, London was a trading city and a major seaport. Ships could navigate the Thames as far as London Bridge, where cargoes travelling further upstream had to be unloaded and transferred to smaller vessels on the other side of the bridge. Wharves and landings (or ‘stairs’) were scattered along the banks of the river, since each ‘lord’ and district had their own. Wherries and ferryboats shuttled people, horses, fish, grain and every type of merchandise from one bank to the other. Regulating trade themselves, the citizens had made sure that, since 984–5 in the reign of King Æthelred, ships landing fish at London Bridge would be expected to pay a toll. Within a century, merchants from Normandy and France, Flanders, Italy and Germany, Gascony and the Mediterranean would be flocking to London, where they were required to display their wares to the customs officials on arrival and pay tolls on the wharf or on board their ships.

Increasingly the hub of a national network supplying food and commodities, London took advantage of a transport system based on ancient river routes and the old Roman roads. These roads, while full of potholes and poorly maintained, were adequate for sledges, carts or wagons drawn by oxen or packhorses. Heavier loads were more suited to the river routes, which chiefly ran northwards along the Lea deep into leafy Hertfordshire, upstream along the Thames into Berkshire and Oxfordshire, or else downstream along the coasts of Essex and Kent, and then onwards by sea to the ports of East Anglia and Lincolnshire, and north towards Newcastle and Scotland.

Occupying an area slightly above 300 acres, the city looked very much like an irregular half-ellipse nestling on the Thames, enclosed on the northern or land side by the old Roman walls but occasionally spilling outside mainly to the south and west into Middlesex and Surrey to create the suburbs of Southwark and Westminster. Although the old Roman walls had become dilapidated with many gaps and holes, the core remained largely intact except along the riverbank, where everything had collapsed into the mud. Accordingly access by road was through one of seven gateways which were surmounted by lofty towers or keeps regularly used as prisons. Locked and barred at night to keep out thieves, four had a central opening for carts with a passage for those on foot on either side, leaving three for pedestrians only.

The original Roman bridge had crossed the Thames near Fish Street Hill, the lowest point at which such a wide and fast-flowing tidal stream could be spanned. Its pre-Conquest replacement, built of timber and broad enough for two wagons to pass each other, was still standing in Thomas Becket’s lifetime, although in constant need of repairs. Always the key point of entry to the city from Southwark and the south bank, this bridge played a crucial role in London’s economy and defences, for it would take another fifty years to get a project for a new stone bridge off the ground.

When Thomas was born, London had roughly 40,000 inhabitants and 120 churches, making it one of Europe’s largest, wealthiest, most cosmopolitan cities. Among other recent immigrants were a close-knit community of Jews living a stone’s throw from the Beckets, who established a significant presence in the city until 1290, when they would be expelled. Although usury was forbidden on religious grounds to Jews, Christians and Muslims alike, some Jewish theologians made an exception for loans to Christians. Integrating themselves skilfully, the Jews evaded the prohibitions, counting royal officials and merchants among their most valuable clients. Flemish and Italian financiers could provide additional credit, circumventing the restrictions on usury by agreeing with the borrower to pretend that the original loan was 10 or 15 per cent greater than it actually was. Close links existed between the Jews, the king’s moneymen and the goldsmiths of Cheapside and Lombard Street, some of whom also worked in the royal mint.

By the time Gilbert Becket served as a sheriff, London was already divided into neighbourhoods or administrative units known as wards, each covering a block of streets and containing at least one and usually two or three parish churches. Associated with these wards was a new breed of officials, the aldermen, many of them recruited from the office-holders of the local trading guilds. Playing a vital role in policing the city, the aldermen regulated such basic elements of life as rubbish dumping and the location of stables and dung heaps, identifying the owners of stray pigs who fouled the streets and removing structures intruding into public space or signs that hung too low. Probably Gilbert had first become one of these aldermen, making his name as a spokesman for the Cheapside community before putting his name forward for election as a sheriff. It seems that Thomas came from a family that in its own very practical way believed in playing its part for the benefit of society.

The chief landmarks dominating the city were castles, churches and monasteries. A mighty fortress begun on William the Conqueror’s orders, the Tower of London guarded the eastern side of the city. At the western end, two lesser strongholds, Baynard’s Castle and Mountfichet’s Castle, protected Ludgate, one of the chief approaches to the city. Nearby was the cathedral of St Paul’s, still being rebuilt in a Norman style when the Beckets arrived on a much enlarged site after a disastrous fire. Strolling through the churchyard with his mother as a boy, Thomas inevitably found his path blocked sometimes by the huge piles of stone that were arriving almost daily by barge along the Fleet river, a tributary of the Thames. Situated just off the western edge of Cheapside, the cathedral was only a short walk from Gilbert and Matilda’s house and shortly before he died Gilbert would found a chapel on the north side of the churchyard to house his tomb.

The nucleus of city life, St Paul’s Churchyard buzzed for it was where the citizens tended to congregate at the most important religious festivals and where many of the larger civic assemblies convened by the sheriffs were held. Some two miles upstream at Westminster beside the river was its counterpart, the Benedictine abbey-church refounded by King Edward the Confessor in honour of St Peter that was larger than any other church building in England or Normandy, where William the Conqueror had famously been crowned on Christmas Day 1066. Beside it stood the royal palace of Westminster; when Thomas Becket was a boy it had not yet supplanted Winchester, the oldest and most favoured Anglo-Norman royal residence. The permanent home of the treasury, Winchester still had the obvious attraction of being closer to the Channel ports on the king’s usual route for crossing to and from Normandy, but Henry I often preferred to celebrate Christmas and Whitsuntide at Westminster, when he sat ‘in majesty’ wearing his crown and purple robes and where he had convenient proximity to London merchants and luxury goods, not to mention a thriving community of minstrels and entertainers. Some of the most lavish and impressive ceremonial events of his reign would take place either in the palace’s great hall or in the nearby abbey-church while Thomas was growing up, but there is no way of knowing whether the future archbishop ever saw the king and his retinue of barons and knights pass by in procession on their way there.

The truly remarkable sequence of events that would allow a middle-class Londoner to rise to a position where he would become the equal of barons and knights, converse regularly with kings and popes, and one day come to defy a king was yet to begin.


2. Upbringing

Said by his earliest biographers to have been deeply attached to his mother from an early age, Thomas spent his early childhood among women. Up until the age of six or seven, he had his three sisters, Agnes, Rose and Mary, for playmates. Almost nothing is known about them other than that the elder pair would one day marry and have sons, at least three of whom became priests. The youngest sister, Mary, became a nun, ending her days as the abbess of Barking in Essex, a position to which she would be called three years after her brother’s shocking murder. One of Agnes’s married children, a son called Theobald, became her heir and would inherit the family house in Cheapside, which a century later his descendants bequeathed to the crusading knights of the Order of St Thomas of Acre as their London headquarters. Thomas would keep in contact with his sisters throughout his life and would sometimes help them financially, but their relationship was never especially close.

The Beckets, like all Norman immigrants, would have spoken French among themselves, but their servants would have been English and Thomas would have been familiar with their conversations at an early age. After half a century or so, the initial culture shock of the Conquest had subsided. Normans and English were growing closer together through intermarriage, continuing the process begun before 1066, when large influxes of Danish and Norse settlers had been assimilated. Iconic of this intermingling would be King Henry I’s marriage to his first wife, Matilda. A daughter of the king of Scots, she was descended on her mother’s side from the Old English kings of Wessex and named Edith at birth. On marrying Henry, she changed her name to Matilda, one of the most popular Norman girl’s names, for which the chroniclers, notably William of Malmesbury, acclaimed her as a living exemplar of the union between the old and new royal families.

Becket’s mother was the driving force in his education and most likely first taught him to read. As a draper’s merchant’s wife, she can be expected to have been semi-literate, teaching him his ABC and how to use the abacus or counting-frame at home. When reciting the alphabet, Thomas would have begun by making the sign of the cross and then saying, ‘Christ’s cross me speed’, as all children were taught to do. Around the age of seven, he may have attended a parish school or ‘song-school’, where choristers were taught basic literacy by the local priest. He was also taken regularly to church. More than conventionally pious, his mother was a devotee of the cult of the Blessed Virgin Mary, to whom she taught her son to pray. Frequently and generously giving alms to the poor, she is said to have habitually weighed her young son on the scales using bread, meat, clothes and anything else useful for the poor instead of metal weights, after which she would distribute these goods as alms, hoping in this way to commend her son to God and the Blessed Virgin.

Around the age of ten, Thomas was sent to school at the Augustinian priory of Merton in Surrey. Founded as recently as 1115 by Gilbert Norman, sheriff of Surrey, whom Gilbert Becket may have known personally, the priory had recently moved from its original site to a picturesque new location beside the River Wandle. A well-regarded foundation, Henry I had given it a charter and granted it the manor of Merton to enable a church dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary to be built. Some fifteen miles from London, about half a day’s riding distance away, the priory was too far for Thomas to commute daily, so he boarded during term time. His earliest biographers assumed that a priory school was chosen because of some miraculous and holy qualities that his father had seen in him, but this is overly romantic. Far more likely is that Gilbert Becket had run across its founder in connection with his role as a civic or guild official in London and had the place recommended to him. Maybe a deciding factor for Thomas’s mother was the intense devotion of these monks to the cult of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

After settling in, Thomas joined the other pupils who were learning Latin from a textbook by the fourth-century grammarian Aelius Donatus. A classic work used by schoolmasters throughout western Europe until the beginning of the sixteenth century and in central Europe until the middle of the eighteenth, the Ars Minor was intended for the youngest students and conveys, in the manner of a catechism, information on the eight parts of speech. Thomas and his teacher repeated their lines again and again, until Thomas knew his by heart.



	 
	MASTER:
	How many parts of speech are there?



	 
	THOMAS:
	Eight.



	 
	MASTER:
	Which eight?



	 
	THOMAS:
	Noun, pronoun, verb, adverb, participle, conjunction, preposition, interjection.



	 
	MASTER:
	How many are declined, and how many are not declined?



	 
	THOMAS:
	Four are declined, and four are not declined.




The boys practised their exercises daily and, on becoming proficient, tried their hands at simple translation, first working from Latin into English and afterwards retranslating their English versions back into Latin and comparing these with the original author’s text to improve their style. The older pupils would then have been set carefully selected passages from Latin verse to learn and translate before moving on to ‘disputations’ in grammar.

Afterwards said to have a highly retentive memory, Thomas would sometimes have spoken a little hesitantly, because he suffered from a youthful tendency to stammer. His physical appearance may have helped to compensate, boosting his self-confidence. Unusually tall, growing eventually to over six feet in full age, he was good-looking with a broad brow and thin face, large, lustrous eyes, a fair complexion and dark hair. But if clever and quick-witted, he lacked intellectual ambition and did not want to be stretched. His approach at school tended to be casual: nobody placed him in the top rank of pupils or reckoned him a natural scholar. Since, however, nothing is said about punishments, he cannot have been completely idle and must have done at least the minimum amount of work, well aware that schoolmasters instilled knowledge as much through beating as through teaching. Probably he coasted in class, but for all that he must have had some refreshingly happy memories of his teachers at Merton, as he would send for one of them, Brother Robert – an ‘honest man’ – to become his chaplain and confessor soon after his appointment as the king’s chancellor.

Returning to London after a year or two, Thomas was sent to one of the city’s three grammar schools. Attached to important churches and usually providing a subsidized education apart from the cost of books and writing materials, which parents had to finance, these schools were run by the clergy and most of the boys were likely to be destined for careers in the Church. Students, who had to provide their own candles in winter, had to be able to read Latin and English before they arrived. William fitz Stephen, who also attended one of these city schools, names the ones from which Gilbert and Matilda Becket would have made their choice: St Paul’s, St Mary-le-Grand and St Mary-le-Bow. All were within less than half a mile of their home, and St Mary-le-Bow was the nearest.

Once there at whichever school they chose, Thomas would have worked to improve his Latin style and composition and studied rudimentary logic and rhetoric. Depending on his level of attainment, he may have dabbled in astronomy, arithmetic, geometry and music, although the level to which these were taken depended entirely on the pupils and the school. For middle-class students like Thomas who would sooner or later need to begin a career, rhetoric, next to grammar and logic, was the most important subject and the cornerstone of the liberal arts, teaching them how to read letters or official documents critically and structure their responses; how to master the relevant arguments; how to speak clearly and persuasively in public.

When Thomas learned to write is harder to judge. Writing on parchment with a quill pen or with a stylus or sharp dry point on wooden writing tablets overlaid with coloured wax is unlikely to have been taught to pupils at Merton Priory, but may have been taught to abler pupils at a grammar school. That said, the usual way of putting words into writing while Thomas was alive was by dictating them to a professional scribe. Composition, even for a majority of the most brilliant scholars, was the ‘art of dictation’ and taught as a branch of rhetoric. The physical act of setting words on to parchment was regarded as a separate skill. ‘Reading and dictating’ were coupled together, not ‘reading and writing’. It is possible that writing was hardly taught outside the emerging universities and that Thomas would learn to write only while studying later in Paris. Practical considerations also came into play, for penmanship was a seasonal occupation, almost impossible in winter, when the ink took too long to dry. Orderic Vitalis, one of the very few chroniclers to pen his own manuscripts, points this out, adding that his fingers were once so numbed by frost, he was abandoning his narrative until the spring. When scribes and copyists sent for hot coals, it was often to warm their handiwork rather than themselves.

But Thomas was somewhere taught how to write. He needed tools for ruling the lines: a stylus, a pencil or charcoal stick, a ruler, a plumb line and an awl for pricking the tiny holes that a scribe made in his parchment to mark the beginning of every line. Also required was a knife or razor for scraping the parchment, pumice for cleaning and smoothing it, and a boar’s or goat’s tooth for polishing the surface to stop the ink from splattering. As for writing equipment, quill pens, a penknife, ink and an inkhorn were standard. Made from the feathers of geese or ravens cut away at the tip with a penknife to make a nib, quills had to be held gingerly so as not to let them blot or scratch the parchment, which was made from sheepskin.

Once the surface of the skin had been made ready and lines ruled in pencil, beginners would be taught how to grip the pen gently while letting their hands glide easily across the page, how to keep the letters on the line, how to size the letters in proportion to each other, and how to space letters and words evenly using a cursive script. Ordinary parchment (although not the finest vellum made of calf skin, which was used by monastic scribes) was relatively cheap, but students tended not to work that way. Instead, they took notes with a stylus on wax tablets, which was faster and easier, and could be done in the rain, or even on horseback. It was also possible for students to buy ready-made tablets that folded into a diptych and were worn on a belt. When a note was required, the diptych was opened, exposing the waxed writing surfaces.

Young adolescents in London were especially privileged, enjoying unusual freedoms regardless of their position in society. Despite living in a densely packed city with its narrow streets, roaming animals, including hens and pigs, and its open sewers, Londoners had access to green spaces of often Arcadian beauty, filled with trees and shrubs belonging to religious houses or churches, while citizens of middling status like the Beckets had their own private gardens. Boys played games of bowls and quayles (quilles in French), in which a number of pins were set up in a line and the players had to knock them down with a stick. Blood sports involving dogs, hawks and cross-bows were strictly forbidden in the built-up area, but the city was surrounded by open fields, where the citizens enjoyed customary rights to hunt. Boys would trap rabbits, hares and fowl in gins, snares and nets, while their fathers hunted for wild boars.

Just outside the city walls to the north lay Smithfield, where
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