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PREFACE


The distinctive nature of this book evolved from a search to find a new way of adding to our knowledge and understanding of the Black Death, a distant but massively important catastrophe that probably wiped out more than four in ten of the population of the known world. Although this story of that great pestilence is based as far as possible on what is known about the 1340s and early 1350s, and draws on an abundance of historical facts and context, it goes much further than surviving records can possibly take us in an attempt to recreate the experiences of the people who lived and died in those tumultuous years. In the quest to uncover the hidden history of the mid-fourteenth century and provide new perspectives on what is already known, core sections of the book take the form of creative reconstructions, together with composed dialogue, and therefore are far closer to literary docudrama than conventional history.


Having researched and published on the history of the fourteenth century for the past forty years, it seemed natural that I should write a book about the Black Death. Even to our own age, which is highly sceptical of historical turning points and generally favours evolution over revolution, this massive plague is commonly recognised as an event of immense significance; consequently it has exerted a perennial fascination for scholars, students and readers of history. But if the appetite for learning about the Black Death is enormous, a vast number of books and articles have been written to satisfy that hunger, and I was undecided what sort of book to write. One obvious choice was to write a survey tracing the doleful progress of the plague across Europe, from its origins in the Asiatic Steppes in the early 1340s to its demise in Russia and Scandinavia in 1350. As is customary in such books, the narrative could dwell in each of the cities and countries ravaged by the disease, and paint a series of pictures of the devastations it caused using contemporary accounts, ranging from Boccacio’s elegant report of the ruin of Florence, to Al-Maqrizi’s reflective description of the plague’s journey through the Middle East, and the Emperor Ioannes Cantacuzenos’ eyewitness testimony of the ravaging of Constantinople. It would then be conventional to add a host of descriptions of the nature of the disease and the symptoms it caused, drawn from the observations of those who witnessed it as well as from modern medical science. Then an attempt could be made to calculate the spectacular death rate. Finally, a conclusion could be added consisting of a general assessment of the impact that this and the later outbreaks of pestilence had on succeeding generations.


But such books have been written many times before, and all the best narrative sources on which they must be based are by now very well known. So instead of embarking on yet another general survey of the Black Death’s rampage across the known world, or even through a single country, I started planning a very different sort of book. I wanted to probe deeper, to focus on the particular rather than the general, and to uncover as much as I could about what it was like for ordinary people to live and die in these momentous years. I decided to try to tell the story of the great pestilence from the perspective of the inhabitants of a single village. The place I chose was Walsham-le-Willows, a large rural parish in north-west Suffolk, and the reason I chose it was that Walsham possesses exceptionally good local records which run continuously through the crucial years from the mid-1340s to 1350. But, as I began to work on the book, it soon became clear why nothing like this had ever been done before. Even in the best documented of places, the sources surviving from the fourteenth century are silent, or severely deficient, on most of the issues that were central to the lives of the villagers. There are no diaries, reminiscences, or correspondence, and only scant traces of what people believed, or how they spent their days. In fact, there is scarcely any truly personal information about the vast majority of men and women who lived at the time, for they were illiterate and their rulers and betters were not concerned to write much about them. Thus, despite being of exceptional quality for the period, Waisham’s sources fall far short of enabling the historian adequately to explore the experiences of its inhabitants during the Black Death. As a result, any conventional historical account that is written about this village, or any other village for that matter, rather than being comprehensive and intimate will inevitably end up being selective and impersonal.


Historians seeking to write an intimate social history of the great pestilence will find themselves constantly thwarted by the lack of evidence. Instead of writing the story they might seek to tell, they will have their focus set by the very different priorities and motives of the fourteenth-century clerks and administrators who compiled the records. While we would wish to discover what the people who lived and died in these traumatic years experienced, heard, thought, did and believed, even the very best of our sources – the local court records – tell us primarily about such matters as the straying of sheep and cows, the failure to repay debts, the obstructions which careless or selfish villagers left in the way of paths and watercourses, the poaching of rabbits, the election of villagers to manorial offices, or the buying, selling and inheritance of plots of land. And, what is more, they rarely do so in other than brief and formulaic language. Prosaic pieces of information like this, of course, capture an essential part of the routine of rural society, but although they can occasionally be supplemented by notices of deaths, marriages and illegitimate births, much of the world within which Walsham villagers lived is left in deep impenetrable shadow. More particularly, local records tell us frustratingly little in a direct manner about the impact of the Black Death. The intimate history of the Black Death, as witnessed by those who experienced it, was never recorded.


Nevertheless, it would be wrong to suggest that the fourteenth century is poorly documented; rather its relatively abundant archives cast their light in other places. There are a multitude of records which illuminate significant areas of the religious, political, legal, and economic affairs of the time, although the vast majority of them relate to regions or nations and to major occurrences in the world at large, or were created by the bureaucracies of institutions and deal with administrative processes. These archives enable macro-histories to be written, and provide wondrous detail on such matters as the income and expenditure of great households or the performance of the extensive farms of the rich, but they are largely silent on the micro-histories of ordinary people. Such a state of affairs is not uncommon, for throughout history it has been institutions that have generated the bulk of vellum and paper, while daily living and individual lives have left little or no trace. The absence of personal information is particularly acute in the Middle Ages where the sources simply do not survive which would enable even the most partial biographies of the great mass of the ordinary folk who dwelt in villages and towns to be reconstructed.


The same is true of religion, which was of immense importance to fourteenth-century society. A considerable amount is known about the English Church and the organisation and operation of dioceses and parishes, and, in addition, there survive many sermons, priests’ manuals, confessionals, liturgies, pious handbooks and suchlike. But very little of this information directly relates to the beliefs of the common people. Scarcely anything can be discovered about the church in Walsham, or about the parish priest and how he shepherded his flock. In fact, we do not even know his name.


It will never be possible to know for certain more than a small part of what it was like to live and die in the time of the Black Death. If a more rounded history of society during the great pestilence is to be written, it cannot be achieved using conventional academic methods. But this does not mean that historians should give up and leave the telling of it to novelists, dramatists and filmmakers. There are huge holes in the local records and the least unacceptable way for the historian to fill them is to draw heavily on what is known. The best way of writing history is to proceed from the known to the unknown, and the deep knowledge that historians have of many areas of the mid-fourteenth century can be applied to create a fuller picture of life in our chosen village. In order to move from the general to the particular, and construct the lives of some of the individuals who lived in Walsham, our narrative will have to be extended beyond the fragmentary and often prosaic facts contained in surviving documents. In other words, this book will have to contain speculation as well as specifics, fiction as well as fact. The documents that survive, with all their limitations, will have to form the basis of a docudrama rather than a conventional history. As such it will be a hazardous project for a professional historian to undertake.


From the moment I proposed a book of this type I received a stream of advice on how it should be written. Unfortunately, much of it has been contradictory. Some historical colleagues counselled me to stay true to my vocation, stick very closely to the sources and keep speculation and invention to a minimum, while meticulously pointing out the limitations of the evidence and explaining the methodology that I have adopted. By contrast, the advice I received from the literary end of the spectrum has sought to push the book in precisely the opposite direction. I was urged to cast stuffy scholarly caution aside, concoct stronger storylines and fill them out with more invented and imaginative dialogue between more boldly drawn fictional characters. In other words, that I should write a novel rather than a history.


The former advice was the more comforting because it was far closer to my natural instinct. I did not want to write a work of pure fiction, or even a historical novel based firmly in the period, even if I had been capable of doing so. But I soon found that much of the cautious advice from historians would not work. For if, when trying to write the stories of individuals, I stuck too closely to the scraps of largely impersonal information that the sources could be made to yield up, and also explained what I was doing by drafting extensive conceptual and philosophical passages on the nature of history and historical writing, the resulting book would be very different from the one I wished to write.


Of course, there is no ideal compromise between keeping absolutely true to the limitations of the sources and writing something akin to a historical novel. At least, I have not been able to find one. Being a historian, and having as a priority the desire to convey what happened and, when the sources are silent, what was most likely to have happened, I decided that the balance of the book must be tilted decisively towards history rather than fiction. But in order to bring the lost history of the Black Death to life, and to place the evidence that survives within a rich living context, I have had to invent situations and dialogue and employ techniques reminiscent of docudrama. The characters in the book are almost all based firmly on actual people who lived in Walsham and its region at the time, and the surviving evidence of who they were and what they did has been used to the fullest extent possible. But in order to provide a satisfactory narrative, it has usually been necessary to flesh out these characters beyond the narrow limits set by the sparse and frequently oblique nature of the surviving records. In doing this, I have tried to be guided as far as possible by what I have been able to find out about the people themselves or of what the people of the mid-fourteenth century were like.


Given the nature of mid-fourteenth century society, the parish priest of Walsham had to be a central character in the book, but because it is impossible to find out anything of significance about whom he was or what he did, it was necessary to invent him. The decision I made to make Master John a good priest was arbitrary. Having made it, however, I based his character closely on the detailed portraits of good priests contained in near-contemporary literary sources such as Geoffrey Chaucer and William Langland, and added depth and colour by drawing on the rich information available in the sermons and moral literature of the mid-fourteenth century. Further guidance on the way in which my fictional priest carried out his duties has been provided by the best practice specified in the manuals and liturgies of the period. But Master John remains an invention nonetheless.


Eyewitness tales of the horrors of the pestilence are among the most colourful sources we have, and the residents of towns and villages all over England must have heard many stories of the devastation wrought in distant lands, and become increasingly concerned as the death moved ever closer. But there is scarcely any record that this was the case. So when, in the ensuing chapters, such tales are told to Walsham residents, they follow closely the substance and chronology of the reports that observers and annalists have left to posterity. Again, from midsummer 1348 the English bishops were sending letters to be read out in plain English in all churches, warning parishioners of the advancing plague and advising them how they should respond. These fascinating documents have been studied by academics for what they reveal about late medieval theology and the responses of the ecclesiastical elites to plague. But there is another dimension to them, and in order to place them into the setting for which they were intended, a scene has been created in which just such a letter is read out by Master John to a shocked congregation in the parish church of St Mary’s. The letter is then interpreted by the priest, in terms drawn from contemporary theology, and the questions asked by parishioners, and the answers given to them, are based closely on the debates that raged at the time.


This book largely takes the form of a chronological narrative with most of the story and events imparted by the action and words of the characters as well as the Black Death itself. A sequence of set pieces has been created intended as windows through which the mentalities, sentiments and experiences of mid-fourteenth century people can be observed in a more vivid and intimate manner than would otherwise be possible from a conventional account. We know exactly what constituted a ‘good death’ in the mid-fourteenth century, we know how parish churches and parishioners celebrated Lent, we know that Bury St Edmunds abbey had a chronicler and an extensive library and that a constant stream of visitors meant that monasteries were ideally placed to gather news, and we know that the numbers of people going on pilgrimages surged in 1348. But we do not know whether the events in this book took place in Walsham, Bury and Walsingham in the way they have been described here. We know only that they are likely to have done so in a broadly similar fashion in many places throughout England at this time.




Finally, and most importantly, this book is a sustained attempt to write history from the inside, and the illustrations are to assist the reader in entering the world of the mid-fourteenth century. With the exception of the short historical introductions which preface each chapter, the reader is given a view of the Black Death from within the period. The intention throughout has been to banish the hindsight, overviews, judgements and perspectives of the twenty-first-century historian from the text. So, although the language spoken by the characters has been modernised, in large part it has been adapted from that contained in contemporary sources, and the voice of the narrator, who links the action and offers introductions, summaries, amplifications and judgements, is that of a male contemporary writing about the events soon after they had occurred. This narrator could well have been one of Master John’s successors as Walsham’s parish priest.


I have received much invaluable assistance in writing this book. For helping me at the outset to define what sort of book I wanted to write, I am grateful to David Burnet, a nurse with a keen interest in history, for sharing his thoughts on what was lacking from books he had read on the Black Death. My commitment to finishing the project received an enormous boost from the advice and encouragement of two leading historians of the period, Mark Bailey and Maryanne Kowaleski. Mark read a draft of the whole text, and Maryanne read large chunks of it, and both provided a wealth of invaluable comments, added new dimensions and saved me from many errors of fact and emphasis. But, most importantly, both urged me to continue broadly along the lines I had embarked on. Carl Watkins, a colleague at Cambridge and a specialist in medieval religious history, read through the final draft in a generous attempt to save me from error, and I benefited from the expert assistance of Nigel Morgan in selecting the pictures.


I hope the unusual perspectives provided in this book may help readers to acquire a better understanding of the Black Death and the midfourteenth century. But it will also have served its purpose if it encourages some to dig deeper into real history books.


Location of Walsham
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Based on topographical features mentioned in the court rolls of 1303–1350. Source: R. Locke, The Court Rolls of Walsham le Willows, 1370–1350 (Suffolk Records Society, 1998), p.16.
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INTRODUCTION:


WALSHAM IN THE MIDDLE AGES
      

This intimate history of the Black Death is focused on the village of Walsham-le-Willows in west Suffolk. Walsham – it acquired the suffix of ‘le Willows’ only in the sixteenth century – lies some twelve miles north-east of what was the important monastic town of Bury St Edmunds, and about the same distance from the market towns of Diss and Stowmarket. Walsham was chosen for a number of reasons, the most important being the exceptional richness of the records that have survived from the fourteenth century, for both the village and its region. Walsham’s prime sources, the manor court rolls, run continuously through the Black Death and are available in print for all to consult in translation. The region around Walsham is also extraordinarily well-documented. A number of the neighbouring villages, most notably Rickinghall, Hinderclay and Redgrave, have particularly fine records, and the archives of both the borough and the monastery of Bury St Edmunds are relatively rich. Thus, the potential for recreating the life and experiences of the people of Walsham and its region in the mid-fourteenth century is as great as for almost anywhere in England, or Europe, for that matter.


In the mid-fourteenth century Walsham was a populous village with well over a thousand residents, possibly even 1,500, which may well have been as many as it was to have again before the nineteenth century. The village was coterminous with the parish of Walsham, but was divided into two separate manors owned by different lords, who farmed part of the land directly and rented the rest out to free and unfree tenants. Walsham manor, by far the larger and more valuable of the two, was the property of Lady Rose de Valognes, who was born just before her father’s death in 1282 and lived until 1353. Rose had been the lady of the manor since at least 1307, and in the 1340s she held Walsham jointly with her second husband, Sir Hugh de Saxham, until he died in the Black Death. The couple, who held other manors and properties, did not live in Walsham, unlike Sir Nicholas Walsham, the lord of the small manor of High Hall until he died in 1347, who resided in a moated manor house in the centre of his demesne farm of around 150 acres. He was succeeded as lord of the manor by Edmund de Welles, who lived in the manor house with his sister Margery, almost certainly Sir Nicholas’ widow.


This part of England was among the richest and most populous in the country, and it had been growing and developing since late Saxon times. Walsham parish shared fully in this expansion. Over the centuries, as the old village centre around the church filled up and then became crowded, new satellite settlements were planted around the edges. These new settlements, which consisted initially of scattered farmhouses, subsequently evolved into small clusters of dwellings, and then into hamlets. As yet more land was brought into cultivation, and existing farmland was used more intensively, these hamlets expanded further in size, and then in turn threw out their own new shoots consisting of cottages, fields and closes.


By the 1340s Walsham contained well over 2,000 acres of farmland, but with more than a thousand inhabitants to support, land was scarce. Naturally, the great bulk of residents relied on the growing of crops and the raising of animals to provide their essential subsistence and employment and, as their numbers rose, the average amount of land per head inevitably fell. It was the custom of the manor to split inheritances equally among surviving male heirs, and as generations came and went, the strips on the great open fields were divided among ever more people, and the innumerable odd parcels of land which lay hither and thither around the parish were shared among groups of brothers who farmed them cooperatively, or sliced them into ever tinier parcels. By the midfourteenth century very few villagers held sufficient acres to provide enough food for their families.


The dwellings which peppered the landscape were of varying size and condition, and the majority sat in garden plots along the roads and tracks which criss-crossed the village. On the land that lay around these houses, cottages and hovels, vegetables and sometimes fruit were grown, and ubiquitous chickens, ducks, goats and the odd pig or two scraped a subsistence. While the homes of the richer tenants were substantially built and generally well-maintained, those of the poorer villagers were cramped and dilapidated, being at worst little more than temporary structures erected from whatever materials came to hand. As smallholdings descending by inheritance often had to be shared between brothers or sisters, and their wives and husbands too, it was not uncommon for two or more families to live in a single dwelling, although an additional cottage might be erected in the gardens. Household furnishings and utensils tended to be few and rudimentary. Bronze cooking pots, iron hearth equipment, earthenware or wooden tableware, a minimum of clothing and bed linen, and a few pieces of rough furniture a bed, a chair or two, a cupboard and a trestle table – were all that were found in most households, while the more affluent villagers would possess a wider range of such items, notably more metalware and textiles, perhaps a bronze jug and basin, and a silver spoon or two.


In a region where large farms were rare, a relatively small number of families, like the Cranmers, Wodebites, and Syres, sat at the top of Walsham’s peasant hierarchy because they possessed twenty or more acres of good farmland. These elite villagers primarily owed their wealth to being fortunate enough to enjoy secure hereditary possession of their sizeable landholdings, which they held from their lords in return for low or even negligible rents. Though some of these privileged villagers were freeholders others were unfree. One of the paradoxes of the Middle Ages was that men and women of the lowest legal status, the villeins and serfs, could enjoy the benefits of security of tenure for themselves and their heirs in return for relatively cheap money rents and an obligation to provide labour on the lord’s demesne farm. These larger landholders had the choice of either farming their land or of leasing it out in small plots at high rents to less fortunate villagers. If they decided to farm it, like their lords, they would grow wheat, barley, oats, peas, beans and a little rye, and raise flocks of sheep and herds of cattle.


With an excess of people seeking food, land and employment, life was very harsh for the majority of villagers in the 1340s. At the other end of the spectrum to the village elite lay a major part of the three hundred or so Walsham families that either had no land at all, or possessed merely garden-sized plots which they held on short leases at high rents from other villagers. If such poorly endowed folk did not possess any exceptional handicraft or commercial skills, they had to get by as best they could, buying most of their food at high prices and hiring themselves out for manual work in a labour market where they competed with each other for intermittent low-paid employment in the fields or the homes of their richer neighbours. The village common lands provided a little welcome assistance by offering pasture for a horse, a cow, or a few sheep, for those fortunate enough to own them; and the village woodlands, as well as backyards, allowed some pigs and poultry to be reared. But the pressure on such valuable resources was so great that access had to be strictly regulated by the village community. Times had been worse, especially from 1315 to 1322, when incessant torrential rains had brought appalling famines and livestock epidemics, but the 1340s were also punctuated by poor harvests that could cause perennial hardship to turn rapidly into acute distress.


A few villagers found more constant employment working for the lords of the manor. Robert Lene served Lady Rose and Sir Hugh de Saxham as shepherd, though we learn from the court rolls that they accused him of failing to apply sufficient ointment to the sheep in 1346, when many of the flock he was tending died. John the dairyman ran their dairy, and he was heavily fined in the same year for wasting firewood ‘beyond measure’, an act of profligacy for which Matthew Tailor, who was employed as ‘custodian of the lord’s firewood’, was also held responsible. Some young, unmarried villagers secured annual contracts as live-in servants for their lords or more affluent peasant neighbours, with the men working largely on agricultural tasks and the women as housemaids and dairymaids. Somewhat more lucrative employment could be gained by those who had acquired special skills enabling them to undertake work for local customers as blacksmiths, carpenters, thatchers, tilers, weavers, tailors, cobblers, leatherworkers and such like.


Opportunities for subsidiary incomes also came from providing services. Walsham, like most villages and towns, had a large number of alehouses and hostelries, which operated on a temporary or permanent basis. A considerable number of Walsham women brewed ale, baked bread, and made pies for sale, and some hawked a range of cheap, useful and decorative items around the roads and markets. More specialised, and much better rewarded, were those few literate persons who could charge for writing documents, or the cunning folk with high reputations who successfully dispensed medicines and prophecies.


It was a makeshift economy for many in late medieval England, but it was a far from primitive one. Life was unpredictable because incomes, employment and expenses were critically dependent on the vagaries of the weather. Harvests fluctuated widely in quality, and along with them the yields of crops and the price of food. In addition the health of livestock was often very uncertain as diseases came and went. Yet people generally made rational decisions about their lives, and farmed efficiently within the constraints of custom, market conditions and the resources they possessed. The mix of arable and pastoral husbandry practised in Walsham was closely geared to local soil and climate as well as to the needs and opportunities of the community. It was an overstretched society, in which the majority often led a hand-to-mouth existence, and frequently went hungry, but it was a far from being a truly subsistence economy. Money and markets were essential and everywhere in evidence, and the folk of Walsham habitually lent and borrowed money and bought and sold a wide range of goods on credit.


Though most villagers grew at least a part of the food they ate, all depended to some extent on sales and purchases. Those with larger farms produced surpluses and sold them for cash, which they used to buy a wide range of necessary and desirable goods that they could not produce for themselves, while those who needed to buy their subsistence sold their labour to get the money to do so. Although tucked away off the main roads of the region, Walsham received visitors and goods from far and wide. Exotic produce – wine, fruits, spices, foreign cloths – was brought for the lords of the manor and the village elite from Bury St Edmunds, and sometimes directly from London or Ipswich or another large port or market town. Walsham was well-served by markets: the weekly market in the village supplied a range of more mundane goods, and a somewhat greater variety was available just down the road at Ixworth, a settlement with some of the characteristics of a small market town. For those who chose to travel six or so miles to trade, there was a wider selection and keener prices at the thriving market of Botesdale. Such commerce also provided a number of residents with welcome subsidiary incomes from carting goods or driving animals to market.


Commercial and cultural links with nearby Bury St Edmunds were constant and strong. Bury was a sizeable town, with a population of around 7,000 and an abundance of large stone buildings. Countryfolk were also impressed by the host of commercial and industrial occupations practised by its citizens, and the bewildering miscellany of goods and services for sale in its streets and markets. In addition it housed one of the richest and greatest Benedictine monasteries in England, among whose 80 or so monks were scholars renowned for theology, astronomy, medicine and a host of other disciplines, as well as chroniclers of historical and current events. Bury’s abbey generated a substantial demand for goods and services, and even closer to Walsham lay the small Augustinian priory of Ixworth, with its handful of resident monks.


Medieval communities were much less introspective and sedentary than they are often portrayed. In addition to the multiple and frequent contacts that Walsham had with the wider world, many of its residents travelled far afield, either on a regular or occasional basis, and the village received a flow of visitors, temporary migrants and settlers. While some of its long-term residents eventually left to seek their fortune elsewhere, those who stayed saw themselves as members of a wider community with rights as well as obligations. Above all, despite their parochial pressures, the ordinary folk of the village thirsted for news of the deeds of the king and his nobility, of the local gentry, of goings-on in parliament, of the levying of taxation, and, of course, of the progress of the war against the French, which had begun in 1337 when Philip VI confiscated Gascony and Edward III laid claim to the French throne.


Though life in Walsham was far less sophisticated and varied than it was in the city of Bury St Edmunds, it was a civilised, complex and generally well-ordered community, girded about with numerous laws, rules, codes, customs and practices. Across England the universality of Christian teaching promoted a strict code of moral behaviour and religious belief, the king and parliament governed the realm, royal justice intervened in local affairs when it was deemed necessary and expedient, lords managed their estates and their tenants, and villages and manors were regulated by their local courts and the bye-laws of the communities themselves. All in all, a good measure of order and justice was successfully imposed, and this applied to the regulation of business and commerce as well as to misdemeanours and crimes. Trade and contracts were regulated and enforced by numerous local and national tribunals, and in Walsham the manor court rolls reveal that the quality of ale and bread, as well as the measures by which they were sold, were closely specified, the numbers of animals that villagers might pasture on the commons or forage in woods were strictly regulated, the ownership and possession of land meticulously recorded, the boundaries of holdings precisely defined, and trespasses by people or livestock on the lands and crops of others were punished. People who broke contracts or failed to pay their debts were fined or suffered the loss of goods when they were distrained by bailiffs. Serious crime was subject to justice imposed by leet and hundred courts that rested in the hands of the abbot of St Edmunds, and at a higher level still, by the king’s justices.


On the other hand, as always, order came at a price. The freedom of the common villagers was constrained in many ways by the judgement of their peers and the layers of social hierarchy above them. Costs as well as benefits flowed from the need to adhere to communal agreements and abide by collective decisions. This was in evidence in the farming of the irregular open fields of Walsham, where although individuals had more independence in how they cultivated their strips of land than in many other parts of the country, they were subjected to oversight of the standards of husbandry they practised, the folding of sheep on the fallows, the protection of property against trespass and so on. Custom and precedent rather than the letter of the law generally governed relations between lords and their men, and strictly limited the scale of the rent that was paid in money and labour each year for their landholdings. Although the unfree, of whom there were many in Walsham, were legally the chattels of their lords, who had the right in law to control many aspects of their lives, this power was rarely if ever exercised to the full. Yet, they were subjected to a range of extra charges on a variety of occasions, some of which could be irksome and others expensive, including fines when they married or when they were discovered giving birth out of wedlock. The latter was frowned on, not merely because it was believed that marriage was a desirable state, and fornication was sinful, but also because it was thought there were enough poor to support in the parish of Walsham without single mothers and their children adding to the burdens.


Walsham was an ecclesiastical as well as a secular community, a parish as well as a manor, and the Church and religion held a central place in the life of the residents. The lay community assumed obligations to help keep St Mary’s church in good repair, and to provide a very long list of objects to enable the Church and its priests to carry out the conduct of worship and the cure of souls. In the fourteenth century the list of necessary objects for churches in the diocese of Norwich, within which lay the parish of Walsham, could include bells for the steeple, ropes for the bells, various books for the conduct of services (including a psalter, an ordinal, a manual, a lesson-book and books of music), elaborate vestments for the priest, cloths and surplices of various sorts, a set of banners for processions, a censer, a vat and a sprinkler for holy water, a lantern and a handbell, candlesticks, a font with a lockable cover, and, of course, a chalice for communion wine and a pyx of silver or ivory to hold the Sacrament. In addition to gifts of money and objects, the parishioners were expected to pay tithes to the Church, comprising a tenth of their crops and of the increase of their livestock, and on their death a mortuary fee of their second-best beast.


Moral discipline was enforced primarily by the parish priest and his assistant clergy, but some miscreants found themselves appearing before Church courts presided over by archdeacons and rural deans. The relationship of parishioners to their church and its priests, however, was more often one of piety and devotion than of payments and discipline. Though services were in Latin, and almost all peasants were illiterate, lessons were learned by ear and by eye, from sermons, conversations and lessons with priests, from wall-paintings, stained-glass windows and images, from music, performance and ceremony, and through the great mime that was the celebration of the mass. A cycle of ecclesiastical feasts fitted well with the cycle of traditional popular celebrations, which in turn followed the seasons and the turning points of the farming year. Michaelmas (29 September) marked the end of one farming year and the beginning of a new, when the harvest was complete and the autumn work in the fields began, especially the ploughing and sowing of the winter corn. All Saints (1 November) was the start of the winter, when cattle were brought into the byre. The twelve days of Christmas were a welcome holiday after the autumn exertions, and they ended with Plough Monday (the Monday after 6 January), when, if the land was not frozen or too sodden, the spring ploughing was begun. With luck and good weather the spring ploughing would be over by Easter, when another holiday led into the time for fallow ploughing, weeding, lambing and sheep-shearing. Midsummer (24 June) and the Feast of the Nativity of St John the Baptist saw haymaking begin, and the Feast of St Peter in Chains (Lammas Day, 1 August) marked the time when, in good years, harvesting might commence. The twin perpetual cycles of agricultural tasks and religious festivals framed each year at Walsham, and gave the momentum that helped to provide the community’s material and spiritual sustenance.
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MASTER JOHN


The thousands of ordinary parish priests who ministered to their flocks in fourteenth-century England have left scarcely a trace of their lives in any surviving records. Their names, dates of appointment and deaths or resignations can usually be found noted in diocesan registers by the officials of the presiding bishops, but little else can be discovered about them. However, Master John, who is the central character in this book, has had to be entirely invented, because the priests of Walsham were appointed by Ixworth priory rather than the bishop of Norwich, and not even their names have survived.


Yet, if direct evidence of individual parish priests is lacking, except for a few odd notices of their agricultural and economic activities in manor court rolls, there is an abundance of rich material that throws welcome light on their duties in the fourteenth century, and the manner in which they were, or should have been, performed. Manuals for the guidance of priests, and rules for their moral, spiritual and liturgical conduct, are perhaps the most informative, but together with sermons and commentaries, and a host of literary works and administrative proceedings, they comprise just a part of the rich material from which the vocation of a priest at the time of the Black Death can be reconstructed. It is from these that the life and work of Master John has been created; further details of his character have been drawn from Geoffrey Chaucer’s portrait of a poor parson, a man who was ‘rich of holy thought and work’. The narrator throughout this book has a similar voice and character to Master John, and is conceived as writing his history within a decade or two of the Black Death. He may well have been one of Master John’s successors as vicar of the parish.
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Master John, who had the cure of souls in Walsham, was a blessing to his parishioners. For many years before his arrival they had suffered sorely from the neglect of their parish priest, Robert Shepherd, a man who was more interested in accumulating earthly riches for himself than helping his flock to gain the spiritual rewards that awaited the righteous in heaven.


Although Robert Shepherd drew only a modest stipend from the priory of Ixworth, which had long since appropriated the tithes and revenues of the parish for its own purposes, he was never troubled by a lack of income. This was not because he shunned worldly goods, but because he was so skilled at making money. His surname was most inappropriate, for Shepherd’s gifts lay more in the acquisition of wealth than in the curing of the souls of his flock. In his many years at Walsham, he had grown steadily wiser in worldly things while neglecting the spiritual. He speculated in land and used his wealth prudently. Shepherd made many loans to villagers who were short of ready money, but not out of charity, for he did not lend to the indigent. In fact he deemed it unwise to advance money unless it could be well secured against assets, and, in shameful disregard of his church’s prohibition of usury, he always managed to take much more in repayment at the end of the term than he had lent at the beginning. If borrowers failed to repay the sum agreed in full at the specified date, he was not slow to sue them for debt in the manor court, and to claim onerous damages on top. And if the bailiffs of the court could not seize enough cash or movable property to cover the poor debtor’s obligations, Shepherd invariably found it necessary to speedily foreclose on the land they had put up as security.


By conducting his affairs in this manner, Shepherd had built up substantial landholdings which, being at heart a lazy man, he chose to lease out at high rents rather than cultivate. His annual rent roll alone amounted to in excess of 40s. He allowed few opportunities for gain to pass him by, even if this meant that he sometimes had to bend the rules, and on more than one occasion he found himself in difficulties with the lord of Walsham. In 1336, for example, he was called to account by the manor court for illegally cutting down and selling trees growing on land that he was renting from the lord. His action was clearly wrong, since the law in Walsham decreed that trees belonged to the landlord and not to the tenant. Yet, so great was Shepherd’s reluctance to be parted from his money, he tried to avoid paying the 5s fine which had been levied on him by claiming that he had been forced out of great necessity to cut down the trees. However, since everyone knew that their priest was a rich man, Shepherd’s enemies heaped scorn on his head and disclosed to the lord that he had used the cash raised from the sale of the timber to buy a piece of freehold land in nearby Debenham.




Robert Shepherd might not have been blessed with a pure heart, but he was blessed with cunning. And it was soon after this humiliation, when the income he was receiving from his various speculations was at its highest, and the respect in which he was held in the parish at its lowest, that he began to consider appointing a deputy to perform the spiritual duties that he so lamentably neglected. Eventually, so loud and so persistent did the complaints from the parishioners become, that the prior of Ixworth was moved to express his concern, and Shepherd made up his mind. Despite the miserable stipend that he offered, the throng of surplus clerics seeking employment in the region was so great that a host of well-qualified applicants pressed for the post. From among them Shepherd preferred John Bradfield, a mature and experienced man. He chose wisely and, after many years of neglect, Walsham at last had a good man of religion, who led his flock by noble example. With the willing complicity of Robert Shepherd, and to the great benefit of the parishioners, John Bradfield soon assumed all the duties, responsibilities and authority that should have been exercised by the parish priest.


Although John Bradfield had not been to university, and had never run his own parish, he soon became known to his parishioners as Master John. This title was bestowed on him because he was such a learned and respected priest, and an excellent preacher. The lack of preferment that John had hitherto suffered in the Church had been due to an excess of holiness rather than a lack, and also to his plain speaking and daunting austerity. Time and again John had disappointed his friends and sponsors by refusing to offer flattering words or a bribe to gain promotion, or by turning down some toilsome office that did not directly serve God. His principles had brought him a harsh life with few comforts, but as he often said, using the words of the gospel: ‘If gold rust, what shall iron do?’ This, he patiently explained, meant that the clergy had to be above reproach in order to provide a shining example to others: ‘If the priest, on whom we trust and who ought to be like gold, should instead be foul and corrupt, it is no wonder that ordinary men would rust.’ And he was very fond of telling his chaplains the cautionary parable of the ‘shiten shepherd and the clean sheep’, in order to instruct them on the purity of the lives they must lead.


Master John dispensed an abundance of piety and wisdom to his parishioners, and assiduously ministered to all their spiritual needs. He would visit them regardless of the weather, and often on foot, even in the most far-flung parts of the parish, with a staff in his hand and a bag containing essential ecclesiastical equipment across his shoulder. Despite imposing the harshest standards on himself and his colleagues, Master John did not lack mercy towards sinners. He was mindful of their constant temptations as well as their failings, and through considerate and kindly words he sought to draw them to heaven. In his sermons, which he gave more frequently than was common among priests in neighbouring parishes, he was fond of recounting how when a man went to a cobbler to buy a pair of shoes neither the cobbler nor the customer was able to open his mouth without uttering some falsehood, while at the same time swearing by all Christ’s limbs that he was telling the truth. Yet, for all his understanding, Master John could be very severe with those transgressors who obstinately failed to reform. It made no difference to him whether his parishioners were of high or low estate, for he treated sinners all the same. In all his behaviour he set a splendid and often unmatchable example, not only to his parishioners, but also to his junior clergy, who assisted him in the large parish.


There were many more than a thousand souls to cure in Walsham, but there was no shortage of clerics seeking to labour with Master John and live off the fees they could earn by conducting services, administering rites and saying masses. Most of these clerics, in Walsham and elsewhere, had grown up in modest circumstances. Many were the presentable sons of peasant farmers, who in their youth had shown a particular promise in learning and had caught the eye of their local priest, who had enrolled them into his band of helpers as choristers. As they had continued to develop academically and display appropriate qualities of character, these boys had been selected for reading and writing lessons in small village schools, where they also acquired some Latin. Then, if they were deemed potentially worthy of eventual ordination into holy orders, they were moved on to more structured instruction in schools run by monks. One of Master John’s assistants had even studied at the University of Cambridge. Having qualified as priests, but without a benefice to support them, these junior clergy struggled to earn a modest living as chaplains. Master John was particularly pleased when John Beck and John Kebbil, two of his favourite protégés, born in Walsham in well-established local families, returned to serve their native village.


Master John himself had been born of humble peasant stock in the nearby village of Bradfield. From a very early age he had shown himself to be exceptionally bright, and when he was only seven he became renowned in his village for his ability to recite long prayers and passages from the Bible in Latin as well as English. A few years later, when his parish priest had brought him to the attention of the monks of Bury, John had made a great impression with his wide vocabulary and ability to grasp the subtleties of scholarly discourse, and he was sent to be educated in the almonry school at the abbey. There he had spent many happy years studying and training for the monastic life, and showing himself to be both an excellent scholar and an exemplary Christian. But, when he reached eighteen years of age, and was set to be professed into the community as a novice, doubts began to gather. It seemed to his favourite tutor, and then to John himself, that he was not best suited to the solitary life of a monk. For John thrived in company, and was never happier than when he mixed with the common folk, advising them and persuading them to be better Christians. After much agonising, and long discussions between his tutor and the abbot, it was decided that John should become a member of the secular clergy, devoted to the pastoral care of parishioners and the cure of their souls, rather than a monk sequestered in a cloister.


As a parting gift from his tutor, John had been given a most precious book that thenceforth scarcely ever left his side. It was a leather-bound volume entitled Oculus Sacerdotis,  a manual written in Latin for the guidance of parish clergy by William of Pagula, a most learned doctor of canon law. His tutor had made this book for him in the abbey scriptorium by painstakingly copying, in an elegant and clear hand on to new folios of vellum, the words contained in a manuscript that had recently been brought to Bury by a monk from a northern monastery. That was more than twenty-five years ago, but ever since the stoutly bound book had been John’s most treasured possession, not merely because of its sentimental value, or its profusion of detailed instructions on how a good priest should carry out his varied duties, but because it spoke to him in a familiar and welcome voice and put his own deeply held beliefs into fine words.


Master John, like William Pagula, saw that the administration of confession was one of his most important tasks. The annual hearing of confession of each of his flock was not a hurried matter of granting easy absolution. Following his precious manual, he learned how to use the confessional as an essential means of teaching and correcting. He did not merely encourage confession, but always made time to enquire of penitents what lay behind their sins, so that they might not be repeated. If the sin was drunkenness, John asked the inebriate how they got drunk; if the sin was anger or caused by anger, he asked whether they were accustomed to curse men or innocent animals, and whether they believed that cursing was a sin. He had his own special questions designed to expose the potential weaknesses of all who came to him: the rich, the hirer of workmen, the manorial official, the brewer of ale, the baker of bread. And he required all men and women who laboured with their hands to do an honest day’s toil for an honest day’s pay, and never to work on Sundays or holy days.


When deciding appropriate penances for the sins of his flock, Master John found it helpful to refer to the long lists contained in his manual, which told him the penances prescribed by canon law, and those sins which were so serious that absolution was reserved to a bishop or even the pope. But, as time passed, and he gained more experience, Master John increasingly chose to follow his own instincts, and to do so with flexibility and humanity. He was reluctant to use excommunication, which cast offenders beyond the cloak of protection offered by the Church, but unwilling to grant absolution in return simply for the payment of money. He preferred always to make the penance fit the sinner as much as the sin.


Master John had faithfully learnt how best to interrogate penitents on their religious knowledge, and he used this private meeting, as well as others during the course of each year, to test and teach his parishioners. He expected his flock to know by heart at least two prayers, including the Our Father and the Hail Mary, as well as the rudiments of the fourteen articles of faith, the seven sacraments, the seven works of mercy, the seven virtues, the ten commandments of the law and the two of the gospel, and the seven sins. And, finally, he made sure they were aware of the chief joys of Heaven and the chief pains of Hell.


As well as dispensing spiritual guidance, Master John also strove to give good practical advice to his flock. He told expectant mothers to avoid heavy work and new mothers to suckle their newborn children, and he instructed parents to be very careful when taking infants into their beds, so that they might not be suffocated. He warned how easily an infant might be killed when left on its own, and how it could be smothered if its mouth were covered by a cloth for even a brief space of time. Nor did Master John lack the courage to remind those he felt were in temptation, either through poverty or cruelty, that infanticide was a dreadful sin, even if it should occur through neglect rather than a deliberate act.




Master John was quick to reprove his flock for sexual laxity, and although he hesitated to send adulterers and fornicators to be judged in the archdeacon’s Church court, he did so not out of leniency but because he believed he could deal with them better himself. He held tightly the secrets he learned in the confessional, but if the misdeeds were repeated and became public knowledge Master John approved of public shaming, which most often took the form of a ritualised whipping of the offenders, barefoot, bareheaded and stripped to their undergarments, through St Mary’s churchyard and the surrounding roads. He held strongly to the Church’s teachings on the desirability of marriage, and was never happier than when his parishioners married. In the autumn of 1345 he took particular pleasure in blessing in St Mary’s the marriages of members of a number of Walsham’s leading families, including those of Hilary, the daughter of Robert Tailor, to John Patel, and Agnes, the daughter of Alice Helewys, to Nicholas Goche. Although Master John was generous in dispensing charity to unmarried mothers and their children, he did all he could to discourage such pregnancies, on moral grounds and because he agreed with village notables that there were already more than enough poor people in the parish. Yet, as in so many areas of his life, Master John frequently allowed kindness to overcome severity, and often it became known that he had begged the lords of the manors of Walsham and High Hall to moderate the fines for ‘childwyte’, which they imposed on unwed mothers, and in the face of considerable criticism he had provided a full Christian burial in consecrated ground for Catherine Cook when she died soon after giving birth to a bastard.


The priest saw it as an important part of his ministry to try to settle the differences that arose between the residents of Walsham. In addition to exhorting his parishioners to live their lives in a manner that would give rise to fewer quarrels, and to be conciliatory when disputes did flare up, he was often called on to act as a mediator. By judging with great wisdom and fairness, he brought many disagreements to an end before they escalated into conflicts that had to be taken to the manorial court. On many occasions he assessed the compensation that might be due to purchasers who were unhappy with what they had bought, or to farmers when their crops were damaged by straying animals, or to the victims of violence when they had been attacked. And he was often successful in persuading the lenders of money to grant some extra time for their debtors to repay what they owed, though Robert Shepherd rarely relented. Yet, Master John was frequently disappointed when, in spite of his best efforts at mediation, arguments continued to bubble up everywhere in very much the same fashion as they had for decades before his arrival, and would continue to do so for decades after his departure. It brought him particular sadness that he was sorely rebuffed in his attempts to calm the bitter feud that flared up between the children of William Wodebite soon after their father’s death in the late summer of 1345.
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LATE SUMMER


1345


Average life expectancy at birth was very low in the mid-fourteenth century, but significant numbers of people lived into middle and old age, even in peasant communities. Death in Walsham was less predictable and avoidable than today because of the harshness of the lives of most villagers, which involved hard work in all weathers in the fields and frequent shortages of food, as well as the lack of effective treatments for many common ailments. However, despite being a period of hardship, the decades before the arrival of the Black Death were largely free of any epidemic diseases that might have infected and killed substantial numbers of people.


It is impossible to overstress the importance of a good death’, which was essential to ensure the safe journey of the soul from this world to the next, a shortening of the time spent in Purgatory, and the easing of the pains while there. In the later Middle Ages the deathbed was commonly portrayed as a battlefield where the forces of good and evil, mercy and condemnation, fought over the soul of the dying person. While devils whirled around, tempting and terrifying the dying and seeking to snatch their souls and carry them to Hell, the priest, aided by the powers and accoutrements of his office, the Virgin Mary and the intercession of saints, strove to extract the contrition and confession that would deliver God’s mercy and eventual salvation. Repentance and deathbed ministrations by the clergy could save even the gravest of sinners from damnation, but this alone did not purge all the sins that had been committed. Purging was achieved through the pains of Purgatory, though the prayers of the living could assist in speeding the souls of the dead towards Heaven.


According to the laws and customs of the time, while the living could generally devolve their property as they wished, strict inheritance customs, enforced in Walsham’s manor courts, determined how the bulk of estates should pass after death. Landholdings were shared equally between surviving sons, with daughters inheriting only if they had no brothers. When more than one son inherited land, it was often more efficient if they farmed it cooperatively rather than splitting it into small uneconomic parcels. But sometimes brothers found it impossible to work with each other.
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In the late summer of 1345, in the village of Walsham in west Suffolk, William Wodebite was close to death. Although he was an old man, thought to be at least sixty, William was accustomed to good health. But in the last two weeks he had become ever more frail, brought down by a fever, diarrhoea and constant vomiting. It had been more than four days since William had been able to digest any food, and he was now slipping in and out of consciousness. When awake he often lapsed into a gentle vagueness, muttering quietly to himself, and it seemed to those gathered around his bedside that at times he was barely breathing and his heart was scarcely beating. Family, friends and neighbours clustered in his house and around his bed, offering spiritual and bodily support and comfort. They bathed him, encouraged him to eat and drink, prayed for his recovery and, if that were not to happen, for the forgiveness of his sins and the salvation of his soul. As William continued to weaken, a discussion began about whether his end was near. When he lapsed into a long and unnaturally deep sleep, it was agreed that the time had come to summon the parish priest to his bedside to guide him through his final hours of death. Two of William’s nephews hurried off to St Mary’s church, which stood just over a mile away, to summon Master John.


The priest was expecting the summons and immediately started to prepare himself to lead William safely through the crucial and dangerous stages of his last hours on earth. Master John called to his chaplain and to a group of young boys who acted as choristers and general helpers, and asked the sexton to begin his solemn pealing of the church bell in the tower. As John had often told his assistants, the administration of the last sacraments of shrift, housel and annealing – confession, communion and anointing – required a specific range of texts, substances and equipment to administer, and they now set about assembling them. John washed and dried his hands, and after crossing himself he carefully removed the ivory box, called a pyx, from the altar, inside of which, suspecting the imminence of William’s death, he had saved a piece of the consecrated host from the morning mass. He poured a little holy oil into a small brass pot, and dipped another vessel, perforated with small holes in its lid, into the water in the font, and hung them both on the belt that he wore around his waist.


All the time, Master John offered the young boys a commentary on the function which each substance and vessel would serve and impressed on them how these and other powerful weapons of the Church were essential to ward off the forces of evil which would strive to drag the dying man’s soul into damnation. One by one, he put on his vestments, with as much attention to detail as a knight would dress and arm for battle. First, the white alb, which reached to his ankles and covered his arms with long full sleeves, and then the red girdle that he tied around his waist. Next he slipped the blue sleeveless chasuble over his head, which covered his front and back and hung down to his calves. With great care, he took up a long red cope, embroidered with gold and blue silk, and draped it over his shoulders. By now the subdeacon had arrived, and he fetched a large brass cross from behind the altar and tied to it, with red ribbons, a finely carved and richly painted wooden figure of the crucified Christ. Next he collected a small pewter chalice, engraved on its foot with a cross, together with a Bible and a leather-bound service book containing prayers and responses and a number of psalms, and then picked up a bundle of clean white cloths. The boys, who had put on their white surplices, fetched two handbells and two great candles, which they set in large, brightly polished pewter pricket candlesticks, before carrying into the church an iron lantern on a painted wooden pole. Master John once again reminded his young assistants of the significance of what they were doing: ‘The lights, cross and handbells are to announce the coming of Christ’s blessed body borne in the priest’s hands,’ and, nodding to the ivory pyx containing the host, he added: ‘so that all who see it shall devoutly kneel down and worship his God by his paternoster, or whatever prayer that he can recite, and be summoned to follow the procession.’.


The priest then draped a narrow piece of embroidered blue cloth over his left arm, and took the brightly painted wooden statue of Mary from the screen, which he passed to his deacon. Finally, with great reverence, he lifted the pyx up in his hands, and surveyed with satisfaction his assembled assistants, who had already been joined by a number of parishioners. In the fading summer sunlight a solemn chanting procession, armed with the weapons of Christ and the Virgin Mary, left the church door and made its way through the churchyard into Church Way. With a lighted lantern and candles at the head, servers carrying the cross and ringing the handbells just behind, the deacon carrying aloft the statue of the Blessed Virgin, the chaplain clutching the holy books, and in the centre Master John, bearing in both hands before his breast the Body of Christ wrapped in a napkin, set in an ivory box, draped with a freshly laundered linen veil, the procession resolutely advanced towards William’s cottage.


‘Hail! Light of the world, Word of the Father, true Victim, Living Flesh, true God and true Man. Hail! Flesh of Christ, which has suffered for me! Oh flesh of Christ, let thy blood wash my soul!’


The villagers who had gathered at the roadside knelt before the procession and prayed, and in the fading light of the evening many followed behind, and, as Master John had foretold, ‘with bowed heads, devotion of heart, and uplifted hands, the good folk will see that The King of Glory under the veil of bread is being borne through their midst, and that one of their neighbours is about to embark on his journey from the world’.


The gathering around William’s bedside was visibly stirred by the sounds of the approaching procession. And when his hand was gently squeezed William opened his eyes.


Master John halted the procession outside the darkened room where William lay. He asked for the shutters to be partially opened and entered bearing the crucifix before him. Positioning himself at the end of the bed facing William, with the last rays of the sinking sun streaming in behind him, he said, ‘I have brought thee the image of thy Saviour; look upon it and draw comfort for yourself, in reverence of him that died for you and me. In this image adore your redeemer and have in mind his passion, which he endured for your sins.’


Smiling at William, Master John placed the carving of the crucified Christ close before the dying man’s eyes, with its gilded hair stained by droplets of bright blood trickling from the green crown of thorns, and its ivory white torso savagely rent with a gaping wound of stunning red. He encouraged William to focus on the image and say after him, as best as he could: ‘I know well thou art not my God, but thou art imagined after Him, and makest me have more mind of Him after whom thou art imagined. Lord Father of Heaven, the death of our Lord Jesus Christ, thy son, which is here imagined, I set between thee and my evil deeds, and the desert of Jesus Christ I offer for that I should have deserved, and have nought.’


In a comforting voice the priest enquired of those gathered around whether William had set all his worldly affairs in order and passed on his property, carefully explaining that this was essential in order to demonstrate that William had willingly severed his links with this material world. They nodded that William had settled his affairs, although two of the neighbours whispered that some of William’s bequests had caused many angry words to be exchanged between his three sons and his daughter.


The priest sighed and turned his mind to putting the dying man’s spiritual estate in order, and seeing that William was now conscious and attentive began the Seven Interrogations: ‘Do you believe fully all the principal articles of faith as well as all the holy scriptures, in all things according to all the teachings of the holy and true doctors of Holy Church, and forsake all heresies and errors and opinions condemned by the Church?’


William nodded assent.


‘Do you know how often, in what ways, and how grievously you have offended the Lord your God who created you from nothing?’


Another nod.


‘Are you sorry in your heart for all the sins you have committed against the high majesty and love and goodness of God, and of all the goodness that you did not do but might have done, and of all the grace that you have rejected, not only for fear of death or any other pain, but rather for love of God and righteousness?’


William responded with a weak ‘Yes.’


‘If your life be spared are you resolved to amend your life so that you may never commit mortal sins intentionally again?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you forgive fully in your heart anyone who has done you harm or caused you grief, either in word or deed, for the love of Lord Jesus Christ from whom you hope to have forgiveness yourself?’


William scarcely moved his head.


‘Would you have all things in your possession given back, and leave and forsake all your worldly goods if you cannot make satisfaction in any other way?’


William nodded, but somewhat reluctantly.


‘Do you believe fully that Christ died for you and that you will never be saved but by the merit of Christ’s Passion, and do you thank God with your heart as much as you may?’


‘Yes.’




Master John had spotted a momentary reluctance and, for the sake of William’s soul, that it might forever live in Heaven with Almighty God and with his holy company, he pressed the dying man further. Had he always honestly calculated the tithes that were due to the Church and rendered them in full? Should he not make provision for the payment of a few shillings to make amends for those tithes and other dues which he had withheld unwittingly?


William wearily signalled his agreement, but the priest did not relent. William was wealthy and one of the more powerful men in the village, despite being a villein by blood, and therefore of very lowly legal status. William and his fellow villeins had never been, as the letter of the law would have it, at the mercy of their lord’s whim, since custom rather than caprice governed relationships in Walsham, as elsewhere in Suffolk. William possessed substantial landholdings, for the bulk of which he paid very little rent in money to his lord, though somewhat more in labour and other dues. He had inherited most of his land from his father, but throughout his life he had systematically acquired more land by astute purchases, sometimes from poorer peasants who could not repay the money he had lent them. William farmed some of his land, with the help of his sons and hired labourers, but he also leased out some of his land and cottages at high rents, taking advantage of the scarcity of plots and living accommodation in the bustling village.


As one of the prominent tenants, William had often acted as the landlord’s agent by serving as reeve, and as hayward and rent collector on the manor, and this had brought him profit as well as power. In exercising the considerable authority which these offices gave him, William had sometimes clashed with villagers and treated them harshly. Although not an unpopular man nor thought of as unjust, Master John knew from stories in the village that William had on occasion taken advantage of his position to profit from the weakness of others by lending them money at very high rates of interest, by delaying payment for goods that he bought from them and by paying some folk less than those goods were truly worth. It was also firmly embedded in the folk memory of the village that as a young, talented, but recklessly ambitious man, William had been involved in a spectacular dispute with a rich Ipswich merchant called John Baude. Baude, spotting William’s talent and energy while on a trading trip to Walsham, had entered into a business venture with him. This had involved Baude entrusting William with the huge sum of £ 8 to invest locally on his behalf. However, some of the speculations that William had made in grain and wool were risky and had gone seriously wrong when the price of the commodities had fallen. A sizeable part of the money was lost and William had been found guilty of failing to provide proper accounts.


Nevertheless, despite these past sins and misdemeanours William waved the priest away and obstinately denied that there was any serious wrongdoing during his life for which he needed to make recompense. Resisting the urgings of his anxious sons, William became angry and murmured, ‘Far more people have treated me badly than have been mistreated by me, and there are some who have so wronged me that I can never forgive them.’ He began to name names, but the priest stopped him and urged him, ‘Put aside anger against those who have offended you and remember that you cannot rely on your own good works, but only on the love of Christ.’


At this point William closed his eyes and refused to respond. Instead he lay back on his bed, groaning and sighing. Everyone in the room became concerned. William had come very close to avoiding damnation by confessing his sins, affirming his faith, abandoning the false treasures of this world, and placing himself in Christ’s hands, but now his soul was once again in jeopardy.


The priest motioned to the family, friends and neighbours who were crowded around the bed to draw close to him, and said: ‘Men that are dying, in their last sickness and end have the greatest and most grievous temptations, such as they never had before in all their life. The hard storm of the perilous assault of the fiend is upon them! And we should assume that these fiends are most eager to tempt men and women in the hour of their death, to encumber them at the last stand, to make them have an evil end and so be damned.’


Master John went on to his rapt audience: ‘There are invisible demons here in this room, perched even on the pillow by William’s head, who will fight against Holy Church for his soul, prevent wishes being put into words, encourage despair by showing all the sins that have been committed, and threaten to drag his soul to hell with them. But with the rites of Holy church, and the succour and refreshment of Our Lady, and the prayers of the saints and all the faithful, including you here today, the demons cannot do their will and they shall be sent flying away.’


With that he gave the brightly painted wooden figure of the Madonna and child to William’s youngest son, to hold by his father’s head. With healthy red cheeks, flaxen hair, sharp-blue kind eyes and gently smiling red lips, Mary seemed almost to be present beside William in the flickering half-light of candles and setting sun. Her sympathetic authority and composure, combined with the sumptuousness of her swirling scarlet gown, decorated with gilded and sapphire roses and crosses, imparted both compassion and majesty, as Master John intoned: ‘For the Mother of Mercy will pray her Son to give him a place in Heaven and, as the Empress of Hell who has power over demons, command them to harass his soul no longer. Go your way and let him have rest.’


With this Master John took his sprinkler and scattered holy water into the four corners of the room; almost at once the atmosphere seemed, to those gathered around the dying man’s bed, to become much calmer. With prompting from his anxious sons, William grudgingly admitted that there might have been faults on both sides in the violent quarrel that had erupted some years before with the Packards over unpaid debts, which had led to the persistent feud between the families. However, try as he might, Master John could not get William to forgive Alice Packard for assaulting his wife and splitting open her head, saying it was for his wife to have forgiven Alice while she was still alive. But when his eldest son prompted William to remember that he had dealt harshly with Adam Syre more than ten years before, by refusing to pay him the barley that he owed and that the Syres had suffered through the winter and their young daughter had died, William nodded in agreement that 12d should be paid to Adam’s widow in recompense. Finally he affirmed, with Master John’s prompting, that he expressly asked pardon from God and also from all those whom he had wittingly or unwittingly offended.


With evident satisfaction at having done all he could to save a soul, Master John quickly pronounced absolution: ‘Ego auctoritate dei patris omnipotentis et beatorum apostolorum petri et pauli et officii michi missi in hac parte absoluto te ab hiis peccatis michi per te confessis et ab aliis de quibus non recordaris. In nomine patris et filii et spiritus sancti, Amen.’


Family and friends sighed with relief that William had made his peace, and William sank back with exhaustion. And, to the satisfaction of those present, William, though silent, was able to seal his contrition with a gift of 2s towards the costs of keeping the light of the Blessed Virgin Mary burning perpetually in the church, a donation of 12d for the repair of the rear door of the church, where the oak had splintered and the wind whistled through, and alms of 4s to be given to twenty-four poor people of the village on the day of his burial, and the same amount seven days later.




‘Into Thy hands O Lord I commend my spirit. You have redeemed me O Lord, thou God of truth.’ The priest encouraged William to repeat the words of Psalm 31 after him, but William did not stir. The priest and his assistants now moved swiftly because William lay as if in a deep sleep. Observing from experience the signs of imminent death, Master John began commending William into God’s hands by quietly but resonantly saying ‘In manus tuas’,  while the chaplain, subdeacon and servers chanted psalms. Pouring small quantities of oil into his palms from the flask hanging on his belt, John anointed William on his forehead, and on the backs of his hands and his feet, thereby sealing the forgiveness of sins and protection for the soul. Then, turning to the window, with his back to those present in the room, he raised the precious ivory box above his head, saying softly ‘Hoc est corpus meum. This is my body.’ Then, handing the box to an assistant, he turned back to face the room and broke off a small fragment of the wafer. Once again saying ‘Hoc est corpus meum’, he placed it into William’s mouth and shook him gently to rouse him, while those gathered around fell to their knees.


Master John placed the rest of the wafer in his own mouth and swallowed it, but William’s jaws did not move, and he did not swallow. After waiting a few moments, the priest pushed the fragment further into William’s mouth with his finger. But, to the horror of the assembly, William coughed and fragments flew from his mouth and settled around his lips and chin. The priest remained calm and carefully gathered all the sodden fragments together and crumbled them into a small chalice into which he had poured a little wine. Prompted by a server he found another trace on William’s chest and added that to the wine, which he stirred. He motioned for William’s head to be raised slightly and his mouth to be opened, and swirling the chalice he poured the wine and fragments of wafer into his mouth, which he then held firmly closed, while William gently spluttered. When he was satisfied that William had ingested the wafer he took up the chalice himself and drained it.
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