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Stratford on the Avon - the year 1616


Methinks ‘tis time to send for my attorney, Francis Collins. My physician, John Hall, who is also my son-in-law, married to my daughter, Susanna, has been treating me for a hacking cough which wracks me from head to toe. It gets no better and indeed it is getting worse. He has finally admitted that which I have known for a while, he doubts I shall make old bones.


So, when Francis arrives he will write down the provisions of my last will and testament. He is an honest man and a good lawyer. That I should know, with the experiences I have had with lawyers over the years. My father had ambitions for me to go to one of the universities until fate interceded and I had to leave school when I was thirteen. So, mother had her way and I was packed off to serve as a tutor in the household of Sir Alexander Hoghton in Lancashire, where she hoped I would learn how to behave as a proper Catholic gentleman like her cousin Sir Richard Arden of Park Hall.


I had a sequence of teachers while I was at the Stratford grammar school. The best of them, and the one I owe most to, was Master Jenkins. He was a hard taskmaster in a hard school, but fair.









Chapter One


The fates were kind to me when I came into this world. The year 1564, was a bad year for Stratford on Avon. God in his wrath visited the plague on the town -the Black Death. Over two hundred people died. Men, women and children. I was but three months old when my mother, who had buried two daughters before I was born, took me off to stay at her family farm in Wilmcote, in the country outside the town, until it was safe to return. My father, God bless him, had to stay in town. He still had to earn his living as a glove maker and he was also, of course, a senior burgess of the town. He had strict instructions from my mother to remember to feed her hogs and fowls while she was away. When she deemed it safe we returned home and she gave thanks to the Virgin Mary for saving us from the pestilence – she was born and brought up in the Catholic faith. Because of his growing ambition as a member of the town council father had to show his commitment to the new Protestant religion. We all had to accompany him to the Holy Trinity Church each Sunday, but in the home mother insisted on following the rites of her faith.


I was confused. If we were to believe in God it seemed to make sense to pray directly to him through Jesus his son, as we did at the church of the Holy Trinity rather than through his mother, The Virgin Mary. Grown ups have some strange ideas. I was nearly thirteen years of age and I grew up surrounded by farm animals so I knew about the birds and the bees. So, how could they believe Mary to have been a virgin? Was she carrying God’s child before she married Joseph? To be sure he would have needed some convincing of the supernatural cause of her large belly. And how would he explain his wife’s claim to their friends and neighbours? They lived in a small village after all!


I mulled over the mysteries of life and religion as I dozed in my bed in the dark – Father had doused the lanthorn on the landing as he had gone to his bed. I had tentatively tried to talk to my mother about the confusion in my mind, but I got a sharp answer. “Do not dare to question the Bible. Anyway you are too young to understand,” Always too young! But not too young to read the Bible to her every night, at her insistence, now that it was printed in English. She had gone through life listening to priests reading their own personal translations from the Latin. I had tried asking my dad what he made of it. “I have not got time to answer silly questions, ask your mother.” He was always too busy; he deferred all domestic matters to his wife. I wondered if all fathers were so unapproachable.


So, I resolved to talk to my friend Richard Tyler about it – he was as inquisitive as me - and ask him what he thought. His father was a butcher and a friend of my father. Knowing his turn of mind, though, I expected he would have some coarse interpretation.


“Are you out of bed yet, William?” Mother’s voice sounded up the stairs. “You will be late for school, and get Gilbert up, but don’t you dare wake the others. Say your prayers and get dressed.” The others being my sister Anne aged six and Richard aged four. My other sister, Joan was eight and was already up and helping mother with the breakfast. There were no school for girls in Stratford; the King’s New School was for boys only. Gilbert and I were allowed to attend because father was a member of the town council.


“Yes, mother,” I groaned, and snuggled deeper into the bed, I felt the warmth of Gilbert’s body and the rise and fall of his breathing. Little Richard on the other side of him was twitching in the throes of a dream. Gilbert was younger than me, but we went along to school together. He was in the class of the usher, the master’s assistant. He was even more reluctant than me at having to get up at six-o-clock in the morning to trudge, half asleep, through the wakening streets, to get to school for seven, just to spend the day till six-o-clock at night learning to write from his horn book, while I was learning Latin from the likes of Terence and Juvenal. We would soon be changing to summer school times; getting up at five to be in school for six.


Latin! What was the point of it? The only people now using it were lawyers and high churchmen. Now that the Bible was being printed in English every parish priest in the land had a copy from which to read the homilies. According to my father the court of Queen Elizabeth, which had conducted its business in Latin and Norman French since the Conquest, now used English almost exclusively in its day to day business. Even we had a copy of the Geneva Bible which father bought in London on one of his trips on the business of Stratford council. Neither he nor my mother could read, that’s how I came to the nightly reading of passages from the New Testament. Even though England, according to the edict of Queen Elizabeth, was now a Protestant country, my mother still insisted we live with the rituals of the old religion when we were at home, apart that is from my Bible readings! In the beginning, having to read to her every night was an unwelcome chore, but as I got more used to it I gradually began to look forward to it, the writing was so beautiful.


“Are you up yet William? ‘tis gone six. Is Gilbert up? Have you said your prayers?”


Mother, I murmured quietly, you know I hurt my foot playing football yesterday, can’t I miss school just for one day? A futile question, of course, it’s as well she couldn’t hear me; father would never countenance it anyway. Ever conscious of his own lack of learning, the education of his children was as the holy writ to him, his boys anyway. Though his term of High Bailiff of Stratford was ended he remained an Alderman and still had the privilege of sending his sons to the grammar school. I thought I had better get up before mother came and hauled us out of bed and treated us to the back of her hand.


 “William…how many more times?” That was my father. His shouting could have roused the whole street. A cock crowed greeting the dawn.


“Coming Father.”


I hauled Gilbert out of bed and we struggled to get dressed in the faint dawn light creeping through the windows. Nathaniel, father’s apprentice, passed us on his way from his room in the attic. He gave us a rueful grimace.


It was a cold, damp, cloud clamped morning in early March, but our bellies were full of mother’s hot potage when we left the house, and we were well wrapped up under our black students’ gowns and caps as we made our way down Henley Street past the High Cross into High Street. In the years since I was first pulled along to school by my mother as a five year old, my face washed and my hair brushed, I had got used to every inch of the way. Away to the east, over the Clopton bridge across the Avon, the sun was struggling to break through the lowering clouds.


There was a clatter of footsteps behind us. Thomas Hornby the blacksmith‘s son was the same age as Gilbert. In the High Street the brothers Will and Tom Smith appeared. “Hello there Will, Gil.” Their father was a haberdasher.


Heads down, we plodded up the street together with me favouring my bruised foot – it wasn’t an excuse. People were emerging from their homes preparing to face their working day.


“Heard about Mary Webbe?” Will Smith asked, breaking the silence. “She’s quite poorly. I heard my mother talking with father last night. They expect she will die.”


Mary Webbe. I knew her. She would sometimes accompany her father on his stall on market day. She couldn’t be more than seven or eight. Why did so many children die? I had two sisters who died before I was born and another, Anne, who was just six, had always been sickly and was like to die. Thank goodness, my other sister, Joanie, was thriving.


“I wish I could die.” Will mumbled.


“Why, are you poorly?” asked Gilbert.


“No but I wish I was.”


“Take no notice of him, Gil,” I said. “I know what’s the matter with him, it’s our Latin day today; we have to read, write and speak nothing but Latin all day and Old Jenks will be walking round with his birch rod just looking for an excuse to use it.’


“Yeah… an I’ll be the first to feel it as usual,” moaned Will.


“Ain’t I glad we don’t have Latin days in my class.” said Gil, adding to the discomfort of Will who grunted, “Your time will come afore long. My father says he can’t see the point in Latin. In fact he can’t see why I ’ave to go to school at all.” His brother, Thomas, piped up behind us. “Mother says she don’t want to see ’er sons agrowin’ up to be haberdashers.”


Tom Hornby said, “My mother don’t want me to be a blacksmith.”


“How about you, Will? What do you want to be?” Will Smith asked.


“Me?” I grinned. “Well I think my mother wants me to grow up to be a gentleman like her Arden cousins in Park Hall.” Me a gentleman? The very thought made me shudder: this was where I belonged, among my friends, not in some gilded hall eating from golden platters!


Gil piped up. “Nobody’s asked me, ‘spect I’ll finish up a glover like our father.” And why not, it was an honourable trade. And Gil would make a very good glover. But it was not for me, I wanted to be a … good question, what did I want to be?


Old Jenks was our schoolmaster, Thomas Jenkins. He was not really old, he just looked older than his years. Father, who had a hand in his appointment, said he took his BA at Oxford in 1566 and his MA in 1570 so he would be about nearing forty. That was old to us! He too had a young daughter who had died, just the year before last, aged about five. Why did so many children die? I was reminded how lucky I was when I was born. That was the year the plague descended on Stratford on Avon. A great number of children died in the town. Mother firmly believed I was saved because she prayed day and night to the Virgin Mary, and that it was her prayers that protected my father as he went about his council work helping people in the town. I wondered, did the deaths in town happen because the families were praying to the wrong god!


Passing over the crossroads of Ely Street and Sheep Street the High Street was then called Chapel Street. On the left hand corner at the next crossroads with Chapel Lane was an imposing house with a large garden. New Place it was called, the biggest house in Stratford, built by Sir Hugh Clopton, who was also the builder of the bridge over the Avon. I wanted a house like that when I grew up. I dreamed of owning that house.


Opposite New Place on the corner across Chapel Lane was the Guild Chapel. The walls inside were painted with scenes from the Bible until father was ordered to get them painted over when he was the Bailiff. Next to the Chapel was the Guildhouse where the town council met. Our school occupied the upper floor.


The chapel bell was tolling seven as we got to the corner. A figure was coming up the lane and a voice called, “Hold hard there, Will.” It was Richard Tyler. His father had a butchers shop on the corner of Sheep Street down by the Bank Croft. We waited for him and climbed the stairs to school together.


The teaching of Latin and Logic were the main subjects taught in Stratford Grammar School and the Town Council could not have picked a better man to be Master. Any subject that did not help his pupils to improve their Latin was of little importance in Old Jenks’s eyes. He was a firm believer in our reading and acting plays from the Roman classics to further our understanding of the language.


He was already in the classroom when we got there, standing by the door as we entered, in his black cloak and skull cap. Black eyebrows and a short trimmed black beard streaked with grey: his black hair growing down to a pristine white ruff; a ruff which, with his short neck, made it appear that his head was balanced on a thick white platter. It was woe betide anybody who had not a clean and shining face and well brushed hair.


He flicked his birch at Dick Tyler’s bottom as he passed. “You have blood on your jerkin,boy!”


Dick glanced down then up at the master. “Sorry, sir,” he said awkwardly, “I was helping my father in the shop before I left for school.”


“Hrrumph!” he grunted, “you are to be commended for doing your filial duty to your father. Just be more careful how you present yourself here at school. Get to your place.” He cracked the birch on his desk and glared round. “The rest of you get to your places.”


There was the usual stench of tallow candles, recently dowsed, in sconces around the walls, as we hung up our cloaks and caps on the pegs provided and settled down.


After the prayers with which we started every day, the Master announced that we would begin to learn the play Pyramus and Thisby.


“But this time instead of just playing it in school, we will perform it in the Guildhouse before your families and an invited audience of the High Bailiff, aldermen and councillors!”


I remembered reading this play recently when studying a translation of Ovid He was not one for making jokes was Master Jenkins and he rarely relaxed his face in a smile. But his lips definitely twitched as he followed that announcement with. “It will of course be in Latin throughout.” We looked at each other in silent disbelief, bordering on horror. School plays were one thing, but before an audience would be something else. And in Latin…


He came from behind his desk, “Why so surprised?” he growled as he paced up and down. “The town council is paying me for your education. Should they not occasionally be able to see what value they are getting for their money?” At the same time, I thought, it would do his standing no harm if the play was a success. He continued, “few if any of your audience will understand Latin and will no doubt easily become bored sitting two hours or more, so I have condensed Plautus’s work to last about one hour. Even so your acting will have to be first rate and visually arresting to do the play justice. This week, while I am considering who shall play what part, you will study the play. Then I will make my decision after hearing you, one by one, read a passage of my choosing. He stabbed his finger at us while fixing us with his penetrating stare. “Make no mistake, I will not be fooled by anyone who deliberately tries to fail my test, or who wants to take part just to impress their folk in the audience. Open your books.”


He turned to me. “Shakespeare…a word.” I followed him as he went back to his desk. Quietly, out of earshot of the rest of the pupils he said. “Whoever I decide will play the other parts, you will play Pyramus.”


Oh no!…Me play Pyramus?…Why me? Pyramus was one of the main parts. Why had he singled me out? But of course I knew why. I was not keen on Latin and this was his way of trying to get me to show more interest. And, of course, my father used to be the Bailiff. As an alderman he still had a lot of influence on the council.


The school day began at six-o-clock in the summer and seven-clock in winter, with a two hour break for dinner: six days a week. We were generously allowed the afternoon off on Saturdays when father could always find work for me in his workshop or on his market stall. If he didn’t my mother did.


So, on the Saturday afternoon after the master‘s announcement, and after finishing the chores set by my father, I hied myself out to the woods on the banks of the Avon to learn my lines in Old Jenks’s latest pet project. I could think of better things to do on my free afternoon, but the thought of my mother and father watching me perform spurred me on. They would be proud of their son.


It was a fine day: the clouds high in the sky. The sun gently warming the light breeze. I could hear some of my classmates down on the river bank. They had said they were going fishing. If they were fishing for their supper; with the noise they were making frolicking about, I suspected they would be going to bed hungry and the fish would live to take the bait another day. I was tempted to join them. But…


I found a small, secluded, clearing and began rehearsing my lines. I tried to visualise the actors I had seen when father took me to see plays performed by the Earl of Leicester’s players and the Queen’s Men when they visited Stratford. I strode about accompanying my renderings with what I considered the appropriate actions, with frequent references to the written part I held in my hand. After about an hour I gave up on such energetic declaiming and wandered out of the wood to walk down the river to the bridge, murmuring my lines as I went. Crossing over the road to the Bank Croft I saw Master Jenkins, with his two children walking towards me along the river bank. It was obvious he had seen me so I had no opportunity to avoid him. I continued walking until we met and he stopped in front of me.


“This is well met, Shakespeare,” he said, glancing at the manuscript in my hand, “tis gratifying to see you so absorbed in learning your lines. I’m impressed.” He stood with his arms folded beneath his cloak. His children scampered on. “I think your father will be impressed too.” There was a pause, then he continued in a mild tone of voice, unlike his normal classroom bark, “Do you know why I have given you this part?” he asked..


I shook my head, inwardly wary. Of course I knew. He had been trying the stick for a long enough to get me to take more of an interest in Latin, now he was offering the carrot. I just hoped I would not perform like a donkey. Another silence as he weighed his words.


“Your father has expressed the wish for you to go to a university when you are fifteen, and I would like to see you enter Oxford, my Alma Mater. But for that to happen you will have to make a marked improvement in your Latin. A working knowledge will just not do. But I am heartened by the effort you are putting in to learning these lines. It shows what I have long suspected, you could master this, the language of the classics, if you really put your mind to it. I have to tell you that in all my years of teaching I have never come across a boy of your age with such an exceptional aptitude for the English language, and such a remarkable memory for retaining the words you read. But Latin is the language of scholarship and I would that you would make more of an effort in your study of it.”


 That was all very flattering; even so I would have preferred to be doing a play in my native tongue, even this play in its English translation.


“Sir, may I ask you something?” I asked. Without waiting for his answer, “don’t you think it would be a far better case if we did this play”…I caught the look in his eye. “er… in the English translation?” I ended lamely, “then, at least, the councillors would be able to follow the story.”


He bridled and in his classroom voice said crossly, “Now you are being mischievous, boy. The school is there, above all, to teach you the language and logic of the great Roman authors, Ovid, Juvenal, Terence. That is why the council appointed an Oxford graduate, me, to be master. And when we put this play on you will show them that my reputation is well earned.” He returned to his softer tone. “Let us have a bargain, young Shakespeare. You do me proud before the council and we will perform the next play in English. It would be an idea for you to use your talents and write it.!”


Did my ears deceive me! Me write a play! I looked at the Master in astonishment.


“Well?” He looked at me with raised eyebrows, “are you afraid you cannot do it? I am offering you this chance because I know you can. I may have lingering doubts about your Latin, but I have admired your essays and your poetry, and I have no doubt you will justify my confidence. There is a spark in you that, in all my experience, I have not seen before in such a young boy.”


I was dumbstruck.


“Well, William? Have you lost the power of speech?”


William! What next? Never before had I heard him use a boy’s given name.


“Sir,” I stammered, excited, “tis a bargain. I will give you a performance the like of which you have never seen.” Secretly I hoped I would not live to regret my boast.


Old Jenks smiled. He actually smiled! A proper smile! I had seen him smile when out with his family but never in front of his pupils. “A bargain then,” he said, “but with one caveat, you will show me a draft for my approval before writing the play.”


Anything you say, Sir. My mind was already racing in search of a subject.


“I have something else to say,” he went on, “I must ask you to remember that this is in confidence, just between you and me. You have a rare gift, and if you will just apply that gift to learning your Latin, so that it comes to you as naturally as your mother tongue, you will find that the world will open up before you. It would be the glory of my declining years if I could point to Bishop William Shakespeare, or, perhaps, Chancellor Shakespeare; or the holder of some other high office and say, I taught that man when he was a schoolboy. Remember Chancellor Cromwell? He came from the slums of London and made it to the highest office in the land.”


Holy Mary! This was not the Master Jenkins I thought I knew, who ruled his school with the birch without favour.


“I will not speak of this again,” he continued, “I will not be seen to have favourites; ’tis up to you to make the most of the gifts God has given you. Your fellow pupils need my attention far more than you. Your future is in your own hands.”


How was I to answer him? I was flattered beyond reason. I could not disabuse him and tell him that I had no interest in going to university; that I had no ambition to go into the Church, or the Law, or to be a teacher just to perpetuate a dead language. My ambition was to write poetry – English poetry. Perhaps to go to London to find a patron. Why not? Roger Lock, who left school just last year, had gone to be apprenticed to a printer in London, and Richard Field was soon to follow his example.


Roger wrote to his father, who was a glover like my father, of the wonderful works they are asked to print, from translated classics, to poetry, to mundane volumes such as on farming practice and how to rear pigs. He said we would be amazed at the volume of books being printed in the English language in London to add to the hundreds that have been printed since Caxton brought the art to this country just a hundred years ago.


All those books and yet so few people in England could read them. How long till the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker and all their sons and daughters would know the undiluted pleasure of losing themselves in the world of a book.


When I went with my father to see the plays performed by the Earl of Leicester’s men at the Guildhouse, and later the Queen’s Men, I was struck by enthusiasm of the audience. From the hurrahs at the start of the play; the cheers, boos, clapping and sometimes tears, they seemed to identify themselves with the characters being portrayed on the stage. For an all too brief moment in time they were transported into a different place, away from their humdrum workaday world. Even to my young eyes, some were not very good plays. But was it any wonder that the people of Stratford flocked to these performances which were so different to the age old Mystery Plays they were used to, which served up the same fare year after year. Could I write better plays? I thought I could.


Master Jenkins nodded again to the manuscript in my hand, “I will leave you to your rehearsing.” He called to his daughters and carried on with his walk.


All too soon the day of the play arrived. It was a Saturday and because of the play there was no school that day. After a sleepless night, tossing and turning, I got up in the dark at my usual time. Any thought of a longer lie in was nipped in the bud by father as we went to bed the night before, “What time do you have to be at school to get ready for your performance, Will?”


“Twelve, noon, sir,” I replied.” The play starts at two-o-clock.”


“So, there will be no lessons in the morning, but I want you and Gilbert up at six-o’clock sharp to help me set up in the market.”


There was a market in Stratford every Saturday at the High Cross. He had a stall to sell the gloves and other leather wares he made in his workshop at the bottom of the garden. He was usually assisted by an apprentice when we were at school, but by chance Nathaniel’s parents were coming from Hinckley to visit with him on the day of the play.


“Come on, Gilbert, before father starts calling.” I dug him in the ribs as I rolled out of bed. He just turned over and snuggled further down under the clothes. I snatched the clothes off him “Here comes father,” I cried. That moved him.


In no time we had had breakfast and were trudging reluctantly behind father the short distance down to the market carrying the wicker basket containing his merchandise, still thinking of our warm bed. Dawn was breaking. It would soon be full day. Planks and trestles had been dropped on our pitch, hard by the market cross, by council workmen and we made short work of setting up the stall. Father paid extra for a cover for the protection it gave to his fine leatherwork. Any tradesmen licenced to trade in the market could pay the town council for the use of a stall but they had to erect it themselves. If they didn’t pay for a stall they just paid a licence for the pitch and laid their wares out on the ground or on a cart.


Father started to lay out the gloves, purses, belts and other pieces. He stopped and said, “Here, you two, you can finish laying out while I go and attend to some business. You now know what to do. I’ll be back shortly.”


Hmm… there was a first time for everything. It was usually, “Don’t touch that…put that down, be careful with that.” I suddenly felt quite grown up.


“Come on Gil do as you are bid, I’m in charge.”


“Who said you were in charge?” Gil challenged.


“I do. I’m older than you.”


In the middle of arranging our wares I became aware of someone trundling a cart on to the pitch next to ours. It was Anne Hathaway and her stepbrother, Thomas, from their farm at Shottery. She was a regular on this pitch and we knew her quite well. Her family were friends of ours. Father bought sheep skins and lamb skins from her father. She brought cheeses; vegetables in season; pullets eggs, duck eggs, live chickens and ducklings. Also dead pullets and ducks – ready to be plucked. They were all carried in wicker crates on the cart which they had pushed along farm track across the fields from Shottery. She did not have a stall and had to sell from the cart with some of her wares laid out on the ground. As she leaned against the cart to get her breath I thought how comely she was in both face and figure. I was keenly aware of the gentle swelling of her bosom, straining against her chemise. I was of an age when such sights were beginning to cause a stirring in the loins. I owned that she was probably nearer twenty against my soon to be thirteen but my imagination made light of the difference.


She turned towards me and caught me staring; Gilbert was at the far side of the stall. “Good morning, William,” she said with a knowing smile. She was woman enough to know the impression she was having on me. “Good morning, Gilbert,” she called. “Good morning,” we replied in unison.


“I don’t usually see you boys here on Saturday mornings, is there no school today?” With the emphasis on ‘boys’.


Embarrassed at being caught ogling her figure I stammered, “Er…no… we are putting on a play in the Guildhouse for the town councillors.” It sounded more important than it really was but she appeared suitably impressed.


“Are you not in it then?” she said.


“Well…yes...but ‘tis not until this afternoon.”


“Will your father be there to see you?”


“Aye, with my mother. Our sister Joan is coming to help Gilbert on the stall.”


Gilbert piped up, “He is playing Pyramus.”


“Is he now? That sounds important.”


“It is” said Gilbert,” that’s who the play is all about.”


Can you feel proud and embarrassed at the same time? I did. “It’s only a school play.” I mumbled.


“Only? and before the town councillors…!”


“They won’t understand it,” cried Gilbert, “it’s all in Latin.”


“Latin? Why not in English?”


Why indeed. “Because we have to learn Latin at school,” I said pretentiously.” That’s the reason we are playing for the councillors. They pay the master and he wants to show them that he is worthy of his hire.”


“Good day to you Anne.”


So intent was I on trying to continue our conversation I had not noticed father come up behind us. He acknowledged Anne with a nod, “You are looking well, Mistress Hathaway… and your father?”


“He is quite well, sir.”


Turning to me, “I have just seen Master Jenkins, William, he needs some help in the Guild- house.”


“But Father…”


“But what, boy?”


“Nothing, Sir.


I glanced in Anne’s direction. She rewarded me with a sympathetic smile that reached her eyes. Such pretty eyes. Discomforted I turned and made my way through the market, which even at that early hour was getting busy. I stormed down Tinkers Lane to the Guildhouse, my head filled with images of Anne as she smiled at me. Holy Mary! I was never going to remember my lines now.


My father could be very demanding, and like all fathers he could be strict and would be obeyed. Children were seen but not heard until there were chores to be done! I was not a child now, I was soon to be thirteen, but I had to do as I was bid. I tried all morning, whilst helping the master, to go over my lines in my head, but tempting visions of Anne’s bosom kept intruding.


A few hours later I was standing behind the curtain in the Guildhouse among the boys in the cast. Nerves jangling, wishing I was anywhere but there. Old Jenks was out front giving the preamble to the assembled councillors and parents, showing off his learning. He was boring them about the life of the playmaker, Plautus and why he had chosen his play. ’Get on with it, Sir, they have come to see a play.’ We were all getting more nervous by the minute. My knees were trembling, my palms sweating inside my clenched fists. I turned to Lewis Williams, who was playing Thisby, walking up and down muttering to himself. “Lew, for Jesu’s sake come and listen to my opening lines,” I whispered.


He looked stricken, “I can’t remember mine either.” We went through my first few lines to where he was cued in, and I was listening to his reply when the Master appeared behind the curtain.


“Come Shakespeare,” he urged, “You are on.”


Seconds later I found myself in front of an impatient audience, my mind totally blank.


“Where ist thy servant?” came a whispered prompt in Latin from Master Jenkins. After a stuttering start, the words began to flow, my stage fright evaporated and apart from the occasional stumble I never so much as missed one cue. I gave it my all, gesticulating and strutting about the stage, Old Jenk’s strictures about exaggerated gestures completely forgotten in the concentrated excitement of the moment. I had found my calling; I wanted to be an actor. But even my masterly performance could not prevent Old Jenks’s worst fears coming true. More than one of Stratford’s leading gentry was in an undignified slumber before the end of the play – and those who had manage to stay awake looked as if they might nod off at any moment.


The enthusiastic applause, when it came was mainly from the parents and from the school, who are were there in force. The sleeping councillors awakened with a start and joined in. My mother and father sat beaming and nodding to their neighbours as they clapped, more in the pleasure of seeing their son’s success I felt, than in enjoyment of the play itself. Seeing their obvious pride I was filled with a warm feeling of affection. My mother had always been the comforter when needed. But in a sudden flash of insight I saw that behind the stern exterior my father too, had a real affection for his children. Between his work and his duties with the council he had very little time to give attention to us. I thought, though, that he was proud of me that day.


He came from a long line of Warwickshire farmers. Born in Snitterfield he knew very early on that he had no ambition to be a farmer so, as a young man he came to Stratford - on - Avon and became apprenticed to a glove maker. My mother told us the story of him striking out for himself as a glover on completion of his apprenticeship. How he was soon noticed as a very able young man and was elected to the first of his positions working for the town council. Borough ale taster! An enjoyable job but he not only had to keep a check on the measures and prices charged by the local inns and alehouses, but also the weights and measures of the butchers and bakers in the town, and they were not always happy to see him. Two years later he was appointed constable which was another not altogether popular position, but he so impressed the councillors that within a twelvemonth he was made an affeeror which was someone who decided fines for offences which were not covered by existing laws. Mother said she was proud of the way he progressed with the council and how he was well regarded in the town. She was even more proud of him when he became first a Burgess, then a Chamberlain. Then, in 1568 when I was four years old, he was elected to the most important post of High Bailiff.


He achieved this rise in fortune by hard work and attention to duty against an uneasy social background of religious uncertainty and intolerance.


Born at a time when the religion of England was still Catholic, and growing up in the reign of King Henry the Eighth when he broke with the Pope in Rome and styled himself Head of the English Church, he saw the whittling away of the ancient rites and rituals of the Catholic Church. Then when Henry’s son, Edward, inherited the throne at the tender age of ten years, he instigated, with the contrivance of his ministers, a full blown form of the Protestant religion. However, as the country was trying to come to terms with such a fundamental change Edward died and his sister, Mary, ascended the throne. She forcibly reinstated the Catholic religion, burning hundreds of so called heretics in the process.


Throughout the turmoil of those years my father applied himself to his business and to the business of the council without fear or favour. As his business prospered he bought the house adjoining ours in Henley Street making it one of the biggest houses in the street. When his term as Bailiff ended he continued serving the council as an alderman.


When Queen Mary died her half sister Elizabeth, King Henry’s younger daughter, became our Queen, and once again the Protestant religion became paramount.


But for how long? To us children, at least to me, the adult world seemed a very confusing place. All that discord seemed a long way from the teachings of Jesus Christ which I read to my family from the Geneva Bible.


We attended the Protestant church services as we were required to do by law, but my mother insisted we observed the ways of the old religion in the privacy of our home. I felt that father fell in with her wishes out of respect for the very deep feelings she still had for the religion of her childhood; and she attended the services out of respect for him. Throughout his years as an elected official of the council, he was expected to set an example to the citizens of Stratford. Although he rarely voiced an opinion I had the feeling that the frustration of those vacillating years had left him with no great empathy for either religion.


At school on Monday morning after the play Old Jenks was almost jovial as he congratulated us on our performance. “I had some very warm words from the Bailiff.” he said.


“He wasn’t asleep then,” I murmur in an aside to Tom Smith.


“What’s that you said, Shakespeare?” the Master snapped, his jovial mask slipping.


“I was just saying it was a pity some of the councillors went to sleep, Sir.”


Frowning, he ignored my interruption and continued, “ he said you were a credit to the school, and furthermore, suggested that he thought we should put on another play in the near future, but,” still frowning,“ next time in English.” It was obvious he did not take to that suggestion.


I perked up at that and raised my hand.


“I know what you are about to say, boy. See me later and we will discuss it.”


That produced a few funny looks and whispered, teasing remarks from the rest of my class.


“What’s this then, Will?”


“ Come, tell.”


“ Shakespeare’s got a secret………”


I shook my head with a glance in the direction of the master.


“Quiet you young hooligans or I’ll be among you with the birch.” shouted Jenks, banging the cane on his desk top to emphasise the point. “Settle down and open your books.”


Before going home when we broke for dinner I went to see him.


“So, Shakespeare, after the success of the play on Saturday you believe I should let you write the next play as I promised.”


“ Well, yes Sir.”


“And I’ll warrant you have already had thoughts on a theme?” he said mildly. “Aye, sir. I have made some notes I would like your opinion on.”


“Already. You have not made these since the play on Saturday.”


“No sir, I have been working on them since well…you know... that day, sir.”


“Have you indeed. You were confident that play would be a success then, and in no doubt that you would be able to clinch the bargain.”


“I had no doubt of it sir.”


“Your confidence does you credit. When am I to see these notes?”


I have them in my satchel, sir.”


“Fetch them hither, then, boy.”


I fetched my satchel and handed the master the two sheets on which I had scribbled my notes. He took them and looked at them with a questioning frown, one in each hand, “What am I to make of this, boy? This is not your handwriting.”


Ouch! I took them from him, turned them over, and handed them back. “Sorry, sir, my father gives me old papers written for him by the town scribe when he was Bailiff. He has no more use for them now, and paper being so expensive I use them if they have a blank side.”


“Hmm, very sensible. Have you many writings at home then?”


“Quite a lot, sir. Poems and such.”


“In English, I presume?”


“Mostly, yes sir.”


“Why am I not surprised, you must let me have sight of some of them. But now for these.” He turned again to my notes. He frowned as he scanned them.


“Do I read aright? This is to be a play about Edward, the young king, the brother of our present Queen Elizabeth?”


“Yes, sir.”


There was a long, awkward, silence broken by what sounded like a snort as he continued to read.


Eventually, “It won’t do, Shakespeare. It won’t do at all. Has your father never spoken of the informers and spies that are out and about looking to inform on anybody uttering seditious or derogatory remarks about the Queen or her government?”


My mouth fell open “Well, yes, sir, but…”


“And you do not think that a play about our present Queen’s brother might be so construed?”


Seditious or derogatory remarks. Me! I only wanted to write a play about a boy of my age who woke up one morning to be told that his father had died and that he was now King of England. He had known that he was to be King one day; living with that knowledge from an early age. But when you are young you think your father is going to live forever. What he was told and what he believed were not the same thing. I was of his age now and I knew I would be devastated if my father died. So, what were the young Prince’s thoughts on that fateful day? That was what I wanted to portray.


“So,” continued the master, “if you don’t want to see the inside of the Tower of London I think you had better think of another theme.”


“But, sir, there will not be anything seditious or derogatory in my play.”


“You may not think so but these people e can turn words in any way they think fit, and the very fact that you are writing about the Queen’s brother could be called derogatory. And do not forget that I would be arraigned as well for encouraging you. How old are you boy?”


“I will be thirteen in in a few weeks, Sir.”


“So, you are twelve. Too young to be condemned to the Tower think you? But me? I could be incarcerated for life for encouraging you, or even lose my head.” He shuddered. “No, boy, it’s not to be thought of.”


I could not believe he was serious.


He tore my notes in two, then once more, and dropped them in his waste basket. Pointing towards the door he snapped. “Away, boy, let’s hear no more of this.”


We had a bargain and he had reneged on it! Near to tears I grabbed my satchel and rushed out of school; I ran all the way along the High Street. As I neared Henley Street Richard Quiney, a friend of mine, was just entering his house. He turned as he saw me.


“What did Old Jenks want, Will, are you in trouble?”


I slowed to a walk wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “No. It was just some Latin translation I got wrong.”


He screwed up his face as he walked beside me. “I hate Latin. Hurry and get your dinner and we can have a game of football afore afternoon school.”


We had a two hour break for dinner. Often my father found odd jobs for me do before returning to school, but there had been barely enough work for his apprentice in the last few months. And trade in the market was not as busy as it used to be; but after my miserable interview with the master I didn’t feel like football.


“Well then, how about we go snare a couple of rabbits.” persisted Richard.


“Not me, Richard,”I replied, “the last time I went with Dick Tyler we got caught by SirThomas Lucy’s gamekeeper. He locked us in a barn for an hour and threatened us with a whipping.”


He grinned, “I remember. See you back at school, then.”


Gilbert had left school ahead of me while I was with the master. He and the rest of the family had finished dinner by the time I got home. With Old Jenks’s words still going round in my head I wanted to ask my father about spies and informers but he was away on business. I knew in a vague sort of way that such men were about, but it was more adult stuff. I thought they were just out to catch Catholics and Puritans who did not attend Church.


“Where have you been, William?” mother grumbled. “We have finished so you will have to make do with what’s left.” I toyed with a bowl of thick pottage but was too upset to eat. So I wandered into the yard and sat down on an upturned bucket. Did the master really mean me not to write a play even after he had promised? Or just that I should use a different theme. I did have other ideas before deciding on Prince Edward. About Joseph, the husband of Our Lady. It had always seemed to me that there was really very little about him in the Bible. Yet, as well as being Mary’s husband, he was part of a living village community. What did he say when his wife told him that she was with child but that he was not the father? I thought it would be interesting to speculate on his reaction. I decided it was not the time for such a play.


As I sat there I could see my mother through the window, busying herself about the kitchen. She had her hands full did mother, taking care of four growing children and looking after the needs of my father, who was as demanding with her as he was with us and with his apprentice.


Thinking of my mother gave me an idea. She was an Arden. I could write a play about the Ardens of Warwickshire, not her family, the farmers of Wilmcote, but her illustrious ancestors. She was fond of telling us stories of how the Ardens had been in Warwickshire since before William came with his Normans. Did they fight with King Harold at Hastings. Why not? It’s possible. Mother said that there was a tradition in the family that the Saxon Lord Thurkill of Arden gave the land at Curdworth to an early ancestor who then took the name Arden - the name of the forest - as his own. I would remind mother of a story she used to tell when I was small that one of her ancestors fought alongside Guy of Warwick who slew the Dun Cow. She now says that that was just a tale. But what a tale! She also told that John Arden, her great uncle, had been in service at the court of King Henry the Seventh. Holy Mary! There are enough stories in my own family to make several plays. I resolved to ask her to tell me more.









Chapter Two


It was several weeks after I had my great idea of a play about the Ardens. I had been working on a draft which was nearly ready to be shown to Master Jenkins. Just a few more questions for my mother. My birthday had come and gone on the twenty-third of April with no great fuss – just a muted acknowledgement that I was now thirteen. It was also St. George’s Day. The celebrations on the day were all out in the streets of the town. Trumpets blared, and cymbals clashed to the beat of drums as the High Bailiff and aldermen, including my father, walked through the town, followed by a man dressed as St.George wearing ancient armour and riding a white horse. He was cheered by the watching townsfolk. There was no school that day so we all went to join in the merriment.


But my mother had not been in the mood for story telling lately. There was a worried air about the house and I could hear her and dad talking in agitated tones of an evening when they thought we children were asleep. Something about a new law that had been passed to fine or arrest all broggers.


Broggers? Who or what were they? It seemed that that was what they called men who bought and sold wool without a licence. Was my father a brogger? I knew that on occasion he had bought and sold wool: he sometimes let me go along with him if he was buying in one of the nearby farms. I didn’t know he had to have a licence; but I knew he was not the only one in Stratford. There were a few people who augmented their income in that way. Did they all have a licence?


Our schoolroom was in the Guildhouse above where the council held their meetings, and on meeting days we could hear the dull murmur of voices from down below. It was the morning I had handed Old Jenks my notes on my play about the Ardens of Warwickshire and was nervously awaiting his verdict.


As I sat trying to concentrate on the logic of Ovid in the original Latin I was suddenly distracted by a disturbance from the street below. There was clatter of a horse’s hooves on the cobbles, followed by a thud and a muffled cry. A few second’s silence was followed by quite a commotion, and loud voices calling urgently to one another, and people were running about. The sound of raised voices could be clearly heard in the schoolroom.


“Quick, he has fallen from his horse.”


“Hold the horse… his foot is caught in the stirrup.”


“Careful, he has twisted his leg.”


Other voices appeared to be offering advice but those were the only words I could make out. The whole school crowded, tiptoe, at the windows overlooking the street just as the rider was carried into the council chamber. All I could see was Councillor Taylor and Councillor Tyler calming the horse.


I knew that horse!…it was my father’s horse! Holy Mary Mother of God! What had he done? I had to go to him.


I was at the door when the master cried, “Where are you off to, boy? Get back to your place.” His birch cracked across his desk, “All of you, away from the windows. Back to your desks. What has happened is no business of ours.”


“But sir,” I cried, “That’s my father’s horse. He has just been thrown and carried into the Guildhouse.”


He frowned. “Are you sure boy?”


“Yes sir. He’s called ‘Adam’ – our horse, and…” He cut me short and went to the door.


“You stay here. I will go down to find out what happened.” he was suddenly quite solicitous. “If it is your father you must go home to your mother.”


“Is it our father, Will?” Gil! In my anxiety I had not given a thought to him. He looked at me, his eyes full of tears.


“Are you sure it was Adam ?”


“Yes, didn’t you see?”


“No I couldn’t get to the window.”


I put my arm round his shoulders, “Don’t cry, Gil. Father has had tumbles before.” Best not to tell him that I heard he was caught up in his stirrup. Perhaps It was not as bad as it sounded.


Time was passing and if the master had not soon returned I would have gone down myself. I needed to know what was happening.


At last, he returned. “I’m sorry to say it is your father, Shakspeare.”


Gil burst into loud sobs and I put my arms round him to comfort him. But who was going comfort me!


“Is he hurt bad, sir?” I was trying to hold back my tears.


“I do not know. But his friends have carried him home and are sending for the physician, so you and your brother had better get along. Your mother will be needing you.”


As we were leaving the room the master called, “Let me know if I can be of any help, Shakespeare. Your father is a good man and is well liked; he has many friends who will be wishing him well. We will pray for him.”


My play was forgotten.


“Thank you, sir.”


I took Gil’s hand and we ran all the way home, apprehensive of what we would find. When we reached the house the men who had carried dad home were just leaving. Councillor Tyler and Councillor Taylor .


“How is my father?” I asked anxiously


Councillor Taylor replied, “He is still out of his wits, but he may only be sleeping now. I think he has had a lot of -----” Councillor Tyler laid a hand his arm, cutting him short and appearing to give him a warning glance. What was he going to say? He went on, “The doctor should be here soon, he will be able to tell you more when he has examined him.”


As they were departing Councillor Tyler said, “I will call tomorrow to see how he is.” The other man nodded.


Mother met us as we entered the house. She was near to tears; her face had taken on a careworn look. Joan and Richard were with her, crying.


“Is he going to be alright?” I ask her, anxiously


“I’m sure he is,” she said, slowly. As much to console herself as Gilbert and me, “This is not the first time he has been unhorsed.”


“Can I see him?” I asked, “Is he on his bed?” I moved towards the stairs.


She put a restraining hand on my arm, “He is not in his bed, William. They could not carry him up the stairs. I have made him a bed next to the parlour till such time as the doctor has seen him.”


I made to go to see him. Gil tried to follow me but mother stopped him. ”You can see him when the doctor has been.” she said gently.


I stood by the bed looking down at my father. Never a big man, he seemed smaller and paler under the covers than the ruddy cheeked man who had scolded me that very morning for not getting up when called. I now understood what Councillor Taylor had been about to say. My father reeked of ale! He had fallen from his horse because he was drunk! But he did not get drunk! I had never once seen him the worse for drink.


He was so pale, and I had heard them say he had hit is head when he fell. I recalled the glib words I had thought to write in my Prince Edward play, ‘when you are young you don’t think about your father dying; you think he is going to live forever.’ I choked back the tears. That was all very well, but this was my father. He couldn’t die. Difficult as the times were, without him life would be empty and unbearably more difficult. I stifled a sob. I swore if he survived this accident, when he returned to his old self I would obey his every wish without question. If he wanted me to go to University then so be it, that’s what I would do: or I would leave school and work for him in his workshop; whatever he willed.


Mother came and stood on other side of the bed.


“Don’t judge your father, William” she said softly, dabbing her eyes with her kerchief. “ He is not given to taking too much drink. You should know he is beset with worry.”


I had thought for some little while that all was not well with him, but living for the day as children are wont to do it had never occurred to me that tomorrow would be any different to today, or next week, or next year. My father was well regarded. Successful. Why would that change? But evidently something had changed. Judge him? Such a thought never entered my head. But he had never been drunk before, so why now? There had to be a reason.


“Is he drunk, mother? Is that why he fell from his horse?”


“Bring that stool over and sit by the bed, Will” she said. I must be growing up, she had always insisted I was William. She looked across at Gil standing in the doorway. “Go with Joan, Gilbert and take care of Anne and Richard, they are in the yard.” She then looked across at me saying gravely, “We should have told you how things are, you are old enough now to understand” She drew up a stool on the opposite side of the bed. Sitting down she took father’s limp hand in hers. “We have tried to keep our money worries from you, but I’m sure your father would now want me to tell you.”


“He is a proud man, William, he left the family farm in Snitterfield when he was a young man and came to Stratford where he became an apprentice to a glover, Thomas Dixon in Bridge Street. You see, he wanted more for his children than the drudgery of farming and the everlasting struggle against poor harvests. At the end of his apprenticeship he became a freeman of the town and started to work for himself. The town council asked him to be the official Ale Taster for Stratford. “Over the years he worked hard in his business and for the town. The year you were born he was made an alderman when the plague lifted from the town. The following year he was made Chamberlain. But he wanted even more for you than to have to spend your life following him as a glover and wittower. He wanted you to go to University. So, to make extra money, as he went round the farms buying hides for his glove making, he began in a small way to buy and sell wool, although he knew he should really have had a licence from the Wool Staple, the authority which controls the wool trade over all England. I wished for him not to get involved in this but I knew he was doing it with the best of intentions, and after all, others were doing it without hindrance from the authorities, so my concerns were eased.


“You have been with him on occasion, Will, and seen how he is trusted in his dealings. So much so he began to trade bigger and bigger amounts and was eventually making more money from wool than from making gloves. But it could not last. The demand for English wool abroad began to decline and last year the Wool Staple, fearful of the effect of this loss of trade, brought in new regulations and demanded that their agents seek out and fine all unlicensed broggers.”


I could see where this was leading, “So, mother, has he been fined?”


“Yes. It will be difficult but he can afford to pay the fine. But that is not the end of the matter. He was already committed to the purchase of large amounts of wool from farmers in Warwickshire and surrounding counties. When he heard of the new regulations he honoured this commitment as he had always done and by hard bargaining managed to sell over half of this year’s purchases. To do that he had to sell at little above the price he had paid. You will have seen the remainder stored in our barn.”


“I wondered why all those bales had been there for so long” I said.


“Well, William, you will not see them there any longer” She gazed sorrowfully at father as she stroked his hand. “By the time he wakes up they will all be gone.”


“Gone, mother? Gone where?”


“Two days ago, in the afternoon, while you and Gil were in school, two agents from the Wool Staple arrived at our door and demanded to search our barn. Your father tried to argue with them but to no avail. They found the bales and accused him of being a brogger. And, of course, he could not deny it. The evidence was there for them to see. They told him he would be fined forty pounds and that the wool in the barn was confiscated. They counted the bales and they said if any were disposed of before they returned to collect them your father would be imprisoned”


I was stunned. My father threatened with prison! This was not to be believed. I knew that over the years he had on occasion been fined for not attending church as prescribed by law. And he had been taken to court over monies he owed, as he had resorted to the same court to recover money owed to him. It would seem that almost everybody had sued everybody else at some time or another apparently without any great animosity. But this was more serious.


“But he has got the forty pounds for the fine?” I asked.


“Yes, he has: but he still owes some of the farmers for the wool which is being confiscated” she replied.


“And he has not the money to pay both?”


“No, he cannot. That is why he rode out early this morning to try to collect some of the money owed to him.”


“But he had no money on him when they brought him home?”


“Very little”


So that’s why he was drinking, drowning his sorrows. He had been out all morning trying to collect money owed to him, without success. He must have been so very despondent. I took his other hand and the tears welled anew as I gazed at his poor sad face. What could I do to help? The only thing I could do. I decided there and then I would leave school and work in the workshop. There was still some demand for leather goods and we still had hides in store which would last for some time.


“I know what you are thinking” said mother looking across at me, “you are thinking that you will leave school… and to do what?”


“Help in the workshop doing whatever I can”


“I think we had better wait until we can talk to your father, Will, he will not want you to give up your education.”


There was a knock at the front door.


“I’ll go, mother.”


Opening the door I was dumbstruck.


“Hello, William, I heard of your father’s accident and am come to see how he is.”


Of all people it was Anne Hathaway! I felt the colour rising in my cheeks. Without a word I turned and she followed me.


“A visitor, mother,” I managed to stammer as we reached room where father lay, “asking after father.”


“Why, it’s Anne,” said my mother, her face lighting up with a sad smile. She stood and took both Anne’s hands, “It’s good of you to come. I’m surprised you have heard of Master Shakespeare’s accident so soon.” She lowered her voice, “as you see he is asleep, we are expecting the doctor. Let us talk in the kitchen.” She took her by the elbow and gently guided her from the room. Anne brushed past me and the sweet scent of her made my heart start to pound.


Richard and little Annie rushed in from the yard when they heard Anne’s voice, followed by Gilbert and Joan. “Hello Anne” they chorused.”


“Now then, chided mother, “Go back to the yard till I call you. She will still be here.”


Anne smiled as she watched them troop out. Such a warm smile! I could scarce take my eyes off her.


“I was taking some eggs to Master Sadler, the baker, when a woman came into the shop and told us of Master Shakespeare’s accident.” Anne explained. “Master Sadler was upset because he could not leave the shop because his wife was away. I told him I intended to call on you. He wished me to say if there was anything you need you only have to ask.


Mother smiled. “That’s very thoughtful of him. Hamnet is a good friend and a good man.”


The sound of a horse arriving interrupted the conversation.


“That will be the doctor,” said mother, frowning: worried what his diagnosis was going to be.


I ran to meet him and to take charge of his horse, so that he might attend my father without delay. He dismounted slowly.


“Please sir,” I said, “my father is very ill would you haste to see him.”


He had been a physician in Stratford for many years and was no longer as agile as once he might have been. Slowly he dismaounted and ambled towards the front door I could have put my foot on his arse to speed him on his way.


Mother met him and accompanied him to where father lay. I heard him say as I followed, “Is he still insensible, Mistress?”


“Yes,” said mother. “He shows no sign of waking. Councillor Tyler who helped bring him home said he hit his head when he fell.”


“From his horse I’m told,” said the doctor as he entered the parlour, “ah…is that ale I can smell?” he continued with a meaningful look towards my mother.


She bridled, defensively, “He liked a drink, but not usually until after the council meeting… and then not to excess.”


“Just so,” said the doctor dismissively


Mother turned to me saying, “Go look after the children, William. I’ll call you when the doctor has gone.”


Anne was still in the kitchen as I passed through. She smiled, “I had better be on my way then,” she said sweetly.


Oh, why could she not stay a while longer?


“Must you? I’m sure mother would like to talk a while when the doctor has gone.”


“I can help you take care of the children if you like.” She teased. I felt my colour rising again as she went out to the yard without waiting for my answer.


“Will you play skittles with us Anne,” Joan called.


“Of course,” she said, “I would love to, it’s a few years since I last played.”


Richard came up to me and asked, tearfully, “Is father going to die, Will?” I caught a sympathetic glance from Anne. “Of course not: he has fallen from his horse before. He will be up and about in a day or two, just you wait and see.” I was fervently hoping my words would come true.


He slept until the next morning. The agents from the Wool Staple came with a wagon to collect the bales of wool, fortunately before father was fully awake.









Chapter Three


After the accident Master Jenkins allowed me to take a few days off from school. I asked my father if I should leave school for good and to work with him. It was obvious he was never going to walk properly without a crutch or a walking stick. He would not hear of it. When he was up and about he was still adamant and forbade me to speak of it again. “Time enough to think of such matters when it is the proper time for you to leave.”


In the first few weeks as he lay in bed several of father’s friends from the council came to enquire after his health and to ask when he would be able to attend the council meetings again. But he was a changed man. No longer the ‘hail-fellow- well met’ man that everybody liked and respected. He was given to long bouts of depression. He was even brusque and dismissive of the children, including me, although I was doing my best to help mother and the apprentice, Nathaniel, in the workshop. Anne Hathaway came quite often and would ask after my father; but I believe that she came more to comfort my mother whose task, week after week, was to tell visitors he was not well enough to see them. The only visitor he would see was Councillor Tyler; the same colleague who had helped carry him home after he was injured.


On his first visit on the day of the accident the doctor had confided in my mother that he thought father’s injury was a broken hip bone, but he could not be sure until he was able to examine him more thoroughly when he was able to talk. This he was able to do the next day. by which time my father had awakened and was fully conscious but in great pain. His is injury was not a broken hip but a broken knee. Falling from his horse his foot had caught in the stirrup, and as he fell and was dragged by the horse, his leg was twisted and his knee was badly dislocated. The doctor tried to reset it but the damage was so severe it was beyond his limited skill to set it properly. My poor father was never again able to walk without the aid of a crutch or a stick. He was confined to bed for several weeks. The doctor’s potions helped little to ease his pain, but it was nature that gradually applied a healing touch until eventually he could stand and learn to walk with the aid of a crutch made for him by the carpenter from the old town, who also fashioned the wicker cage which kept the bed clothes clear of his injury.


I could not understand why he still would not see any visitors.


But mother knew her husband. “You see, William” she confided to me, “your father is a proud man and he is ashamed of being drunk and of creating a spectacle in front of the very townspeople who had looked up to him for all the years he had been a servant of the council. And he is sick at heart at the near penury of his family, and of falling from the high standards he had always set himself. He grieves that, because of the actions of the Wool Staple he cannot now pay the farmers the money he owes for the wool they sold to him in all good faith.”


I heard Councillor Tyler tell my mother that despite him assuring father that all his friends on the council were looking forward to his return to the chamber, and of his own encouraging words to that end, but although he was by now managing to get about with the aid of a crutches, he had set his mind against returning.


Just before my fourteenth birthday he finally agreed to my leaving school.


To add to mother’s worries at this time our little Annie took a turn for the worse and had to be confined to bed. Father was still unable to climb the stairs and was still sleeping in the room next to the parlour, where Annie now lay to be more convenient for mother to keep her eye on her.


Some time later I was in the shop one day when I was surprise to see Sir Thomas Lucy of Charlecote Manor, come in to buy a pair of gloves. Although he had fined my father more than once since his accident, accusing him of being a Catholic recusant, he still knew who was the best glove maker in Stratford.


“Good morrow to you Shakespeare,” he said to my father, “not yet properly recovered from your accident, I see.”


“No, sir. I think it’s as good as it’s going to get.” Said father, perched on a high stool with his damaged leg outsretched.


“Hmm… Because of your difficulty I can see why you do not attend church as you should. But I see you have got your young rascal working with you. You will see that he continues to go to church along with his mother.”


He turned to me and fixed me with a stern gaze, “And as for you, you young ruffian,” he snapped, “my keepers have strict instructions to lock you in my barn and await my orders should you be caught poaching on my land again…d‘ya hear me ,boy?”


My mother walked into the shop in time to catch the last of these remarks. I saw from the look on her face that she was furious and was about to let fly some well chosen words of her own but, imperceptibly, father shook his head. So, instead, still glaring at Sir Thomas, she called to me in a chilling voice,“ Come, William, leave these men to their business.”


She stalked out of the room with me trailing in her wake. In the parlour she turned to me and said, “Whatever you do, William, don’t ever cross that man. I almost did just then in my temper if your father hadn’t stopped me. He is the scourge of the county, with his spies forever on the lookout for evidence against anybody they suspect of being a follower of the old religion. That’s why, much as it goes against my faith, I take you to church as often as I’m required”


“I could see that father wanted to speak out,” I said.


“Aye, but he too has to be so careful where that man is concerned; he is not beyond finding evidence that don’t exist. As far as the authorities are concerned his word is law. So,” she wagged her finger, “ you mind me and keep off his land.”


A few minutes later father entered the living room and repeated mother’s advice, adding, “Be careful, Will, he thinks he’s a law unto himself. He will go after anybody who crosses him.”


“Did he give you an order, sir,” I asked.


“He did. A pair of gloves from the finest leather for when he attends the Parliament in London.”


“The finest leather indeed,” said mother flatly. “ Leather we now have to pay for with good coin of the realm or go without. ‘Tis a pity we cannot insist he does the same. He owes money to all the tradesmen in Stratford and only pays when he thinks he will.”


Wincing, father sank into his chair with his damaged leg outstretched. “That’s the way it is, wife, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” Glancing at her, then looking at me he paused. Then said, quietly, “While we’re here, Will, there’s something I’ve got to say,” He paused again, searching for his words. “I reckon the time has come for you to find work with somebody else. Your own eyes must tell you that there ain’t enough here for both you, Gilbert and Nathaniel, and he’s got a year of his apprenticeship to go, which I am legally bound to honour. We need one of you to earn some money. It’s a question of you or Gilbert, and you being the oldest…”He tailed off.


I cannot say I was surprise at this course of events. I saw the troubled look on my mother’s face; she said, “It might be for the best, son. I know you don’t really want to be a glover,” Father frowned at that. I had never said I didn’t, but mothers have a sixth sense where their off-springs are concerned.


“So,” continued father, “I have had words with William Tyler and he has agreed to give you a trial working with him.”


Oh no! me a butcher! That had to be worse than being a glover – much worse, but the unspoken message was that the family needed any money I could earn.


Just a few weeks after I left school my mother and father had sold several acres of land to Thomas Webbe and Humphrey Hooper. This land had been part of the farm at Wilmcote where my mother had grown up. It had been left to her in her father’s will. For weeks I had been hearing the strong words that passed between them on the subject of selling this land. In the beginning father would have none of it.


“ ‘Tis your land, wife; your birthright,” I heard father say in one of their exchanges., “There has got to be some other way to get money.”


“Why be so stubborn, husband?” mother. ’Tis now yours do to with as you wish. And nobody will lend you money while you owe more than you can earn, and how can you earn more now that you are …” She bit her tongue before she could go further.


“Go on, woman,” said father bitterly, “Say what you were about to, now that I’m a cripple.”


“Oh, John, “I heard her say with tears in her voice, “Don’t use that word it upsets me so.”


If they were reduced to selling land things must be getting desperate. So, reluctantly, I joined my friend Dick Tyler, William’s son, who had just left school, and we both started to learn the butcher’s trade together.


Father sent his hides to be cured at Field’s tannery, a few doors down in Henley Street. We were so used to the sour stink of the tanning pervading the atmosphere for streets around we were hardly aware of it. As long as I can remember I had seen these hides being delivered there to be turned into workable leather. Suddenly I was to find out first hand what a really bloody process it was to turn a living animal into a purse or a pair of gloves. I was to learn how to kill and skin a cow or a sheep, and cut up the carcase into portions for sale in Master Tyler’s shop. When the idea was first mooted I was horrified. The very thought of it turned my stomach and I did not look forward to the experience one little bit. But as I would be working with a friend of mine from schooldays, I thought perhaps it would not be too bad. How wrong I was.


I had worked for the butcher for over nine months. Dick’s father was strict in his training with both me and his son and had insisted that we both learn how to kill a calf before progressing on to kill larger beasts. But I had become so sickened by the sight and smell of the blood of slaughtered animals it was making me feel ill. How sad was that for a youth born and brought up with myriad sights, sounds and smells of the countryside. I had thought little of cattle and sheep being slaughtered, but to be personally involved in this gory business day after day was becoming more than I could bear.


My mother had seen that I was ailing and, as mothers do, she defined the cause. “I think, William”, she said one day when I went home feeling quite ill. “I think we must find you some other means of employment. ‘Tis obvious you are no more suited to be a butcher than you are to be a glover.”


In my sickening state the tenderness in her voice overwhelmed me and I started to cry, I felt so sorry for myself. She put her arms around me, and though I was now taller than her, I wept on her shoulder feeling like a young lad again.


“What will father say?” I snivelled.


“I’ll talk to your father,” she said, “no doubt he will be annoyed but you are nearly fifteen, there must be something else you can do. In the meanwhile, you are not well, a few day’s rest in bed will do you a power of good.”


“I’ll be alright, mother,” I said. “I don’t need to go to bed. You have enough to worry about with Annie being so ill.” Anne was having another of her poorly turns. But mother insisted and I found myself being put to bed in the small room next to Annie where father had slept for so long.


“Joan can go along to Master Tyler to tell him you are not well.”


I was lying there feeling sorry for myself until my thoughts turned to Annie, lying still and frail in bed in the next room. She was only eight years old and had suffered ill health for every one of those years. Poor Annie, what right had I to be so sorry for myself. I was overcome with a feeling of guilt. Instead of lying there thinking how poorly I was I should be back at work with Dick Tyler earning some much needed money. Trying to overcome my nausea I started to get out of bed just as mother came into the room.


“How now, William!” she cried, “where do you think you are going?” As she bundled me back into bed I said, “I cannot lie here while Annie is so ill, she needs all your attention.”


“You will stay here until I say you can get up. I can just as well look after two as one.”


The following Sunday mother went to church as usual with Gilbert, Joan and Richard but without me, still lying abed.


There was a pleasant surprise when they returned from church. They were accompanied by Anne Hathaway who had come to comfort our little Anne. She poked her head round the door where I was lying and said, with a mischievous smile, “You do look poorly, William, I hope you will soon be better.” She then went to sit by Annie. I heard her say, sweetly, “Your brother looks worse than you Annie. What are we to do with you both? Do you think it would help if we put you both in a sack and shook you up?” I heard Annie trying to laugh but it only succeeded in making her cough. At which point my mother went into the room and Anne, said, “I am sorry, Mistress, I was just trying to cheer her up.”


“Not to take on,” said mother, kindly. “She will soon settle. I have a potion here which helps. The doctor makes it up special for her.”


“Perhaps I should go,” said Anne.


“Stay in the kitchen and we can talk for a while,” mother said.


And I was thinking, why can’t she stay and talk to me for a while. On second thoughts perhaps not, I must have present a pitiful picture. I hoped mother did not tell her the real reason for me lying here looking as if I was at death’s door.


Anne looked in on me again as she was passing.. “I do believe you are looking better,” she said with a straight face, but with a mischievous glint in her eye. Then she was gone, leaving me with my emotions in turmoil. I certainly did not feel any better, and why did she have to see me in that state.


When I recovered I did not return to work for Master Tyler.


My fifteenth birthday arrived, but I could take no joy from the occasion. It was too soon after little Annie’s funeral; just three weeks. She died in the night in mother’s arms as my father held her hand. She had been sleeping in their room for the last several days. I was back sleeping upstairs. I knew she had gone because I could hear my mother softly sobbing. Lying next to me Gilbert stirred and I sensed that he too was awake. Then he spoke “Is that mother crying? Do you think Annie has died?


“I think so, Gil, “I put my arms around him and we comforted each other as we both started to sob. Richard turned over and snuffled without waking.


She was buried in the churchyard of the Holy Trinity Church. Such a little box for an eight year old. She never really had the chance to grow as other children grew. Until the last year of her tragically short life we would take her roaming in the fields and woods of Arden: Gilbert, Joanie, Richard, Annie and me. She loved to pick wild hyacinths and bluebells to make a posy for her mother, and for us to show her how to make daisy chains. While she was able we would take her to visit with Uncle Henry and Aunt Alice Shakespeare who lived in the village of Snitterfield. She seemed to be more alive during those happy outings than at any other time in her short life. Father paid for the bells to be rung at her funeral: eight pence, as I found out later.


On the Sunday that mother went to church with Gil, Joan and Richard while Annie and I lay in bed, Gil told me she had a long conversation with my erstwhile tutor, Master Jenkins. I was to find out later from Master Jenkins that I was the subject of that conversation.


“Tell me Master Jenkins, sir,” she asked, “is it so that you are leaving Stratford and that a friend of yours from Oxford University is to take your place as master at the grammar school?”


“It is so Mistress Shakespeare and I have to tell you that I shall be sorry to leave Stratford. People have been good to me and my family in the short time we have been here. Why do you ask?”


“Is it possible think you that the new Master will be in need of an usher?”


“He is a very good friend of mine. His name is Cottom, Mistress. John Cottom. Will he need an usher? That I cannot say. But why do you ask?”


“Well, Sir, ‘tis about our son, William…”


“Ah, William, the writer of plays. It was a big disappointment to me when he left school so early.”


“The same, sir, and I do understand your disappointment. But you are aware of why he could not proceed to Oxford.”


“I do fully understand, but his is a rare talent which I am sure will one day take him far. In the meantime, you think he would make a better usher than a butcher.”


“You knew where he was working?”


“Of course, my prize pupil not going to Oxford, I would be lax if I did not keep my eye on his career. But a butcher! I thought that would not last.”


“I’m afraid, sir, it was a question of needs must after my husband had his accident.”


“Ah, yes, that was a terrible time for you. How is Master Shakespeare? I understand that he is now managing quite well with his crutch, but he still does not get about much? I am told he does not attend the council meetings although he is still an alderman.”


“That is so, sir,” replied my mother, “but he is a very proud man and he is ashamed that he has let himself down in the eyes of his fellow councillors.”


“I am sure they do not think that: but he must realise that he could be removed from the council for non attendance. But now, what about William? You would have him as an usher at his old school?”


“Do you not think him worthy sir?”


“Oh, I do - I do. He is eminently worthy, I had thoughts about that myself at the time he had to leave, but he could not have served under me.”


“But now, with a new master?” queried mother.


“If Master Cottom should choose him I’m sure there would be no problem. He is coming to Stratford for me to introduce him to the school and to the town council so I will find time to broach the subject. Rest assured Mistress, I will give William the highest recommendation.”


A few days after my birthday I answered a knock on the front door. Imagine my astonishment when I found Master Jenkins on the doorstep with a man I had never seen before. Unusually I was at a loss for words.


“What ails you young William?” smiled the Master, “is it so long you do not recognise me? We have come to have words with your mother and father.”


Of course, sir… won’t you come in,” I stammered, “I will go tell them you’re here.”


As I was shutting the door behind the two men my mother entered the hall. “Master Jenkins, sir,” mother said with a neat curtsy in his direction, “And this will be Master Cottom, the new schoolmaster?” Another slight curtsy., “You have something to tell us?”


Now how did she know the name of Master Jenkins’s companion…and that he was to be the new school master…and what was their errand? Something was afoot!


“My husband is in his shop, if you will follow me, sirs, we can talk in there.”


As she turned towards the shop she said, “look after the children, William.” And pointedly, with a warning glance, “take them into the yard.” The unspoken order, no eavesdropping.’


Ah, were they going to talk about me? If so what? It couldn’t be could it? Was I going to be the new Master’s assistant? I had heard there were ushers not much older than me. We had spoken in passing, mother and me, of that possibility, of my becoming teacher’s assistant. But I was barely fifteen; would I be old enough?


I passed Nathaniel, father’s apprentice on my way to the yard, “Big doin’s looks like,” he grinned, “that there’s the master from the school ain’t it; but don’t know t’other one; be you agoin’ back to school, Will?”


Some little while later mother came to the door and called, “William, your father wants to see you.”


“There…told thee so” said Nathaniel with a sly grin as I left the yard.


“I’m not in trouble am I, mother?” I said as passed by her in the kitchen.


“No, of course not.”


“What then?”


“Get along with you and you will find out,” she said with a reassuring smile and a little push. I had the strangest premonition that my life was never going to be the same by the time that meeting was over.


My father was sitting on his high stool and the two masters had propped themselves up with their bottoms on a workbench.


“Come, William,” said father. Then, after a pause, “Master Jenkins and the new master of the grammar school, Master Cottom have come along to help us find you a new position since butchery obviously does not suit you. We - I should say your mother,” he looked in her direction as she followed me into the room, “she spoke to Master Jenkins a short while asking if he thought there might be a position for you as usher with the new master when he arrived.”


He looked across at Old Jenks.


“Yes,” said Master Jenkins, “and as you may gather by his presence I have indeed spoken to him. It is unfortunate but he tells me he has already promised the position to someone else.”


So, if I was not to be an usher, what then? My thoughts were in turmoil…Why was I brought there? How could these two teachers help me find a position? Then I thought, they are both graduates of Oxford University. Can it be they are trying to prevail upon my father to let me go there after all?


“However,” Master Jenkins continued, “by chance he has heard of another school that needs an assistant,” He nodded to Master Cottom, a well set up man with strong features, short dark hair, moustache and a small chin beard. He looked at me as he spoke.


“I was born and brought up in Lancashire,” he said. “and I have a cousin who lives at Hoghton near Preston. It is one of the biggest estates in the county.” He paused and his eyes held mine in an unwavering gaze. He knew that I was aware of where this was leading. Did he also conceive how much I was dreading what he was about to say.


“There is a school at Hoghton Tower for the children of the estate and my cousin says they are in need of an assistant to the master.”


So, there it was. I was to be packed off to the wilderness of the North country: a land of wild moorlands and even wilder people. It’s was not so long ago that a rag tag army from there and other northern shires marched south as far as Stratford in protest against new laws enacted to strengthen the Protestant religion.


When I was recovering from my sickness my mother had suggested that I might be more suited to be an usher at the grammar school than I was to being a butcher. A sentiment to which I heartily agreed but without much hope of it happening, not knowing that she had already put plans in motion. I know now, but she could not have known, that her secret negotiations would lead to my exile in the wilds of Lancashire. Strangely she seemed to be quite taken with the idea. She was smiling.


“What say you then?” father asked of me, seemingly without much enthusiasm. “Shall Master Cottom write and recommend you for this position?”


I knew, of course, the answer that was expected. It looked as if my premonition was about to come true. I had to say something; I did not want to sound ungrateful as I knew they were all concerned for my future well being. On the other hand…


“If this be your wish, sir, but I would sooner find a position here in Stratford, so that I would be on hand should you need a help in your workshop.” That should have appealed to him. Surely it must have been obvious to everybody that I did not want to go to Lancashire. My mother came to stand beside me and gently put her hand on my arm. “That’s very thoughtful of you William,” she said, “and we both appreciate the thought. But we do think there is nothing for you in Stratford that is worthy of your talents. Do we not agree, Sirs?”


Both masters nodded in agreement. I did love my mother but there were times when I felt I hated her. I could not but wonder why she appeared to be so intent on banishing me so far from home.


“So be it, Master Cottom, think you they will accept your recommendation?”


I looked at my father, praying he would object to what was being proposed. He was an honest, honourable man. If he had one failing it was his propensity to defer to my mother’s opinion in family matters, as was always the case when he was busy with council business.


“I believe so, sir,” replied Master Cottom. “According to my cousin they have been looking to fill this post for some little while.”


Some two weeks later Master Cottom came knocking on our door again. I had been helping father and Gilbert in the shop since I recovered from my illness. I was there when mother brought him in. We looked at him expectantly.


He seemed sombre as he returned our gaze. “I have had a letter from Sir Thomas Hoghton himself,” he paused and I was suddenly filled with hope.


“He was impressed with what Master Jenkins and I told him of William’s academic prowess and he says if he were but a little older he would be welcome at Hoghton Tower. As it is he wishes for me to pass on his best wishes for your future, William.”


Mother could not conceal her disappointment and I tried not to show my relief at this outcome. To be sure my ambition was to travel beyond the confines of Stratford and broaden my experience of life, but rather toward the excitement of London than the misty moors of Lancashire. I detected a slight smile my father’s face; despite him originally agreeing with my mother it was clear he was pleased with the way things had turned out. It appeared he as quite happy for me to stay in Stratford; and he had accepted that I would not be returning to work for Master Tyler.


Some years before, father bought two houses in Stratford with gardens and an orchard. The same year he purchased the lease of the fourteen acre Yngon meadow. The lawyer acting for him was Thomas Trussell. They had had business together on numerous occasions since then. So it seemed quite natural that when the lawyer mentioned that he could use someone to occasionally assist in transcribing legal documents as and when the need arose, father suggested me. Needless to say, now that I would no longer be working for William Tyler, the money I earned would be a welcome addition to the family finances, and I would still be available to help father in his workshop. Lawyer Trussell was pleased to accept the offer.









Chapter Four


With the threat of banishment into Lancashire now lifted I settled down to a humdrum life shared between father’s workshop and Lawyer Trussell’s office.


My friend Richard Field went to be apprenticed to a printer in London. There was the usual roistering in the Bank Croft on Mayday. I was asked to be in the Whitsuntide pageant, where, much to my embarrassment and the amusement of my friends and family I played a girl. When Anne Hathaway smiled at me from the watching crowd I wished for the earth to open up and swallow me. She was still an occasional visitor with my mother, but much as I wished it otherwise her visits always seemed to be when I was away scribbling for Master Trussell. I wondered who had told her of my forthcoming performance.


Father finally discarded his crutch and learned to get about relying just upon a stout hawthorn stick. He was still refusing to venture beyond the front door despite the efforts of his erstwhile colleagues to persuade him to take up his duties as councillor again. Much to my secret joy, however, he decided that we should return to the market and take up the stall which he had let go dormant after his accident. It would be attended by Gilbert and myself as Nathaniel, would be out of his apprenticeship within weeks and was looking forward to setting up as a glover in his home town of Hinckley, a market town in Leicestershire just across from the Warwickshire border.


I could scarce contain my eagerness as I waited for that first Saturday in June to arrive. I knew that Anne had still been attending the market in the time we had been away. I had seen her on the odd occasion when I got away early from Lawyer Trussell’s. Each time I had taken the long way round to Henley Street in the hope of catching sight of her. Of course, it had to be that she was not going to be there on that first Saturday we were there. All the following week I prayed that she would be there next time.


We had our stall up early as the sun appeared over the roof tops, presaging a warm day. I could scarce contain my joy when I spied Anne and her stepbrother, Thomas, trundling their cart into the market place. I tried to behave naturally as I caught Gilbert nodding first towards Anne and then to me.


“Looks like we got company today, Will.” he said with a grin.


I turned deliberately slowly. “Good morning, Mistress Anne,” I called as she approached, “it’s going to be a good day for the market today day I think“


“Good morning, William. Good morning, Gilbert,” She smiled, “tis good to see you taking up your father’s old pitch.” Thomas helped her take some of the wicker baskets and arrange them on the ground round the cart. They contained live chickens and ducklings. Baskets of pullet’s and duck eggs were laid out on the cart alongside several round cheeses. We were both soon busy with early customers out to buy the best of the merchandise on offer. In between serving customers we talked about families and farming, and gossiped about people we knew. At a time when the two boys were occupied with customers Anne chuckled quietly as she reminded me of the look on my face when I spied her at the Whitsuntide pageant, “I thought you made a very pretty girl.” she said mischievously. I seemed to blush very easily when in her company.


The weeks went by and market days came and went and my whole life seemed to be concentrated on getting through the week from one Saturday to the next hoping that Anne would be there again.


When I had no copying to do for Master Trussell I helped father and Gilbert in the workshop. I was getting quite proficient at paring the leather ready for him to make gloves, purses and the like. Under the guidance of Nathaniel, Gilbert had learned the art of cutting and sewing. Whatever task I was assigned to, whether by father or Lawyer Trussell, Anne was never far from my mind. I could see her, hear her, and smell the wholesome scent of her. I was afraid that there could be more than a few very odd spellings turning up in some of the lawyer’s legal documents!


As the weeks and months flew by our friendship deepened, and later I dared to think of suggesting a tryst, away from the questioning  eyes of her stepbrother, who always came to market with her, and of my brother, Gilbert. But my courage failed me every time I was about speak.


Christmas came and mother was grateful for the small amount of money I earned with Lawyer Trussell. She made sure we lacked for nothing over the twelve days of the holiday.


I was in the shop one day early in the following March when a figure I recognised walked by the window and there came a knock on the front door.


“See who that is.” said father, “your mother is in the dairy.”


“Good morning, William,” said Master Cottom, smiling, as I opened the door, “are your mother and father at home?”


He looked full of good news, and my heart sank. I showed him into the shop and went into the yard to call my mother. As she entered the shop father called through the open door, “Come William, this concerns you. Master Cottom has some news from Lancashire.”


That was what I was afraid of! As I went in Master Cottom was looking round at the gloves, bags, and other finished items hanging in the window. His nose twitching at the pungent smell of the leather.


He turned back to us, “I have had a letter from Hoghton Tower,” he began. “It’s mixed news I’m afraid. Sir Thomas Hoghton has died.” He was looking keenly at me as he continued. “However his brother, Sir Alexander, has inherited the family estates and it appears that the young man they engaged last year as assistant to the teacher was not to his liking. So they are now looking to replace him,”


My mother’s face lit up: she could barely wait for what was coming next. I wanted to run from the room.


Master Cottom went on, “Sir Alexander has read the letter Master Jenkins and I sent to Sir Thomas and he thinks that as you, William, are now a year older, and even though you are still quite young, on our recommendation he would like you to come to Hoghton Tower and take up the post of usher to the schoolmaster there. If your mother and father agree he will arrange for one of his servants to come to Stratford to escort you back to Lancashire.” He turned his glance first to father and then to mother. “If it is agreeable he would like William to be able to travel as soon as possible.”


In the silence that followed, three pairs of eyes studied me, waiting for my reaction. I had a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. I was speechless.


Master Cottom laughed out loud. “Come, come, William, Lancashire is not the end of the world. I know Sir Alexander, he is a most benign man, a family man. They are Catholics and lack for nothing. You will be most happily received. The Hoghtons were insistent that they wanted someone brought up in the old religion, so you will, of course, be expected to abide by the Catholic rituals and religiously attend Mass. Your mother assures me that although you go to protestant services at the Holy Trinity you have always followed the Catholic rituals here under your own roof. If you give satisfaction in your duties, as I am sure you will, you will find life most pleasant.”


But I was not a dedicated Catholic like my mother. I was happy going to Protestant services when my father was the Bailiff and an alderman, and after his accident we still attended services with my mother as we were are required to do. I looked to father now, silently beseeching him to say something, but he would not catch my eye.


My mother knew I was not a strict Catholic but was smiling at the news and said,


“William will be ready just as soon as Sir Alexander’s servant arrives in Stratford, will he not, husband?”


“Just as soon as he arrives… Yes,” replied my father hesitantly.


I knew why my mother was so pleased with herself. She had never been happy that, despite her best efforts, her children were becoming reconciled to the ways of the new religion and away from the teachings of her beloved church. Now there was the chance for at least one of her off-springs, her eldest son, to learn to live life in the traditional way of her Arden ancestors. That there might be some danger in that way of life, with the agents of the Queen abroad in the land seemed not to cross her mind. She put her arm round my shoulders and gave me a satisfied hug.


“It will be an education in itself, William,” she said, “living in a beautiful house with such refined people.” She looked toward my father for support.


“That it will…that it will,” he said in a tired voice, with little enthusiasm


Beautiful house? Refined people? A pleasant life? That all remained to be seen!


The day before I left Stratford I said goodbye to Lawyer Trussell who wished me good fortune in my future life; and all my friends, especially Dick Tyler who was still working for his father. I had hoped I would see Anne one last time. I hoped in vain. It would have been embarrassing if I had turned up at Hewlands, the family farm, just to see her to say goodbye. I was tempted. I thought she might come to Henley Street but it seemed our friendship meant more to me than to her. And who could blame her: she, a mature twenty-four year old woman, and me a callow, youth, still weeks away from my sixteenth birthday. So be it then. The sooner I was on the road to Lancashire the better.


I slept badly that night and awoke early as the dawn light began to lift the shadows in the room. I lay for a while taking in every detail of the room I had lived with for the past sixteen years, listening to the steady breathing and occasional sniffles of Gilbert and Richard. What did the future hold? Would I ever see this room again? Would Sir Alexander’s man come today? Near to tears I rolled out of bed and slowly got dressed.


I made my way to the kitchen where I sluiced my hands and face in cold water before sitting down to a breakfast of bread and cheese and a pot of small beer. Like any other normal day mother was about her household chores and father was already in his workshop, but there was an air of unreality about. I was finishing my breakfast when Gil, Richard and Joan came clattering down the stairs. Joan came and put her arm round my shoulder.


“I wish you weren’t going away William,” she said with tears in her eyes. “Why do you want to leave us?”


“Don’t be silly, girl,” said Gil miserably as he sat down at the table. “He don’t want to go… he’s being sent.”


Richard sat down opposite and stared at me with wide open eyes. “Don’t go Will,” he whimpered.


“Now, that’s enough of that.” snapped my mother as she came in. “He’s not going to the ends of the earth. I have put your father’s valise in your room, William. Go and pack your spare clothes ready for when Sir Alexander’s man arrives. You children get your breakfast. Have you washed?”


It did not take me long to pack my few belongings. That done I sat on my bed bemoaning my fate and thinking of Anne Hathaway.


Some little while later I heard the clatter of horse’s hooves and the chatter of voices outside the house. That could only be the man from Lancashire arriving. I stood up and looked round at what was no longer my room. With a sigh I picked up my valise and the warm woollen cloak my mother had made me specially for the journey. I looked for my satchel but it was nowhere to be seen. I started down the stairs.


As I descended I could hear a voice with the same Lancashire burr as Master Cottom. As I neared the bottom of the stairs I could see the owner of the voice, a well built young man of about twenty five years of age wearing travel stained clothes and buskins. He was talking to…oh no! Holy Mother! It was Anne …Anne Hathaway! My heart leapt. I stopped. I couldn’t take another step. As she looked up and saw me she smiled, that mischievous smile I had come to know so well: mischievous but this time, a little sad. My heart was thumping as it always did when she was near, and I felt my face burning to the roots of my hair.


“Good morning, William.” she said. “You seem surprised to see me. Look, I have made some Banbury cakes for your journey.” She proffered a cloth bag filled with the cakes. At last I summoned up the will to move and as I reached the bottom of the stairs I held out my hand to take the bag. She handed it to me, resting her free hand on mine and looking into my eyes. I was thrilled to the core of my being.


“You will come back to see us, William?” she murmured. The moment our hands touched, if she had asked me not to leave I would have willingly disappointed my mother and my father, Sir Alexander Hoghton and Master Cottom, and given up the whole world to stay with her. At that moment my mother came into the hall from the kitchen, where she had been preparing food for our journey. I was shaken by the angry look in her eyes as she caught sight of us. Anne snatched her hand away and stepped back in confusion.


“Come William.” My mother spat out the words like the crack of a drover’s whip. And the frozen faced look she gave Anne would have stopped a charging bull in its tracks, “You are keeping the man waiting.”


“Selby, Mistress. My name is Selby,” the man said quietly.


Anne got no response from my mother but that stony stare. She turned on her heel, and with a last sorrowful glance in my direction, she left the house. Through the open door I saw her pause to speak with my father who was attending two horses, then she was gone. Every fibre of my being cried out to go after her.


She and my mother had become good friends since my father’s accident, but my mother let her go without another word. How could she? She went forward to Sir Alexander’s man and, with an angry glance at the bag that Anne had given me, she handed him a satchel. “There’s food I’ve prepared for the journey, Master Selby,” she said. My leather satchel I used to use for my schoolwork! What had she done with my poems and other writings?


Master Selby looked decidedly uncomfortable with what he had just witnessed. He glanced at me as he took the satchel. Then at mother, “Thank you Mistress,” he said. “We shall be eatin’ of an evenin’ at the inns I used on the way down, but this will keep us agoin’ in between. And it is Richard Mistress …Richard Selby.”


“Oh, how remiss of me,” my mother cried, putting her hand to her mouth, her anger melting away “I should have asked, have you eaten this morning?”


“I ‘ave Mistress,” he replied “‘tis kind o’ you to ask. I ‘ad my breakfast at the Post House in Warwick where I stayed the night and where I hired the horse for Master Shakespeare.”


“That’s good,” said my mother in a quieter voice, “I would not like to think of you setting out on an empty belly.” Giving mother a courteous bow of the head he nodded to me and went from the house. I followed him slinging my father’s valise across my shoulders.


“Look after that, son,” said my father with a weak smile whilst making a step with his hands to help me mount the horse hired to carry me to Lancashire. “I made that when I was an apprentice.”


My escort swung himself into the saddle with the practised ease of an experienced horseman.


“Take care, William,” said father sadly, putting his hand on my arm as I gathered up the reins., “Don’t forget to write to us.” The children were jostling about him to say goodbye.


“I can read them your letters, Will,” said Gilbert gruffly. Joan and young Richard were crying. “Come back soon.” said Joan.


“I wish you weren’t agoin’ our Will.” cried Richard, hanging on to my stirrup.


I looked at my mother for words of comfort through eyes blurred with tears as she stood in the doorway. “Mind you behave yourself and mind your manners,” she said coolly, with an expressionless face, as if I was going away for a few days. “Show Sir Alexander that you have been well brought up.”


Was that all she had got to say to me…so be it! I shook the reins and wheeled my horse round and with a wave to the children I headed off down Henley Street without looking back, Richard Selby followed behind. We trotted past the Angel inn, down Bridge Street and Middle Row. People were going about their business, as they would be tomorrow, and the day after, and all the days when I would not be there. When we came to the Swan inn on the corner opposite the Clopton bridge we turned north on to the Warwick road. My companion came up to ride abreast with me. We rode in silence for a while until he spoke.


“So, Master Shakespeare, we ‘ave a long ride ahead, you can call me Dick, or Richard, as thee pleases. Can I call thee William?


“As you wish.” was my sullen answer. In my despair I was in no mood for conversation: he could call me anything he liked. Ahead of us black clouds were building up to mirror my black mood. Just as we were passing through Warwick it began to rain.


“We are near t’ the inn where I bedded down last night,” said Master Selby. “What say we shelter till the rain gies ower.”


But I drew my new woollen cloak about my shoulders and, without a word, I put my head down and continued to ride.


“So, that’s the way on’t,” I heard him say to himself. “But that cloak won’t keep out the wet fer long, maister,” he called spurring his horse to keep up with me.


There followed a miserable, wearisome, bone jarring journey to Lancashire, along roads that at times were little more than cart tracks. The weather was unseasonably dull and cold and it rained on and off for most of the journey. Nothing that poor Richard Selby could say would lighten my mood. At each inn we stayed in overnight he paid the reckoning, including an extra charge for a fire in the room where we tried to dry our clothes; my fine new woollen cloak proved particularly intractable. I was fully used to sleep three to a bed with Gilbert and Richard. But two to a bed with a stranger was a new and not particularly engaging experience.


It was late and getting dark when we came within a few miles of Hoghton Tower. Richard decided that it would be better if we put up at a local inn for the night sooner than arrive when everybody was in bed. The rain had relented as we rode the last few miles, our clothes beginning to dry on our backs.


The next morning dawned bright and clear. We breakfasted on bread and cheese and small beer. Richard was known to the landlord. “By the looks ‘o your clothes, Dick, thee ha’ bin ridin’ for a while.”


“Ay from Stratford, near Warwick.


“Is that one ‘o their hired hosses?”


“Ay I’ll be turnin’ it in to thee when I’ve got the lad over to Hoghton Tower.”


The landlord cast a critical eye over my mount. “Aye, a rest will do ‘e good.”


But for the weather and my black mood I thought I could have enjoyed the ride; I was fond of horses, so I took more care of my mount those last few miles We were soon out on the road to Hoghton and had only been riding a short while when Richard pointed out a distant hill rising out of the landscape over to the east. On top of the hill was what appeared to be a large castle.


“There be Hoghton Tower then.” he said.


I don’t know what I was expecting; not a castle…but where was the tower?


“There ain’t no tower,” said Richard. “I think it were just called that when it wor built.”


Two hours later on a road that skirted a wooded hill we came to a road off to the left, a mere wagon track, that led up a hill. Hoghton Tower sat at the top. From that distance it looked more than ever like an ancient castle. In a very short time as we made our way up the hill it proved too steep a ride for the horses, they were hardly recovered from their long ride of the last four days. So we dismounted and walked with them. We arrived at the main gate of Hoghton Tower. Massive, stone built, forbidding. Looking for all the world as if it had grown from the rock on which it stood. I had seen Kenilworth and Warwick castles which had seemed to me to have a romantic air about them, redolent of the age of chivalry. This gaunt pile had the look of a more barbaric age. I shuddered.


Richard Selby chuckled, “Did ye think ye wore comin’ to a country ’ouse like in Warwickshire. This be Lancashire, lad. We build ‘em to last up ‘ere.” He walked his horse forward through the great gateway. Inwardly quaking I followed. Across a wide courtyard steps led up to a smaller stone flagged area in front of iron studded, oaken, main doors. But we turned left and clattered from the courtyard into the stable yard. A young stable boy ran to meet us. “Dick…ye are back then?” he cried excitedly.


Richard laughed, “ ‘Twould seem so, Lol. Take care ’o the hosses. I’ll come and see thee when I have taken Master Shakespeare here to see Mr. Barton. That’s Sir Alexander’s steward.” he said to me.


Immediately on our left as we emerged from the stables was a wing of the great house, which, with the house and a similar wing opposite formed an open square enclosing the courtyard. We went through the first doorway in this building into the servants’ quarters.


Thomas Barton was a man of middle height and I took him to be of middle age. He wore his dark hair short, his moustaches long, and his beard trimmed to a point. He was smartly dressed in black hose and green tunic - which I found to be the Hoghton colours; his wide white collar was starched to perfection. He looked me up and down in my crumpled travel stained clothes.


“’Tis a long ride from Warwickshire Master Shakeshafte. We have been expecting you,” He said.


Shakeshafte ? I was too nervous to correct him. Anyway, my grandfather was often addressed as Shakeshafte - among other names - So what was acceptable to him…


“You have been in good hands with Dick here,” the steward continued quietly with little trace of an accent, “We had better get you cleaned up before you go to see Sir Alexander.” He summoned a passing servant. “Take this young man to Foulk Gillam’s room and show him where he can wash up.” He turned to me, “You have clean clothes in that valise? Good. Foulk is Sir Alexander’s personal servant. Among his other duties he takes care of all the entertainment here at Hoghton Tower. You will be sharing a room with him,” Then to the servant. “Wait until he is presentable then bring him down to the servants’ hall.”


Sharing a room? Well, that would be no hardship. Not sharing his bed I hoped. I wondered what this man was like? What would they call entertainment here in this forbidding place!


We climbed two sets of stairs to a landing with several doors leading off. The servant opened the first door on the right and we went in. This was his room, Foulk…what was his name? “Gillam,” the servant reminded me.


Good! There were two beds, one on each side of a fair sized room. Opposite the door was a small fireplace with two candles in sticks on the mantle. Over the bed on the right hand was a window which gave on to a view of the courtyard. The signs were that this was Foulk Gillam’s bed.


Taking dry clothes from my valise I followed the servant down to a washroom on the floor below. I stripped off my travel garments and washed and dried myself as best I could with damp cloths that had plainly been in use for some time. With the wash and the clean shirt and hose, my nervousness had all but disappeared and curiosity had taken its place.


Back in the room the servant said, indicating the bundle I had dumped on the unoccupied bed, “Would thee like me to take those clothes to one of the laundrymaids to give ‘em a clean and a press?” I appreciated the offer.


“That would be very good of you,” I replied, smiling, “I should have asked your name.”


“Tis Nathan…Nathan Wood. And thee are that Shakeshafte we been expecting from down south?”


So it seemed I was to be known as Shakeshafte.


“That’s me but you can call me Will…Nathan,” A thin, bony man in his thirties. He returned my smile. We made our way down to the servant’s hall where the steward was talking to a young man some years older than myself. He was fair haired with a wispy moustache and beard. His dress was the same as the steward’s: black hose and green tunic, but not as smart: his white collar was not starched. The kitchen was next to the servants’ hall and there were sounds of much activity and savoury odours coming through the adjoining doorway.


“Ah, Shakeshafte, that’s better. You’re almost presentable now,” said the steward as I walked in, “You will look even better when we get you dressed in the Hoghton livery. Come and meet your room mate, Foulk Gillam…Foulk this is William Shakeshafte, all the way from Warwickshire”


Warily we nodded to each other. “So, you have come to help out our schoolteacher.” the young man remarked, “you look a bit young for a teacher.”


“An usher,” I returned, frowning, “there is a difference.”


The steward laughed, “I can see you two are going to get on.” He clapped us both on the shoulder. “Do we call you William or is it to be Will?”


His laugh was infectious. I smiled, “I answer to both but prefer Will.”


“Good. Will it is then. Sir Alexander has told Foulk he will see you in his study tomorrow morning, after breakfast, when you have had chance to recuperate from your journey. In the meantime, our dinner will be served as soon as the family have been fed, so I suggest we have a refreshing pot of ale while we wait.” He headed for the kitchen and we followed.


There were several kitchen maids and a cook, busy with their pots and pans, and men servants waiting to take the food to the family.


“We have another mouth for you to feed, Beck,” the steward addressed the cook cheerfully. “He’s looking forward to some of your famous stew and dumplings.”


She was as round of face and figure as a cook should be and not very tall. She looked at me with dripping ladle in her hand. “He looks in need of a good meal. What’s yer name young sir?” she said.


Before I could answer the steward spoke up. “His name is William …William Shakeshafte. He’ll answer to Will when among friends. He’s from Warwickshire.”


“Wherever that is Mr Barton, he’ll never a tasted the likes of good Yorkshire cookin.’


“Yorkshire, Beck?” laughed the steward. “We know you come from over the moors, but you are in Lancashire now and stew and dumplings is a Lancashire dish.”


“Yorkshire! Lancashire! No matter, ‘tis good food an’ that’s a fact.” She turned back to her pots.


One of the kitchen maids who had been giggling at this interchange laughed out loud as she saw the bemused look on my face. I knew of stew – potage of course…but dumplings? And ‘over the moors’ I guessed must mean the county of Yorkshire. The science or art of geography was not taught at Stratford Grammar School. Logic, Rhetoric and Classical Languages, but not geography.


It would have been nice to ask the name of that kitchen maid. She was pretty and I fancied she had a comely figure hiding under that apron.


Our meal was served in the servants’ hall next to the kitchen. I was introduced to other servants as they trooped in for dinner and I looked for Richard Selby. In my nervousness at the newness of my surroundings I had completely ignored him when the steward had sent me off with Nathan to find my room. Considering how dour and miserable I had been on the journey, hardly speaking a word, I was now contrite that I had not thanked him or apologised for my behaviour. I was now looking for him to come in to dinner. But Mr Barton explained, that by mutual consent he and the stable boy ate their midday meal in the stable. They were allowed to have their evening meal with the other servants after they had washed and changed to get rid of the stink of the stables.


When everybody was sat down Mr. Barton said grace and the kitchen maids served the meal. The laughing girl seemed to contrive to serve me and I received an extra large portion. The food Dick and me had been served in the inns on our way north had been adequate, but the smell we had been surrounded with since entering the kitchen had sharpened my appetite and I attacked my portion with gusto. The dumplings were delicious!


Foulk Gillam, sitting next to me, observing the relish with which I was devouring my meal, remarked in friendly tones, “I think you have never had dumplings before. What do you think?”


“They are very tasty,” I replied with my mouth full, “Very filling.”


“That’s the idea,” he smiled.


Dinner over I asked Foulk if he thought it would be alright for me to go to the stables to see Richard Selby. I explained my reason.


“I would think so,” he said, “But ask Mr Barton so that he will know where you will be.”


The steward was quite agreeable. He said, “Sir Alexander says you can take things easy today while you get over your long ride and you are excused the evening service. He will see you in the morning.”


I found Richard sitting on a bale of hay draining a pot of ale after finishing his dinner. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve he observed drily, “Well, well if it ain’t Master Shakespeare from Stratford,” He turned to the stable boy sitting alongside him. “This be the young gent I bin telling thee about. I never introduced him when we arrived. This ‘ere is Lol, Will. Lol meet William Shakespeare.” He at least had got my name right.


Uncomfortably I stood in the stable doorway, uncertain where to begin and what my reception was going to be. After a pause I said, sheepishly, “I’ve come to thank you for accompanying me here to Hoghton Tower, and to say I’m sorry for the churlish way I behaved.”


Richard laughed easily, “Think nowt on it, Will. Can’t a bin easy leavin’ home wi’ that ride in front o’ thee, an’ wi other things on thy mind an’all. “


“It cannot have been easy for you though.” I said. “You had a long ride on your own to Warwickshire. You must have been looking forward to company on the ride back. Instead of which I hardly spoke a word.”


Don’t fret yoursel’ Will. It wor arranged I rode down in the company o’ two other travellers on their way to London. It not being safe for a rider on his own.”


His friendly reception of my apology dissolved my awkwardness. His last remark caused me to search his face for his meaning. He rose from his seat and with a slight nod he led me outside.


“Small kids ’ave big ears,” he said . “That were a nice lookin’ lass come to see thee off t’other day. But seems your Ma didn’t approve. By the looks ye were givin’ each other seems sommat were a goin’ on between you?”


I stood looking at him in silence. I was coming to the conclusion that he might be just a lowly groom but he seemed very perceptive of human nature. Was there ‘sommat’ going on between us? It appeared my mother seemed to think so.


Defensively I said, “She is a friend of the family. Our fathers do business together and we stand next to each other in Stratford market. Anne, that’s her name: Anne Hathaway. We have been standing the market for some months now and we have become ….er…quite friendly.” I could feel my face getting warm and I dropped my eyes.


Dick chuckled, “ Friendly ? It looked a bit more’n that.”


I bridled at his over familiarity. He frowned, “Sorry. Not my business,” He turned to go back into the stable.


I was not really offended and we had established a friendship of a sort over the last few days. I felt a surge of needing to talk about Anne. Who better than with a comparative stranger who had actually met her.


“Is that what you thought?” I said quickly


He turned back to me. “Why aye. It were obvious to anybody wi’ half an eye.”


To my mother! Was that the real reason I was being sent away.


He was right, of course. He was waiting for me to speak. “I think…”


“ What?…”


“I don’t know…I think it was because I was going away that we suddenly felt something.” How could I tell him what I felt as our fingers touched.”


“And your mother spoiled it? ” he said.


There was another silence.


“Shouldn’t worry Will, she’ll wait.”


“I don’t know, she could get married,” I replied mournfully.


“How old is she?” Richard asked. “ She looked a bit older than thee.”


“Well, yes. She is.”


“How much older?” He was getting very personal.


“A few years,” I didn’t want to dwell on how many.


“That’s nowt, my Ma wus eight year older ’n my Da an’ they wus ’appy enough. She’ll wait,” He turned away, “Must get on: got to ride into Preston on some business for Mr. Barton.”


I liked Richard Selby and his simple black and white outlook on life. I felt I had just made a friend.









Chapter Five


A stranger in a strange house I was at a loss what to do next. How to occupy my time. The servants would all be busy about their allotted tasks and I did not care to go wandering about the house on my own. Anyway, it was a beautiful day in early April with a slight breeze making up for the awful weather of the last few days, so I ventured into the woods behind the stables. The trees were just beginning to show the world their new seasons’ coats - greens of every hue: oak, ash and sycamore putting on a show, each trying to outdo the other. Birds were flitting in and out of the sunbeams, scavenging for moss, twigs, anything suitable for building their nests. I was no stranger here, this was my element. I was reminded of the Forest of Arden where I had spent so many happy hours as a child. I wandered aimlessly. Bewitched. At one with the fairies and elves of the woods. I laid myself down in a clearing and closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of the damp, mossy grass, listening to the buzzing of the early busy bees, revelling in the gentle warmth of the sun on my face. I let myself drift into a pleasant slumber. I dreamed that Anne and I were running through the wood, hand in hand, and she was now lying beside me. I was trying to make love to her until I awoke. I sat for a while longer, reluctant to leave this enchanted world. I could not get the vision of Anne out of my head…Oh, Mother of God ! What was I doing here. I should be back where I belonged, looking into her smiling eyes and feeling the touch of her hand on mine.


Eventually I made my way back to the house in a miserable state of mind, the enchantment evaporating as I walked from the wood into the world of humans. I found my way to my room and was profoundly relieved to see that Foulk Gillam was not there. I flung myself on the bed and, for the first time in years, in my misery, I began to cry.


Nearly sixteen years old: this wouldn’t do. I stopped crying and fished a kerchief out of my valise. I was sitting on the edge of the bed wiping my eyes when the door opened and my room mate entered. He gave me a suspicious look.


“Not crying are you young Shakeshafte?” he asked bluntly.


“No” I lied, “I have just woken up,”


“Sleeping in the afternoon,” he exclaimed, “You are not taking to Spanish habits are you?”


Spanish habits? What were they? “I think I’m still getting over my journey,” I said by way of an excuse.


“Humph!” he grunted and sat down on his bed. We began to talk and I gradually relaxed. He asked about my school in Stratford on Avon. He told me about when he was a boy he knew my old master, John Cottom, and how he was the talk of the village when he went to the University. We spoke about my family and he told me about when he and his father organised the Mystery Plays in Chester. We talked until it was time for the evening meal. I was still an object of curiosity when I walked into the servants’ hall. I sat with Richard Selby and Foulk Gillam. I was treated with reserve during the meal and I took the opportunity to study the servants chattering away round the table.
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