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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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Dedicated to Carl Eugene Bruce and Josephine Saturday Bruce
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My father, Carl Eugene Bruce, died on 24 October 2013. He used to work for Ohio Power, and at one time, his job was to shut off the electricity of people who had not paid their bills. He sometimes would find a home with an impoverished mother and some children. Instead of shutting off their electricity, he would tell the mother that she needed to pay her bill or soon her electricity would be shut off. He would write on a form that no one was home when he stopped by because if no one was home he did not have to shut off their electricity.

The best good deed that anyone ever did for my father occurred after a storm that knocked down many power lines. He and other linemen worked long hours and got wet and cold. Their feet were freezing because water got into their boots and soaked their socks. Fortunately, a kind woman gave my father and the other linemen dry socks to wear.

My mother, Josephine Saturday Bruce, died on 14 June 2003. She used to work at a store that sold clothing. One day, an impoverished mother with a baby clothed in rags walked into the store and started shoplifting in an interesting way: The mother took the rags off her baby and dressed the infant in new clothing. My mother knew that this mother could not afford to buy the clothing, but she helped the mother dress her baby and then she watched as the mother walked out of the store without paying.

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.

Form good habits. Do not form bad habits.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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PENNYBOY JUNIOR: the son. The heir and suitor. In some ways, he is a prodigal son. He has long legs.

PENNYBOY SENIOR: the uncle, a usurer.

CANTER: a beggar. A user of cant, specialized language used by people such as beggars and thieves. A canter can also be a singer, aka chanter. The Canter wears ragged clothing. Pennyboy Junior calls him his “founder.” In a way, the Canter is the founder of Pennyboy Junior’s fortune. He brought Pennyboy Junior the news that his father had died. Pennyboy Junior becomes wealthy through inheritance.

CYMBAL: Master of the Staple of News Office. He deals with empty gossip and is named after a tinkling cymbal.

Note: A Staple is an export commodities market. Also, it is a warehouse full of the commodity, or it is the commodity itself.

FITTON: Emissary Court and jeerer. The rare word “fitten” means “lie.” He dresses ostentatiously.

Note: Emissaries are news seekers. Emissary Court means that the person seeks news at Court.

ALMANAC: Doctor in physic (medicine) and jeerer. Also he compiles almanacs. He is a small man.

SHUNFIELD: Sea-captain and jeerer. A person who shuns the field of battle is not a brave person.

MADRIGAL: Poetaster and jeerer. A madrigal is a form of poetry. A poetaster is a petty and poor poet.

Note: Jeerers are sneerers.

PICKLOCK: Man of Law and Emissary Westminster. The Courts of Law were held at Westminster Hall. Someone who picks locks unethically engages in subterfuge.

PIEDMANTLE: Pursuivant-at-arms and heraldet. Pursuivant-at-arms is the lowest grade of heralds. This lowest grade has four members, which are named Rouge Dragon, Rouge Croix, Portcullis, and Blue Mantle, the name which Jonson burlesques in the name Piedmantle. A heraldet is a petty herald. “Pied” means “motley,” and “mantle” means “coat,” so Piedmantle is wearing the motley clothing of a fool.

REGISTER: Of the Staple of News Office. A register is a senior book-keeper or clerk.

Note: The Staple of News Office is also called the Staple of News and the News Office and the News Staple and the Staple Office and the Office. It is a business place that gathers and publishes news. In addition, it has a residential section where Cymbal and others can live. This author of this retelling usually calls it the Staple of News Office or the News Office to avoid confusion.

NATHANIEL: First Clerk of the Staple of News Office. Nathaniel Butter published the first edition of Shakespeare’s King Lear, and he was one of the first publishers of a newspaper in English. The Nathaniel in this book is not Nathaniel Butter, but Ben Jonson is playing with the idea that Butter has become a lowly clerk instead of being a big-shot publisher.

THOMAS BARBER: Second Clerk of the Staple of News Office. Physically, he is a little man.

AURELIA CLARA PECUNIA: Infanta of the Mines. Pecunia is Latin for “money.” She is wealthy. The word “Infanta” loosely means “great lady.” Throughout the play, she is literally a woman and figuratively money. Sometimes, she plays an allegorical role in the play.

MORTGAGE: Lady Pecunia’s nurse. A nurse takes care of children or takes care of and chaperons young women.

STATUTE: Lady Pecunia’s first serving-woman.

BAND: Lady Pecunia’s second serving-woman. A band is a bond, aka security. Bands were also ribbons used to tie official documents.

ROSE WAX: Lady Pecunia’s chambermaid. Wax often becomes pliant with little effort; the same is true of some chambermaids.

BROKER: Secretary and gentleman-usher to Her Grace (Lady Pecunia). A secretary is a knower of secrets: a trusted attendant who attends to the personal business of the employer. A gentleman-usher acts as an usher to a gentlewoman. He escorts her to places she needs to go. The word “broker” means a person who acts as a middleman in business deals between other people. To gain access to Lady Pecunia, some people attempt to bribe Broker. He has a beard.

LICKFINGER: A master-cook. A good cook is able to lick his fingers. 

FASHIONER: The tailor. A fashioner is a tailor.

LINENER: A shirt-maker and dealer in linen goods.

HABERDASHER: A hatter.

LEATHERLEG: A shoemaker.

SPURRIER: A maker of spurs.

CUSTOMERS: Male and female (including DOPPER, a she-Anabaptist).

PORTER.

DOGS: Two, named LOLLARD and BLOCK, belonging to Pennyboy Senior. 

Musicians.

NICHOLAS (NICK): A boy singer.

PROLOGUE: One who speaks the prologue of the play.

GOSSIP MIRTH.

GOSSIP TATTLE.

GOSSIP EXPECTATION.

GOSSIP CENSURE, or Curiosity.

Note: Gossips are godmothers. The word “gossip” when applied to a person may be a term of endearment used by women, or it may mean “an idle chatterer.” A gossip can be a confidante.

BOOKHOLDER: A stage prompter.

A COUNTRY WOMAN.

TIREMEN: Stagehands.

The Scene: LONDON

NOTES:

An intermean is a passage of dialogue between acts.

Ben Jonson often regards the word “news” as plural.
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THE INDUCTION
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The scene is a stage in London in 1626, and the King of England is Charles I.

The Prologue steps on stage. Following him are audience members Gossip Mirth, Gossip Tattle, Gossip Expectation, and Gossip Censure. All four are gentlewomen, and they are dressed like ladies. At this time, audience members were sometimes seated on the stage. Sometimes, badly behaved (and loud) audience members caused problems.

The Prologue began to address the audience: “For your own sake, not ours —”

Gossip Mirth said loudly to Gossip Tattle, “Come, gossip, don’t be ashamed. The play is The Staple of News, and you are the mistress and lady of Tattle; let’s have your opinion of it.”

Gossip Tattle had been hanging back, a little abashed.

Gossip Mirth then said to the Prologue, “Do you hear me, gentleman? Who are you? Gentleman-usher to the play? Please, help us to some stools here.”

The Prologue was not an usher, but the speaker of the prologue of the play. Nevertheless, he wanted the women to be seated quickly so that he could do his job.

He answered, “Where do you want some seats? On the stage, ladies?”

“Yes, on the stage,” Gossip Mirth said. “We are persons of quality, I assure you, and women of fashion, and we have come to see and to be seen — my Gossip Tattle here, and Gossip Expectation, and my Gossip Censure, and I am Mirth, the daughter of Christmas and spirit of Shrovetide. They say, ‘It’s merry when gossips meet.’ I hope your play will be a merry one!”

People often go to the theater to see and to be seen. Many people wear their best clothing at such times.

Shrovetide is a period of revelry before Lent.

“Or you will make it such, ladies,” the Prologue said.

He then said to a stagehand, “Bring a bench here.”

The stagehand brought a bench and placed it on stage, and the ladies sat down.

The Prologue said to them, “But what will the noblemen think, or the grave wits here, to see you seated on the bench thus?”

Usually men, not women, had seats on stage.

“Why, what should they think?” Gossip Mirth said. “But that they had mothers, as we had, and those mothers had gossips, aka godmothers (if their children were christened), as we are, and such as had a longing to see plays and sit upon and judge them, as we do, and arraign and censure both them and their poet-playwrights.”

“Oh, is that your purpose?” the Prologue said. “Why, Mistress Mirth and Madam Tattle, enjoy your delights freely.”

“See that your news is new and fresh, Master Prologue, and untainted,” Gossip Tattle said. “I shall find them to be otherwise, if they are stale or fly-blown, quickly!”

The Prologue began, “We ask no favor from you, only we would entreat of Madam Expectation —”

Gossip Expectation interrupted, “— what, Master Prologue?” 

“That Your Ladyship would expect no more than you understand,” the Prologue answered.

“Sir, I can expect enough!” Gossip Expectation said.

“I fear too much, lady,” the Prologue said, “and do you teach others to do the like?”

“I can do that, too, if I have cause,” Gossip Expectation said.

“I beg your mercy,” the Prologue said. “You never did wrong, but with just cause.”

Ben Jonson believed that if a play of his failed, the cause was the lack of understanding of the audience.

The Prologue then asked, “Who’s this lady?”

“She is Curiosity, my Lady Censure,” Gossip Mirth answered.

“Oh, Curiosity!” the Prologue said. “You come to see who wears the new suit today? Whose clothes are best feathered, whatever the part may be? Which actor has the best leg and foot? What king plays without cuffs and his queen without gloves? Who rides post in stockings and dances in boots?”

Feathers were decorations for hats.

“To ride post” meant “to ride on horseback quickly.” Post-riders wore more than stockings on their feet. 

Dancing in boots can be clumsy.

“Yes, and which amorous prince makes love in drink, or does overact prodigiously in embroidered satin and, having got the trick of it, will be monstrous still, in despite of counsel!” Gossip Censure said. 

“Makes love” meant woos or flirts.

Looking at and criticizing actors’ costumes and actions were part of seeing and being seen.

The book-holder, aka prompter, entered the scene and said, “Mend your lights, gentlemen. Master Prologue, begin.”

The tiremen, aka stagehands, entered and attended to the lights, which were candles whose wicks needed to be trimmed. 

“Ay me!” Gossip Tattle said.

“Ay me” is an expression indicating concern.

“Who’s that?” Gossip Expectation asked. 

They were a little worried about the tiremen. Some plays used firecrackers and other such effects to excite the audience.

“Nay, don’t be startled, ladies,” the Prologue said. “These men carry no fireworks to frighten you, but a torch in their hands, to give light to the business. The truth is, there are a set of gamesters within in travail — in labor — of a thing called a play, and they are eager to be delivered of it, and they have entreated me to be their man-midwife, the Prologue, for they are likely to have a hard labor of it.”

Giving birth to a play can be difficult, indeed.

“Then the poet-playwright has abused himself, like an ass, as he is,” Gossip Tattle said.

“No, his actors will abuse him enough by acting badly, or I am deceived,” Gossip Mirth said. 

She began to talk about Ben Jonson, the writer of the play they were about to see:

“Yonder he is within (I was in the tiring-house — dressing room — for a while to see the actors dressed), rolling himself up and down like a large barrel in the midst of them, and he was foaming with sweat. Never did a vessel of unfermented beer or wine work and begin to ferment so! His sweating put me in mind of a good shroving dish (and I believe it would be taken up for a service of state somewhere if it were known) — a stewed poet!”

A good shroving dish is rich food for Shrovetide. A service of state is a rich banquet. 

“He sits like an unbraced drum — a drum with no tension on the drumhead — with one of his heads beaten out. For that you must note: A poet has two heads, as a drum has, one for creating, the other for reciting, and his reciting head is all to pieces — they may gather it up in the dressing room — for he has torn the play’s script in a poetical fury and put himself to silence with bad wine, which, even if there were no other vexation, would be sufficient to make him the most miserable emblem of Patience.”

Gossip Censure said, “The Prologue. Quiet!”
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THE PROLOGUE FOR THE STAGE 

(AND READERS OF THIS BOOK)
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For your own sakes, not his, he bade me say,

Would [The playwright Ben Jonson wishes] you were come to hear, not see, a play.

Though we his actors must provide for those

Who are our guests, here, in the way of shows,

The maker hath [poet-playwright has] not so; he’d have you wise 

Much rather by your ears than by your eyes,

And prays you’ll not prejudge his play for ill,

Because you mark it not and sit not still,

But have a longing to salute [greet] or talk

With such[-and-such] a female, and from her to walk [move on]

With your discourse to what is done, and where,

How, and by whom, in all the town — but here.

Alas! What is it to his scene [dramatic design, play] to know

How many coaches in Hyde Park did show [appear]

Last spring, what fare today at Medley’s [a fashionable tavern that also served meals] was, 

If Dunstan [the Devil and St. Dunstan Tavern, whose sign showed St. Dunstan twisting the Devil’s nose] or the Phoenix [another tavern] best wine has?

They are things — but yet, the stage might stand as well

If it did neither hear these things, nor tell.

Great noble wits, be good unto yourselves,

And make a difference ’twixt [between] poetic elves [petit poets]

And poets; all that dabble in the ink,

And defile quills, are not those few [who] can think,

Conceive, express, and steer the souls of men,

As with a rudder, round thus [the Prologue demonstrated this with a quill] with their pen.

He [The real poet] must be one that [who] can instruct your youth, 

And keep your acme [maturity, high point] in the state of truth,

Must enterprise [undertake] this work; mark but his ways,

What flight he makes, how new. And then he says,

If that not like you [If you don’t like] that [play which] he sends tonight,

It is you have left [ceased] to judge, not he to write. [It is your judgment that is lacking, not the poet-playwright’s (Jonson’s) skill.]
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THE PROLOGUE FOR THE COURT 
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A work not smelling of the lamp [A work that is new], tonight,

But fitted for Your Majesty’s disport [amusement],

And writ to the meridian [written to suit the taste] of your court,

We bring; and hope it may produce delight —

The rather, being offered as a rite [solemn offering]

To scholars, that [who] can judge and fair report

The sense they hear above the vulgar sort

Of nut-crackers, that [who] only come for sight.

Wherein, although our title, sir, be News,

We yet adventure here to tell you none, 

But show you common follies, and so known

That though they are not truths, th’innocent [the innocent] Muse

Hath [Has] made so like as Fancy could them state,

Or Poetry, without scandal, imitate. 

***

[image: ]


Note: Audience members in Ben Jonson’s day used to crack nuts, thus making much distracting noise. Artists still have such problems:

Soprano Frances Alda once was scheduled to give a concert at Versailles in the home of the Marquise de Brou. However, the audience was very noisy, and so she did not start singing even when her accompanist began to play. The Marquise asked her what was the matter, and Ms. Alda replied, “I know I am supposed to have a very strong voice, but even so it would be impossible for me to make myself heard above all this tohu-bohu.” This shocked the audience into silence, and she sang without distractions. By the way, Mary Garden once told Ms. Alda, “I am always having to explain you to people. Half of them think you’re a grand person, and the rest think you’re a b*tch.” Ms. Alda replied, “They’re both right.”

Source: Alda, Frances. Men, Women, and Tenors. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1937. Pp. 61-62, 112-113. 

Note: David Bruce retold this anecdote in his own words.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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In the lodging of Pennyboy Junior were Pennyboy Junior himself and Leatherleg the shoemaker.

The shoemaker had just helped Pennyboy Junior pull on a new pair of boots, and now Pennyboy Junior was walking in his gown, waistcoat, and breeches, awaiting his tailor.

“Many thanks, Leatherleg,” Pennyboy Junior said. “Get me the spur-maker, and then your part of helping to outfit me will be done.”

“I’ll do it immediately,” Leatherleg the shoemaker said as he exited. 

Pennyboy Junior said to himself, “Look to me, wit, and look to my wit, land.”

His land was his inheritance, but “land” also meant “compatriots.” 

“Look to my wit, land” therefore meant “Compatriots, admire my wit,” and unintentionally by Pennyboy Junior, “Inheritance, make up for whatever intelligence I lack.”

He continued, “That is, look upon me, and look upon me with all your eyes — male, female, and yes, hermaphroditic eyes — and in addition to those bring all your helps and magnifying lenses to see me at best advantage and augment my form as I come forth, for I do feel that I will be one worth looking at, shortly. 

“By ‘shortly,’ I mean now, by and by.”

A succession of people were coming in by and by to outfit Pennyboy Junior in new, expensive, fine clothing.

He heard a noise and said, “It strikes!”

Pennyboy Junior drew out of a pocket his watch, which was striking the hours, and he set it on a table.

“One, two, three, four, five, six,” he counted. “Enough, enough, dear watch. Your pulse has beaten enough.”

The day was starting.

He continued, “Now sleep, and rest. I wish that you could make the time to rest, too. I’ll wind you up no more. The hour has come that I have awaited for so long!”

Pennyboy Junior had just attained his maturity: He was now twenty-one years old and had come into his inheritance.

He took off his gown that he had been wearing that night. In this society, such a gown could be informal dress for during the day.

But now that Pennyboy Junior had attained maturity, he would dress differently, and better. He would no longer be a ward, or dependent. He would dress like a great man.

He dropped his gown and said:

“There, there, drop my wardship, my pupil age, and my vassalage and my being in a state of servitude all together with you.

“Liberty and full rights, come, throw yourself about me, in a rich suit, cloak, hat, and band of linen for a collar, for now I’ll sue out no man’s livery but my own.”

The kind of suing he had in mind was a lawsuit as an heir to gain possession of his inheritance: his land and income. But he was also punning: Livery is the distinctive clothing worn by a great man’s servants. A glance at the livery would reveal for whom the servant worked. Pennyboy Junior was now no longer a dependent: He had figuratively thrown off that status when he threw off his gown: a nightgown in which he slept. He had come into his inheritance. He would have his own servants.

“I stand on my own feet,” Pennyboy Junior said. “I have so much income a year, right, round, and sound, the lord of my own ground, and (to rhyme to it) threescore thousand pounds!”

“Threescore thousand pounds” are 60,000 pounds. Pennyboy Junior was a rich young man. This gave him an income of over 2,000 pounds per year.

Still waiting for his tailor, he went to the door and looked out.

“Not come?” he said. “Not yet? Tailor, you are a vermin, worse than the same you prosecute and prick in subtle — narrow — seam. Bah, I say no more —” 

Tailors were traditionally regarded as lecherous, and many people made jokes about a tailor’s needle being a tailor’s penis, but a real needle could be used to kill lice hidden in seams.

Pennyboy Junior continued, “Thus to retard my longings, on the day I reach manhood, to beat you.”

One longing was to be finely dressed on this day of achieving his maturity, and another longing was to beat his tailor — or so he said.

He believed that great men had the prerogative of beating their tailor, and he was looking forward to doing it — or so he said.

Pennyboy Junior continued, “One-and-twenty years of life, since the clock struck, completed! And you will feel it, you foolish animal! I could pity him (if I were not heartily angry with him now) for this one piece of folly he bears about him: to dare to tempt the fury of an heir with an income above two thousand pounds a year, yet hope to have his custom!

“Well, Master Fashioner, there’s some must break — a head — for this your breaking your appointment.”

One kind of breaking is going bankrupt. A tailor who does not keep his appointments could go bankrupt — or get his head broken.

Seeing the tailor enter the room, he said, “Have you come, sir?”

— 1.2 —

Carrying a suit of clothing, the tailor walked over to Pennyboy Junior and said, “May God give Your Worship joy.”

“Joy of what?” Pennyboy Junior asked. “Of your tardiness? And joy of your leaving me to stalk here in my breeches, like a tame heron, for you?”

Herons have long legs, and so did Pennyboy Junior. He was “tame” because he could not leave his house without wearing the proper clothing that his tailor was bringing him.

The tailor said, “I just waited below until the clock struck.”

“Why, if you had come a quarter of an hour earlier, would it so have hurt you in reputation to have waited here?” Pennyboy Junior asked.

“No, but Your Worship might have pleaded nonage, if you had got the suit of clothing on, before I could make just affidavit of the time,” the tailor replied.

To “plead nonage” meant to plead that one was not responsible for paying a debt because one was underage at the time the debt was incurred. 

“That jest has gained your pardon,” Pennyboy Junior said. “You would have lived condemned to your own hell otherwise, and you would have never wrought even one stitch more for me or any Pennyboy.”

The “jest” was not a jest; it can be regarded as an insult.

Despite Pennyboy Junior’s words about beating his tailor, he was good-natured.

“Hell” was a place where tailors kept scraps of clothing. Without Pennyboy Junior’s custom, the tailor would have no reason to leave his shop and deliver clothing to Pennyboy Junior.

“I could have hindered your career, but now you are mine,” Pennyboy Junior said, “for one-and-twenty years, or for the longest length of one of three persons’ lives, choose whichever three persons you will. I’ll make you a copyholder of land, and I’ll pay your first bill without questioning its details.” 

Pennyboy Junior was promising the tailor to give him his custom for 21 years, or for as long as the longest lived of any three people the tailor named lived.

A copyholder holds land with the permission of the land owner.

He then said, “Help me get this on.”

“Immediately, sir,” the tailor said. “I am bound to Your Worship.”

He helped Pennyboy Junior put on the suit of clothing.

“You shall be, when I have sealed for you a lease of my custom and guaranteed that I will be your customer,” Pennyboy Junior said.

“Your Worship’s barber is outside, waiting,” the tailor said.

“Who?” Pennyboy Junior asked. “Tom?”

He called, “Come in, Tom.”

Thomas Barber entered the room.

Pennyboy Junior said to him, “Set your things upon the table and spread your cloths and lay all forth in procinctu — in readiness — and tell us what’s the news.”

“Oh, sir, a Staple of News!” Thomas Barber said. “Or the New Staple, whichever you please.”

A Staple of News is a center for news. In this culture, newspapers were just now coming into existence.

“What’s that?” Pennyboy Junior asked.

“It is an office, sir, a fine young office set up,” the tailor said. “I forgot to tell Your Worship.”

“An office set up for what?” Pennyboy Junior asked.

Thomas Barber said, “To enter all the news, sir, of the time —”

The tailor interrupted, “— and vent — publish — it as occasion serves! A place of huge commerce it will be! News will be vended as well as vented.”

“Please, be quiet,” Pennyboy Junior said to the tailor. “I cannot abide a talking tailor. Let Tom — he’s a barber — by his place relate it.”

Barbers are known for being talkative. Because they talk so much with their customers, they are purveyors of news — and gossip.

Pennyboy Junior then asked, “What is it? An office, Tom?”

Thomas Barber answered, “Newly erected here in the house you are staying, almost on the same floor, it is a place where all the news of all sorts shall be brought, and there be examined, and then registered, and so be issued under the seal of the Office, as Staple News. No other news will be current.”

The Staple of News Office would determine which news was current — that is, authentic.

Pennyboy Junior said, “I say, you are speaking of a splendid business, Tom.”

The tailor said, “Nay, if you knew the brain that hatched it, sir —”

“I know you well enough,” Pennyboy Junior said to the tailor.

He then said, “Give him a loaf, Tom.”

Not only were tailors stereotypically lecherous, they also stereotypically loved bread.

Pennyboy Junior added, “The loaf will quiet his mouth; that oven will be venting otherwise.”

The tailor’s mouth needed to be closed because what would be coming from it was hot air.

Pennyboy Junior then said to Thomas Barber, “Proceed.” 

“The tailor is telling you the truth, sir,” Thomas Barber said. “Master Cymbal is Master of the Staple of News Office; he came up with the idea of it. He resides here in the house, and the great rooms he has taken for the Office and to set up his desks and bookcases, tables, and his shelves —” 

The tailor interrupted, “— he’s my customer and a wit, sir, too. But he has splendid wits under him —”

Thomas Barber interrupted, “— yes, four emissaries —”

“— emissaries?” Pennyboy Junior interrupted. “Wait, there’s a fine new word, Tom! Pray God it signify anything. What are emissaries?”

Thomas Barber answered, “Men employed outward who are sent abroad to fetch in the commodity.”

Emissaries are men sent on a mission to gather information. These particular emissaries were reporters.

The tailor said, “From all regions where the best news are made —”

Thomas Barber interrupted, “— or vented forth —”

The tailor interrupted, “— by way of exchange, or trade —”

Pennyboy Junior interrupted, “— nay, you insist on speaking —” 

“— my share, sir,” the tailor finished the sentence. “There’s enough to say for both the barber and me.”

Pennyboy Junior nodded, giving the tailor permission to speak: “Go on, then; speak all you know. I think the ordinaries should help them much.”

By “ordinaries,” he meant fashionable eating places: upscale taverns.

Misunderstanding what Pennyboy Junior meant by “ordinaries,” the tailor said, “Sir, they have ordinaries and extraordinaries, as many changes and variations as there are points in the compass.”

In this society, post ordinary and post haste were speeds of delivering messages and letters. Post ordinary were regular letter carriers, while post haste were very quick letter carriers. These letter carriers rode very quickly on horseback.

Thomas Barber began, “But the four cardinal quarters —”

Pennyboy Junior interrupted, “— aye, those, Tom —”

Thomas Barber interrupted, giving the four main places news could and would be gathered: “— the Court, sir, St. Paul’s, the Exchange, and Westminster Hall.”

The center aisle of St. Paul’s Cathedral was a center of gossip.

The Courts of Common Law and of Chancery were located at Westminster Hall, and much gossip occurred there.

The Court and the Royal Exchange were also places of gossip.

“Who is the chief?” Pennyboy Junior asked. “Who has the precedency?”

“The governor of the Staple of News Office, Master Cymbal,” Thomas Barber answered. “He is the chief; and after him are the emissaries.

“The First Emissary is at the Court, one Master Fitton. He’s a jeerer, too.”

“He’s a jeerer, too” is ambiguous. It can mean, 1) “Cymbal is a jeerer, and so is Fitton,” or 2) “Fitton is an emissary, and he is also a jeerer.”

“A jeerer?” Pennyboy Junior asked. “What’s that?”

“A wit,” the tailor answered.

One kind of “wit” is to jeer at and mock other people.

“Or half a wit,” Thomas Barber said. “Some of them are half-wits, two to a wit; there are a set of them.

“Master Ambler is the Emissary at St. Paul’s. He is as fine-paced a gentleman as you shall see walk the middle aisle. 

“And then my froy — that is, handsome — Hans Buzz, a Dutchman, is Emissary at the Exchange.”

The tailor said, “I had thought Master Burst, the merchant, had been made Emissary at the Exchange.”

“No,” Thomas Barber said. “He has a rupture; he has sprung a leak — he has gone bankrupt.”

In fact, the word “burst” meant bankrupt.

Thomas Barber continued, “The Emissary at Westminster Hall is undisposed of yet. That emissary has not yet been named.

“Then the other positions are the examiner, the register, and two clerks — they manage all at home, and sort, and file, and seal the news, and issue them.”

Pennyboy Junior said, “Tom, dear Tom, what may my means and wealth do for you? Ask, and have it. I would like to be doing some good — it is my birthday — and I’d do it promptly. I feel a secret longing to be bountiful and generous, and I would not long lie fallow.

“I ask you to think, and speak, and wish for something.”

Thomas Barber said, “I wish that I had just one of the clerks’ places in this Staple of News Office.”

“You shall have it, Tom, if silver or gold will fetch it,” Pennyboy Junior said. “What’s the rate? At what is it set in the market?”

Masters received payment to take on a new apprentice.

“Fifty pounds, sir,” Thomas Barber said.

“Even if it were a hundred pounds, Tom, you shall not lack it,” Pennyboy Junior said.

The tailor leapt at and hugged him, saying, “Oh, noble master!”

“What is this now, Aesop’s ass!” Pennyboy Junior said.

One of Aesop’s fables is about an ass that observed its master favoring a lap dog. Wanting similar attention, the ass decided to act like a lap dog, and it jumped up on its master’s lap. Of course, the ass’ hooves and weight hurt its master, and the master’s servants drove the ass back to its stable with many blows.

Tom Barber was a little man; the tailor was much larger.

Pennyboy Junior continued, “Because I play with Tom, must I necessarily run into your rude embraces? Stand still, sir. Clown’s fawnings are like a horse attempting a salutation by curtseying.”

He then asked Thomas Barber, “How do you like my new suit of clothing, Tom?”

“Master tailor has hit your measures, sir,” Thomas Barber said. “He’s molded you and made you, as they say.”

Clothes and a tailor make a man.

“No, no, not I,” the tailor said. “I am an ass, old Aesop’s ass.”

“Nay, tailor,” Pennyboy Junior said. “I can do you a good turn, too. Don’t be musty and peevish, although you have molded me, as little Tom says. I think you have put me in moldy pockets.”

He pulled out his pockets.

“Your pockets are perfumed,” the tailor said, “with good and right Spanish perfume — the Lady Estifania’s. The cost is twelve pounds for a pair of perfumed pockets.”
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