
    
      
        
          
        
      

    




Tudor Warrior

––––––––

Book 1 in the Tudor Warrior series

By 

Griff Hosker


Published by Sword Books Ltd 2022

Copyright ©Griff Hosker First Edition

The author has asserted their moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as the author of this work.

All Rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written consent of the copyright holder, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

Thanks to Design for Writers for the cover and logo. 


Historical characters

King Henry VII-King of England

King Richard III

Jasper Tudor- Duke of Bedford and the uncle of King Henry VII

Edward Plantagenet- son of the Duke of Clarence and nephew of King Richard III, a prisoner in the tower

Margaret of York, the Dowager Duchess of Burgundy

Lord Thomas Stanley- Earl of Derby

Sir Henry Clifford- Lord of Craven

Sir Robert Clifford- A Yorkist

Sir Henry Percy-Earl of Northumberland

Lambert Simnel- pretender to the throne

Pierrekin Wezebeque aka Perkin Warbeck, pretender to the throne

Sir Richard Ratcliffe-The Rat

Sir William Catesby The Cat

Viscount Lovell- a Yorkist leader who escaped the slaughter at Bosworth Field -The Dog

John de la Pole- Earl of Lincoln and leader of the rebels

Gerald FitzGerald, 8th Earl of Kildare 

Thomas FitzGerald of Laccagh, Lord Chancellor of Ireland

John Scrope, 5th Baron Scrope of Bolton

Thomas Scrope, 6th Baron Scrope of Masham

King James IV of Scotland



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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1485 Bosworth Field

Viscount Francis Lovell could not believe that the day was going so badly for the Ricardians, the supporters of King Richard. King Richard was a better leader and knight than Henry Tudor and he had more men. Even the defection by Stanley could not explain the disaster that was unfolding before his eyes. The planning had been perfect and they had chosen a site that suited them. They had much better men and they even had some of the new cannons. Sir Francis, along with his two close friends, Sir William Catesby and Sir Richard Ratcliffe, had been sure that the opposition to King Richard would end here on Bosworth Field. The king was a better and braver warrior than Henry Tudor. The insulting anti-Ricardian squib, ‘the Cat, the Rat and Lovell our dog’ had merely made the three more determined to wipe out the anti-royalist faction. Even as Lovell looked for his next enemy to slay he saw that Henry Percy, the Earl of Northumberland was hanging back. He had been told to protect King Richard’s flank. Too many men had failed to fight as hard as they could. King Richard had recklessly driven his horsemen towards the dismounted Henry Tudor, his bodyguard, men at arms and billmen.

Further to the right of the Viscount, Sir William Catesby was having exactly the same thoughts. He swung his poleaxe to chop through the leg of the Burgundian hand gunner whose weapon had killed two of Sir William’s friends. He looked at the standard of King Richard, carried by Sir Percival Thirlwall, as King Richard led his two hundred armoured horsemen to the standard of Henry Tudor. The battle looked lost but if King Richard could end the life of Henry Tudor then defeat could turn into victory. Sir William wished that it was he and not his friend Sir Richard Ratcliffe that was close to the horse of King Richard, White Surrey. Sir William knew he was the better horseman but Sir Richard had been insistent. As Henry Tudor was on foot, despite being protected by a large number of men on foot, Sir William Catesby spied hope and believed that King Richard would win. When King Richard slew Sir William Brandon and the standard of Henry Tudor fell to the ground, then victory seemed to be in their grasp. It was at that critical moment that Lord Thomas Stanley showed his true colours, and the Earl of Derby led his own men, thus far unused, to charge into the flank of the rear of the men they had been supposed to support. Watching the act Sir William wondered if this had been prearranged. While King Richard was a better knight and warrior, Henry Tudor was a cunning man and was more than capable of such a deception. When Sir Richard Ratcliffe was hacked in the side by an English billman and then King Richard unhorsed, Catesby knew that all was lost. Sir Percival had both legs chopped off, but he refused to yield the standard. Those around King Richard were butchered where they stood. As Sir William looked around, he saw that King Richard’s faltering army was now fleeing. Even his good friend Viscount Lovell was seeking an escape from this disaster. Sir William was made of sterner stuff and he swung his poleaxe even harder at a Swiss pikeman as he tried to get to the side of the king. The axe head split the pike and Catesby used the spike to drive it into the face of the mercenary. It was as he looked up that he saw King Richard had lost both his helmet and his crown. Welsh and English billmen and halberdiers were hacking at the King’s head and, as Sir William Catesby was brought down by three Germans, the army of King Richard disintegrated. The Earl of Northumberland rode north having barely drawn his sword in the defence of the king. He was a pragmatic man and he had done all that was asked of him. He reconciled himself with the thought that it was the desertion of Stanley and the reckless charge of King Richard that had lost them the battle.

Viscount Francis was luckier than his two companions and even while the new king’s name was ringing out across the battlefield, Viscount Francis removed his surcoat and used it to dress a corpse with a smashed-in face and found a wandering horse to make good his escape. There were simply too many of the defeated fleeing and too few horsemen in Henry Tudor’s army to find a solitary warrior. Viscount Francis vowed vengeance upon Henry Tudor and all those who had killed what he believed to be the rightful King of England. He would rise like a phoenix. The cause of the Ricardians might be ended but the Yorkists could still rise. Edward Plantagenet was in the Tower and he would be a rallying point for those unhappy with the Welshman taking England’s crown. Margaret of York was now Duchess of Burgundy and he would seek her help. He rode to Colchester and then disappeared. The disguised body was taken to be his and no-one sought the Viscount.

The king was dead and the new king reigned supreme but the threat from those who supported Richard was not over and with doubt over the deaths of those with a claim to the throne then Henry Tudor was not secure.
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Chapter 1
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1487 Ecclestone Lancashire

I am James son of Walter the Rat Slayer and when my father returned from the last battle of the civil war, it turned my head. I was the eldest child and when my father was away fighting for Henry Tudor it had been me who worked the land and it was hard work. It made for a broad back and strong arms. My two younger sisters helped but it was a hard life. I was my mother’s favourite and had been named after her father, Jamie, a Scotsman who had settled after a wild and adventurous life in this part of southwest Lancashire. Until I was ten, I had been called Jamie, but then I had decided that James sounded more manly. I had seen just fourteen summers when he returned from the battle and I was a better person than I became. I was full of myself in those days. It was a combination of the gold my father brought back, the farm but, probably, my father’s reputation that turned my head and I confess it now, I did not see it at the time. There was no mirror for me to see the monster I was about to become. 

When my father returned from Bosworth and hung his billhook and falchion in the shed, I begged him to train me as a billman. They had formed a large part of the army brought by Henry Tudor to fight the Yorkists. Those and the archers had been the reason that they won. At least that was what my father said, and I believed him. With their helmets, padded brigandines called a jack, falchions and, most importantly, the bill hooks they used, they were a force to be feared and the fact that he had brought down a knight in plate armour riding a mailed horse, was a testament to that skill. He agreed to my request and while we worked the new land for six days a week, on Sunday when men were commanded by law to practise, he showed me his skills. At first, we used staves for it was less dangerous. As with all weapons, there is a skill to using a bill hook which men like my father make look easy. For the first six months, all was well and then my father took me, on the anniversary of the Battle of Bosworth Field, to the inn in the village, ‘The Gryphon’. There my head began to be turned. It did not happen overnight but when I heard all speaking of this hero of Bosworth, I began to take on the praise to my shoulders. It was as though they were complimenting me. I can see now that I was wrong, but I was young and foolish. I started to change. I began to resent the work around the farm. My sisters were able to stay in the house while my father and I worked in all weathers. He did not seem to mind but I thought it an insult for the hero of Bosworth Field.

The change in me coincided with the day that my father nodded and said, “Well done, James. You shall use a real billhook next time.” 

I almost felt myself swell with pride. My father had two. One was his and the other he had fetched back from the battle of Bosworth. I think it had belonged to a fallen comrade. The shaft had suffered a cut and he had replaced it. When I had been first shown the weapon and told that it would be mine, I treated it like a person. I kept the two blades as sharp as my father’s shaving razor. I oiled them lovingly to stop the rust. I made sure that the hook, used for pulling horsemen from their saddles, was pointed and sharp as was the spike used to ram between metal plates. Warriors who had money were now well protected by metal plates on their bodies and legs. They thought that they were invulnerable but a spike could find a gap. My father told me all of this as we trained. All the practice with the stave had paid off although the first time I wielded the weapon the weight of the head came as a shock to me and my father had smiled when, after three or four practice strokes, the head had fallen from it.

“You need to tie a weight to your stave to help you become used to the weapon.” I nodded and determined to become as good as he was. 

There were only two other billmen in the village and the majority of those who practised were archers. My father was superior to the other two and as we trained each Sunday after church, I could see that, like my father, I had more natural skill than the other two. When I bested one, John Pendlebury, I felt I was ready to fight. That was when I had my first argument with my father. As we walked back to our home I boasted of my skill and he cuffed me about the head. I can see now that it was deserved for I, still a boy, had mocked a man grown and I had not shown him the respect he deserved. 

“None of that, boy, for that is what you still are, a boy! John of Pendlebury is a good man and he was gentle with you for you are my son. I have stood shoulder to shoulder with him fighting our Yorkist enemies and I will not have you disparage him. As for being ready to fight then I will tell you that you are not. You will be ready when I say so.”

I fell out with my father at that moment. How many times since have I regretted it? It was all my fault and I was a wild youth who thought he knew everything. I did not; few young men do. I began to resent him and look for ways to be disobedient. I became a bad son. It did not happen overnight but gradually I changed. The piglets of the wild boar are cute and adorable but the adult boar is a fearsome creature. I changed. What makes it all worse is that I was trying to be like my father when we fell out. I admired him and looked up to him more than anyone else. He was a hero. His name was Walter of Ecclestone and he was a Lancastrian billman. More than that he was the billman who had felled the Rat, Sir Richard Ratcliffe. King Henry himself had rewarded him with a bag of gold. It had enabled us to buy a smallholding in the village where we lived, and we went from being a family who worked for others to masters of our own destiny, producing our own food and owning our house. We had been happy then.

I took the cuff, but I brooded and the next Saturday after the evening meal I headed for the nearby village of Windle where there was another alehouse, ‘The Raven’s Head’. It was a place where the younger men who wished to drink away from the eyes of their elders and betters could do so. The landlord was a disreputable man and my father had warned me to stay away from there. That, of course, made it even more attractive. My father paid me, and it was not a great deal but it was enough to drink the stronger ale there than I was used to. That first night I got into a fight and, sadly, I won. I was big, that came from my father, and the practice had given me skills. I say sadly for my victory over a youth whose name I cannot even remember added to my delusion that I was now a warrior. I saw myself on the battlefield slaying the king’s enemies and not stuck on a small holding in Ecclestone where there was not even a cobbled road. I know not what caused the fight, it may have been the drink, I am not sure, but whatever the reason we left the alehouse and I knocked him to the ground so many times that he waved a hand in surrender. I was then applauded and received the accolades of the others. I was fooled by their false praise and my head grew. Others treated me to ale. When I returned home my father saw my bruised knuckles but said nothing. Perhaps he saw it as an inevitable event for young men. I wish he had said something, but he did not.

I could not afford to go to ‘The Raven’s Head’ often but when I had enough coins then I would go. The drink did something to me that made me become angry and belligerent. I got into fights on a regular basis. More often than not I won. On one occasion it was an honourable draw but that was the day my father said something. He had to for my face was battered and bruised and my mother was shocked.

“Son, I have tolerated this poor behaviour because I thought it was something that would pass and that you would grow out of. That has not happened. You are forbidden to leave this house and to go drinking.”

The drink was still in me and I faced up to him, “You cannot do that for I am a man.”

He gave me a sad smile and shook his head, “Not yet. You are almost the size but,” he patted the side of his head, “in here you are still a child, and this is for your own good.”

“You cannot stop me, and I will go.”

He did not become angry, my father rarely did but he nodded, “And when you next leave then the door will be barred, and your belongings will be outside the house. You either obey me or you leave this home.”

My mother had heard all, and I saw her hand go to her mouth. Despite my face and my behaviour, I was still her son and her favourite. 

My father could have been vindictive and withheld pay from me but that was not his way. He continued to pay me for my labour. It was not much but it was money. He continued to practise with me each Sunday and even when I tried to hurt him in the combat, he both easily thwarted my efforts and yet did not use harsh words with me. When next I had money I chose not to go to the inn for at that moment I still thought he might relent and let me return to Windle. I did not know my father for he was a far better man than I knew. He was not just a great warrior and billman but he was also the best of fathers and a perfect husband. I did not see that. We had a few months of peace. We had Christmas and a sort of reconciliation and then we had snow and cold. There were no coins. It was only as January drifted into February that the fire of my anger was fuelled. It was when the pretender to the crown, Lambert Simnel, was raised as heir to the throne that things began to unravel. We only learned that his name was Lambert Simnel after the event. The news merely came that John de la Pole, the Earl of Lincoln was travelling to Burgundy to seek troops and have the boy, Edward, the Earl of Warwick crowned king of England. It was all a little vague and my father poured scorn on the idea, “Edward is the son of the Duke of Clarence, and he has a claim to the throne, but King Henry has him in the Tower. The one they parade in Burgundy is an imposter and this will come to nothing. There is but one Edward who has a claim to the throne and King Henry has him locked away. This is another Yorkist plot. We did not rid the land of all the rats at Bosworth, more’s the pity.”

“But if it does not, will you go to fight them?”

My father shook his head, “I am done fighting. The war that cost this country so much is over, and this is an attempt by the Yorkists and the Earl of Lincoln to resurrect a dead cause. I will not go.” 

I stared at him for what was the point of training every day if you did not get to fight? I was a good fighter; the inn in Windle had shown me that. “Then why do I train so hard if I am not to use my skills?”

He sighed, “Let me explain about how this works, James, for I ought to have done so when I began to train you. We train so that our lord, the Earl of Derby, can call upon us when he needs to and we will fight, for pay, for our lord and for our rightful king. That is how I always fought. The Earl of Derby has not asked for us and until he does we will stay. Men do not have to fight and I will not do so again. I lost brothers in arms at Bosworth and, when I was a young man, at Tewkesbury. I have no need to prove myself.”

“But there are other ways to fight, are there not?”

He nodded, “Aye, there are captains, lords without land normally, who hire companies to fight for them. They are not like the companies that fought for the Black Prince for they are smaller. Nor are they like the White Company that fought in Italy. There are perhaps a hundred or two hundred men in each company and they fight for pay.”

“I could join one of those.”

He laughed and that made me become angry inside. He was not mocking me but laughing because the idea was ridiculous, “Son, you have a billhook and my old rondel dagger. You have neither jack nor helmet. None would hire you yet and, indeed, good as you are I do not think you are ready to go against men who would not be as forgiving as me. You are too young and although not a boy you are yet to become a man. John of Pendlebury did not fight you as hard as he might have, indeed as hard as he should. It has given you the idea that you are better than you are. Now enough of this. It is village gossip and nothing more. It will disappear like a morning fog.”

Matters came to a head when we heard that a mercenary army had landed in Dublin and was led by the Earl of Lincoln, John de la Pole, and the man he said was the heir to the English throne, Edward Plantagenet. This time even my father took note as Dublin was but a short way across the sea from the coast close to where we lived. We were told to prepare for war should the Yorkists land close to our home. The beaches and dunes of Formby were a perfect place to land soldiers. When we had our practice on the next Sunday there was more purpose to it.

Sir Richard of Windle himself came to inspect us but his words were like a shower of cold water, “Lord Stanley has asked that the men of Ecclestone guard these manors under the command of that redoubtable hero of Bosworth, Walter of Ecclestone.” The news was greeted with cheers as my father was popular. I began to wonder if I might get to fight despite my father’s pessimism. “However, it is unlikely that you will be called upon to fight. The king has commanded the Earl of Northumberland and the Lord of Craven to raise an army and to be prepared to ride to meet these pretenders should they be foolish enough to land.”

My moment of joy was crushed by the words. After the practice, I stood close enough to the knight and my father to hear their words.

“Is it a serious threat, my lord?”

“To here? No, but to England yes. The Irish have always supported King Richard and the Duke of Clarence was also very popular there. The Irish are always willing to fight the English and with the German and Swiss mercenaries then there is an army but the support for King Richard was ever in the lands around York and Middleham. That is where they shall make for and that is why it is the Earl of Northumberland who will lead the army. The Earl of Oxford, John de Vere, is also raising an army to protect London. All is well, Walter.”

I was close enough to see the doubt on my father’s face.

“Speak, Walter, for we both fought at Bosworth and there can be no hidden words or doubts between us.”

My father nodded and I saw then the respect in which he was held for the knight meant what he had said, “The Earl of Northumberland was at Bosworth my lord and whilst he did not fight us his behaviour that day has made me doubt that he can be trusted. If he is the leader of the army to face his former comrades, then I am fearful.”

Sir Richard said, “And King Henry along with the Earl of Oxford are ready to come north if Percy fails. The Earl of Northumberland is more handily placed. Do not fear, Walter, this will come to nothing, but we will be prepared in case they do not do as we expect.”

I begged my father, after the knight had gone, for permission to seek a place with a company. I asked if I might march north to Skipton where the Lord of Craven would be. It was many miles to the north but it would be an adventure. I pictured myself with a helmet on my billhook leaving the village and all the girls crying at the brave warrior leaving Ecclestone. He would have none of it. Even when we heard, in May, that King Edward had been crowned in Dublin and that an invasion was imminent, he did not grant my request. It was when an old comrade in arms of my father called in and stayed for the night that matters came to a head. I had heard John’s name mentioned and knew that he lived less than twenty miles from us, but I had never met him. He was, like all archers, barrel-chested but unlike my father showed the ravages of time. My father always looked, despite the fact that he was middle-aged, to be fit. John of Warrington had the red face of a drinker and the belly to match. He was, however, an old comrade and my father greeted him warmly and offered him a bed for the night.

“Well, John, I can see from the longbow in its case and the sheath of arrows that you go to war.”

The archer patted his gardyvyan and said, “Aye, I go north to seek employment with Sir Henry Clifford of Craven. He is raising a company to fight the rebels should they come.”

As my father led his old comrade into the house he said, “Surely you are done with fighting? You and I are old men and have fought enough.”

He shook his head and nodded to me, “I am not like you, Walter, I have no family. My wife left me after Tewksbury, and I tire of a life without war.”

“What was it you did after Bosworth?”

He shook his head, “Became a ferryman across the river at Warrington. It kept my arms strong but that was all. I was made for war as are you, the Rat Slayer. Come, you and your boy join me.”

My father’s face clouded over, “I will not go, and I will not have my son go either. No more talk of war. I will give you a bed and we will feed you, but we will talk of other things.”

Once more I saw that my father commanded respect and John of Warrington nodded, “You are right and I can see that you have a farm now. I understand and I will honour your request.”

The two men did talk of war but it was a war that was in the past. They had been in many battles and they spoke not of the deaths and injuries but the humorous side of warlike knights falling from horses. They told of men becoming lost and arriving at battles the day after they had finished. They spoke of relieving the dead of their treasure. My mother frowned at that and made the sign of the cross; she saw it as robbing a corpse.

John the archer left before I was even up as he had a long walk if he was to make Skipton which I knew was where the Lords of Craven lived. I brooded all day, and it was that night as we went around the smallholding to check that the animals were all secure that the anger in me exploded. It was all in my head, of course. I exaggerated every insult my father had given to me. The cuff became a mighty blow. The order not to leave the farm became a deliberate torture in my mind and by the end of the day, I believed that he was afraid that I would become a better billman and achieve more than he ever had. Looking back I am ashamed of my thoughts and they make me squirm still but, at the time, all seemed reasonable. I was a man and I would go to war.

“I would follow John of Warrington, father.”

“And I have said no. John of Warrington seeks either death in battle or great treasure. He has the chance of the former but not the latter. When his wife left him, she took his son and that broke his heart. He was a great archer but now he is a drunk. I doubt that he would be able to make a full draw. You stay here and become better at what you do. There will be other wars, the Scots have been quiet for some time and we are close enough that we would be the ones called upon to fight. Battling the enemies of your country is always better than fighting in a civil war, against brothers.”

“No, I will go, and you cannot stop me.”

“And I say that you will not go. I can bar the door and prevent you from taking your billhook. How is that?”

I saw red and pulling back my arm I hit him so hard on the jaw that he went down as though I had struck him with a poleaxe. He was not expecting it and that was why I succeeded. He had not thought his son would strike his father. I shocked myself and knelt to see that I had not killed him. It was at that moment that I made my decision. I would run; I had to for I had committed a great sin and struck my father. I could no longer stay. I went to the barn where we kept our weapons and I grabbed not only my billhook but my father’s jack which I donned as well as his falchion and scabbard. There was a sack hanging there and I took it too putting in it a couple of lengths of bowstring and four fishhooks. I took the ale skin which hung there. It was empty but if I found a fresh stream, I could refill it. After putting on my rabbit skin hat I sneaked back to the house. I knew I would not have long until my father recovered his wits. Mother and my sisters were before the fire sewing where there was warmth from the fire. I slipped into the cool pantry and grabbed half a loaf of bread and I sliced off a large chunk of the salted ham which I deposited in my sack. That would have to do and after taking my oiled cloak, I closed the door silently and I slipped away before my father came to. I headed north towards Rivington. I stopped at the far end of the village where I rearranged my gear so that it was balanced. I hung the slightly curved falchion on my belt and slipped the helmet into the sack along with the arming cap. Those I hung from the billhook that I carried over my shoulder. I set off purposefully along the empty track that led first to Bleak Hill, through Windle and thence to Upholland. I would make as much time as I could but I planned on resting at Rivington before hurrying after John of Warrington. Hitting my father had been like burning my bridges. There could be no going back, and I was set on a course to be a warrior.
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Chapter 2
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I had travelled this road once before with my father but that had not been at night and then I had not been alone. It was a good start for my life alone as I learned as I trudged the road. I learned to smell the woodsmoke of houses so that I could avoid them before I reached them. Once I was twenty miles from home I would no longer need to be so secretive. I heard the sounds of animals on farms and I discovered that I was quite adept at hiding. Whenever I heard people moving on the road I moved out of sight choosing hedgerows and bushes to do so. It was nighttime and few moved around at night. Those that did might have sinister purposes. I also found that carrying my sack from my billhook’s spike made my life much easier.

By dawn, I had almost reached Horwich, and I could see the watchtower at Rivington. I had chosen the tower as my destination as it was a clear marker for my route north to Skipton. I did not know if I was on the same route as John of Warrington, but the sight of Rivington told me I was heading in the right direction. I almost made it through the small village before I was seen. There was a charcoal burner at the edge of the village, close to the woods, and a woman came out. She saw me and put down her bundle of faggots. She did not seem surprised to see me and showed no sign of alarm at our meeting, “Now then young man, what are you doing out so early, armed and yet with barely enough fluff on your top lip for the cat to lick off?” I spied her cat then; it was seated on a rock and was washing itself but its eyes seemed to be fixed on me. I felt afraid. Cats were strange creatures. We had owned a dog and they were far easier to understand; you fed them and they were loyal but a cat was different. You could feed one every day and then suddenly it would leave. Men fear what they do not understand.

Although she was smiling as she said it, I found myself colouring. My father had said I was still young, and the woman’s first comment had been about my age. I was defensive when I answered, “I am old enough to wield a bill hook and one day I shall have a full beard.”

She nodded, “And how long have you walked for Wigan is a good walk from here and dawn has barely broken?”

“Long enough.”

“Aye, well if you help me shift these faggots to the burner, I shall give you hot food and small beer.”

I looked around, “Have you no man?”

Shaking her head she laughed and said, “And I need none. He left me ten years since and I say good riddance to him. I earn my own living without any useless apology for a man. Now will your stiff neck make you forego a breakfast, or will you help me?” I nodded and laid down my bundle. She said, as she handed me two bundles of faggots, “I am Mistress Gurton and what do I call you?”

I did not want to give her my real name, but I did not want to sound as though I was making it up, I said, “James the Billman.”

She laughed, “And that sounds like a name you gave yourself. Still, I am guessing, from your eyes, that the James part is right. Come, James, this will not take long.”

I was young in those days and a night without sleep followed by a good hour of hard work did not tire me but it made me ready to eat. It was repetitive work, carrying the faggots to the ovens where I stacked them. Mistress Gurton lit them and seemed satisfied. I felt my stomach rumble as we walked back to her humble home. As my father might have said, ‘I could have eaten a horse with the skin on.’ While I washed and then drank the small beer she stirred the pot and cooked the food. The food was plain but filling. There was a bowl of porridge followed by yesterday’s bread fried in salted ham fat. The thinly sliced ham was placed on the top. I was ravenous and devoured it all in a few bites.

Mistress Gurton shook her head, “It is good to see such a healthy appetite. I eat like a bird. Had you not come by I would have just eaten the porridge. Now then James, whatever your real name is, what brings you here?”

I fingered the hilt of my rondel dagger; it was as close to a cross as I had for I wondered if this woman who lived alone was a witch. She seemed to see into my head and know things about me that I wished hidden. The cat had entered the tiny dwelling with us and was before the fire staring at me with piercing green eyes. I decided to speak the truth although I would keep my true name a secret. “I am heading for Skipton. An archer, John of Warrington, was heading there to join Sir Henry Clifford of Craven. If the Yorkists return, then I would fight them. Have you seen a large archer with a red face and nose?”

She cocked an eye as she began to clean the skillet pan she had used to fry the ham and bread, “And will they be grateful to have a boy who steals his father’s jack and weapons?”

I started, she was a witch, “The billhook is my own!”

“Aye, but the jack is old and worn. I fancy it is as old as you and does not fit as well as it might.” She tossed some of the fried ham scraps from the pan to the cat, “And this archer you seek, who is he?”

I shrugged, “Just an archer, pot-bellied, barrel-chested and with a red face.”

She laughed, “That description could fit half of the men in the village, but I think I saw your archer. He passed through here the day before yesterday.”

“And did you feed him too?”

She shook her head, “No, boy, I did not for he stank of ale having been in Gammer Parr’s alehouse.”

I was curious, “Then why did you feed me?”

Her face softened and she turned away to wipe the pan with a cloth, “Let us say that while my husband left, I kept the memory of the one child I had carried who died stillborn. He would have been your age and...” She waved an angry hand, “Does it matter? I fed you and there is an end to it.” She turned and I saw that she was on the verge of tears, “Your mother, does she love you?”

It was not a question I expected but I nodded, the love of both of my parents was never in doubt, “Aye, she does. I am her favourite.” I added lamely. 

“Then when you have this foolishness scoured from your head by the clash of battle go home! There will be a hole in her heart that can only be filled by your return. Each day that hole will grow until it consumes her. Hear me?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She nodded firmly and I saw that the tears which had misted her eyes were now gone. They had been exorcised by her words. “I would suggest that you sleep awhile and then try to catch up with this drunkard, but I know you will not. Give me your empty ale skin.” I handed it to her, and she filled it from her barrel. Pointing north she said, “You have forty miles to travel. Keep on this road and take the road to Burnley. It is a town that will have food and ale. It is twenty miles from here and you should make it by dark. I am thinking that the man you seek may have gone by the time you reach it, but you do not want to travel beyond it in the dark.” She wagged a finger at me, “There is wild country up there and bandits. Travel in the day and, if you can find it, in company.” She went back into her home and fetched out a small clay pot. “This is a salve I make myself. I usually sell it but as you look to have few coins, I shall make a gift of it. It has herbs and other ingredients that may ease bloody feet and can be used on cuts. That billhook looks sharp.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Why was this woman being so kind to me? “I thank you, Mistress Gurton, for your hospitality and wish there was something I could do for you in return.”

She smiled, albeit sadly, “That is easy; return to your mother but I think you will not do that. Just promise me that when this madness has left your blood you will go to her, and your debt is paid.”

“I will, I swear.”

That was the first oath I ever swore and even though I knew that I would have to face my father if I kept it I knew that I would. I was just unsure when that would be. Hoisting my sack on my bill hook and slinging my bulging ale skin over my shoulder I bowed and then headed up the road. The strange woman with the terrifying cat would often wander through my dreams. I never saw her again, but I never forgot her either. I knew that I might meet many people on my journey, but I hoped they would all be as kind as her. I knew they would not, but young men always hope.

The road to Burnley and thence to Skipton was a busy one. The first part was not for I had to trek up along the ridge by Rivington and there I saw the hills that were the Pennines, rising ahead of me. I drank a little of the ale and then descended towards Darwen which I could see in the distance. It looked to be the size of Horwich. When I reached the knot of houses, I saw the sign for Burnley. The crossroads had a sign for Blackburn to the north but the road to Burnley looked to be busier. After washing at the horse trough and eating some of my now even staler bread I strode up the road that headed first west and then north.

Once more fortune favoured me as I met a carter and his son by Haslingden. The road was steep and the sumpter that pulled their laden cart was struggling. I took one of the traces and helped them to haul the wagon and the cart so that we were on the downhill section. “Thank you, young man. We are in your debt.” He pointed to the horse, “Annie here is not as young as she was. I pray you, are you heading for Burnley?”

“I am.”

“Then if you would stay with us,” he looked around at the bleak landscape, “and help us with your strong arms and weapons then we will feed you and let you sleep under the wagon in Burnley. What say you?”

I was flattered that they saw me as someone who could defend them, and the offer appealed. The alternative would either be to risk punishment as a vagrant and sleep rough or use the two or three coins I still had in my purse. “I will aid you, sir. I am James.”

“And I am William, and this is my son Will.” Will was but ten and scrawny. I could see why William the Carter needed my arms. I discovered that they too were heading for Skipton, and they had a load of arrowheads and blades for poleaxes, halberds and bill hooks. I did not mind staying with them until Skipton, but I knew, from their words, that the road from Burnley to Skipton would be even steeper than this one and would add to the journey time. I said nothing but I would leave after a night under their wagon and sharing their food. They were good company, but we were moving slowly. Had I been alone then I would have travelled far quicker and we were overtaken by many travellers, even those on foot.

It was dark as we approached the small town and I was now suffering. A night without sleep followed by a day sometimes hauling on a wagon took its toll and I was looking forward to eating then collapsing beneath the wagon. There was a small square and green in the centre of the town and, as it was used by the market, William was able to unhitch his horse and allow it to graze. While young Will lit a fire I helped William to secure the wagon. The cover for the wagon was unfastened from the sides and by the use of four metal poles, we had a shelter for the night. We cleared the ground of animal dung while Will began to cook. William went to the nearest alehouse and bought us a jug, not of small beer but strong beer. I was ready for it.

Later that night after a meal of salted ham cooked with greens and beans and washed down with good beer, I simply rolled into my cloak and was asleep within a heartbeat. However, before I did so I slipped the dagger from its sheath and placed it where I could find it. This became my practice whenever I was on the road. It was not a dreamless sleep. My father’s bloody face kept appearing and I heard my mother’s wails although I did not see her. The result was that I woke before dawn. I needed to make water. After crawling from beneath the shelter I stood and headed for some oaks which grew in one corner of the green. It was a real relief. I was about to head back to the wagon when I heard a noise. It was not from the wagon but from a building just off the green. I was curious and headed there. As I neared the building, although I could not see what was happening, I could hear the words.

“You owe us money for the ale and we will either take it from your purse or, if that is empty, from your skin. An archer who loses two fingers is of no use to anyone is he?”

“I told you that when I reach Skipton, I shall pay you. It was just a few coins I owe. I swear you shall have them!” 

I recognised the voice. It was John of Warrington. I did not draw my weapon, but I bunched my fists and used the sides of the buildings to approach the men. There were three. One was John of Warrington while the other two were smaller men and clearly not archers. John’s gardyvyan lay on the ground and one of the men held John by his arms while the other searched John’s purse. He held it upside down and shook it, “It is your face and your fingers then. Hold him, Ralph. You shall have your money’s worth when I tire.”

He pulled his arm back and swung at John’s face. I heard the nose break and blood-spattered the attacker. John looked to have been willing to take the beating but suddenly he used the back of his head to butt into Ralph’s face whilst bringing up his knee into the other’s groin. He swung around the man he had butted, and his body clattered into the one clutching his groin. John had taken them by surprise, but things could change. I joined in. I ran to the one clutching his groin and using my right hand punched him as hard as I could in his ribs. I heard them break and I punched again and again until after hitting him in the side of the head, he collapsed. John glanced at me and then picked up the one called Ralph whose eyes were still streaming while blood poured from his nose and, swinging him around, smacked his head into the side of the building. He slumped to the ground.

I am not sure if John was a little drunk still, but he stared at me, “Thank you, young sir. Your help is appreciated although I could have taken these two gong scourers.” He stopped and stared at me through eyes still streaming from the punch. “Do I know you?”

“Aye, but I think we can speak when we are away from these two before they awake.”

“I can take them!”

Shaking my head I said, “If you owe them money then they can use the law. Hurry.”

He nodded and picked up his gardyvyan, cloak, arrow bag and bow, still in its case. He kicked them both in the head and then took the purse of one of them, “If I am to be a fugitive let it be for something worth stealing.”

That he was embroiling me in the crime did not occur then for I was just desperate to get away. When we reached the green others who had camped there for the night were just beginning to wake. We were the only wagon and the rest had packhorses. I pointed to the north side of the green. I had already ascertained that it was the road to Skipton, “Head up that road and I will join you.” He peered at me as though he was finding it hard to focus. “Just walk and I will find you. I have food and ale.”

That decided him and he set off. He would be disappointed when he discovered that it was just small beer. By the time I reached the wagon William was rising, “You are up early young James. As soon as we have eaten, we shall be on the road.”

I did not want him to know I was fleeing and so I said, “I thank you for your food and shelter, but I must make Skipton sooner than you shall.” I grasped his forearm. “May God watch over you.”

“And you but what is the hurry?”

I smiled and said, “If I am to be a soldier then the sooner I begin the better. Say farewell to Will for me.” I grabbed my gear and hurried across the green. I did not think I had been seen by the two men, but I could take no chances. They would be out for some time and I hoped that we might be a couple of miles along the road before they came round. The two men did not look as though they had horses.

Surprisingly enough, John of Warrington had managed to get half a mile north of Burnley and I was pleased. He turned and peered at me as I approached. The sun was just beginning to light the eastern sky and he said, “Who are you?”

He had to know who I was or else he might not aid me, “I am Walter of Ecclestone’s lad, James. I am come with you to join the Lord of Craven.”

He nodded and smiled as he recognised me, “It is the Lord of Skipton and the Guardian of Craven that you seek. Your father sent you?”

I lied. “Sort of.”

“Good, you might be young but if you have half the skill of your father your fortune is made not to mention your reputation. You said you had ale?”

“Aye but let us step out first and husband what we have. Here,” I handed him a large chunk of the stale bread. “Eat this and we will breakfast on the road.”

He shook his head, “Ale is what I want but I thank you for your offer.”

I began to chew on the hardening bread which was more like biscuit now than bread. I was learning about my companion. He liked drink more than food and that explained his ruddy face and his lack of coins. Once I had my introduction to the muster, I would let him find his own way. I saw him as trouble. 

As we had left early in the day, we passed few on the road and none overtook us. We would be unlikely to meet people coming the other way for some time. We had the road to ourselves, but John appeared lost in his own thoughts. I had many questions, but I kept them in my head.

Six miles up the road we reached Colne which was a market town. It served all the farms and villages between it and Skipton. Whilst smaller than Burnley it had more to offer travellers and John showed his dependence on drink when he used six pennies to buy a large sack of strong ale. I bought a mutton pie which cost me but a halfpenny. We ate and drank as we walked. The road between Colne and Skipton climbed through woodland and moorland. This explained why Mistress Gurton had been fearful. Had I tried this at night then I might have come to harm either through a fall from the road, that was little more than a track left over from the times of the Romans, or been attacked, for the woods through which we passed looked perfect for outlaws.

It was on the Lothersdale road which led to the east, that we were caught up by two men. The road was rising, and it was as I glanced back that I saw them. I was about to tell John to hurry when I saw that they were archers for they carried their bow cases. “We have company, John.”

He nodded and happily stopped to take more of the ale. It was already less than half full. I took my sack from my billhook and took out some of the salted ham I had brought from home. We were close to Skipton now and I ate a little more of it. The hot pie from Colne had been filling but there had been little meat in it. My shoulder was aching from carrying the billhook and my sack. I wondered if my father had been right and I was not yet old enough to go to war. As one of my father’s friends used to say, ‘the carrot is out of the ground’. There was no going back now.

“Hail friends. I can see that you seek employment too.” The taller of the two archers gestured to his companion, “I am Sean of Flint and this Maredudd of Mold.”

John of Warrington said, “Welshmen eh?”

Maredudd of Mold growled, “What of it?”

John laughed easily, “Nothing, friend, Welsh archers are good men and almost the equal of me. You may have heard of me. John of Warrington.”

Maredudd just shook his head while Sean of Flint laughed and said, “I have lost count of the times I have heard that said, John of Warrington. It seems to me I heard of a John of Warrington who fought at Tewkesbury.”

“That would be me.” He burped, “I shall go and make water.” He began unfastening his breeks as he headed to the ditch. I am not even sure he heard Sean’s next words.

“Aye, many years since. I would have liked to see you in your prime, still if all we fight are half-naked Irishmen then none of us has aught to fear.” His head whirled around, and he fixed me with his eyes. “And who is this who carries his father’s billhook? Are you waiting for him, boy?”

I realised now the mistake I had made in wearing my father’s jack. I coloured and said, “I am no boy and I seek to join Sir Henry Clifford of Skipton as a billman. My name is James the Billman.”

That made Maredudd’s face crack into a smile and Sean put his arm around my shoulder and said, “James, I would change your name to a more believable one. I like you for I can see spirit in you, but you are no more a billman than I am. You may have used one, but no one would give you the name of Billman.”

Maredudd said, “Where do you hail from?”

I ran through all the places close by and picked the largest, “Prescot.”

Sean said, “That is a better name; it may not be true but it has the ring of some truth in it. Now let us push on. There will be many seeking employment and I hope to be a vintenar!” 

I said, quietly, as we moved along the ever-steepening road, “What is a vintenar?”

“An archer who commands twenty others and is paid more.”

Sean nodded, “I am not sure how many more paydays there will be, and I wish to buy somewhere and raise a family.”

Guilt rose like bile in my gorge, that was what my father had done and I had struck him. My guilt made me remain silent and I listened to the three archers as they spoke of battles in which they had fought. All three had been at Bosworth and I prayed that they would not mention my father for, if they did, then John of Warrington would say that Walter was my father. I was happy when we spied Skipton Castle ahead and the only talk had been of archers. I had never seen a castle and Skipton did not disappoint. The barbican was huge with two half-round towers while the castle which rose above it had six drum towers. It was a bastion, and I felt the excitement growing within me.

Thanks to my arrival with three much-needed archers, I was welcomed. The four of us marched up to the castle where Stephen spoke for us all. “We are three archers and a billman here to offer our bows and billhook to Sir Henry Clifford.”

The sergeant at arms nodded and took a wax tablet from the table in the guardhouse of the barbican. He took out a wooden stylus and made three ticks in one column and one tick in another. “Go inside to the outer bailey. You can camp there until Sir Henry can find the time to see you.”

We headed to the huge area filled with small homemade tents and the hovels made by archers and billmen alike. Sean said, “Until we find out if you have employment or not you had better stay with us.”

I was grateful that he was taking me under his wing for John of Warrington, once he had ale, was a solitary man who did not speak to any. The two Welshmen I barely knew, but I felt safer with them. I was excited as I strode across the greensward. I did not think that my father would have thought I could get this far but here I was on the threshold of a life as a billman.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




The other three set about making us a camp. Without asking they took my oiled cloak and added it to theirs to make a tent supported by some hawthorn staves they had hacked as we had neared the castle and they stuck my billhook spike down in the ground so that the end made a point in the improvised tent to enable any water if it rained, to run down. They piled their gardyvyans and my sack around the sides to make it snug. I was amazed at how quickly they managed to make what amounted to a home. The two Welshmen then began to prepare a fire.

“James, fetch kindling.”

John of Warrington said, “I will find us ale. There must be some!”

Maredudd said, dismissively, “He will use his nose as a divining stick!” As my father’s former friend trudged off, he added, “If he is your friend I fear he will not survive this campaign. We may not be fighting the same men who died at Bosworth, but they will all have more skill than he has. The drink has addled his brain. He is a man who lives to drink.”

I said, “He is just an archer I met on the road. I have known him but a little longer than you.” That seemed to satisfy them and, after I had found the dead wood, they soon had a fire going. I gave them the ham I had left and the stale bread. The remains of the loaf were rock hard and using his hatchet Stephen hacked it up and added it to the stew they were making. Maredudd took greens he had gathered as we had walked and they were added too. With some dried venison they had with them a pleasant smell soon rose from the pot. Sean had found some wild thyme and that smell always whetted my appetite. John of Warrington returned with an ale skin which he shared with us.

It was not Sir Henry who came to us but another knight, Sir Edward Chorley and his squire. We had just eaten and I was taking the opportunity to study my father’s falchion. He had never let me touch it and I was using my whetstone to sharpen it when the two men approached. Sir Henry was an older knight. Sir Edward was a young man and we learned that his squire, Geoffrey, was his son. I took him to be in his late thirties. He was a serious-looking man and, as we came to know very religious. We all stood and bowed. 

He smiled, “I am Sir Edward Chorley, and this is my son and squire Geoffrey. His son looked to be close to my age, perhaps a little younger. “I am told that you seek employment for the campaign.” We all nodded. “I need men,” he glanced at me, “especially archers. The rate of pay is eightpence a day per twenty miles of travel.”

Stephen nodded, “And when we do not march?”

“The normal rate.”

“Arrows, my lord?”

“Will be supplied.”

The two Welshmen looked at each other and then Sean said, “We will take your offer.”

The knight looked at John who said, “Ale and food provided, my lord?”

“In reasonable amounts, aye but remember that God considers gluttony a sin.”

John said, “Then I will curb my appetites, my lord. I am your man.”

The knight’s attention turned to me, “And are you a billman for you look too young to have trained?”

I was aware that my words had to be chosen carefully and this was no time for bravado or false claims. The last thing I needed was to be refused a post and sent back to Ecclestone where I would have to face my father. “I have trained, my lord, with the other billmen from my village. I am happy to show you my skills.”

He smiled and nodded towards our tent, “And that would mean dismantling your home. Tell me truly, billman, have you trained to fight alongside other companies of billmen?”

I sighed. I knew what he meant. I had fought with my billhook and I knew how to wield it but I had not fought in a company of billmen and I shook my head As much as I wanted the adventure I would not risk other men’s lives with a lie. I had lied enough, “No, my lord, but I am a quick learner and I swear that I have skills with a billhook.”

“Do not swear for men do that too readily taking the lord’s name in vain. I can see from your face that you do not speak falsely and believe you have skills. The battlefield is not a place to discover your deficiencies. However, I will take you on and I will speak with my captain of billmen, Giles Tarporley. I have a good company of billmen; he can train you and perhaps you may be of some use. We need all the men we can if we are to defeat these wild Irishmen and foreigners. I have others to see and I will find a place for you, my young billman.”

He left and we saw him speaking to other archers who were camped close by. It was getting on to dusk and the smell of woodsmoke and cooking food filled the bailey. A sergeant at arms suddenly ran up to Sir Edward and he and his son turned and ran back to the castle proper.

Maredudd nodded, “Something is up. You never see a knight running.” He was right and as darkness fell Sir Edward returned. He cupped his hands and shouted, “Those men I spoke to earlier, gather around me.”

We all stood as close as we could. I saw that there were fifteen archers, and I was the solitary billman.

“This is our last night here. Be prepared to march.”

Stephen asked, “Then they have landed, my lord?”

“There is a rumour that they have left Dublin and we will march tomorrow.”

I asked, “To fight?”

Sir Edward smiled, “With just two hundred men? I think not. We march for York where Sir Henry will command the garrison there. The enemy will seek to put the pretender close to his supporters in York.” He looked at me, “Can you ride?”

I knew that my answer would determine much, and I nodded. It was a lie, but I was unafraid of horses. “Aye my lord.”

“Then you can act as a servant for my son and me. The enemy have come earlier than I had expected. Fetch your gear. You can sleep in the stables this night for you will be up while others are still abed.”

I looked at my billhook, now supporting the tent and my cloak. Sean grinned, “Fear not, James, you will not need your cloak if you sleep in a stable. We will have both for you on the morrow and your buskins will not wear out as quickly as ours if you ride on a horse.”

Geoffrey spoke for the first time. He was curt, “Come, we have little time to waste.” I nodded and grabbed my sack which I had not unpacked, and I strapped on my falchion. I hurried after the knight and his son and we entered the castle to head for the stables.

Sir Edward did not stay with us but made his way to the Great Hall. He said not a word to either of us. When we reached the stables Master Geoffrey led to some stalls at the end. I saw a courser there and a good rouncy. Each had its own stall. In the stall next to them were three sorry-looking small sumpters. “These are the packhorses. There is no saddle,” he gave me a mischievous grin, “but as you can ride there should not be a problem. They are Betsy, Eleanor and Scout.” He pointed to each one as he named them and then Master Geoffrey shrugged, “I did not name them, but I am guessing there is a reason, but I care not. I will send a man to wake you early. You will not have long to sleep, and I would make the most of it.” He pointed above the horses where there were hooks. “The panniers and the horse furniture are there. My father and I will expect you to meet us in the inner bailey with the animals where you will then load them.” With that, he turned on his heels and left.

I looked at the horses and I recognised the breed. They were Galloways and could carry a good two hundred and fifty pounds. I knew how to attach panniers as I had helped my father do so when he delivered goods to the manor house. I would not have to ride, I could simply lead the animals. I had already worked out that the army would be moving at the pace of the archers and billmen on foot. We would make, perhaps, twenty-five miles a day. I would be travelling with the army and that meant I might be able to fight, and I would have my adventure. If this revolt was quickly quashed, then the opportunity might not arise again for many years. 

One of the horses, Scout, nuzzled me and I tousled his head, “Well Scout, I have one friend at least. I have nothing for you yet but when I can I shall find you an apple, eh?” 

Before I slept, I decided to bring down a pannier, traces, and reins. Using the compliant Scout I fitted them and then removed them. It was a relief that I did it so quickly and, that done I made a bed of straw and slept the sleep of the dead.

I was woken from what seemed a dreamless sleep by a rough hand and sharp voice, “You boy, it is time to wake. Your master needs you.”

I sat up but the man had gone before I even opened my eyes. I did not like either term, boy or master. I was not a boy and Sir Edward was not my master. He was my employer. The sooner I could show him and everyone else that I could fight the better. I washed in the water placed for the horses and I fed them. It was in my interest to do so. I had just fitted the last pannier when Master Geoffrey came down. Part of the squire’s duties was to prepare his horse and that of his knight. He looked surprised when he saw me leading the three animals from the stable.

“You can help me now. I thought that would have taken you longer.”

I smiled at his discomfort, “There are many things about me that may surprise you, Master Geoffrey.”

The two of us made short work of preparing the two horses. I saw that the knight’s had a high cantle to prevent the rider from being knocked from his saddle while the rouncy had a simple riding saddle. I led the sumpters and Master Geoffrey led the two other horses. There was a great deal of hustle and bustle in the inner bailey. Master Geoffrey took me to a pile of war gear. There was plate armour, lances, swords, poleaxe, an axe and a mace. There were four bags that looked like they contained clothes and one that looked like it held food. There was a waterskin and an ale skin. I knew that I had to pack these correctly or they might injure the animals and I guessed that I was here on trial. I packed everything as carefully as I could. I picked up each item first to gauge the weight and when that was done, I balanced the load between the animals. I decided that Scout would be the one that I would lead and I packed the war gear on him.

Sir Edward did not appear until dawn, and he came directly to me to look at the animals. He nodded, “A good start... James is it not?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Go you now into the Great Hall, there are some scraps of food. That will be your breakfast. Then bring the sumpters to the outer bailey. You shall be with the baggage.”

I had expected that. I headed into the castle. I had no idea where the Great Hall would be. I arrested a page and said, “Where is the Great Hall?” The boy, he was no more than ten, tried to pull away from me and I growled threateningly at him, “None of that or I will fetch you a clout.”

The threat in my voice was enough and he pointed, “Down the corridor and on your left.” To make it clear to me he tapped my left hand as though I did not know my left from my right.

When I entered I was amazed at the sight I beheld. Sir Edward said scraps but there was a veritable feast awaiting me. Other servants were already descending like a flock of pigeons and I muscled my way in. I was bigger than they were and they gave way. I stuffed a large chunk of cheese into my doublet and used my rondel dagger to shave the ham to the bone. The servants had no knives. I took a whole uncut loaf and put that within my doublet too. I then ate as much as I could. I would have been there longer but Master Geoffrey shouted, “James, now!”
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