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A great many years ago, a baby boy was born in the city of London. His name was Tom Canty. His family was very poor and could not afford him. On the same day, in a different part of London, a baby boy was born to a rich family who wanted him very much. His name was Edward Tudor and his father was the king of England.


As a matter of fact, all of England wanted this little boy. People cheered in the streets when he was born. Strangers hugged each other and wept tears of joy. There was music and dancing, parties and parades. Everyone—especially King Henry— wished for a boy. Although he had two older sisters, Edward was now heir to the throne. One day he would be the king.


Edward, Prince of Wales, paid no attention to all the fuss. He slept wrapped in silks in his warm bed. He didn’t have a care in the world. The king and queen, lords and ladies of the court, and important politicians all watched over him.


Young Tom Canty did not have the same restful sleep. He slept wrapped in rags. There was no wood for his fire. His mother worried how she would find the money to feed this new child. She loved Tom dearly and was happy to have him, but she feared life would be hard for the poor little babe. She could barely afford food for her other children. Mrs. Canty kissed Tom’s forehead and wished him pleasant dreams.


Several years passed. Edward was surrounded by riches and jewels, while Tom had very little to call his own. Nevertheless, they both grew into strong, helpful, and smart boys.


Tom Canty and his family lived close to the London Bridge on a street called Offal Court. Their building was old and close to falling down. Tom lived on the third floor with his parents, grandmother, and older twin sisters, Nan and Bet. They all lived in one room. Tom’s parents had a bed tucked into a corner of the room. His grandmother slept in the opposite corner. Tom and his sisters had more freedom with their sleeping arrangements. They could choose to sleep anywhere on the floor that they liked.


Nan and Bet were fifteen years old. The girls were caring, good-hearted people, just like their mother. Mr. Canty and their grandmother, on the other hand, were not so kind. He was a thief, and she earned her money by begging in the street. Mr. Canty had tried to turn his children into thieves, but Nan, Bet, and Tom would not steal. And so the children had to beg. If they did not bring home enough money, Mr. Canty became very angry. Sometimes he yelled at them—especially Tom—in moments of rage.


Tom’s father often sent him to bed without supper. “If you can’t bring money into the house, then you get nothing to eat,” Mr. Canty said. On those nights, Tom’s mother would sneak him food—a tiny scrap or morsel that she had saved from her own meal. Everyone felt hungry in the Canty household. There was never enough food to go around.


Yet despite his many hardships, young Tom was happy with his life. It was the same as that of all of his friends. He didn’t know there was any other way to live.


One day an old priest named Father Andrew moved into the building. He did not have a parish of his own anymore, so he lived among the poor. The priest often took time out of his day to teach the Canty children how to read and write. Mr. Canty thought that spending time with books meant less time begging in the streets, so the children had to learn in secret. Tom was a very interested student. He loved the world of books and reading. The old priest even taught him a few words of Latin.


Tom began to spend more and more time in his “school.” The priest told him tales of knights and giants, fairies, enchanted castles, kings, and princes. Soon Tom’s head was full of these stories. He lay awake at night and let his imagination run away with him. He tried to forget all about the straw mat he lay on and his empty belly. Instead he thought about life inside the castle walls. Over time, Tom developed one very strong wish. He wanted to see a real live prince.


As Tom read more about the elegant lives of kings and princes, he began to notice how shabby his own clothes were. He came to realize that not everyone went to bed hungry each night. There were some people who did not have to beg on the streets for small scraps of food. He still played with his friends and enjoyed himself, but something had changed. While he used to enjoy playing in the mud and water of the river Thames, Tom now used this time to wash and clean himself. He was slowly trying to change. He wanted to be more like the people in the stories Father Andrew told him.


When he was alone with his friends, Tom organized a royal court and appointed himself prince. He told everyone how they should act and what they should do. His friends enjoyed the game, so they played along. No one realized that Tom considered their play to be more than that. He was practicing for the day when he might actually be at court.


Despite these fun moments, Tom still spent the better part of his day in his rags, begging on the streets. He still went home each night knowing that his father and grandmother might take their anger out on him. He still had to wait for his mother to sneak food to him late at night. Through all of this, his desire to see a real prince grew stronger.


One January day, Tom walked through the streets sad and barefoot. There was a cold rain and Tom did not have a coat or umbrella. He looked into shop windows at sandwiches, soup, and pudding. He wished desperately for one of those sandwiches. Would it not be wonderful if he could sit in one of the shops and enjoy a nice warm dinner? Poor Tom felt quite sad that day. He went home that night—wet and cold—and went directly to bed. All night his dreams were about palaces and princes and huge dinners. He dreamed that he was the prince and everything belonged to him. When he woke up in the morning and saw the poverty and dirt around him, Tom felt even sadder. He lay on his straw mat and cried.
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Tom got up from his straw mat. He was hungry and in a daze. He left his home without a word and started walking down the street. Tom was lost in his thoughts. It was quite some time later that he realized how far he had wandered. He had never been so far from home before. He didn’t stop, though. He continued on his way.


Tom walked through the gates of the city and into the countryside. He walked along the city wall. In the distance, he saw a great palace. It was Westminster, where King Henry lived. It was also where Prince Edward lived. Tom wondered if he would have the chance to see the real prince.


There were guards standing on either side of the palace gate. They stood perfectly still and straight. There were a few other people gathered nearby hoping to catch a glimpse of royalty. Tom watched as the gates opened and several beautiful carriages left the palace grounds. He was sure they were carrying elegant and splendid people.


Tom approached the gates slowly. He was very aware of the rags he was wearing and the dirt on his face. He knew that he stood out from the rest of the crowd, but his curiosity was too strong. One can only imagine how his heart skipped a beat when he noticed a small group inside the grounds. At the center of the group was a young boy wearing satins and silks, with a jeweled sword at his side. Tom knew at once that this was the prince. At long last, it was Prince Edward in the flesh!


Tom’s eyes grew wide with excitement. His desire to see the prince up close became even stronger. He was no longer aware of the other people around him. The guards and other palace visitors disappeared. Without even realizing it, Tom pressed his face against the bars of the gate. He was so slender that he almost slipped through.


Suddenly he felt a firm hand grab his arm. “Step back, beggar!” the guard yelled. “Mind your manners.”


The crowd laughed and pointed at Tom. “That’s right!” they called. “Keep your distance, beggar!”


“Leave him alone!” The voice came from inside the palace grounds. “How dare you insult one of my father’s subjects?” The young prince rushed toward the gates to help Tom. He was furious. “Open the gates and let him in! I will not stand by while anyone is treated so roughly.”


The crowd stopped laughing and pointing. They took off their hats and bowed before their prince. “Long live the Prince of Wales!” they called.
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The guards opened the gates so Tom could enter. They watched as the Prince of Poverty in his rags ran past them to greet the Prince of Plenty in his expensive robes.


Edward looked at Tom. “You look tired and hungry,” he said. “I’m sorry my guard was so rough with you. Please come with me.”


Several guards stepped forward as Tom started to follow Edward. The prince waved them aside. No one else tried to stop Tom from going with the prince.


Edward led Tom inside the palace. He spoke to the servants in the hallway, telling them to bring lunch to his room. Tom was speechless. The palace was more beautiful than he had ever imagined.


The prince’s room was amazing. There was a fireplace with a roaring fire, a rug on the floor, and large comfortable chairs. Sunshine poured in through the clean glass windows. Before Tom had a moment to look around the room, the servants arrived with lunch.


Tom had never seen anything like it before. He had read about feasts in books, but it was very different to see one with his own eyes. There was fruit and cold meat and loaves of bread. Tom stared at the table not knowing what he should do.


Edward noticed that Tom was uncomfortable. “Please have a seat. Help yourself to whatever you would like.” The prince pulled out a chair so Tom could sit down.


“What is your name?” the prince asked as he sat at the table.


“Tom Canty.”


“Do you live near here?”


“No,” Tom said. It was difficult for him to talk. He was enjoying the food so much, but he didn’t want to speak with his mouth full. “I live quite far from here in Offal Court.”
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