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      Letter to the reader

      History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and
         a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval
         London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high
         on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms
         of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again,
         you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth
         of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be
         conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first
         Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator.
         Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern
         along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will
         take you there then safely bring you back! 
     

      The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and
         would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk
         and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
     

      Paul Doherty

  



      
      About the Author

      Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in
         all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set
         at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett,
         Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot. 
     

      Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at
         Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with
         his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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      Prologue

      ‘Mes cum fust endormie e tapist dreiture’

      ‘Right and law be as if fast asleep’

      Contemporary ballad

      Today the Crypt of Westminster Abbey is, in both name and atmosphere, a gloomy and forbidding place. It lies buried beneath
         the Chapter House of the Abbey, octagonal in shape with walls seventeen to eighteen feet thick. The width of its floor is
         almost nine yards, the only light is provided by six windows with chamfered jambs and square heads. The jambs are set back
         almost two yards from the outer face of the wall, they have a segmental pointed arch in front of them. The windows are heavily
         barred, steel rods are embedded in the stone sill at the bottom and the square head of the window at the top. The floor inside
         is tiled, the ceiling, a stone vault, has chamfered ribs radiating from a thick-set rounded column in the centre of the crypt
         which has a moulded capital and base. This central column or pillar is about two feet in circumference and fashioned out of
         red brick, on close inspection it will be found that some of these bricks can be removed to reveal hollow recesses behind them.1

      The windows, as you look at them from left to right, peer out over what used to be the waste land and cemetery of the monks
         of Westminster. Through the window on the far left of the column can be glimpsed the pathway which still stretches from the
         south east door of the Abbey church leading to the main road across which stands the House of Lords. In 1303 this pathway
         led from the Abbey to the Royal Palace. The window to the far right of the column now overlooks one of the gardens of the
         Canons of the Abbey, in 1303 the window looked out over the most desolate of the Abbey grounds just below the Infirmary of
         the Black Monks of Westminster. This sixth window is, in 2005, quite different from the other five, it has no stone sill.
         The reason for this is that, between Tuesday 30th April 1303 and Friday the 3rd May 1303, the sill of this sixth window was
         hacked away by the mason John of St Albans and a carpenter called Philip under the direction of a former merchant, Richard
         de Puddlicott, in order to loosen the bars across the windows, this sill has never been replaced.
     

      The entrance to the Crypt today is still as secure as it was in 1303 being entered by a doorway in the west wall down a corridor
         and turret-staircase east of St Faith’s chapel, the ceiling above is barrel-vaulted. In 1303 the staircase was broken by a
         two yard gap which could only be spanned by a wooden bridge, in 2005 the gap has been closed by wooden steps. The doors to
         the staircase and Crypt are heavy with fortified locks. In 2005 these keys are held by the verger, in 1303 they were in the
         custody of high ranking officials of the Royal Treasury. In 2005 the area outside the crypt window is a narrow grassy verge
         and the private gardens of the Canons, in 1303 the entire area was wasteland, the rest God’s Acre, the cemetery of the monks.
         In 2005 this gloomy Crypt has electric lighting but, in 1303, the six windows would be heavily shuttered by wooden boards
         behind the iron bars, the only light would be from cresset torches fixed in iron sconces on the walls or wax candles and oil
         lamps. In 2005 the Crypt holds nothing but some chests and an ironing board for altar cloths and other items. In 1303 however, the Crypt of Westminster was
         a treasure house containing most of the royal regalia of the Crown of England as well as jewels, silver and gold coins, goblets,
         jugs, chalices, cups, saucers, spoons, vases not to mention unique treasures such as the Cross of Neath; the Holy Cross of
         Holyrood [the Black Cross of St Margaret from Scotland]: the Sceptre or the Rod of Moses: the sword of King Athelstan from
         the ninth century, which had cut though the rock of Dunbar: the sword of Weyland the Smith last used to knight Henry II and
         the sword of the mythical prince Tristan which had been presented to King John by the Holy Roman Emperor. The Crypt also held
         important possessions of the reigning king, Edward I, [1272 to 1307], including the dagger used in an attempt to assassinate
         him whilst he had been on crusade in the Holy Land. According to one story, Edward had been resting in his tent near Acre
         when an assassin sent by the Old Man of the Mountain entered his tent with a poisoned dagger and tried to kill him. Edward
         had slain the assassin whilst his beloved wife Eleanor of Castile sucked the poison from the wound. Edward I had recovered
         and kept the dagger as a personal relic.2 All these treasures, both family and personal, became the plunder of a band of robbers.
     






      Introduction

      ‘Et Tenebrae facta est’

      ‘And darkness fell’

      Scripture uses such a phrase to describe the betrayal of Christ by Judas. However, in the week beginning Monday 27 April 1303,
         some of the Benedictine Monks of Westminster Abbey had forgotten the truth of the Gospels and did not wish to recall the constant
         warnings of Christ and his prophets. How those things done in the dark would, one day, be judged in God’s full light. Indeed,
         some of the Black Monks of the Great Abbey longed for the darkness to shroud the cemetery and wasteland which divided their
         Abbey from the King’s great Palace of Westminster. Secretly, under the cover of dark, an unholy alliance had been forged between
         monks, supposedly dedicated to the love of God and their neighbour, and the turbulent underworld of medieval London. On Tuesday
         and Wednesday of that week a great conspiracy came to fruition in the Abbey: lights were doused, as were those in the Palace,
         men hooded and visored, armed with bows and arrows, patrolled the gates leading into that stretch of dividing land which included the King’s delightful gardens,
         open wasteland and God’s Acre. Here the deceased monks of Westminster lay shrouded in their graves, waiting to be wakened
         by the blast of the Angel’s trumpet at that last moment of time when the elements would dissolve and Christ returned in judgement.
     

      The frescoes and tympana at Westminster and elsewhere sharply depicted Christ Pantocrator, the supreme King in judgement,
         coming on the clouds of heaven to separate the sheep from the goats. Yet, that was for the future. ‘Carpe diem – seize the day’ was more suited to some of the monks of Westminster and their equally sinister confederates. Naturally they
         had to be careful, yet the threat of retribution was much diminished. The King and all his company were fighting in Scotland,
         chasing Scottish rebels through the mist-strewn heather, the Abbot was rarely in residence and, even if he was, easily controlled,
         whilst the Royal Palace and its grounds were firmly under the thumb of one of the principal ‘ordainers’ of the projected robbery.
         Everything was ready. True, a wall separated the Abbey from the Palace but this assisted the robbers’ plans, being easily
         patrolled and watched, whilst all gate-keys were in their hands. The escape route to King’s steps on the river Thames had
         been clearly plotted out, carts and barges stood waiting under the protection of violent men who had prowled out of the sinister
         twilight of medieval society. Once the treasure was moved, it could be distributed to the greedy merchants of the city. Of
         course, despite such careful preparations, the robbery would be discovered but, like the warning from Dies Irae, of Celano’s famous hymn, that was for the future:
     

      

         See what fear man’s bosom rendeth,

         When from heaven the Judge descendeth,

         On whose sentence all dependeth.

     



On those warm April evenings such holy thoughts were totally ignored by the gang of thieves lurking amongst the thick hempen
         weeds deliberately grown across the monks’ cemetery to conceal their blasphemous handiwork. Once they had forced a window
         into that great cellar, the Abbey Crypt, and lowered themselves into the King’s Treasury, the weeds would screen their crime.
         The thieves had sprinkled the hempen seed the previous year; they were now eager to reap their own rich harvest. They had
         plotted and planned one of the most outrageous robberies in the history of the Crown of England, to storm the Royal Treasury
         and literally remove a king’s ransom in wealth. They had acted with great cunning. People accustomed to use that stretch of
         land, be it farmers who had the right to pasture their cattle or those who wished to use the latrines built there, had been
         totally excluded. Gates and doors were locked and guarded. The person at Westminster Abbey responsible for lighting and security,
         in particular that area around the Crypt, was party to their plot as were others of his brethren. From their comfortable Abbey
         chambers, these monks could hear the gang whispering amongst themselves and the echoing rasp of hammer and chisel as the bars
         of the chosen window nearest in the Crypt were brutally forced.
     

      The robbery did not take place within an hour but over three days. Once dawn arrived, the gang always withdrew whilst the
         thick tangled weeds concealed their handiwork. On the third day, with their guards watching doors and gates and working in
         the poor light of shuttered lanterns, the robbers achieved success. They broke through their chosen window and slid down into
         the Crypt to wrench open coffers and chests. Cups and goblets, dishes, plates, precious jewels, sacred relics, gold and silver
         coins, poured back up the narrow window shaft and into the hands of those waiting in the monks’ cemetery. A few items were
         lost but the bulk was removed to the Palace or, across the wasteland and royal gardens, to barges waiting on the Thames. Some
         of the thieves had been drinking heavily after carousing in a local prison; others were sober, eager to move their ill-gotten
         wealth as quickly as possible. The leaders of the gang were very much aware of the danger. Edward I, King of England, was a hard man,
         his face set like flint. If they were caught, little mercy would be shown, no pardon offered. The horrors of Newgate Prison
         would be theirs, followed by an excruciating journey through the city on a hurdle to choke out their lives on one of London’s
         many gallows. The rewards, on the other hand, were unimaginable – they would steal from a King to live like kings. By Friday,
         1 May 1303, the crime had been committed. The Crown Jewels of England had been robbed.
     

  



      Part One






      
      
      1

      The King’s Tale

      
      ‘Ry ne doit a feore de gere extra regnum ire’

      
      ‘A King should not leave his realm to wage war’

      
      Contemporary ballad

      
      Edward I of England was in Scotland at Linlithgow when he heard news of the robbery.1 The sixty-four-year-old king, now in the thirty-first year of his rule, had emerged as a redoubtable figure in his own kingdom
         as well as on the international scene. In his long reign Edward had crushed opposition and developed a vision of his own power
         and that of his kingdom. This was shared by the great lords and barons of his council, both spiritual and temporal and, above
         all, by the powerful clerks, who staffed the great offices of state, the Exchequer (or Treasury), the Royal Household (with
         its own treasury at Westminster and its wardrobe of stores in the Tower), as well as the Royal Writing Office or Chancery.
         Such clerks were Edward’s allies, as well as his servants. Scholars of the Trivium and the Quadrivium when they had attended
         the schools and halls of Oxford and Cambridge, many had also studied law, so they could advise their king on a wide range
         of issues as well as act as his commissioners and judges. Edward I was very much aware of whose support he needed, so he had also tried to reach an accord with the powerful
         mercantile families, dominant in the great trading cities of London, Bristol, York, and the Cinque Ports along the south coast.
         London, however, was deeply suspicious of such an accord and jealous of its hard-won privileges.
     

      
      The Crown of England was an autocratic institution where that famous precept of Roman legislation: ‘The will of the Prince
         has force of law’ played a major part. Nevertheless, Edward I’s power had been limited, not only by his coronation oath but
         by the clauses of Magna Carta which had been reconfirmed countless times since its first great sealing in 1215 during the
         reign of his grandfather, King John. The troubles caused by Magna Carta, and the issues surrounding it, had dominated the
         reign of Edward’s father King Henry III, when powerful opposition to the power of the Crown had been organized and led by
         Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester. By 1303 de Montfort had been dead for almost forty years but his legend still lingered,
         even though, Edward had crushed de Montfort, once and for all, at the Battle of Evesham in 1265, destroying his forces, executing
         or exiling his kin and allies. The great Earl’s corpse was mutilated and, according to popular rumour, its severed flesh fed
         to dogs.2

      
      When Henry III died in 1272 Edward I, accompanied by his wife Eleanor of Castile, returned from crusade in Outremer. Edward
         worked hard to avoid his father’s mistakes. He recognized that England was changing, its arable fields being turned to pasture
         because the hunger for English wool abroad was becoming almost insatiable. Edward exploited this growing wealth by negotiating
         loans, raising money from his own merchants as well as merchant-bankers from Northern Italy, like the Frescobaldi. At the
         same time he recognized the growing political aspirations of his kingdom’s land-owning classes and merchants. While business
         was usually conducted with his great lords, both spiritual and temporal, in meetings of the royal council, he extended political
         debate to the Commons, the representatives from the shires and towns who would meet for a ‘Parlement’ or talking session at Westminster or elsewhere.
         However, Edward certainly did not accept the legal axiom of a contemporary lawyer, Bracton: ‘What affects all must be approved
         by all.’ When the Commons did meet in the Chapter House of Westminster Abbey or in some annexe to Westminster Hall, they were
         obliged to listen to royal demands for taxes on ‘moveable’ and ‘immoveable’, property as well as witness Edward’s new type
         of legal pronouncements, the statutes, covering a wide range of domestic and foreign issues.3

      
      At such sessions, through both the Lords and the Commons, Edward I could promulgate his vision of a kingdom where the royal
         writ would run from Dover to the northern tip of Scotland and west through Wales to the wilds of Ireland, even beyond the
         Pale, the English fortified settlement around Dublin. Edward had ruthlessly pursued this vision. By 1303 English common law
         extended to Ireland, whilst Edward’s Justiciar there vigorously enforced English policy. In fact, Edward I felt so confident
         about his control of that country that, in 1301, he had issued 184 personal writs for military service to Irish lords to join
         him in his Scottish war.4 By 1303 Wales, too, was firmly under his writ but only after a bitter military struggle along its narrow valleys. The Welsh
         princes had subdued canton after canton, their land shared out among the great English families such as the Mortimers, Audleys,
         Despencers and de Clares. Massive fortified castles had been built in the principality such as those at Conway and Caernarvon.
         The Welsh princes had stoutly resisted, been crushed then risen in fresh revolt, only to be brutally suppressed. Their leader,
         Prince Llewellyn had been killed, his brother David savagely executed. Terror and military might, not to mention bribes, had
         subdued the Principality for which Edward had created a new title, the Prince of Wales, for his eldest son and heir-apparent.5

      
      However, Edward I’s vision encompassed even more than this. He had turned on the independent, sovereign kingdom of Scotland, a potential threat to his own northern shires. He had exploited the sudden, unexpected demise of Alexander III when,
         in March 1286, the young Scottish king had died in a riding accident. Edward immediately intervened, acting the honest broker,
         trying to mediate between the different claimants to the Scottish throne. Alexander had left only a young girl as his heir,
         Margaret the Maid of Norway, but she, too, died unexpectedly during her return to Scotland. The two principal claimants to
         the vacant throne were the noble Scottish families, the Comyns and the Balliols. Edward played one off against the other until
         he tired of the game and showed his true hand: Scotland was to be conquered and brought firmly under the English Crown so
         Edward marched north with his cavalry, pikemen, hobelars, men-at-arms and archers.
     

      
      York became his military base as well as the seat of government. Forsaking London and his palace at Westminster, the king
         moved to York the great courts, Kings Bench and the Court of Common Pleas, not the mention the Chancery and the Exchequer
         under its flinty-eyed Keeper, Walter Langton, Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield. Edward turned York into his new capital, the
         mustering point for his troops. Then he moved across his northern march to wage total war, in the words of the ancient Consuls
         of Rome, ‘by land and sea, by fire and sword’. It was a fierce, bloodthirsty struggle. Scotland had produced its own resistance
         fighters led by William Wallace and Simon Fraser who, time and again, defeated the English in sudden ambush, sly sortie and
         even pitch battle.6

      
      Wallace’s resistance surfaced in 1296 when Edward was at his most vulnerable, facing the two power blocs he truly feared:
         Philip IV of France and the powerful Church of Rome. Philip was as ambitious as Edward with his own vision of France’s preeminence
         in Europe. The French king exploited Edward’s difficulties in Scotland to raise the vexed question of Gascony, that rich,
         wine-producing province in south-west France, the only real relic of the Angevin Empire so abruptly lost by Edward I’s grandfather,
         John, in 1214. The power of the Catholic Church proved equally threatening. Edward experienced serious difficulties with his
         own bishops and senior clergy. Not only had the clergy and many of the monastic communities grown fat, lax and corrupt but,
         led by Robert de Winchelesea, Archbishop of Canterbury, they also stubbornly resisted Edward I’s desire to tax the church.
         This eventually brought the English Crown into conflict with Pope Boniface VIII. If Edward feared a war over Gascony with
         France, he was equally wary of conflict with the papacy. His grandfather King John had been excommunicated by the powerful
         Pope Innocent III. This had turned John into an outcast both at home and abroad, his Crown becoming the plaything for his
         own barons as well as foreign princes. Edward I did not want to go down that path.
     

      
      The Church was a powerful international corporation. Edward depended on its bishops for moral and financial support, not to
         mention the smooth running of the machinery of state. Moreover, the Church comprised more than its bishops. Every village
         had its own chapel whilst the monasteries and friaries of the different orders – Carthusians, Benedictines, Cistercians, Franciscans,
         Augustinians and Dominicans – were many and rich, their members a powerful force for accepting royal authority or rejecting
         it.
     

      
      Desperate to continue his war with Scotland and keeping an eagle eye on France, Edward I eventually reached an accommodation
         of sorts with the Archbishop. However, Church and State continued to watch each other warily especially as the cost of the
         King’s wars in Scotland and elsewhere soared.7 Edward had to send troops, not only to Scotland but also to Gascony, and order his ships to patrol the Narrow Seas of the
         Channel where Norman pirates, displaying ‘Beaussons, streamers of red sandal’ sent a message, well known amongst mariners,
         that it would mean ‘death without quarter and war to the knife’ for English sailors.
     

      
      Edward I was equal to these crises, he was in every way a king and politician, a warrior of commanding appearance. He stood well over six foot, a striking, lean and muscular figure. He
         dressed simply, resentful of any ostentation. By 1303, Edward’s blond curly hair had turned grey. He was handsome, though
         one eyelid drooped slightly and he had a faint lisp. Above all, Edward was a fighter. As a youth he had hotly pursued the
         notorious outlaw Adam of Gurdon into the Forest of Alton where, it is said, he trapped him, engaged him in hand-to-hand combat,
         and took the outlaw’s head.8 In 1264 in the civil war between his father Henry III and Earl Simon de Montfort, Prince Edward had been captured at the
         Battle of Lewes. The following year, still a prisoner, he left the town of Hereford for a ride, accompanied by his prison
         escort. According to the chroniclers, Edward had planned to escape. He asked his companions if he could try all their horses
         in turn. His gaolers were only too willing to indulge their royal prisoner and allowed him. Having found the swiftest, Edward
         dug in his spurs and rode off shouting: ‘Lords, I bid you good day! Greet my father well and tell him that I hope to see him
         soon and free him from imprisonment.’9

      
      The story has been elaborated over the years but it does capture Edward’s cunning, audacity and bravery. Unlike his father,
         whose sole great building achievement was Westminster Abbey, Edward I’s most notable buildings were the magnificent castles
         of Wales which kept that Principality under English rule. Edward did patronize the more peaceful arts, and continued to develop
         Westminster where a Chapel of St Stephen, begun in 1292, was still being completed. The new Royal Chamber at Westminster Palace
         was painted green by Walter of Durham and decorated with beautiful paintings of ‘Christ in Majesty’ accompanied by figures
         of the Four Evangelists. Walter was probably also involved in renovating the Painted Chamber at the Royal Palace with frescoed
         scenes from the Old Testament.10 Edward also liked board games, such as chess, and dice.11 He pursued the stag though his great love appeared to be falconry. He had a special mews built at Charing Cross with a garden
         and a lead bath supplied with running water pouring through a leopard-headed fountain for the birds. Edward truly loved his hunting hawks.
         On one occasion he had a wax image made of an ailing falcon which was then despatched to the Shrine of St Thomas à Becket
         at Canterbury in the hope of obtaining a cure. He adopted other customs of caring for his birds, such as bending a penny over
         the head of the sick hawk. This coin would then be sent to various holy shrines to ask for the intercession of heaven in healing
         the sick bird.12

      
      Edward’s greatest personal passion was his wife Eleanor of Castile. When she died at Holby in Lincolnshire in 1290, her corpse
         was brought by slow procession back to Westminster Abbey. At every place her coffin rested Edward built a magnificent Eleanor
         Cross in her memory. Perhaps her death distanced him from the softer things of life. Two years before her death, 125 minstrels
         had performed for Edward at one of his feasts. After her death, the music seems to have faded. The only proven time Edward
         asked for music was for a blood letting operation in 1297 when a harpist was employed to take his mind off the pain.13

      
      Meanwhile, Scotland was slowly turning from an open sore to a running ulcer. That same year an English army under the Earl
         of Surrey and Cressingham, Edward’s Treasurer in Scotland, advanced from Berwick to Stirling. Surrey proved to be an incompetent
         commander who slept late on the morning that Cressingham led a clumsy English advance across a pontoon bridge over the Forth
         to attack Wallace. The Scots refused to fight by the book and caught the English as they were half-way across: those who reached
         the north side of the river were brutally massacred. Cressingham was killed, his corpse skinned by the victorious Scots, some
         of it being preserved to make a sword belt for Wallace.14 The Battle of Stirling was the greatest military defeat Edward I faced in his thirty-five-year reign and committed him to
         total war. A year later, the King himself led an English army across the border to encounter Wallace at Falkirk. During the
         battle Edward received a fierce blow from a horse’s hoof which broke his ribs but he still kept in the saddle and pursued the Scots that day, not resting until he returned to Linlithgow,
         the same place he was occupying in June 1303 when news of the robbery arrived.15

      
      War, of course, meant money. Edward used up all his available resources, then sent his commissioners, such as John de Drokensford,
         Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe, to search for more. The royal liberality and princely generosity of earlier days was now a
         thing of the past. After his Coronation in 1274, for example, Edward had held a magnificent feast at Westminster where the
         great Earls of Lancaster, Cornwall, Gloucester, Pembroke and Surrey came before him, each followed by a retinue of 100 knights.
         All dismounted and the horses were then set free for anyone to keep if he managed to catch one.16 Such generosity was now rare as the war in the north escalated. In his campaign of 1303 Edward needed to build moveable bridges
         at Kings Lynn to bridge the Forth. He even bought sulphur for cannons and had to find the means to maintain over 3,500 men
         in the field as well as 173 ships at sea.17 He used the wealth from the wool taxes and any other sources of income he could lay his hands on. In the final resort, he
         could pledge his crown jewels, that marvellous treasure hoard stored in the Crypt of Westminster Abbey.
     

      
      At the beginning of June 1303, however, a courier from London arrived at the English camp with the startling news that the
         Royal Treasury at Westminster Abbey had been looted of tens and tens of thousands of pounds of precious coin, jewels and plate.
         Such items were now being discovered in the London money market and scattered in the fields and meadows around Westminster
         and elsewhere in the city. Edward’s councillors were stunned. The Crypt was hallowed ground. More importantly, it was supposed
         to be secure behind huge thick walls. The chamber was underground, with a great stone roof and floor not to mention and three
         heavily locked doors. The stairs, without their wooden bridge, were unmanageable whilst the keys to the treasury were held
         secure in sealed pouches by senior officials of the King’s Wardrobe. How could any thief have penetrated such thick walls or burrowed beneath them? Such a venture would need
         siege engines of extraordinary strength. No robber could surely have done this without the connivance of the Black Monks,
         the Benedictines housed at Westminster? But, surely, priest-monks, dedicated to their vows, would have had nothing to do with
         such a blasphemous felony?
     

      
      The King’s first reaction was probably to dismiss such reports as nonsense. But then his council would have reminded him how,
         only seven years before, a similar attempt had been launched by one John the Cook of Lechesman.18 Also, in 1300, some of those very monks had allegedly made a further, – though again unsuccessful – attempt to force the
         treasury, – an event hastily hushed up after the Abbot of Westminster, Walter de Wenlok, had bribed the King. The avarice
         of some of the good brothers of the Benedictine community at Westminster was truly amazing. A group of them had even been
         involved in stealing a £ 100’s worth of silver from the money the King had sent so chantry Masses could be sung for the repose
         of the soul of Queen Eleanor.19 The King must have felt particularly betrayed at this: the Westminster monks managed the family mausoleum which housed his
         father’s corpse and his brother’s and, above all, his beloved Eleanor whose tomb was surmounted by an exquisite silver-gilt
         bronze effigy.
     

      
      While the King’s anger at earlier depredations had been mollified by bribes and the sweet words of Abbot Wenlok, when he heard
         the news of this fresh outrage, his notoriously hot temper boiled over. Matthew Paris the Chronicler reports how, when Edward
         was still in his teens, he and his retinue had attacked a young man, cut off his ear and gouged out an eye. The Chronicler
         bitterly asked what this young prince would grow into?20 Edward’s violent temper was a problem which he had tried to curb, yet it would flicker through the investigation into the
         robbery at Westminster, and would be responsible for the final indignities inflicted on its chief perpetrator. It was a streak
         of character which could turn Edward from a legalist to a vicious street fighter, a bully quite prepared to use the great robbery to achieve other ends.
     

      
      Edward strove to control his temper, though he displayed a very aggressive attitude towards subordinates who did not obey.
         He once chased a falconer, who had lost control of one of his beloved hunting birds, and almost killed him with his sword.
         He had thrown one of his own daughter’s coronets into the fire, but later paid for its repair. At the marriage of another
         daughter he beat a squire for no apparent reason, but later apologized and paid almost ten marks in compensation.21 Edward’s favourite oath was to swear by a part of God’s anatomy. When his second queen, Margaret of France, fell ill, probably
         of the measles or chicken-pox, Edward I instructed her physician that she was not to travel until she was fully better. If
         he did not follow this instruction, ‘By God’s thigh,’ Edward wrote, ‘he would suffer for it.’ When Blanche, Margaret’s sister,
         died in Austria, Edward told her confessor to break the news as gently as possible and give her every consolation. However,
         if the queen grieved too much, the priest should point out to her that Blanche was as good as dead as soon as she had left
         France to marry the Duke of Austria!22 Edward’s attitude to the plundering of the Royal Treasury would swing between these two extremes of mood: a desire to observe
         all the protocols and a ruthless desire to avenge such felonious insults. In Edward I’s mind, theft from him was synonymous
         with treason and someone would have to pay.
     

      
      Of course in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, theft was as common as it is now, though its detection and the pursuit
         of those responsible could be a matter of personal idiosyncrasy. Professional searchers, equivalent to modern bounty hunters,
         could be hired such as Giles of Spain.23 Even magic was used. The Grands Chroniques de France describe a theft from the Cistercian Abbey of Serquigny, which took place at around the same time as the robbery at Westminster.
         The monks, desperate to recover their wealth, turned to Jean Prevost, who in turn hired a sorcerer – Jean Persant. He buried
         a live cat in a coffer at a crossroads, a location special to necromancers and, with the cat, placed bread soaked in holy water and sacred oil for the cat to eat, pipes
         leading from the coffer to the surface ensured the poor animal could breathe. The monks intended to remove the cat after three
         days, make three thongs from its flayed skin, which would then be used to form a circle. The magician, who had nourished himself
         on the same diet as the cat, would stand in the circle and invoke a demon, Berich. Once summoned, this demon would have to
         name those responsible, as well as reveal all other details about the robbery. Unfortunately, for all concerned, including
         the cat, some shepherds heard the creature’s cries, and dug up the chest. The local magistrate was summoned. He, in turn summoned
         all the local carpenters to a meeting to identify the workmanship of the offending chest. The carpenter was none other than
         Jean Prevost, who, under torture, revealed his fellow conspirators, including a monk of Citeaux, the Abbot of Serquigny and
         certain canons. Jean Persant died before judgement could be carried out. Jean Prevost was burned at the stake, with the cat
         tied round his neck, while the others were imprisoned for life.24

      
      Edward of England, however, was not a prince to put his trust in such macabre methods, be it black magic or torture which
         was forbidden under English law. When the Templars, for example, were suddenly arrested in England in 1308, the Pope had specifically
         to order Edward II to use torture and, even then, the king imposed limits.25 Edward I believed that the law and its processes would uncover evil, bring it to judgement and punish it. Edward had a passion
         for the law – even his opponents (including the Black Monks of Westminster) recognized this.
     

      
      An incident which took place well after the burglary reveals Edward’s passion for the law and the trust imposed by oaths.
         In April 1304, Edward laid siege to the great Scottish fortress of Stirling, he demanded that it surrender, and its commander,
         William Oliphant, cede to him as his liege lord. Oliphant argued that he had never sworn fealty or done homage to Edward,
         who, of course, replied with equally explicit legal objections. An impasse was reached so both sides decided to settle the issue by force of arms. In the ensuing siege, Edward used ‘Greek Fire’,
         tossed into the castle in earthenware pots, and a massive battering ram called the ‘War Wolf’. The garrison surrendered, barefoot
         with ashes on their heads, but, according to the rules of war, all were spared – except for the traitor who’d first betrayed
         the castle to the Scots in 1299.26 When the Scottish leader, the Earl of Atholl, was captured, many English nobles, as well as Edward’s wife, Princess Margaret,
         pleaded that Atholl be spared because of his birth. Edward I retorted that the Earl of Atholl, by breaking his oath, still
         deserved death and ordered his gallows to be built higher than the rest. Another Scottish chieftain, Simon Fraser, a former
         knight from Edward I’s own household, suffered even more when captured; Fraser was dragged through the streets of London to
         a horrific death by disembowelling, his corpse later quartered. Edward was so incensed about the treachery of Fraser, who
         had taken a special oath to him, that he even ordered the gallows on which Fraser was hanged to be burnt.27

      
      Edward’s absorption with the law and its procedures is reflected in his legal enactments: the statutes. The First Statute
         of Westminster (1275) had devoted over half of its Chapters to judicial issues whilst these in turn were supplemented by the
         Statute on the Office of Coroners (1275), the Statute of Rageman (1276), the Statute of Gloucester (1278), and the Second
         Statute of Westminster (1285). If the law did err, Edward would try to fix it. In 1289, after he returned from a three-year
         stay in Gascony, Edward decided to investigate, ‘A clamour of accusations’ against leading officials and judges. He instituted
         a far-reaching inquiry proclaiming that all who had grievances against his ministers should come to Westminster on the morrow
         of St Martin (12 November 1289) to have their grievances redressed before a specially appointed panel of Justices.28

      
      The robbery of the royal treasury would be investigated in the same thorough, judicial way. Edward’s anger is more than obvious in the letter he dictated on 6 June 1303 from Linlithgow which instigated one of the greatest criminal investigations
         of the era.
     

      
      John de Drokensford, Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe would be despatched into London to investigate, while his justices, Roger
         de Southcote, John Bakewell, Walter of Gloucester and Ralph de Sandwich, would hold court in that city Edward had such difficulty
         with.
     

      
      A translation of the royal letter reads as follows:

      
      

         Edward by the grace of God, King of England, Lord of Ireland and Duke of Aquitaine, to his well beloved and faithful Ralph
            de Sandwich, Walter of Gloucester, John Bakewell and Roger de Southcote greetings.
        

         We have accepted, and learnt from the testimony of faithful and loyal people, that certain malefactors and disturbers of our
            peace have, by force of arms, broken into our treasury within the Abbey at Westminster and have taken out and carried elsewhere
            a great part of our treasure deposited in the aforesaid place and have committed terrible crimes in clear contempt of us and
            inestimable damage against our peace. We, wishing a hasty remedy to this, have assigned you to enquire, on oath, from the
            Knights and other upright and law-abiding men of our city of London and of the neighbouring Shires of Middlesex and Surrey,
            who are known to us by their good life, to discover:
        

         • Who are the malefactors?

         • Who knew about the robbery?

         • Who offered and gave the robbers help, counsel and assistance?

         • Who knowingly received the said treasure?

         • How was the said treasure taken and how much?

         • In whose hands is the treasure now, as well as all other circumstances surrounding the said robbery and do whatever is necessary
            to elucidate the full truth of this matter. Therefore, we command you, on certain days and at certain places, that you make a full inquiry and that all who are
            guilty of this deed, or have helped and advised in it, or received the said treasure, be arrested without delay and be kept
            safe and secure in our prison until we have reached a decision on the matter. Whatever treasure is found in the hands of these
            malefactors, you must deposit in a safe and secure place in accordance with our instructions. Know that we have instructed
            our sheriffs in London, Middlesex and Surrey to arrange to bring, on certain days and at certain places assigned to them by
            you, as many knights and upright men as is needed so you can establish more clearly the truth of this matter. In testimony
            of which we have issued these our letters patent witnessed by me, at Linlithgow 6th June, the 31st year of our reign (1303).29

     



      
      The word Malefactores – malefactors – implies that more than one individual was named. The phrase ‘vi et armis’ indicates the robbers broke into the treasury by force of arms, which points to an organized, well-equipped gang. That ‘they
         took a great part of our treasure and carried it away’ illustrates that royal officials had already entered the treasury and
         were able to calculate the magnitude of the losses. Given the conditions of the roads in the early 1300s, a messager from
         London would take about a week to reach the royal camp in Linlithgow, perhaps less if he came by ship from the Port of London.
         So, the robbery must have been discovered sometime in the week beginning Monday 27 May. The royal letter mentioned the source
         of this information ‘the testimony of faithful and worthy [men]’, a reference, possibly, to two men who would play a major
         role in the investigation into the robbery: Sir Ralph de Sandwich, Constable of the Tower of London and John de Drokensford,
         the royal official in charge of the treasure in that gloomy crypt beneath the Chapter House of Westminster Abbey.
     

      
      
      Both Drokensford and Ralph de Sandwich were in London that summer. Drokensford, as Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe was busy
         collecting money for his master, whilst de Sandwich’s important post required his constant presence there. They, in turn,
         however, must have been alerted by other ‘faithful and worthy men’, a reference to the possibility that not all the monks
         of Westminster looked the other way when the robbery took place.
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